
The Years When You Weren’t There

“I’ll go with you,” Tenn declared to Kujou.

Riku would never forget those simple words that overturned his world and
took away his brother and closest friend. And Tenn-nii was the one who
allowed it to happen.

Tenn would never forget how scared his brother looked as he let go of his hand.
He had to do it for Riku’s sake. He wondered if he could ever be forgiven.

***

“Mom, Dad. I want to go to school.”

Only a week after Tenn had left, Riku had grown tired of grieving while
helplessly stuck at home.

His parents’ first response was to coddle him, trying to assuage what they
assumed were his worries about being a burden to them. But Riku wanted to
prove he could do things on his own. If Tenn could abandon his family to seek
fame on his own, he could do ordinary things like attend classes and run
several meters without collapsing. He could do things without Tenn there to
save him.

The first several months were a challenge. He had to devote extra time to
studying to catch up with his peers, which left him spending his free time
buried in books in the library or at home. However, Riku didn’t mind. He
eagerly absorbed the knowledge imparted by textbooks and novels, happy to
finally receive some stimulation from a world outside of his bedroom or a
hospital room.

When choosing an after-school club, sports clubs were out of the question, and
Riku had no artistic or instrumental skills. His teachers surprisingly
understood his condition and o�ered to exempt him from after-school club



activities. Still, he wanted to have a normal school life as much as possible. He
should be capable of that much.

Once he narrowed down his options, Riku joined his school’s choir club. He
worried that singing may trigger an asthma attack, but if his voice faltered, he
could lower it and blend in as best he could with all the other voices in the
room. Riku convinced himself that this was enough for his normal school life.
His normal life without Tenn.

Now here he was, a year after Tenn’s departure, helping his classmates prepare
for their school’s cultural festival. His class was putting on a musical, but only
a few students volunteered to act, with the rest of the class helping out with set
design, props, and costumes. Riku worked as one of the behind-the-scenes
crew until one fateful day.

“Hey Nanase-san, do you want to be an actor instead?” their class
representative suddenly asked him.

Riku nearly dropped the props he was holding. “Eh? Why me?”

“I’ve discussed it with the rest of the actors and our teacher, and they all
agree.” She smiled and patted his shoulder when Riku's eyes filled with doubt.
“It’s okay. It’ll be a short musical, and we think your singing and personality
are what we need for our protagonist.”

“Thank you, but... I haven’t acted before. Are you sure you’re really okay with
me?”

“It’s gotta be you! You’re spirited, charming, kind, and always giving it your
all. The choir club president told us about your singing, and he thinks your
voice is great.” Riku’s eyes widened in surprise. He didn’t expect to stand out
that much to the people around him. He was so caught up with just making it
through each day that he didn’t consider what people thought of him. He
wondered if his class representative knew about his illness.

“I’m happy to hear you think that… but I don’t know if I can do it.”



“We can make some adjustments to the script for you. Please, be our hero!”
she pleaded, bowing desperately.

Riku imagined himself standing on stage, all the lights shining down on him as
he danced and sang for the audience just like Tenn used to do for him.

Riku shook his head to dispel his memories of his brother. He had to perform
for himself. He needed to do this to prove that he could take care of himself
with his own abilities now.

“Sure! I look forward to working with you!”

***

“One more time, Tenn. Your movements and expressions were too restrained.”
Kujou commanded sternly.

“Yes, Kujou-san.” Tenn’s forehead was lined with sweat, and he was panting
with his hands on his knees. Then, with one deep breath, he straightened
himself up and got back into position to do his dance routine for what felt like
the hundredth time. He looked at Kujou expectantly.

“Countless people will come to see you. This time, visualize the audience
vividly in your mind. Leave this dance studio behind and stand atop a dazzling
stage. Put all of your passion into your dance for the sake of those who have
come to see you. Now, Tenn, let’s begin.” Kujou then restarted the
instrumental track on the CD player and clapped out a beat for Tenn.

As Tenn began dancing once more, he imagined himself in the center of the
stage of a great hall lined with golden columns. The lights shone brightly on
him, feeling hot on his skin. But he embraced them eagerly, the brightness and
heat confirming that the stage was his. As he dared to imagine the audience in
his mind, he filled every seat in the house. There was only one person in those
seats that mattered, though. And Tenn put all of his heart into his dance for
him.



He reached the end of the dance gracefully as the music ended. He reached out
his hand and smiled widely, feeling so alive.

“Riku! Did you enjoy that?” His brilliant smile faltered when he saw that the
only face watching him was his own reflection in the dance studio mirror. The
dazzling stage— and Riku—evaporated in an instant.

“You did well, Tenn.” Tenn winced as he heard Kujou slowly clap and walk
towards him.

“However, you sing and dance on the stage for every single person in the
audience. People you know may be among them, but they are only minuscule
drops within a large ocean. It is unjust for a performer to give an insignificant
number of people their utmost passion and attention while neglecting the
rest.”

“I understand, Kujou-san,” Tenn muttered softly with a quivering voice, his
eyes downcast.

“Let’s take a break.”

Tenn nodded silently. His thoughts drifted towards Kujou’s words regarding
his ideal stage, a stage that looked dark and empty without Riku there
watching him.

***

On the day of the cultural festival in Riku’s second year of high school, the
curtain rose on an original fairy tale musical. Riku took center stage as the
protagonist, a young prince foretold to bring everlasting peace to a war-torn
land.

The story began as the current rulers learned the prince was the chosen one
who could end the war. He trained and became a renowned strategist, but all
the battles he won for his nations did not cause the war to abate, making the
prince grow doubtful. His enemies feared the prince, but that only fueled their



desire for revenge. Finally, after losing most of his army, the prince despaired
and realized violence could not mend a centuries-long war.

The prince decided to leave his home to learn from scholars, artists, and
musicians to find a new solution. His most valuable lessons were those of
history and song. As his performance skills grew, the prince developed the
ability to charm others and inspire them to carry out his desires through his
song. Finally, the prince composed a magical song for peace for his country,
ending the war.

Even though Riku was the lead actor, his only solo was saved for the very end.
The prince had to gradually discover that the way for the war to end and the
land to heal was not through weaponry and conquest but through his song. As
a result, Riku only sang minor solos during ensemble numbers.  But as he
acted, danced, and sang earnestly, conveying the prince’s determination and
desperation through every scene, he felt like he and the prince were one being,
leading great battles, learning about the world together, until finally they
created the song to stop the war and he was able to sing his heart out in the
final number.

As the applause swelled at the curtain call, Riku’s eyes were sparkling with
pride and joy. He belonged on the stage, performing for others and making
them smile. He longed to bring eternal happiness through his song and dance,
just as the prince had brought eternal peace.

***

Tenn sat alone on the stage of an empty bar, where the chairs were stacked
upside down on the tables, filling the entire space. The lights were shining
brightly, and it briefly reminded him of his parents’ old club with its simple but
dazzling experiences. He wondered if Kujou had cleared all their debts as
promised. He wondered if Riku was safe and happy.

Today, he was meeting with two other talents scouted by Yaotome
Productions. He was amazed Kujou even allowed him to join Yaotome
Productions to debut with others as a group after he had focused on training



for solo performances for years. It seemed counterproductive to Kujou’s goal
of molding him into the next Zero.

“No matter how talented you are, you will need support. Even if your days with
an idol group are numbered from the start, the popularity and experience will
serve to bolster you for when you become the next Zero.”

Tenn grimaced, wondering if Kujou truly believed these prospective talents
were just tools for Tenn’s benefit. He knew he couldn’t get too attached—they
were only meant to be business partners but it felt wrong to disregard them
entirely. They were their own people with dreams and aspirations, including
becoming successful idols with Tenn.

Suddenly, the sound of the doorbell broke Tenn out of his thoughts. He stood
up from his seat and turned to meet eyes with two men. One was a tall brunet
with amber eyes, and the other was stern-faced and silver-haired.

They stood observing each other in silence for a few moments until the
silver-haired man, whom Tenn recognized as the son of Yaotome Production’s
president, spoke up, an edge of challenge in his voice, “So you’re Kujou Tenn?”

Tenn smirked. These two were already interesting.

***

Riku felt his heart sink as he saw Tenn’s face plastered on a giant billboard
along with two others. The name TRIGGER was overlaid on top of the trio.
Feelings of betrayal, resentment, amazement, and disappointment all mixed
together inside him. He wanted to be happy for Tenn. He wanted to be proud
and declare, “Kujou Tenn is my brother!” However, he couldn’t, simply
because Tenn had only risen this high after throwing him away.

Was the world of idols really that desirable? Was it so extraordinary that Tenn
could abandon his family for the chance to become an idol without any
hesitation? Did it bring Tenn happiness?



When it came time for Riku to submit his career form, his responses surprised
his teacher.

“Nanase-kun, are you sure? I’d have thought you would choose to be an
actor.”

“Yes, I want to be an idol. I enjoyed singing and dancing with everyone in the
drama club. And I want to continue bringing smiles to people through my
singing and dancing. But…there’s someone I’m chasing after in the idol
industry. Someone I want to surpass.”

Once school ended that day, Riku looked up at the billboard again and shoved
down any heartbreak he felt bubbling up inside.

“Tenn-nii… No, Kujou Tenn. I’ll catch up to you someday.”


