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​​Chapter 1: An Unlikely Studio
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The hum of the city was a distant, muted roar through the soundproofed walls of Studio B. For Aria, it might as well have been another planet. Her world was the worn-out notebook in her lap, its pages filled with the spidery scrawl of her heart's confessions. Beside her, Hana was a vibrant supernova of energy, her fingers flying across a mixing board, tweaking a synth line until it shimmered.

"Almost there," Hana muttered, her pink hair bobbing in concentration. "Just needs a little more... sparkle."

"It sounds great, Hana," Aria said softly, her voice barely a whisper above the electronic beat.

"Great isn't good enough for this project." Hana grinned, finally leaning back. "This is Starlight Serenade, Ari. The biggest idol group in Japan. This is our shot."

Aria's stomach twisted into a familiar knot of anxiety. It was a miracle they were even here. A contact of Hana's had passed along Aria's lyrics, and by some stroke of impossible luck, the label wanted them. The catch was twofold. First, they had to work with the group directly. Second, the entire project was being overseen by the industry titan, the "Hitmaker" himself: Satoshi Takahashi.

The studio door slid open, and the world seemed to get brighter.

"Hello! You must be the new creative team!"

Kenji, the leader of Starlight Serenade, stood in the doorway, his smile as dazzling as it was on magazine covers. Behind him was Ryo, his expression dark and intense, his gaze sweeping over the room with a critical eye.

"I'm Kenji. It's a pleasure to meet you," he said, bowing slightly. "And this is Ryo."

Ryo just grunted, his eyes lingering on Aria for a fraction of a second too long, a flicker of something unreadable in their depths.

"Hana Tanaka! And this is my lyricist, Aria Ito," Hana chirped, bowing enthusiastically. Aria managed a small, jerky nod, her gaze fixed on the floor.

Before the introductions could continue, a cooler, more imposing presence filled the room. Satoshi Takahashi entered, his sharp suit and minimalist glasses giving him an air of untouchable authority.

"Let's not waste time with pleasantries," Satoshi said, his voice flat and devoid of warmth. He didn't even look at them, his attention already on the producer's chair. "I've reviewed the demo. Tanaka-san, your sound engineering is adequate. Ito-san," he finally glanced at Aria, his eyes cold and analytical, "your lyrics are... sentimental. We're selling a product, not a diary entry. The emotional landscape needs to be broader, more accessible."

Aria flinched as if struck. Those lyrics were a piece of her soul.

"I think," Kenji interjected smoothly, sensing the tension, "that the raw emotion is what makes them special. Our fans might connect with that."

"The fans will connect with what we tell them to connect with," Satoshi stated, his tone leaving no room for argument. "Your job is to perform. My job is to produce a hit. Let's stick to our roles."

Ryo scoffed from the corner. "If the material is weak, the performance doesn't matter." His dark eyes met Aria's again. "Can you even handle the pressure of writing for a group like us?"

The question hung in the air, heavy and sharp. It felt personal. Aria's throat went dry. She couldn't speak, couldn't defend herself. The walls of the studio felt like they were closing in, the ghosts of a past she'd tried to bury whispering in her ears.

Hana stepped forward, placing a protective hand on Aria's shoulder. "She's more than capable. Her words have a power you just haven't understood yet."

Satoshi simply sighed, a sound of profound boredom. "We'll see. The first track is a ballad. I need lyrics by morning. Something about fleeting love. Universal. Simple." He turned his back on them, already lost in the glow of the monitors. "Don't disappoint me."

As the idols and their producer left, Aria sank into her chair, the weight of their expectations crushing her. She looked at Hana, her eyes wide with panic. "I can't do this."

"Yes, you can," Hana insisted, her own cheerful facade cracking with a hint of worry. "You just need to show them what I already know. That your 'diary entries' are pure magic."

But as Aria stared at her blank notebook, all she could feel was the icy judgment in Satoshi's eyes and the strange, painful recognition in Ryo's. This wasn't just a shot. It was a reckoning.
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​Chapter 2: Echoes in the Mix
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The next morning, fueled by coffee and Hana's relentless encouragement, Aria had a new set of lyrics. They were good, technically. They hit all the notes Satoshi had demanded: fleeting love, universal sentiments, simple language. But they felt hollow, a pale imitation of the feelings she usually poured onto the page.

In the studio, Satoshi scanned the sheet music with a noncommittal expression. "This is serviceable. It will suffice."

It was the faintest praise, but for Aria, it felt like a victory.

Kenji was the first in the recording booth. He sang the lines perfectly, his voice smooth and technically flawless, but something was missing. The emotion wasn't landing.

"Again," Satoshi's voice cut through the intercom, impassive. "More feeling this time."

Kenji tried again. And again. After the fifth take, a frustrated sigh escaped his lips. "I'm not connecting with it. The words... they feel distant."

Aria's heart sank. It was her fault. Her hollow words had created a hollow performance.

Gathering every ounce of her courage, she pressed the button to speak to him. "Kenji-san," she began, her voice trembling slightly. "Imagine... imagine you're standing on a crowded train platform. You see someone across the way, someone you know you could love. The train doors open, and you have only a single second to decide if you'll cross the platform or let them disappear forever."

There was silence from the booth. Then, Kenji's voice, soft and thoughtful. "Okay. One more time."

He sang. This time, the performance was transcendent. Every note was filled with longing, with the weight of a moment's decision. The story came alive.

When he finished, the control room was still. Hana was beaming. Even Ryo, who had been stretching in a corner, had stopped to listen, a conflicted look on his face.

Satoshi was silent for a long moment. He leaned forward, his eyes closed. "That's it," he finally said, his voice quiet. "We'll use that take." He didn't look at Aria, but she felt a subtle shift in the room's atmosphere. A tiny crack had appeared in his icy facade.

Later that week, while working on a more upbeat dance track, the tension flared again. Ryo was relentless, pushing the choreography to its limits.

"No, Kenji, your turn is too slow! The whole formation is off because of you!" he snapped, his voice echoing in the dance studio.

"I'm doing my best, Ryo!" Kenji shot back, wiping sweat from his brow.

"Your best isn't good enough!"

Watching from the sidelines with Hana, Aria felt a familiar pang of dread. It was the same perfectionism, the same fiery intensity she remembered from years ago. From their band. From the night everything fell apart.

She must have made a sound, because Ryo's head snapped in her direction. "What? Got something to say?" he challenged.

"Ryo, that's enough," Kenji warned.

"No, I want to hear it," Ryo said, taking a step towards Aria. "What does the great lyricist think? Is our dancing not 'sentimental' enough for you?"

The old memories, sharp and painful, flooded back: the screech of tires, the shattering of glass, the silence that followed. The end of their music. The end of them.

Aria's breath caught in her chest. She stood up, her notebook clutched to her chest like a shield, and fled the room.

Hana glared at Ryo. "What is your problem?"

But Ryo wasn't looking at her. He was staring at the empty doorway through which Aria had fled, his anger momentarily replaced by a look of profound, gut-wrenching guilt.
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​Chapter 3: The Ghost of a Melody
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Hana found Aria in a small, unused lounge, curled up on a sofa, trying to make herself invisible.

"Hey," Hana said gently, sitting beside her. "You okay?"

Aria shook her head, not trusting her voice.

"It's Ryo, isn't it?" Hana guessed. "You two know each other from before."

Aria finally looked up, her eyes swimming with unshed tears. "We had a band. An indie band, back in high school. It was just the two of us. I wrote the lyrics, he composed the music and played guitar. We were... everything to each other."

She told Hana the whole story. About their dream of making it big on their own terms. About the night they were driving to a crucial audition, arguing about a chord progression. The argument had been stupid, but they were young and passionate. Ryo had looked away from the road for just a second.

"The accident..." Aria whispered, her voice cracking. "It wasn't that bad, but his hand... his left hand was badly injured. He couldn't play guitar anymore. Our dream, it was over. He blamed me. And I blamed myself."

They never spoke again. Ryo disappeared, only to re-emerge years later as a dancer for Starlight Serenade. Aria had retreated into her shell, writing lyrics for others, too afraid to ever step on a stage again.

Understanding dawned on Hana's face. "Ari, none of that was your fault."

"He doesn't see it that way," Aria murmured.

Their conversation was interrupted by a soft knock. It was
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