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Komaru on Jabberwock Island

Chapter 1

‘Komaru, I have a favour to ask.’


It was the Naegi siblings’ fortnightly video catch-up, and Komaru had been thinking of signing off. But apparently Makoto had been working up to something.


‘Sure,’ Komaru said. ‘What did you need?’


‘It’s about the Remnants of Despair,’ Makoto said, and he clicked his tongue. ‘We really need a better name for those guys.’ He looked to the side, as if now was the time to come up with an answer. Or he was just putting off his request.


‘Have you heard something?’


‘It’s not that. Just that we’re due to check-in with them – bring supplies, that sort of thing. Only it’s hard to get away at the moment. I don’t want to draw attention by leaving while things are as they are.’ Makoto and the others were still dealing with the aftermath of the Future Foundation’s internal implosion.


‘So when you say you want a favour …’


‘I was hoping you would go for me. And Fukawa-san, of course.’


Toko was sitting across the room, supposedly working on revisions for her latest novel. But now she was blatantly staring at Komaru.


‘You want us to leave Towa City?’ Komaru said.


‘It wouldn’t be for long,’ Makoto said. ‘The boat trip’s a three-day round trip; you could stay a week, get a feel for things …’


Komaru looked across the room. ‘What do you think, Toko-chan?’


‘I think it sounds like a big pain,’ Toko mumbled.


‘Toko-chan’s keen,’ Komaru told her brother. The microphone on her laptop wasn’t so good that it could pick up Toko’s voice from across the room.


‘Think of it like a tropical holiday,’ Makoto said.


‘If I go on holiday, I don’t want it to be like this …’


‘Why don’t you send me the details?’ Komaru said. ‘I’ll make sure everything’s in order here.’


‘You’re not even going to pretend to listen to my opinion!’


‘... did Fukawa-san say something?’


‘She’s just saying how much she’s looking forward to it,’ Komaru said, and dodged as Toko threw a cushion across the room at her.


‘I bet …’


‘How soon did you need us?’



Makoto gave them three days to get ready. Things were quieter in Towa City since Monaka had left, and Komaru found she was looking forward to a change.


She spent the night before they were due to leave reviewing profiles of the Remnants that Makoto had sent her. They were scanty, based mostly on hearsay and rumour – the last time her brother had been to the island, most of them hadn’t even been awake. There was one face, of course, that was more familiar to Komaru than the others. Komaeda Nagito. Komaru hadn’t known his name before.


Bringing her a cup of tea, Toko came to settle on the couch beside her.


‘Are you really okay seeing him again?’ Toko asked, looking at the screen before Komaru thought to flick away.


‘We see Kotoko-chan and the others all the time.’


‘That’s different,’ Toko said. ‘They were actually kids, even if they were messed up.’


It was different, but Komaru didn’t want to think about that too much. Instead she said lightly, ‘Toko-chan, don’t you believe in the Future Foundation’s ability to rehabilitate Despair?’


‘You think I’d believe in something like that?’ Toko said. ‘The Future Foundation wanted them dead.’ She hesitated. ‘Of course, I trust Byakuya-sama’s judgement. It’s probably safe.’


Toko’s eternal trust in Togami was reassuring in itself, although it made Komaru feel a little lonely sometimes.


‘I’m kind of curious,’ Komaru said, returning to their original topic, ‘if he were, you know, rehabilitated … what would that guy even be like?’


‘He’d probably still be terrible,’ Toko said. ‘Most people are. It doesn’t matter – if he does try anything, we can just offer him up to the part of the Future Foundation that thinks it was Despair that was responsible that time.’


‘That’s cruel …’


‘Well, you can’t do all the fun things yourself,’ Toko said, a glint in her eye like maybe it wasn’t just her everyday self saying it.



The boat trip was a novelty for Komaru, who enjoyed being on deck with the vast blue of the sea and sky around them, and a form of torture for Toko, who spent most of the time being seasick. After three days her sickness had begun to wear on Komaru too, and they were both relieved to arrive at the islands.


The plan was that the crew would help unload the supplies, and then come back in a week’s time. The crew didn’t know who the inhabitants of the islands were – ostensibly, Komaru and Toko were there to visit family. Komaru didn’t know if the crew bought that or not.


‘Maybe they’ve got the right idea,’ one of the crew members said, after they had disembarked. ‘Forget society; live somewhere no-one can get to.’


‘It certainly is quiet,’ Komaru said.


‘You’re sure there’s even anyone here to meet you?’


‘It’ll be a pretty boring week if there’s not.’


The guy looked out toward the coast, where the sea glittered invitingly. ‘That doesn’t sound so bad either. Maybe I should join you.’


Komaru laughed, and after the guy had moved away again, Toko muttered, ‘Why are you like that? That guy’s going to remember you now. Probably going to go back to his bunk and remember you –’


‘Don’t be like that, Toko-chan.’


‘Well, one of us has got to be suspicious. You’d walk straight into the lion’s den if I let you.’ Toko looked away from the sea, toward the abandoned town that lined the bay. The forest had begun to creep down from the hills and encroach upon the buildings; everywhere there were peeks of green.


What had happened to all the people who used to live here, Komaru wondered. Had the Tragedy claimed them all? Had they upped and left for their own reasons? It should have felt spooky, perhaps, seeing the town reclaimed by nature – but somehow the sight was comforting. 


Even if nature tried to kill you, it couldn’t do so with the malevolence of a town filled with robot bears and mind-controlled children.


The boat unloaded, Komaru reassured the crew that they would be okay, and their family knew they were coming – ‘island time, you know’. She probably could have talked the crew into staying till the others arrived – or changed her mind, got back on the boat and returned to the leavings of civilisation.


Instead, she waved the boat goodbye, and only once it was chugging out into the open sea did any of the island’s inhabitants reveal themselves.


‘Yo!’ said the young man that was Souda Kazuichi. He and a young woman came up to greet them.


‘Sorry to keep you waiting. You know we aren’t really meant to show ourselves in front of strangers.’ He smiled a too-toothsome smile. ‘You must be the little sister.’


It was an easy smile for Komaru to return.


‘I’m Naegi Komaru,’ she said. ‘Pleased to meet you.’


‘The pleasure’s mine,’ Souda said.


Komaru heard Toko make a rather unflattering sound.


‘Uh – who’s your friend?’ Souda said in a side-note. ‘I feel like she’s cursing me.’


‘This is Fukawa Toko. Toko-chan, don’t go cursing anyone already.’


‘Fukawa Toko-chan?’


‘Just Fukawa!’ Toko said in protest.


‘Is that everything?’ asked the woman. ‘I feel like they haven’t sent us enough food again.’


‘They sent us plenty of food! Plenty!’


‘Owari Akane,’ said the woman. ‘Nice to meetcha. I guess I better move some of this stuff inside, huh?’


‘By yourself?’ Toko asked.


‘It won’t take long,’ Owari said. ‘Can’t let a skinny girl like you do all the work.’


‘Did she … did she just call me scrawny?’


‘Don’t take it personally, Toko-chan,’ Komaru said. To Owari, she said, ‘We appreciate the help.’


‘Not like any of this stuff’s for you,’ Owari said. ‘We’re the ones should be grateful.’


‘Anyway,’ Souda said, ‘let’s get you to the others. I know they’re psyched you’re coming.’


‘Is it that exciting?’ Toko asked.


‘Sure is! We’ve got something special planned.’ Souda grinned. ‘That’s why the others couldn’t come meet you. Mioda made them help.’


‘Mioda-san?’ Komaru said. ‘You mean the Ultimate Musician? From that band?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Toko-chan, did you hear that?’


Before Toko could respond, Souda said, ‘I’ll warn you though, it won’t be what you expect.’ He laughed.


Souda explained the layout of the islands as they walked. The warmth of the day made it hard to move too quickly. Everyone was down at the beach on the first island, apparently – planning some sort of party. Komaru wasn’t sure that was what Makoto had expected when he sent her here – that they would be greeted so cheerfully.


When they got to the beach, though, things were a little more chaotic.


‘Kazu-chan, you gotta help!’ called out one young woman. ‘C’mere quick!’


There had been an attempt to set up some sort of stage, but something had gone wrong. The lighting bar was discarded on the stand, and one of the lights had smashed. There was blood on the glass, and on the sand.


‘What happened here?’ Souda said.


‘No need to yell,’ said another, startlingly blonde young woman. ‘There was only a small accident.’ The woman gestured, and that was when Komaru followed the trail of blood to see him again for the first time. The man who had determined the shape of her fight in Towa City – sitting there, having his head dressed.


‘We were trying to hang the lighting bar,’ the blonde woman said, ‘but it fell and knocked Komaeda-san on the head. Such bad luck.’


‘She says fell,’ another woman said, ‘but Tanaka-onii dropped it.’


‘Lies!’


‘Are they always this noisy?’ Toko asked, and Souda laughed awkwardly.


‘Pretty much.’


Toko eyed Komaru, who had angled herself sideways, as if she could slip out of Komaeda’s view. ‘He’s gonna see you anyway.’


‘Who’s that?’ Souda said, but he wasn’t really interested. ‘Hey everyone, our visitors are here!’


There had been the possibility, based off what Makoto had told her, that Komaeda might not remember her. But when everyone’s attention turned to her, and Komaru met Komaeda’s eyes across the sand – even before the two of them had spoken to one another, Komaru knew that he remembered her.


But before then, there was the rest of the group eager to be introduced. Komaru went through them all, and because Komaeda stayed seated, she could leave him until last.


He’d called himself only a servant, before. It wasn’t enough that Komaru could skip him. And no-one except Toko knew that history besides – it would stand out if she didn’t speak to him. Maybe Toko would have been happy to cut him altogether, but Komaru didn’t think that was right.


He watched her approach, eyes bright and alert as a bird’s.


‘Naegi Komaru-san,’ he said. ‘What a surprise that we meet again. You’re looking well.’


Komaru hesitated, and so Toko stepped in and said, ‘Can’t say the same for you. Came off the worse, did you?’


Komaeda laughed, and touched the bandage on his head. His injury had bled through the fabric. ‘I guess I did.’


‘Hang on,’ cut in one of the other guys – Hinata Hajime – ‘you three know each other?’


‘In a manner of speaking,’ Toko said.


‘They probably don’t want to admit me among their acquaintances,’ Komaeda said.


‘We met before,’ Komaru said, ‘in Towa City.’


Hinata looked sharply at Komaeda then. ‘You were in Towa City?’


‘Have you been, Hinata-kun? Or, no, that was the other one. Imagine if our paths had crossed then.’ He turned back to Komaru. ‘I suppose I don’t need to introduce myself now. You already know.’


‘Komaeda Nagito-san,’ she said. He nodded as if he were satisfied.


Komaru let out her breath. Maybe that was all that would happen. They would acknowledge one another, and then hopefully she could ignore him for the rest of the trip.


Hopefully. Komaru should know better than to rely on hope.



Tsumiki had ordered Komaeda onto bed rest, but somehow he hadn’t complained about missing the party – and Ibuki’s show. Komaru knew as soon as the music started why Komaeda had agreed so readily to miss out. But by the time Ibuki was halfway through the second song, Komaru had begun to find the noise hypnotic instead of offensive. Ibuki’s guitar was so fast, but Komaru could still find patterns in it … was this how the arts had been used to drag people into despair?


Toko, next to her, covered her own ears.


Afterwards, her head still ringing, Komaru told Ibuki, ‘That was really cool! I didn’t know people could play that fast.’


‘When Ibuki is on fire, no-one can catch up!’ Ibuki said proudly. ‘You gotta give it your all. Say, Komaru-chan, do you play anything?’


‘Me? No way. I could hardly keep up when we did music classes in school.’


‘Hmm.’ Ibuki looked at her seriously. ‘Sheet music and that?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Psh, that’s no way to learn music! Ibuki will teach you while you’re here.’


‘I don’t know if there will be time for that …’


‘Mioda,’ said Hinata, coming up to join them, ‘you can’t monopolise Komaru the whole time she’s here.’


‘Ooo, Hajime-chan, are you going to fight me? Are we gonna be rivals?’


‘That’s not what I meant.’


‘You should come to training too,’ Ibuki said. ‘You’re always skipping out on me.’


‘Because it’s exhausting,’ Hinata muttered.


‘Did you say “training”?’ Komaru asked.


‘Yeah. Of course we can’t expect you to get up early tomorrow morning, but maybe after lunch …’


‘Hinata-san, will you come too?’ Komaru asked. It wasn’t as if her brother had given her an itinerary to follow – he just wanted to get a sense of how the Remnants of Despair were doing here on Jabberwock. Which meant she had to try and get to know them.


‘Come on, Hajime-chan. I wanna play with a full band again.’


‘Alright,’ Hinata said. ‘I’ll do it.’


‘Hooray! A new rivalry is born!’


‘I said, it’s not like that.’


‘True,’ Ibuki said, ‘that would definitely interfere with the band’s cohesion. But then, don’t the best musical relationships have a little antagonism in them?’


‘I didn’t know I was joining a band,’ Komaru said. She wondered if she should back out – but she was only going to be here a week.


‘Well, we gotta see how well we fit together first,’ Ibuki said slyly. ‘I’m looking forward to it!’


It wasn’t the only activity Komaru was invited to over the coming days – Souda wanted to show her his workshop; Sonia wanted to talk about her experiences with ghosts … Komaru had the feeling it wouldn’t have mattered who she was – they were excited to see new faces. But she found herself more relaxed about the trip than she had been.


‘You’re getting along with everyone,’ Toko said, when they were walking back to their cabin in the small hours of the morning.


‘They don’t really seem like Despair, do they?’


‘That’s because we don’t know what they were like before,’ Toko said. ‘You wouldn’t say that about that Komaeda guy, would you?’


‘I guess not,’ Komaru said. ‘What about you, Toko-chan? Find anyone to get along with?’


‘I heard there’s a pretty good library here,’ Toko said. ‘It might turn out to all be trash, of course.’


‘I’m not sure my brother meant for you to hang out in the library here …’


‘Who cares? You can do all the chit-chat stuff. If I find any of your manga things, I’ll bring them back for you.’


‘Thanks, I think.’


Chapter 2

When Toko visited the next morning, she found the library on the islands was better than she had expected. They had books in a variety of languages, and a wide-ranging selection – if somewhat out of date.


Toko had settled in with one of the early works of a novelist she was watching, when Komaeda came in, and the silence of the library was disturbed.


‘Fukawa-san, here you are.’


‘Don’t say you were looking for me,’ Toko said, her body drawing up tight.


‘No, just I saw Komaru-san before, so I wondered.’


‘You didn’t say anything weird to her, did you?’


‘Geez, you really think so little of me.’ Komaeda sighed. ‘But I suppose that’s what I deserve.’


‘You’re damn right it is.’


To her surprise, Komaeda laughed.


‘What’s funny?’


‘Oh, nothing, it’s just refreshing. You don’t mince your words, do you, Fukawa-san?’


‘Other people might think it better to make nice and get along, but all that means is you have to spend time with irritating people.’ She looked at him sidelong across the room.


‘Ah, you’re saying I should shut up, are you?’


‘I came here to read,’ Toko said. ‘You must’ve come here for a reason too.’ Toko wondered if she could read, with Komaeda there. Maybe she should take the book for a walk.


‘You’re right,’ Komaeda said. ‘I’ll leave you alone now.’


She watched him over the top of her book, as he went to find his own reading material. She had hoped he might take it and go, but instead he sat at the table nearby, his choices laid out in front of him.


Toko kept reading.


For ten minutes, maybe, Komaeda kept silent. She’d only just become absorbed in the text again when he spoke again.


‘Say, Fukawa-san. Do you really think it’s okay for Komaru-san to get to know the people here?’


‘I thought you were going to leave me alone. Why are you asking?’


‘I was just wondering.’


‘Komaru can do what she likes. You don’t expect me to be jealous, do you?’


‘Hm, I’m not sure.’


Toko did tend to be jealous. But Komaru was always going to be the sort of person who got along with others. Toko had to accept that.


‘I’ll admit, I was surprised at the two of you,’ Komaeda went on. ‘But you are friends, aren’t you?’


‘Of course we’re friends.’


‘Sounds nice. But of course you’re not bothered being left on your own. You really do get along well.’


He spoke in such an even-tempered voice that Toko almost didn’t notice he was getting her back up.


‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘We even sleep in the same bed, so it’s not like we have to spend every minute of every day together.’


‘Oh!’ Komaeda said, eyes going wide in a surprise that Toko thought he was faking. ‘Did I misunderstand? I thought, everyone knows of your dedication to Togami Byakuya-san … but then, you did choose to stay with Komaru-san in the end … but I didn’t realise …’


‘You!’ Toko said. ‘What are you, some sort of stalker?’


‘Everyone knows that much,’ Komaeda said, and this time his surprise seemed genuine. ‘But that your relationship extended to sharing a bed … I didn’t know that.’


‘What are you suggesting, you pervert? Are you saying two girls can’t share a bed without it becoming some sordid male fantasy –’


‘Ah, that’s not what I’m saying at all …’


‘Well, you’re wrong! Komaru and I have only the pure bond of friendship! You’ll have to find something else to wank off about!’


‘I really don’t think you should be concerned about that.’


Toko scoffed. ‘Men are all the same.’


‘You’re getting quite het up about this, aren’t you?’


She was. Her book had fallen off her lap when she’d leaned forward. She took a deep breath and picked it up again. She was never going to be able to read in peace like this.


‘I’m going to go somewhere else.’


‘And now I’ve scared you off. I really am a worthless human being.’


Toko drew her breath in through her teeth. She could have told him she agreed, but that would have meant dragging this out even further. She took the high ground instead, and removed herself from the situation.


Even when she tried, though, she still didn’t feel like reading any more.



While Toko was being bothered by Komaeda, Komaru met Ibuki and Hinata outside the hotel foyer. Komaru had expected, when Ibuki had invited her, that Ibuki would have some sort of practice space, and that she’d give Komaru a tambourine and then when Komaru failed even at keeping time, Ibuki would realise she was a lost cause.


Maybe Ibuki did have a practice space, but that wasn’t where she led them today. Instead, she dragged them to the back room of an old clothing store on one of the other islands.


‘What are we doing here?’ Komaru here, still looking around in case there were instruments hidden under all the fabric.


‘Finding you and Hajime-chan costumes!’ Ibuki said. ‘Dontcha know that’s one of the top ten most important things for any band? You gotta have an aesthetic!’ Ibuki threw a peace sign, her smile wide.


‘How do you even come up with something like that?’ Hinata said.


‘Hm. Obviously Hajime-chan is going to have trouble with it, because his fashion sense is boring. So you should just try to match Ibuki.’


Hinata looked alarmed. Perhaps he was imagining himself in stockings.


‘I’ve never tried to have an aesthetic before,’ Komaru said. ‘I always just wanted to look –’ she always felt self-conscious about this word now – ‘normal.’


‘Nonono,’ Ibuki said, ‘that won’t do. We gotta fix you guys up, before you disappear of boring.’ She put a finger to her chin, thoughtful. ‘Imma start with Hajime-chan. Komaru-chan, you gotta find me everything that’s in red.’


‘You’re putting me all in red?’


‘Er, wrong, Hajime-chan. Obviously we gotta alternate red and black. We’re gonna have to do some customisation. You can sew, right?’


‘I –’ Hajime frowned – ‘can sew.’


‘Remember, it doesn’t count unless you’ve actually done it before.’


‘I can sew a button,’ he conceded.


‘Argh, why you gotta do this to me!’ Ibuki drew a deep breath. ‘It’s alright. This is just another experience to bring us closer together.’


‘If you’re going to alternate colours,’ Komaru said, pulling clothes from the piles they were in, ‘won’t it take a long time to sew?’


‘We’ll just tack it first,’ Ibuki said. ‘We can use the machine later.’


‘Uh, Komaru,’ Hinata said, ‘that’s a skirt.’


‘Huh?’ Komaru hadn’t actually noticed. ‘Well, Mioda-san did say everything that’s red.’


‘Hah, that’s right!’ Ibuki said. ‘We gotta show off Hajime-chan’s legs.’


Hinata looked stunned.


‘Maybe if we did, like, a half skirt over pants,’ Komaru said.


‘Now you’re talking!’


Hinata squeezed his eyes shut, looking like he wished he was anywhere else. But he didn’t actually walk out, which was practically permission for Ibuki and Komaru to do as they pleased.


In the end, they had Hinata dressed in black and red. Ibuki had cut two shirts through the centre, while Hinata looked on aghast, and tacked the opposing colours together. For the bottom half of his outfit, she went with Komaru’s idea – cutting a chunk out of a skirt in kilted red fabric, and pinning that over trousers.


‘Now, Hajime-chan, it’s time to get naked!’


‘What?’


Ibuki brightened her smile. ‘You gotta try it on. Or else Ibuki won’t know what needs fixing.’ She held the outfit out to him in both hands. There were still a lot of pins in it.


‘Ibuki won’t peek,’ Ibuki declared, turning herself around in a half-pirouette. She grabbed Komaru’s hand to turn her too.


Hinata grumbled, but he did as he was told. Komaru could hear him discarding his ordinary clothes, putting on his new ones. At one point he said ‘ow’.


‘Sorry, Hajime-chan!’ Ibuki said. ‘Promise the real thing won’t have any pins.’ She turned her head just enough to meet Komaru’s eyes with a cheeky expression.


Komaru found she was excited to see what they’d come up with.


At last, Hinata let out a long sigh. ‘I’m done.’


‘Woohoo!’ Ibuki said, springing back round. ‘Hajime-chan, you look so cool.’


‘I feel stupid.’


‘Nu-uh. He looks cool, right, Komaru-chan?’


‘Definitely,’ Komaru said. ‘The shirt matches his eyes.’


Hinata muttered something, and he covered those eyes with one hand.


‘Don’t be shy,’ Ibuki said. ‘If you want, you can be broody, but not shy!’


‘Seriously?’


‘Mm-hmm. The ladies love a guy who just stands there and looks broody. Right, Komaru-chan?’


The question was so sudden that Komaru just giggled.


‘Yeah. Ibuki’s always right about this sort of thing.’ Ibuki clapped her hands together. ‘Now we gotta do Komaru-chan next!’


It was strange, but hanging out with the two of them, these strangers who weren’t even the same age as her, made Komaru feel like she was back in middle school. Like the time she and her friends had gone to one of Sayaka’s concerts and gotten dressed up beforehand. Back then, Komaru had wanted to look trendy, but she hadn’t put thought into her clothing expressing anything more than that. When she’d poured over Sayaka’s outfits, she’d never thought of wearing anything like that herself. Because she was just ordinary. Because she didn’t want to stand out.


But Ibuki stood out, and she made it seem like something fun.


Komaru was put into black too, but black with splashes of bright colour – orange and yellow, where Ibuki was pink and purple. Ibuki found Komaru a bodice to wear over her skirt, and then she tightened around Komaru’s waist. Ibuki’s fingers were light, but for a moment Komaru felt like she wouldn’t have minded if they were a little firmer. Then she realised what she was thinking, and she threw the thought away.


‘Alright!’ Ibuki said, when she had tied a ribbon in Komaru’s hair, pulling her fringe back from her face. Her hands lingered a moment. ‘You’re done.’


‘Is it okay?’ Komaru said, looking down at herself, and then across to where Ibuki had put a full-length mirror.


‘Okay?’ Ibuki said. ‘Komaru-chan looks sexy! Right, Hajime-chan?’


‘S-sure,’ Hinata said, too embarrassed by the suggestion to meet Komaru’s eyes. It made her relax a little.


Probably Ibuki was just trying to flatter her, but Komaru didn’t mind. It was nice, to be flattered.



‘After all that,’ Komaru said to Hinata as they walked back – Ibuki had run off with their half-finished costumes somewhere – ‘we didn’t even talk about instruments.’


‘So far,’ Hinata said, ‘she’s told me I’m on drums. That’s as far as we’ve got.’


‘Maybe we’re meant to take the initiative? Not that I guess it matters for me … Is there even a drum kit on this island?’


‘Yeah. One of our “day trips” was finding as many instruments as we could. There were a couple of drum kits. Lots of guitars. People like to come on holiday and play guitar on the beach.’


‘I don’t think I could do that.’


‘Why not?’


‘I’ve just never been good at that sort of thing.’


‘I think if you want to learn, it doesn’t matter if you’ve been good at it – hey, isn’t that Fukawa?’


The figure approaching them from up ahead was indeed Toko. Komaru waved at her.


‘Where were you?’ Toko said, when they drew closer. ‘I thought something had happened.’


‘Huh? We were trying on clothes. With Mioda-san, like I said.’


‘Trying on clothes?’ Toko looked suspiciously at the two of them. ‘I thought you were having a band meet. For that band you’re not in.’


‘Well, yeah. It kind of turned into a costume thing. It’s a shame you weren’t there, Toko-chan; we could have dressed you up too.’ Toko would have fought every step of the way, but Komaru was still curious as to how Ibuki might have styled her.


‘I don’t need dressing up.’


‘Hey, I’ll see you two later,’ Hinata said. Probably he could sense the that Toko was on the edge of a rant. Komaru said goodbye, and then she looked at Toko a little nervously.


‘What are you so worked up about? It’s not that late.’


‘You were trying on clothes,’ Toko said. ‘With a guy?’


‘It’s not like that.’


‘Maybe not for you,’ Toko said, ‘you’re too dumb to be anything ecept innocent. But that Hinata –’


‘It’s fine, Toko-chan,’ Komaru said. ‘I think I was actually in more danger from Mioda-san.’ She laughed, nervous about actually admitting it, even though Toko would think she was joking.


‘You … We’re meant to be keeping our defences up!’


‘I don’t think that’s actually what my brother intended.’


‘What, so you’re gonna … make friends? Fall in love, have babies, decide to stay?’


‘That escalated quickly …’


‘Well?’


‘Why shouldn’t we make friends while we’re here? Didn’t you talk to anyone today?’


Toko looked away. ‘I was at the library. I’ve been reading.’


‘That’s so like you, Toko-chan.’


‘Maybe. There was an annoying cockroach.’


‘... you mean a person, right?’


‘Who cares! Let’s get back to the hotel.’



Toko watched Komaru whenever she spoke to Hinata later that evening – they were both perfectly pleasant with each other, but that didn’t mean much. There could be roiling passions under the surface, waiting to overflow. Toko knew a little something about that.


She was trying not to think about what Komaeda had said. What he’d implied. The reason Toko had chosen to stay by Komaru’s side all this time, past the point of excuses.


Toko wasn’t a lesbian. Your split personality didn’t make a habit of killing pretty young men if she was lusting for nubile young women all along. Stupid, energetic girls like Komaru, who were nicer than they had any right to be, and touched you more than they needed to, which was ever.


What Komaeda had said shouldn’t have got to her. And yet, as he’d intended, it did.


So Toko watched Komaru with Hinata. What she failed to notice, then, was that the person that Komaru herself was most enchanted with was Ibuki.


Ibuki was loud and gregarious – it was only natural that she would claim a seat herself next to Komaru at dinner. Toko didn’t notice because she tried to block that sort of person out.


But Komaru noticed, because she remembered Ibuki’s hands on her that afternoon. The thought she’d had, when Ibuki had belted her up – that she wouldn’t have minded her hands wandering.


‘I finished your costume!’ Ibuki told her. ‘You’re gonna be rocking.’


‘Well,’ Komaru said, ‘it’s not as if I’ve got anywhere to wear it.’


‘Ibuki will put on another show. Even if you’re not ready for the stage, you can dress up.’


‘That would be fun.’


‘We’re only going to be here a week,’ Toko said, from her spot on Komaru’s other side.


‘Only if Ibuki can’t convince Komaru to stay longer.’


‘And how do you propose to do that? I’m here too.’


Ibuki leaned forward over the table, so that she could see Toko better past Komaru. ‘I’ll just have to convince you too, Toko-chan.’


Toko drew in an outraged breath. ‘You don’t call me that,’ she said. ‘Only Komaru calls me that.’


Ibuki frowned. ‘Tokocchi?’


‘Fukawa. You’ll call me Fukawa.’


‘That doesn’t seem very friendly.’


‘Because –’ Toko hesitated over her next words, knowing Komaru didn’t like her being too rude. ‘We only just met.’


‘Toko-chan’s not got much experience being friendly,’ Komaru said cheerfully, and Toko kicked her under the table. Komaru ignored her.


‘I can see that,’ Ibuki said. ‘Never mind, never mind. Ibuki can be patient.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Toko muttered. ‘We’ll be on a boat in six days.’


‘You never know,’ Komaru said, ‘something might happen to the boat.’


‘Don’t even say that!’


Ibuki laughed, listening to the two of them. ‘You two are good friends, huh? Man, Ibuki’s jealous.’


Toko dropped her outraged voice. ‘Why? Don’t you have friends here?’


‘It’s not that,’ Ibuki said. ‘There’s friends and then there’s friends.’ She looked across the table. ‘Right, Hajime-chan?’


‘Why’re you bringing me into it?’ Hinata asked.


‘Come on, you know what I mean.’ Ibuki’s sly grin spread wider.


‘Are you trying to play matchmaker?’ Toko asked.


It was like a shutter went down over Ibuki’s eyes. ‘Definitely not,’ she said.


Toko narrowed her eyes. ‘Are you sure?’


‘Of course she’s sure,’ Komaru said. ‘Like you said, we’ll be on a boat in six days.’


Toko remained unconvinced.



Their next ‘band meet’ turned into raiding the kitchen for snacks, turned into an impromptu cooking lesson with Hanamura. Who also tried to hit on Komaru, but Ibuki said, ‘Nonono, hands off! Komaru-chan’s already claimed.’


‘I’m not sure that’s the right way to talk about her,’ Hinata said.


Komaru just laughed awkwardly. ‘I’m sure neither of them mean it.’


‘Nuh-uh,’ Ibuki said, ‘Ibuki absolutely means it.’ She looked pleased with herself for saying it, and Komaru found herself, slowly, heating up, her chest growing hot before her face.


‘Oh-ho,’ Hanamura said, ‘it’s like that, is it? I don’t see why that means you need to leave me out –’


‘You know Komaru’s here to report back on us, right?’ Hinata said. Hanamura looked at him blankly.


‘What’s that got to do with it? I promise, Komaru-san isn’t going to have any complaints.’


‘Maybe we can just change the subject,’ Komaru said. ‘I feel like the last piece of cake.’


‘We can do cake next,’ Hanamura said. ‘Everybody gets a piece!’


‘Somehow it still sounds sleazy.’



They ended up taking the cake and a variety of savoury snacks back to Ibuki’s room. Ibuki had finished their costumes and had them piled together on the bed. She noodled idly with her guitar while they ate and chatted. The sound was muted without the amplifier, and Komaru found herself watching Ibuki’s hands more than she was listening.


She wondered what exactly Ibuki had meant, when she’d said Komaru was ‘already claimed’. Maybe it was retrograde for Komaru to find the thought a thrilling prospect.


She wished they really could be in a band. Even if Komaru would be a let down. She liked the idea of hanging out with Ibuki more. Staying up late, laughing and talking. What Ibuki’s callouses from the guitar might feel like on Komaru’s skin.


‘We better clear this up before dinner,’ Hinata said.


Ibuki jumped to her feet, still with her guitar in her hands.


‘Don’t forget your costumes!’


‘Do we need to take them now?’ Hinata said. His barely veiled alarm made Komaru snicker.


‘Whaddaya saying, Hajime-chan? Ibuki’s room isn’t a storage unit! Although that would be useful.’


‘Don’t you have these whole islands to yourself?’ Komaru asked.


‘I mean for the band!’ Ibuki said. She emphasised her words with two swift chords on the guitar. ‘We need somewhere to store all our gear. Hajime-chan, you should get on that.’


‘Sure,’ Hinata said, ‘I’ll get on that.’ His voice was so dry that Komaru couldn’t tell if he were sincere or not.


They took the costumes anyway.


‘It is cool that Mioda-san can just sit there and come up with stuff like that,’ Komaru said. ‘I wish I had that kind of talent.’


Hinata’s expression was wry. ‘You can’t say that if you’ve never tried.’


‘Like I could impress someone like her,’ Komaru said.


Hinata looked thoughtful.


‘I think Mioda would be impressed if you did just try. I have an idea about that, if you have some time tomorrow?’


‘Really? But you don’t need to help me with this.’


‘It’s fine.’


‘Alright, then.’ She wondered if Hinata knew what her motive actually was. ‘After lunch again?’


‘Sure. I’ll come to your room.’


‘Um. Toko-chan might be there then.’


‘Ah.’ Whatever Hinata had in mind, Toko’s presence probably wasn’t going to be conducive. ‘You come to me, then?’


‘Sure.’


They’d got to Komaru’s room by that point. ‘I’ll see you then!’ Komaru said, as Toko opened the door.


Hinata nodded at her, and at Toko, and left.


‘What?’ Toko said. ‘Are you meeting him again?’


‘Uh-huh,’ Komaru said, stepping inside. Toko shifted to let her in.


‘What’s that you’ve got? Is that your … costume?’ The way she pronounced the word sounded very dubious.


‘Don’t laugh,’ Komaru said. ‘Mioda-san made it for me.’


‘I’m not laughing,’ Toko said. She knit her brows together, looking at the clothes in Komaru’s arms. ‘Can I see what it looks like?’


‘Oh, sure!’ Komaru said. She began to unfold the clothes so she could get changed. ‘It kind of doesn’t really feel like me,’ she said, when she pulled the bodice on over her top and skirt. As she tightened it, she wondered what Toko was thinking – she’d probably think it pushed up her boobs too much and made her look slutty.


She really hoped Toko didn’t say anything like that.


‘How does it look?’ she asked, when she was finished dressing. She tugged the bodice smooth, scared to look up and see Toko’s unimpressed look. ‘It’s probably too much.’


‘I guess it’s okay,’ Toko said, ‘for a stage costume.’


Her voice sounded strange; when Komaru looked up, she had her fist pressed in front of her mouth. But she didn’t seem like she was hiding laughter.


‘Just okay?’


Toko drew a deep breath. ‘It’s very fetching.’


‘Fetching,’ Komaru repeated, and she laughed. ‘It’s so like you to use a word like that, Toko-chan. You couldn’t just say it looks cute.’


‘Why?’ Toko said. ‘Is that what Hinata said?’


‘Hinata-san? Noooo.’ She drew out the ‘no’, thinking of Hinata’s awkward reaction when Ibuki had asked if he thought Komaru looked sexy. Probably it was about as awkward as Toko being asked to say she looked cute.


‘You’re remembering something,’ Toko said. ‘What did he say?’


‘Nothing! It was Mioda-san’s idea anyway!’


‘That girl has too much energy,’ Toko muttered.


‘But I’m glad you like it, Toko-chan.’


‘Like?’


‘Yeah. Isn’t that what you meant?’


‘I guess.’ Toko lowered her eyes. ‘I’m not sure you should wear it around, though.’


‘Well, it’s not like we’re actually going to put on a performance,’ Komaru said. ‘Don’t you think it would be a good crime-fighting outfit?’ She mimed drawing the truth gun; Toko shuddered.


‘Absolutely not,’ Toko said. ‘No-one would take you seriously.’


‘No-one takes me seriously anyway …’


‘And if you dress like that at home, that girl is just going to get ideas.’


‘Don’t say that …’


‘She loves cute things.’


‘Toko-chan! You’re making it sound like something bad.’


Toko snickered, and didn’t look apologetic when Komaru glowered at her.


‘You’re so mean,’ Komaru said.


‘It’s not mean,’ Toko said. ‘It’s realistic.’


Komaru flopped back on the bed and kicked her legs out like a child, hoping she could catch Toko’s shins, but Toko stepped back.


‘I’ll get Mioda-san to make you an outfit too,’ Komaru said, ‘then you’ll be sorry.’


‘Why would that make me sorry?’


‘Can you imagine? Someone telling you you look cute?’


‘That would never happen.’


Komaru sat upright. ‘What, you don’t even want to hear those words from Togami-san? “Oh, Fukawa.”’ She put on a fake voice. ‘“You actually look like a girl for once –”’


‘Stop there,’ Toko said. ‘Don’t you taint my fantasies with your putrid imagination.’


It was Komaru’s turn to laugh, and be scowled at. ‘To be honest, I can’t imagine Togami-san saying “cute”.’


‘Well,’ Toko said, ‘at least your characterisation isn’t completely terrible.’


Chapter 3

The next day, Toko sat outside and tried to read. She tried to read, but the author had got caught up describing the breasts of the girlfriend character, and all Toko could think about was Komaru’s boobs pushed up by the stupid bodice that Ibuki had chosen, and the way it made you want to give them a squeeze. How was Toko meant to look Komaru in the face when her breasts were on display like that?


If Toko thought about it too much, it made her want to tear all Komaru’s clothes off and replace them with some frumpy, matronly outfit so that no-one else would look at her. But Toko would still know what was underneath. What did the way Komaru dressed matter, when Toko had seen her naked and had Komaru mash their chests together in one of her sudden out-of-nowhere hugs?


In retrospect, Toko regretted that she hadn’t just turned around and left when Komaeda had come into the library. It was definitely the fault of that white-haired bastard. Toko should sit and imagine Togami punishing her for thinking such filthy things about Komaru, but the spark had gone from that fantasy. It didn’t get her heart racing like it used to.


Maybe, Toko thought, her feelings for Togami were just a habit. Could that be right? Komaru could joke about it, and Toko could act outraged, but the truth was, Toko had given up on Togami when she’d chosen to stay with Komaru.


She was such an idiot.


‘Fukawa-san, are you alright? You’ve been reading that page for ten minutes now.’


Komaeda’s voice interrupted her thoughts; Toko snapped her book shut.


‘Don’t sneak up on people!’


‘I thought you would have heard me coming.’ Komaeda looked down at her, blocking her sea view.


‘Maybe I was engrossed.’


‘Engrossed in something,’ Komaeda said, ‘but I don’t think it was that book.’


Toko set the book aside, and pulled her legs up in front of her. 


‘His editor really let him get out of control on this one,’ she said. ‘All that gross stuff creeps me out.’


‘Huh? Isn’t that a love story?’


‘Love,’ Toko said, sneering on the word. ‘It’s just about fucking.’


‘Wow. I didn’t expect to hear it so crudely.’


‘If it bothers you, you can leave.’


‘Oh, it’s alright for me to stay, then?’ Komaeda said, which was not what Toko had said. He sat down on the grass beside her, carefully, as if he didn’t want to ruffle it.


‘I know my company is hardly worth inflicting on anyone, but I thought you might be lonely. You know, with Komaru-san making new friends.’


‘It doesn’t concern me.’


‘That’s very cool of you. I wouldn’t be so relaxed if I were in your position.’


Toko sniggered. ‘That’s because no-one would want to be your friend, even a good person like Komaru who sees the best in everyone.’


‘Mm, you’re probably right.’


‘Of course I’m right.’


‘I can’t help being a trashbag of a human so that no-one would want to be my friend, but even so, do you really think it’s okay for Komaru-san and Hinata-kun to be alone together?’


‘Why,’ Toko said, ‘is he a sleazebag? Because if he is, I’ll go slice him up right now.’


‘No, nothing like that. Just, as you say, Komaru-san is the type who sees the best in everyone.’


‘So? What are you trying to say?’


‘I wonder … if it might be bad for both of us if they were to fall in love?’


Toko felt herself want to rear up like a snake. She should cut Komaeda for even suggesting such a preposterous thing. Except … Komaru had been arranging to meet Hinata, hadn’t she? And he’d seen her trying on that ridiculous outfit.


‘You know what I mean, right, Fukawa-san?’


‘We’re only here a week.’


‘You never know what might happen, though. Typhoon season is coming up.’


‘What, you think we’re going to be stuck here and then the two of them will get rained in during the storm and have to share a bed to keep warm –’ She cut herself off, seeing her fervour reflected in Komaeda’s eyes. Maybe he did think that.


‘You see what I mean,’ Komaeda said, with a gentle smile. It didn’t stop Toko from wanting to smack him.


‘This isn’t one of Komaru’s manga.’


‘Hm. Would it be better if it were more novelistic?’ Komaeda looked at the book Toko had set aside, and Toko had the sudden urge to hide it from him.


‘What’s your point?’ Toko said. ‘You want me to go break them up?’ She could picture, too easily, Komaru getting herself ravished. Komaru hadn’t even been able to defend herself from a messed-up little girl; no way was she fit to contend with a healthy young male. She’d probably believe him if he told her blue balls could kill.


‘Ah, maybe not right now, Fukawa-san,’ Komaeda said, seeing the intensity in her eyes. ‘I don’t want you killing Hinata-kun by mistake. If this goes on, however …’


‘You’re saying you have a plan?’ Toko ought to be suspicious of any plan of Komaeda’s. Still, she was curious.


‘I might,’ Komaeda said. ‘I need a bit more time. I wasn’t expecting things to progress so quickly.’


‘You’re making it sound worse!’ Toko said, grabbing her own hair in frustration. She didn’t want to think about Komaru being deflowered. She didn’t want to think of anyone else touching her.


‘Well, Hinata-kun’s not that bold. I think.’


‘You think. And why would I trust your judgement?’


Komaeda gave a strange little half-smile. ‘I have observed some things about him in my time here.’


Toko felt her heart settle down. Not because she trusted Komaeda. Maybe just because he’d said something that wasn’t meant to rile her up. Because when he said ‘observed’, she got a sense of how lonely he must be here, on these islands.


She understood feeling lonely, even when you were amongst people. Komaru was the one who’d taught her how not to be.


‘I’m not saying I’ll go along with whatever it is you’re planning,’ Toko said. ‘But I guess I’ll hear you out.’



Komaru was in Hinata’s room that afternoon, yes – but contrary to Toko’s imaginings, what was going on wasn’t any clumsy attempt at seduction. Rather, it was a clumsy attempt at a music lesson.


‘I can’t learn to play that!’ Komaru said, when she saw the instrument Hinata had picked out for her.


‘It’s a bass guitar,’ Hinata said. ‘It’s different from a normal guitar. See? Only four strings.’


Like it were a fact she needed to convince herself of, Komaru said, ‘Four strings is easier.’


‘It’s easier.’


‘I thought you didn’t actually play anything,’ Komaru said. Hinata got a pained look on his face.


‘“Don’t” might be the wrong idea,’ Hinata said. ‘Why don’t you just hold it to start?’


‘Well, I probably can’t break it,’ Komaru said. Gingerly she took the bass off him. It felt more awkward than she’d expected to hold onto it, like it was bigger than she was.


‘You can sit down,’ Hinata said. ‘You want to hold it like this.’


Komaru let herself be directed, Hinata’s hands moving her when he needed to. ‘It’s heavier than I thought.’


‘You’ll get used to it,’ Hinata said. ‘I mean, you would, if you learnt seriously.’


It wasn’t that Komaru wasn’t serious. But it wasn’t music she was serious about, was it? She just wanted to try because she thought it would please Ibuki. She wanted Ibuki to think that Komaru was serious about their friendship. Even if it was only till the end of the week. Even if Komaru wasn’t sure it was friendship she was thinking of.


‘You see these lines on the neck?’ Hinata said. ‘They’re the frets. They help guide you where to press down on the strings.’


‘It already sounds complicated.’


Hinata smiled, but didn’t bother to dismiss or reassure her. ‘Depending where you press, it changes the sound.’


He wouldn’t demonstrate either, but made her try for herself. At first she didn’t press the strings down hard enough, and the sound was muted – but when she got it right, it resonated.


‘That didn’t sound terrible!’


‘Some instruments sound worse when you’re learning than others,’ Hinata said.


‘Don’t I know that,’ Komaru said, thinking of the recorders they’d had as kids. She and Makoto had mainly used them as a method to torture each other.


Pressing down the strings remained hard – Hinata told her that was something she would just have to get used to. And when he told her the names of the notes, they went straight out her head. Still, she could get the idea – the way the sound got higher when you moved your hand further down the fretboard. That the strings had their own order, although it seemed hard enough dealing with one string to start with.


They finished the lesson when her hand started to cramp up.


‘Mioda-san makes it look so easy,’ Komaru said.


‘Bass is physically harder,’ Hinata said. ‘It’s just that the bass line is less complicated.’


‘That’s me,’ Komaru said, more to herself than Hinata. ‘I’m not that smart, I can just put up with a lot.’


‘My bad, I didn’t mean it like that. Just that if you want to be able to play with Mioda, I thought this would be fastest.’


‘Mm, I’m sure you’re right. Thanks, Hinata-san. You didn’t need to show me this.’


‘It makes a change.’


They chatted for a while longer. Before Komaru left, they agreed to have another ‘lesson’ the next day, so that Komaru would have time to show Ibuki what she’d learned before she left.


That was the first time she really felt that it was a shame to be leaving so soon. She’d made a home in Towa City, yes, but apart from Toko it wasn’t like anyone really needed her back there. Maybe in the early days she’d been useful, but nowadays the adults had gained enough sense to run themselves, and with Monaka gone, things were more peaceful.


Maybe it was time that she should start thinking of herself.


If anyone had asked, she wouldn’t have said she were considering staying. She wasn’t. Rather, she had remembered that she had options. That there were other things for Naegi Komaru to be than just the defender of Towa City, than just an ordinary high school girl.


Not that she wouldn’t have graduated high school already.


Toko was taking less advantage of the change of scenery than Komaru was; she was in their room when Komaru got back.


‘Toko-chan, you weren’t here all day, were you?’


Toko glanced up from where she was reading on the bed, lying on her stomach. ‘No.’


‘Really?’ Komaru sat down on the bed next to her; Toko didn’t shift.


‘Yes, really.’


‘Did you talk to any other people?’


‘As a matter of fact, I did.’ Toko turned a page. ‘Or they talked to me.’ Toko stopped reading to eye her. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t dress up.’


‘Huh? What for?’


‘For your date.’


Komaru laughed an anxious laugh. ‘It wasn’t a date,’ she said. ‘Hinata-san’s just helping me with something.’


‘Sure.’


Komaru nudged Toko’s arm. ‘Why don’t you believe me,’ she said, ‘Toko-chan?’ Deliberately, she put a whine into her voice. Toko looked at her properly then, with an expression something like disgust.


‘You’re so mean,’ Komaru went on. ‘Just because I don’t have anyone like your Byakuya-sama.’


‘Don’t say it like that.’


Komaru flopped on her back and laughed. ‘He was teaching me to play bass guitar. Can you imagine?’


‘You?’


‘Yeah. I know we won’t be here long enough for it to matter, but I thought it might make Mioda-san happy if I actually tried. Maybe that’s silly.’


Toko was silent a moment. ‘It’s not silly.’


‘Hey, Toko-chan? Do you like it here?’


‘It’s alright.’


‘Hmm.’


‘It’s not like I like Towa City that much either. Places are just where you end up.’


‘I guess so. It’s not like I’ve ever really chosen anywhere I’ve been.’


She waited for Toko’s answer.


‘If you stayed here,’ Toko said at last, ‘you’d get bored.’


‘Do you think so?’


‘And you’d worry about those kids. You’d want to know how they were doing.’


‘Maybe you’re right.’


After a while, she heard Toko pick up her book again. But Komaru was still thinking about it – why she’d stayed in Towa City in the first place, and why she hadn’t left even now. Except she’d come here.


Maybe being here would change her, she thought, the same way being in Towa City had.


What would Toko have said, if Komaru told her what her purpose actually was, in spending time with Hinata – why she wanted to impress Ibuki so much?


That it was because Komaru found her charming. And sexy. And vibrant.


If Komaru told Toko that, what would she do? Would she make fun of Komaru? Would she treat her differently? Tell her they couldn’t sleep in the same bed any more? Tell her she was making a fool of herself, mixing up admiration and attraction. It wasn’t as if Komaru didn’t admire Ibuki.


She just liked being called sexy by her too.



The next morning, Ibuki found her over breakfast.


‘Komaru-chan!’ Ibuki slung an arm over her like it was nothing. ‘I heard you’re hanging out with Hajime-chan without me. You’re gonna make Ibuki sad, like that.’


Komaru found herself blushing, for no good reason except for the way Ibuki leaned into her space.


‘It’s a surprise,’ Komaru said, ‘that we’re working on.’


‘Oh-ho, a surprise! Well, that’s interesting.’ Ibuki took the seat opposite Komaru. She wasn’t having a proper breakfast, just a smoothie, which she drank through a straw while looking at Komaru. ‘Maybe Ibuki should ask you to hang out alone too.’


She wasn’t helping with the blushing. ‘That sounds like fun.’


‘How about after dinner?’


‘After dinner?’


‘We can stay up and play games till it gets late!’


‘You mean like a sleepover?’


‘If you like.’ Ibuki grinned at her. ‘We can hang out in our nighties and have a pillow fight. And do each other’s hair …’


What would Toko think, Komaru wondered. It wasn’t as if Komaru could invite Toko along too. Toko would hate it besides. And if Komaru did try and bring Toko along …


It would ruin all the fantasies Komaru was already having in her head about what she and Ibuki might do that evening.


‘Let’s do it!’ Komaru said, and made up her mind to apologise to Toko later.


First, though, came her music lesson.


Chapter 4

Hinata was trying to teach her the bassline to a song, but Komaru’s fingers were still wobbly from the day before. She kept missing the timing.


‘Sorry!’ she said, not for the first time, when she blunted the sound yet again. ‘I know I should get it already.’


‘Stop apologising,’ Hinata said. ‘You don’t need to apologise for being new to something.’


‘Yeah, but I’m making you help me …’


‘I volunteered, didn’t I? So you don’t need to apologise for that.’


Komaru tried again, probably pressing too hard this time, but at least the sound was better.


Focusing on that, Komaru didn’t notice the knock on the door until Hinata called out, ‘Who is it?’


Komaru resisted the urge to hide the bass behind herself – it wasn’t as if it was something to be ashamed of.


‘It’s just me,’ came the response. ‘Me’ being Komaeda. Hinata got a look on his face like this was something he always had to put up with, and he went to open the door.


Komaru rested the bass on her lap, and wondered if she should just hide altogether.


‘What is it?’


‘Actually, I was looking for Komaru-san,’ Komaeda said. Komaru squirmed on the bed. But when Komaeda saw her, his brow creased in confusion. ‘Komaru-san, I didn’t know you played the guitar.’


‘It’s a bass,’ Komaru said, and curled her fingers around the bottom of it defensively. ‘I’m learning.’


‘Does that make you the teacher?’ Komaeda looked at Hinata. ‘Well, I guess your talents should extend that far.’


‘Why were you looking for Komaru?’


‘Right, I’m being unnecessary. It’s actually Fukawa-san who was looking for you, Komaru-san.’


‘She was? Why?’


‘She didn’t really want to tell me. She’s in the old hotel building. I guess she needed help with something.’


‘Oh,’ Komaru said, and got to her feet automatically. ‘Sorry, Hinata-san, I should see what she wants.’


‘Sure, that’s fine. Take care.’


Take care? Komaru thought, as she left. She glanced over her shoulder at Komaeda, who didn’t seem to be leaving, and then decided not to think about it. She wondered what was so important that Toko had had to call for her. It wasn’t like she didn’t know Komaru was in the middle of something.


When Komaru got to the old hotel building, the entrance was empty.


‘Toko-chan?’


‘I’m down here!’ came Toko’s voice. Komaru followed that sound, padding through the halls.


‘Where’s here?’ she called back, but then she turned a corner and she saw Toko through a set of doors that were open wide on a large room.


‘What are you doing in here?’ Komaru said. There was only Toko in the room – except, that when Komaru entered the room, she could see that the walls had been marked with red paint.


‘What is this?’


‘I think it’s a logic puzzle,’ Toko said.


‘What?’ Komaru looked around, taking in the numbers that had been written, one to each wall: 2, 4, 5, 3, in Japanese numerals. A puzzle like the Monokuma children had set her in Towa City.


‘I see why you called me,’ Komaru said. ‘But why is this here?’


‘The first door should be locked now,’ Toko said. ‘Sorry.’ She was wringing her hands like she did when she was nervous, her eyes on the floor.


‘Why are you saying sorry?’ Komaru said. ‘Did you arrange this, Toko-chan?’


‘It wasn’t me,’ Toko said, ‘it was that white-haired creep. I think it’s meant to be a warning.’


‘A warning?’


‘That you shouldn’t get too close to that Hinata guy.’


‘Are you sure this wasn’t your idea?’


‘When have I ever assigned you a riddle?’


‘True.’ Komaru looked back at the numerals, noting them down in her mind, and then she went to check what Toko had said about the door being locked. Toko trailed behind her.


The door was locked. And, just like the old days, there was a laptop near the door with a password prompt up.


‘Be careful how you write it,’ Komaru read the help text. She looked at the lock on the door, which now she thought about it was incongruous with the old building.


‘It’s gotta be those numbers, right?’ Toko said.


‘Yeah, but in what order? It sounds like we might only get one chance.’


‘We’ll be trapped in here till someone comes to rescue us,’ Toko said. ‘Huh.’ She got a weird smile on her face, which Komaru ignored.


‘Well, let’s go see if there are any other clues.’


In the kitchen, they found a camera left conspicuously on the bench. It didn’t have a memory card, which seemed like an impossibly small thing to find until Toko pointed out the shopping list stuck to the refrigerator, which just said ‘cinnamon’ on it. Thence they had to find the spice rack, only all the containers were unlabelled, and they all had a memory card in them, and only the dregs of spices.


‘I guess we have to work out which one had cinnamon in it,’ Komaru said, and lifted one container to her nose. It smelt slightly floral – not cinnamon, she thought.


Toko sniffed one too, and then she sneezed. ‘What’s this?’ Toko said, ‘are we planning to cook something? You know I don’t do that housewife crap.’


‘Just tell me what spice it is,’ Komaru said.


‘Huh? You think I’d know something like that. Dekomaru, you’re really –’ Toko suddenly narrowed her eyes. ‘What’s this?’


‘It’s a puzzle,’ Komaru said patiently. ‘We need to work out which container had cinnamon –’


‘Not that,’ Toko said. She laughed, in an uncharacteristically gentle fashion for her alter ego. ‘That girl really does surprise me sometimes.’


‘Toko-chan?’


‘Well, I’m not going to spoil it for her.’ She picked up another container, and sniffed it, and sneezed again.


Then, somewhat shame-facedly, she held it out to Komaru. Komaru inhaled the scent herself.


‘That’s it!’ she said. ‘Toko-chan, you’re a star!’


‘And you’re so hokey,’ Toko said, waiting while Komaru fished out the memory card and inserted it into the camera.


There were only four photos on the card, each taken in the big room during what looked like a party. They all featured the Remnants of Despair, smiling and enjoying themselves.


Toko looked at them beside her.


‘They’re all taken facing different directions,’ Toko said.


Komaru flicked through them again, and Toko was right.


‘This must be the order then,’ she said. She thought it through. ‘Komaeda-san isn’t in any of these, huh?’


‘He probably took them,’ Toko said. ‘You know who is in them all?’


‘Huh? Who?’


Toko drew her mouth tight. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘Let’s check the numbers again.’


They checked the numbers, and then went back to the entrance to put them in.


2-3-4-5, Komaru typed.


The screen gave an error.


‘What? That was the right order, wasn’t it?’ Annoyed, Komaru put the numbers in again, hoping she’d mistyped. Again, she got the error message.


‘I guess it wasn’t a one-chance-only deal,’ Toko muttered.


‘I don’t think I mixed the walls up,’ Komaru said. ‘Maybe I should try them in reverse?’


‘Hang on,’ Toko said. ‘Be careful how you write it. He used the Japanese numerals for a reason, right?’


‘Yeah, but I can’t input those here.’


Toko was thinking. ‘It’s not what number it is,’ she said, ‘it’s the number of strokes you write it with.’


‘Huh? Oh. Like four has five strokes and five four … so they’re the other way around!’ Satisfied with Toko’s brainwave, Komaru put in the new set of numbers, and was rewarded by the password being accepted.


‘We did it!’ she said. Only then, instead of the door clicking open, a new screen popped up.


Security question, it said. What does Fukawa Toko want to be to Naegi Komaru?


‘Well, that’s easy,’ Komaru said, and she input the word ‘friend’.


It was rejected.


Komaru glanced at Toko, who had gone stiff beside her.


‘I’m gonna kill that guy,’ Toko said.


‘Now now,’ Komaru said. ‘What about “comrade”?’ Again, the answer was rejected. A new warning popped up: You have three attempts remaining.


‘Ah … do you have any thoughts, Toko-chan?’


‘Only about how I’m going to murder Komaeda,’ Toko muttered. ‘Let me do it.’


Komaru let Toko step in front of her, but she stood so that she could see what she was typing.


‘Do you have to watch?’ Toko said.


‘Well, it’s about me.’


‘It’s not even … he’s just making stuff up!’ Toko looked down at the keyboard, and then, very quickly, she typed the word ‘lover’.


The answer was accepted. Komaru heard the door unlock, but Toko didn’t move. Neither did Komaru.


‘Like I said,’ Toko said, ‘he’s just making stuff up.’


‘But you knew the answer.’


‘Yeah, well …’ Toko made her hands into fists. She wouldn’t meet Komaru’s eyes. She was embarrassed, Komaru thought. Was it that embarrassing?


‘What about Togami-san?’ Komaru found herself asking.


‘What about him?’ Toko said. ‘Aren’t I allowed to – to change my mind? I’m not a teenager any more.’


‘But I really had no idea.’ It never would have occurred to Komaru, because she knew how Toko felt about Togami. She’d thought she knew. And now everything they’d ever done together … the affection Toko had grown to show for her –  the way Toko had got so worked up thinking Komaru was interested in Hinata … Komaru saw those things in a new light.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Toko said. ‘It doesn’t mean anything.’


‘How can it not mean anything?’


‘Because,’ Toko said, ‘if I let it mean anything, then you’d have to reject me, and then we couldn’t be friends any more and I … I don’t want to be alone.’


Toko took a deep breath; she was trembling. Komaru thought that if she reached out a hand to steady her, Toko might break.


‘Why,’ Komaru said, ‘do you think I would reject you?’


Toko was silent a moment. ‘Isn’t it obvious?’


‘Why would it be obvious? We’re always together.’


‘That … that doesn’t mean …’


‘Why would it be obvious?’ Komaru repeated, more distressed. She felt like disappearing into the ground. Not because of what Toko had revealed, but because of the way she’d said it. It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t mean anything. Isn’t it obvious? ‘Why would you ever think I could reject you?’


‘Because you’re normal,’ Toko said. ‘You like guys.’


‘What sort of an assumption is that? You’re the one who’s always been “Byakuya-sama this”, “Byakuya-sama that”.’


‘When was the last time I said anything like that?’


When Komaru thought about it, she didn’t know.


‘It’s not like I expected to end up like this,’ Toko said.


‘You mean gay?’


Toko scowled at her then, and Komaru laughed. ‘Not that it matters either way.’


Except it mattered to Toko, or she wouldn’t look so unhappy.


‘Do you want me to beat up Komaeda-san for you?’ Komaru suggested.


‘What are you saying? Trying to sound tough –’


Komaru took a step closer to her, and Toko stopped talking. Her face had gone red. Komaru touched her hair, to brush it back from her face, and trace the line of her jaw.


‘What are you doing?’ Toko lifted a hand between them, like she might be about to push Komaru away. She didn’t quite get there.


‘I thought it would be cool,’ Komaru said. ‘Like the hero in a romance manga.’


‘That drek will rot your brain,’ Toko mumbled.


Maybe Komaru had a contrary heart. Hadn’t she just been excited about seeing Ibuki that evening? But there was a difference. There was a difference between a crush, and the girl who had pushed you through the worst time in your life, who had stuck by you, who had chosen to stick by you … and also, Toko looked cute when she was embarrassed.


‘Hm,’ Komaru said, ‘I guess we’ll skip the date at the amusement park, then.’


‘What?’


‘And you won’t end up taking care of me when I’ve got a cold …’


‘I already do that!’


Komaru laughed. ‘No wonder you were so worried about Hinata-san. Even though you had the wrong idea …’


She didn’t think Toko needed to know about her thing for Ibuki right now. Maybe she’d tell her later. When they were back home, and it was safe for Ibuki.


‘You don’t even know that I was wrong.’


‘Well, it doesn’t matter. I should probably let him know that everything is okay, though.’


‘Right.’


Impulsively, Komaru leant forward and pecked Toko on the lips.


‘Komaru!’ Toko clapped her hands over her mouth, somewhat belatedly.


‘Haha, did I steal your first kiss?’


‘You – you took me by surprise!’


‘Good,’ Komaru said. ‘Shall we go?’



When Komaru stopped by Hinata’s room again, it was Komaeda’s voice that told her to come in. Komaru glanced at Toko; Toko pulled a face, but nodded for Komaru to open the door.


Hinata wasn’t inside. Komaeda was sprawled on the bed reading, and when Komaru listened, she could hear the shower running in the bathroom.


She suddenly remembered what Toko had said about the person who was in all the photos in the old hotel hall.


‘I was starting to wonder if you’d got stuck,’ Komaeda said, dismissively.


‘That was a dirty trick,’ Toko said. ‘I should cut you up for that.’


‘I didn’t think Komaru-san would have a problem with it.’


‘It did make me feel kind of nostalgic,’ Komaru admitted.


‘Komaru! Don’t listen to him.’


‘But it turned out okay, didn’t it, Toko-chan?’ Komaru looked back at Komaeda, and bit her lip. If Komaeda had been jealous about Hinata – it was so petty that Komaru couldn’t really feel scared of him any more. ‘I guess Hinata-san is busy now. I’ll catch up with him later.’


‘You do that.’


Komaru grabbed Toko’s wrist, and backed away with her, letting the door shut behind them.


‘Well,’ Komaru said, ‘I guess you really didn’t need to worry about me and Hinata-san.’


‘That creep,’ Toko said, fuming. ‘I can’t believe he used me in his plan to get laid.’


‘Do you really think that’s what it took?’ Komaru started walking back toward their cabin. ‘They’ve been living on this island a while now.’


‘Yeah, and you sleep in my bed.’


‘So?’


‘So I don’t think you can talk.’


Komaru considered that. ‘So what you’re saying is, maybe his plan was also for you to get laid?’


‘Komaru! You don’t have to be so crude.’


‘Huh? But you said it first.’


‘I wasn’t talking about us!’


‘What’s the big difference?’


‘The difference is like the difference between a porno and a romance novel that happens to be a bit steamy! They’re completely different things.’


‘I’m not sure Komaeda-san would appreciate that comparison …’


They got back to their room, and Komaru let them in. ‘It’s a shame about my lesson, though,’ she said. ‘I wanted to show Mioda-san what I learned.’


Toko accepted the change of subject. ‘You can still do that, can’t you? Bass guitar, was it?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘I hear that’s pretty simple. Probably even you can learn it well.’


‘Toko-chan!’ Komaru thumped her hand on Toko’s shoulder. ‘You should be nicer to me, you know.’


‘Or what?’


Komaru flomphed on the bed. ‘Not “or what”,’ she said. ‘Just because.’


Toko’s lip twisted. ‘I’m just having fun.’ She sat gingerly beside Komaru.


‘Is being mean fun?’


‘Yes.’ Toko stared steadfastly forward. ‘You – you might have ended up with a terrible girlfriend.’ She stumbled over the words, too nervous to be brazen.


‘Well, I already knew that,’ Komaru said. She caught Toko’s arm and tugged her downwards to lie beside her.


‘Hey!’ Toko said, but Komaru just smiled back at her, until Toko blushed.



Komaru put off Ibuki that evening, and the next day, Toko came along to their ‘band meet’.


They’d originally planned to meet at Ibuki’s room, but after a brief conference with Hinata, Komaru had gotten that changed to the old music venue on the other island. It was pretty rundown after all this time – Komaru was pretty sure there were animals living there that weren’t just rats and mice – but it had room, and more importantly it had a drum kit.


‘Are you sure you want to stay?’ Komaru asked Toko. Hinata had shown her how to plug her bass into the amplifier, and the first note Komaru played had startled her and Toko both. They were still waiting for Ibuki.


‘I’ll cover my ears if I have to.’


‘Maybe we should find you some ear muffs,’ Komaru said. ‘Maybe something in a cute bear design –’


‘Don’t even joke about it!’


‘I didn’t say anything about it being a two-toned bear.’


‘One colour is bad enough!’


Hinata politely pretended not to hear. Komaru was tempted to ask him about Komaeda, but she couldn’t do that while Toko was here. Maybe if Toko got sick of all the noise …


‘Omigosh!’ Ibuki said, when she arrived. ‘What a shock, what a shock. When did you guys arrange this?’


‘It didn’t take much arranging,’ Hinata said.


‘And what’s this? Fukawa-chan came along too?’


‘I … Komaru kept doing suspicious things. So I’m just here to …’ Toko glanced at Komaru, trapped.


‘She’s here to cheer me on,’ Komaru said.


Toko hung her head.


‘Ah-hah! Our first fan.’


‘That’s not right –’


‘I get it,’ Ibuki said, tapping the side of her nose. She smiled at Komaru a little ruefully. ‘With any band, there’s always someone’s girlfriend gotta come along to all the practices.’


‘I’m not her – I mean, we –’ Toko’s face got hotter and hotter.


‘Don’t worry,’ Komaru told Ibuki. ‘You haven’t misunderstood.’


‘Ibuki has a nose for these things!’ Ibuki said. ‘Chin up, Hajime-chan, we still have each other. Let’s show these lovebirds how singletons have fun!’


‘Uh –’


Komaru and Toko both looked at Hinata.


‘You can’t let her down, Hinata,’ Toko said, with the pleasure of someone who’d found a way to take the spotlight off themself. You better show us …’


‘We’re going to show Mioda something,’ Hinata said, and, ignoring Toko, he went to sit down behind the drum kit.


‘Hajime-chan, you’re really setting Ibuki’s heart aflutter.’


‘He just sat down!’ Toko said. ‘You don’t even know if he can play them yet.’


Hinata only glanced at her, and then he started to play. A simple beat at first, but then the rhythm became more complex. As he lifted the tempo, Hajime lost his cool expression and started to frown, as if he had to focus. Only that was a cool expression too.


Ibuki lifted her guitar with delight, but then she pointed at Komaru.


‘Komaru-chan, show us what you got!’


‘Uh … I can really only play a few notes,’ Komaru said, as she hurried to get the strap of the bass on over her shoulder.


‘We only need a few notes! Let’s get going!’



In the end, they made a lot of noise, Toko tried to bury her head in dishcloths behind the bar, and Komaru could barely keep time, let alone change the note she was playing.


Still, somehow, with the pleasure on Ibuki’s face, the intensity on Hinata’s – it was still a lot of fun.


‘Ah!’ Ibuki said, collapsing on the floor afterwards. ‘I should kidnap Komaru-chan so she can’t leave again. Having six months between band meets is gonna suuuck.’


‘What’s this “six months” figure?’ Toko said. ‘We haven’t said anything like that.’


‘Huh? That’s the schedule Makoto-chan set up.’


‘We were just filling in this time,’ Komaru said, before Toko could become too worked up. ‘Still, I wouldn’t mind coming back. Right, Toko-chan?’


She thought for a moment that Toko might disagree, but something passed over her face, and she said, ‘It didn’t turn out that badly.’


‘And I’ll make sure to practise and get better before then,’ Komaru added. She ignored the double-take Toko did – it didn’t seem very flattering to Komaru.


‘You can take that with you,’ Hinata said, gesturing at the bass.


‘Oh, is that okay? I’m sure I could find one back home …’


‘No-one’s coming back for it.’


Komaru held the body of the base with both her hands, and she thought about that. The people who had lived on this island, like the people who had been lost in Towa City, and before then, who would never be coming back. The parents she’d probably never see again.


It wasn’t wrong to still be happy.


Even for the Remnants of Despair, she thought, it wasn’t wrong to still be happy. She could tell her brother that.


It wasn’t as if any of them would forget.


‘I’ll take good care of it,’ Komaru said. ‘For the sake of its former owner.’


‘Ibuki bets they’d be happy to hear you say that,’ Ibuki said. ‘Next time you’re here, we should be sure to put on a performance!’


‘I don’t think I’ll be ready for that …’


‘Then you gotta train harder! We’re all looking forward to seeing Komaru-chan look cute and cool on stage! I bet Fukawa-chan’s looking forward to it too.’


Komaru looked at Toko for her response.


‘I’ve already seen Komaru look cute and cool before,’ Toko said, ‘so it’s not really necessary.’


Ibuki laughed.



In the end, Komaru and Toko’s boat home was delayed by a storm, and they had to stay a week longer anyway.


Somehow, Toko couldn’t even bring herself to complain.


Home Again

‘Home sweet home,’ Toko said, when they arrived back. She bypassed the lounge to collapse face down on their bed, dumping her bag on the way. Komaru trailed behind her.


‘You’re not going to sleep, are you?’


‘Why not?’ Toko said. ‘Do you think I got any decent sleep on that boat?’ She rolled back over to look up at Komaru, bunching her shirt up in the process, so that her waist peeped out.


‘I was hoping we could do something other than sleep,’ Komaru said.


‘I’m not cooking,’ Toko grumbled. ‘We can get something delivered.’


‘Something else,’ Komaru said. Maybe Toko was still too naive to get it, so Komaru climbed onto the bed beside her, and she laid an arm over her and groped her breast quite blatantly.


‘You mean that.’


‘Uh-huh,’ Komaru said. Toko wasn’t wearing a bra, and it was easy for Komaru to tweak her nipple through the fabric of her shirt.


‘Well, I guess that’s alright.’


‘Only alright?’


‘It’s meant to help you get to sleep, right? Not that I’d know about something like that.’


Komaru looked down at her fondly. ‘You know, Toko-chan, you can just do it for the sake of doing it.’


‘Maybe if you’re –’ Toko met her eyes and looked guilty. ‘It’s different for me. I can’t just say things like “wanna do it?”’


‘I don’t think I said it like that.’


Toko placed her hand over Komaru’s – not to move it, but only idly. Her hand was cool. Toko’s chest rose and fell beneath their twinned hands. Maybe they could just stay like this until they fell asleep. That would be okay too. Komaru had been falling asleep beside Toko for a long time. She could wait a little longer.


Suddenly, Toko lifted herself up on her elbows; Komaru took her hand back surprisedly.


‘You know what I do want to do?’ Toko said.


‘What’s that?’


‘I want you to take your shirt off.’ Toko fidgeted with the edge of her own shirt; Komaru could tell there was a next coming.


‘Okay.’ Komaru sat up so that she could pull her shirt off over her head. However many times she’d changed in front of Toko before, it felt different to be watched. The look in Toko’s eyes was bordering on lascivious.


Komaru dropped her shirt on the floor. ‘What next?’


‘Next,’ Toko said, ‘I wanna bury myself in your tits.’


She launched herself into Komaru with no more warning than that, her arms around Komaru’s back and her face pressed into her chest. Komaru looked down at her with surprise. She stroked Toko’s hair, trying to ease out some of the tangles, and Toko sighed against her skin. She turned her head slightly, her cheek against the middle of Komaru’s bra.


‘They’re just excessive,’ Toko said. She drew one hand around to squeeze Komaru’s breast.


‘I can’t help that,’ Komaru said. It made her feel hot, Toko pressing her face against her, the proprietal way she felt Komaru up.


Toko slipped two fingers under the top of Komaru’s bra.


‘Liar,’ Toko muttered. She pushed down the cup of Komaru’s bra so that her breasts spilled out the top. Fondled her some more, so that Komaru felt it right between her legs. Then, looking a little more nervous, Toko licked the skin of Komaru’s breast up to her nipple, and she pulled Komaru’s nipple into her mouth.


Komaru gasped.


Toko brought her other hand round, so that she was squeezing both of Komaru’s breasts while latheing her nipple with her tongue. Her hands might have been cool, but her mouth was hot.


Toko moved her head back and flicked Komaru’s nipple with her fingers. She snickered a little, like it was something Komaru should be embarrassed about.


‘Toko-chan.’


‘What? You know your breasts are just asking to be groped.’


‘If you’re going to talk about them like that, I won’t let you.’


Her voice must have been sharp, because when Toko looked back up at her, she was shame-faced.


‘Sorry,’ she said, and rested her head back against Komaru’s chest.


Komaru sighed. ‘I forgive you.’ She stroked her hand through Toko’s hair. ‘Do you want to have a shower?’


Toko stiffened. ‘Are you saying I’m dirty?’


‘I mean, we did spend three nights on a boat ...’ Komaru patted Toko’s shoulder. ‘I’ll go first.’


Toko shifted so that she could get off the bed, and then sat on the edge with her hands together.


‘Did I ruin things?’ she asked.


‘No. It’s just nicer to do some things when you’re clean, I think.’


Toko looked at her piteously. ‘ ... some things?’


‘Uh-huh. I’ll let you imagine what those might be.’ Komaru smiled at Toko, before she went to wash up.


The thing was, Komaru already knew somewhat more about Toko’s fantasies than she’d ever wanted to. She knew Toko thought of herself as a masochist, that she had a penchant for degrading talk. But Komaru didn’t. It wasn’t that Komaru expected Toko to change altogether. Toko could have whatever fantasies she wanted. But Komaru wanted to be treated like something precious, not to be made self-conscious. It wasn’t like she’d asked for the body she had; she couldn’t help how other people felt when they looked at her.


Maybe her shower was a little longer than usual – Toko seemed anxious when she came out. She jumped to her feet right away, like she meant to get out the way.


‘Your turn,’ Komaru said, keeping her voice cheerful.


‘Okay.’ Toko looked like she might apologise again; Komaru didn’t want that. She flopped onto the bed and ignored her; soon, she heard the shower going again. She sat up again.


Komaru wasn’t sure this wasn’t making a mistake, still – for her and Toko to try and turn their friendship into something else. She’d hate it if this screwed things up.


Toko’s shower was faster than Komaru’s had been – she’d only put her hair in a loose bun and not washed it, and as she approached the bed, she pulled her hair loose again and dropped the hair tie on the bedside table. She sat on the bed next to Komaru, and Komaru slumped her head onto Toko’s shoulder. She took advantage of the position to peek down the collar of Toko’s robe.


‘Shall we start again?’ Komaru murmured. She lifted her head and Toko acquiesced to kiss her. Komaru leaned into her, and undid the sash of her robe, before taking Toko’s hand and placing it back on her breast. She could feel Toko trembling.


Komaru undid the sash of Toko’s robe too.


Toko broke the kiss, to rest her forehead against Komaru’s. She let her hand drop to Komaru’s waist.


‘I ... go easy on me.’


‘Hm?’


‘I ...’ Toko pulled away, and she pulled her knees up against her chest. ‘I don’t really know,’ she said, ‘why you’d want to do this with me.’


‘Because I love you?’


Toko winced. ‘You say that sort of thing too easily.’


Komaru frowned. ‘Only to you.’


‘Even if you do,’ Toko said, ‘I’m ... like this.’ She looked away from Komaru, her hair hiding her face.


‘You’re ... shy?’ That didn’t fit with Toko’s behaviour earlier.


‘I mean I’m ugly!’ Toko said. ‘And I have these scars –’ she gestured to her thighs, the souvenirs from her Genocider days – ‘and I don’t know why you’d be attracted to me.’


‘Maybe I have terrible taste?’


Toko glared at her, and Komaru laughed – but not too heartedly.


‘I know what you look like, Toko-chan. I have seen you naked before. And your scars.’ She reached out to brush the ridged skin with her fingertips. ‘That’s all just you, Toko-chan.’


Toko made a face.


‘You’re not ugly,’ Komaru said. She took Toko’s hand in hers, and brought it to her lips to kiss. ‘I’ve never thought you were ugly.’ She turned Toko’s hand to kiss the heel of her palm. Toko still had her knees high against her chest, but now Komaru thought she was hiding a blush. ‘I bet you can be sexy too if you want to, Toko-chan.’


‘What does that even mean?’ Toko muttered, as Komaru moved her mouth to her wrist.


‘It means,’ Komaru said, ‘you shouldn’t hide yourself.’ She laced her fingers in Toko’s.


‘Isn’t being coy sexy too?’


Komaru laughed again, more freely. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘If it’s you, Toko-chan.’


She brushed Toko’s hair back behind her ear; slowly, Toko lowered her knees, so that she was sitting with her legs bent to the side instead of in front of her. She was a little stiff, like she still wanted to hide herself. Komaru ran her hand down Toko’s arm, comforting.


Toko sighed. ‘Maybe you can just shove me back on the bed and we can stop talking about it.’


‘Is that what you want?’ Komaru said. ‘You want me to be on top.’


‘Stop talking about it, I said.’


Komaru didn’t shove her back – she coaxed her back. Ran her hands along Toko’s legs until Toko laid them out flat; guided her backwards, with a hand on the back of her neck, and with kisses. She slid her hands down Toko’s breasts, and kissed her stomach.


‘You’re not going to do anything funny, are you?’ Toko said. There was a tight note to her voice.


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Komaru said. Which was true in a sense – if Toko couldn’t bring herself to say something, Komaru couldn’t know what she meant. It was funny, how Toko could switch between crudity and naivety like that. Cute.


Komaru kissed Toko’s belly, and she ran a hand up the back of Toko’s thigh, to the crease between her leg and her ass.


‘Komaru.’ Toko’s voice had turned whiny.


‘That’s my name,’ Komaru said, and knew that Toko would narrow her eyes at that.


If Toko wanted her to stop, she could say so directly. Komaru went from caressing her thighs to parting them, so that Toko’s pussy was exposed to her.


‘You don’t have to look,’ Toko said. ‘It’s embarrassing.’


‘Why?’ Komaru said. She ran her fingers over Toko’s labia; Toko’s leg jerked so that Komaru was almost hit. She kissed Toko’s knee instead. Then she leaned forward, her eyes moving back up Toko’s body to her face, her lips that were redder than usual. She kept stroking her hand over Toko’s pussy, not focused on anything in particular but feeling the contours of her. Toko’s breath came in jerks – she kept trying to hold it.


‘I’m not looking now,’ Komaru said, slipping a finger in where Toko was wettest; Toko rolled her eyes back, and opened her legs wider, pushing her hips back against Komaru’s hand. She turned her head to the side.


‘Don’t you wanna look at me?’ Komaru said.


‘You’re too much,’ Toko said. And then, perhaps worried that was ambiguous, said, ‘Don’t stop.’


‘Okay.’ Komaru shifted so that she was more lying beside Toko than over her, but she kept her hand where it was, fingers teasing Toko’s entrance. Just how slippery Toko was made Komaru hornier too, and she pushed two fingers inside her. Toko gasped.


‘Yes!’


‘You like that?’


Toko’s breath came heavily. ‘I can take more,’ she said. That surprised Komaru, but she obliged with another finger, curling into the heat inside Toko, and thrusting her fingers in and out.


She had the heel of her palm against Toko’s clit; Toko had lost her shyness by that point, and pushed into Komaru’s touch. That was hot. Komaru found herself clenching her own thighs in turn, trying to stimulate herself that way. She squeezed her own breasts with her free hand.


‘Hey,’ Komaru said, ‘try facing me?’


‘Huh?’ Toko looked right then as if she really didn’t understand Komaru’s words; Komaru stopped fingering her, and grabbed Toko’s hand, moving it between her own legs.


‘Oooh,’ Toko said. She shifted to face Komaru better, her fingers moving over Komaru’s pussy experimentally. It felt good. Komaru leaned in to kiss her, moving her own hand back between Toko’s legs; it took some adjusting to get comfortable, but it wasn’t as if Komaru was in a hurry.


‘You’re really wet, huh,’ Toko said, her voice slightly on edge.


‘I told you,’ Komaru said, ‘it’s coz you’re sexy, Toko-chan.’ She squeezed an extra finger into Toko’s pussy, liking the way Toko felt around her.


Toko didn’t respond again, but moaned instead.


‘Do you like that?’ Komaru said, and Toko nodded. She looked so debauched, her hair clinging to the sweat on her body, her chest heaving. She rubbed her hand against Komaru without finesse, too distracted for more. It hardly mattered, with how turned on Komaru was. Just seeing Toko’s reactions, the way she rutted into Komaru’s hand, the sounds she made – that was all delicious.


Toko cried out when she came, and then she clasped a hand to her mouth, as if embarrassed to have done so.


‘No-one will hear,’ Komaru said. She withdrew her fingers, rubbing the slick Toko had left on her. ‘Just me.’ Komaru put her fingers in her mouth, to taste it; Toko gasped and batted at her hand.


‘Komaru, you can’t do that!’


‘Why not?’ Komaru said. It wasn’t as if it tasted bad.


‘Because ...’ Toko, from her expression, knew she didn’t have a good answer. So, keeping her eyes on her, Komaru licked her fingers clean. And maybe Toko was thinking about other things they might do, and why she maybe shouldn’t protest too much, because she didn’t say anything more.


Instead she remembered that she was meant to be getting Komaru off as well, and she began to touch her with renewed purpose, leaning over her so that Komaru had to lie flat. That made it easier for Toko to apply the pressure she was looking for.


‘Like that,’ Komaru said, when Toko managed to rub her clit just right. ‘Keep going.’ Her body felt hot – not just her pussy or her sensitive breasts, but her whole body down to her toes.


Toko kept going, and Komaru came too, in a wave of heat that swallowed her. She didn’t cry out like Toko had, but her body shook; she grasped at the sheets and her own skin.


‘Toko-chan,’ she said. ‘Toko-chan, I came.’


‘You did?’ Toko seemed surprised, and stopped moving her fingers.


‘Uh-huh.’ Komaru nodded slowly, rocking her hips up against Toko’s hand again. Toko still looked like she was in shock.


Komaru smiled up at her lazily, and she took Toko’s hand in hers.


‘I did it right, then?’


Komaru giggled. ‘Sure. You did it right.’


Toko blushed. She was so cute, Komaru thought. She reached her other hand to touch Toko’s lips, and then she sat up so she could kiss her sweetly.


‘I love you,’ Komaru said.


‘You ... you’re embarrassing,’ Toko said, and Komaru laughed more heartedly.


‘What?’ she said. ‘If you can’t be sentimental after sex, when can you be?’


‘You’re always ...’ Toko looked away. ‘You’re always sentimental.’


‘Well,’ Komaru, ‘then I should take the opportunity to be extra so.’ She hugged her arms round Toko’s waist, and ended up resting her head on her lap. Toko stroked her hair. She still smelt of her own arousal.


‘Gosh, I’m tired,’ Komaru said, the feeling coming over her all of a sudden.


‘You could go to sleep like this,’ Toko said, ‘but I think you’d get cold.’


‘Yeah, and it wouldn’t be very comfortable for you either.’ Komaru shut her eyes, thinking how nice it would still be. ‘We should get under the covers.’ She said it, but it was another minute before she could bring herself to move. It was nice, being petted by Toko. Even if Toko claimed to have sentimentality, she still showed Komaru her affection in so many ways. If they had sex, that was just a new way of showing the same affection.


Still, Komaru thought, it was a fun one.


Foresight

‘You two seem to be getting along,’ Komaeda said. Komaru had left, so he and Hinata were alone in the cabin now – Komaeda the relaxed intruder, leaning against Hinata’s door, and Hinata the one on edge.


‘She’s easy to get along with,’ Hinata said. ‘Was Fukawa actually looking for her?’ That was the excuse Komaeda had given to get Komaru to leave.


‘I suppose I deserve that suspicion,’ Komaeda said. ‘Particularly where Komaru-san is concerned. But yes, Fukawa-san wanted to see her.’


It didn’t seem like he was about to leave, so Hinata sat back down, resigned to it.


‘That was pretty clever of you, Hinata-kun,’ Komaeda went on. ‘Inviting her back for music lessons.’


‘What?’


‘It’s understandable. Komaru-san is your type, isn’t she?’


‘Komaru is?’ For a moment, Hinata looked baffled. Then his face creased with something like self-deprecation. ‘You’ve got it wrong. I was just helping her out.’


‘Offering a hand?’


‘Don’t worry,’ Hinata said dryly. ‘Komaru’s not interested in me.’


‘Why would I be concerned?’ Komaeda said. He pushed off the door to go and sit on the bed next to Hinata – closer than necessary, their thighs were almost touching. Komaeda leaned his weight back on his arms. ‘It’s none of my business what girls you invite back to your room.’


‘I said it’s not like that,’ Hinata said. He couldn’t turn to face Komaeda directly – they were already close enough.


‘No, your thoughts were completely innocent, I’m sure. It’s only us lesser humans who are concerned with such tawdry matters.’


‘Komaeda.’


‘What? You’re saying you didn’t give that part of yourself up? Kamukura Izuru-kun.’ Komaeda inclined his head only a little, but it meant his hair brushed Hinata’s shoulder.


‘You know I don’t like being called that.’


‘Yes,’ Komaeda said. ‘You’ve given up on being hope, I know. We’re all just meant to stay on this island and rot.’ He laughed. ‘I suppose it’s a fitting end. Neither you nor Komaru-san were enough to manage anything better.’


‘You’re the one who doesn’t get it.’ Hinata muttered. They weren’t touching, but the distance between them was palpable. ‘Why do you hate the idea of an ordinary life so much?’


Abruptly, Komaeda laughed. He tipped his head back and he laughed, his throat exposed as Hinata turned to watch.


‘People like you and me,’ Komaeda said, ‘we don’t get to live ordinary lives.’ And having spoken, it was like he had never laughed at all. ‘All you’re doing here ... it’s just killing time.’


‘I’m not making you stay. You can leave if you want.’


Looking at Hinata again, Komaeda’s smile turned sardonic. ‘That’s the problem, isn’t it? After everything that’s happened ...’ He glanced down to where their hands were splayed next to each other, Hinata’s flesh and bone, and Komaeda’s gloved metal.


‘I still want to stay by your side,’ Komaeda said. His voice was barely loud enough for Hinata to hear. As if Komaeda could have said it softly enough for him not to hear it, when they were next to each other like this.


Hinata shifted his hand, only slightly, so that Komaeda’s fingers were beneath his.


‘You should’ve said you did like Komaru-san,’ Komaeda said.


‘Why? Would you have been content with that? I find it hard to believe that.’


‘It would have been appropriate. The two protagonists ...’


‘You say that like you’re not a point-of-view character yourself.’


Komaeda dipped his head. ‘If that were true, things would go quite differently.’


‘So try it,’ Hinata said. ‘Just for once. Don’t worry about hope and despair, and just do what you actually want.’


Komaeda lifted his eyes back up to Hinata’s face. That much attention made Hinata’s skin prickle, as if Komaeda were looking over every inch of his body, not just meeting his eyes.


‘You might regret that,’ Komaeda said.


Without breaking eye contact, Hinata shook his head.


And so Komaeda kissed him.


Expecting it was different from experiencing it. Having been given permission, Komaeda didn’t hesitate. He pressed his tongue into Hinata’s mouth, and Hinata was helpless against him. It was predictable and yet somehow there was nothing predictable about how it felt. Hinata’s body didn’t care if he had seen it all coming.


For an age. Since Komaeda woke up. Since Hinata saw him alive again. This had been coming forever.


When Hinata wound up flat on the bed, Hinata didn’t know if it was because Komaeda had pushed him or because Hinata had dragged Komaeda down with him.


‘You know,’ Komaeda said, ‘Komaru-san could come back any minute now.’ He said that, but his hand moved down to squeeze Hinata’s dick through his trousers. He clearly had no intention of stopping. ‘What if she reported that back to Naegi Makoto-san?’


‘I really don’t think he’d care. It’s nobody’s business.’


‘Hm. Maybe you’re right.’


Then Komaeda unzipped Hinata’s pants, and he stopped talking. He took Hinata into his mouth with the care of someone who’d thought about doing this before – a lot. Hinata somehow got the feeling Komaeda had thought about doing this a lot.


Maybe they could have already been doing this a lot. Maybe Hinata was the one who’d been holding back. Remembering the malice Komaeda had shown them. Unable to stop thinking about him anyway.


Hinata knew what was coming next, by letting Komaeda do this. Somehow he didn’t mind the knowledge at all.

