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Chapter 1

Good luck was winning an all-expenses-paid trip to a tropical island, just for buying the right brand of cleaning product. Komaeda hadn’t even filled out any forms or submitted any receipts – he should have known better than to sign up for the loyalty programme, he supposed.


That sort of luck always made his heart sink.


If there had been anyone to tell him to refuse, perhaps he would have. If there were anyone he would have wanted to take the trip with, he definitely would have refused. But when it was just him, it didn’t seem worth the effort. It would only be something else next week; there was no point resisting one’s fate.


That’s why he showed up for the flight. The plane didn’t drop out of the sky and the taxi driver didn’t scam him – so by the time he arrived at the resort, where someone was eager to carry his bags, his heart was immovably heavy.


It was at the hotel that the scorpion’s tail revealed itself.


‘Mr Nagito Komaeda,’ said the woman who checked him in, ‘you’re here for Love Hotel series V3, aren’t you? Your match is already checked in.’


‘Sorry, love hotel?’ This wasn’t exactly a love hotel – the foyer was wide and spacious, with high ceilings and floors that at least pretended to be marble.


‘I’m sure you’ll get along smashingly,’ the woman said, with an obscenely bright smile. She handed him the key card for his room.


 ‘You didn’t say Love Hotel V3, did you?’ The last dregs of hope drained from his heart. ‘I won the Jif Cream Cleaner competition.’


‘Yes, yes,’ the woman said. ‘Everything’s all prepared. I think you got very lucky myself – such a talented young woman!’


Komaeda thought back to all the paperwork he’d signed – there hadn’t been any talent waiver in there, had there? Still, there was no point in arguing with the hotel about it. He’d just have to suck it up. Even if he had accidentally ended up on a reality dating show, they couldn’t force him to participate with sincerity. He would just do his best to deter his partner and hope she turned her attention elsewhere. That would be good for the cameras, wouldn’t it? She could drive a wedge between some other poor budding couple, and Komaeda would be left alone to read by the hotel pool. He’d already seen pictures.




When Komaeda and his bags were deposited at room 413, she was waiting: Akamatsu Kaede. She sat by the window, flicking half-heartedly at a tablet – but she jumped to attention when he came in.


Komaeda wondered where exactly the cameras were.


‘It’s Komaeda Nagito-san, isn’t it?’ Akamatsu said. She was pretty enough, Komaeda supposed, if you were into that sort of thing. Girlish, but not fussy.


‘Yes. There’s been a mistake, though. I didn’t sign up for any dating show.’


‘Oh.’ Some of the stiffness left Akamatsu’s posture. ‘Thank goodness I’m not the only one.’ She pointed to herself. ‘I came here to take part in a recital, but when I arrived, they said it was this Love Hotel thing … is it some kind of joke, do you think?’


‘It would be an odd sort of joke,’ Komaeda said, but he wasn’t disagreeing.


‘If it’s serious …’ Akamatsu dropped her gaze. Komaeda felt sorry for her, then – a woman stuck in a hotel room with a strange man.


‘Don’t worry,’ Komaeda said. ‘I’m not interested in any sort of relationship. It is strange though.’


It would be one thing if it were he alone who was inadvertently starring in a reality dating show – that sort of thing was only to be expected – but if this woman had been duped into it too, there must be more than just his bad luck behind it.


‘You said you were meant to be here for a recital?’ he asked.


‘Oh, yes! I’m a pianist. Akamatsu Kaede.’ She ducked her head. ‘Nice to meet you.’


‘Likewise.’ Komaeda had heard of her, actually – Akamatsu had made a name for herself when she was still in school. The press did love a pretty face. Not that Akamatsu didn’t have the talent to back it up – Komaeda had watched a video of her New Year’s Eve performance the previous year, and been moved. ‘What are you reading?’


‘It has the schedule and information on all the contestants,’ Akamatsu said. ‘It looks like we have some free time now.’ She handed him the tablet, and as he took a quick look at the guide, she said, ‘Do you want to get a head start?’


‘What with?’


‘Meeting the other contestants.’




There were 48 contestants – Komaeda didn’t bother reading all the profiles. They had each been matched with a contestant of the opposite gender; however, they were allowed to pursue others if they wished. They were expected to return to their assigned rooms at night, at least for the hours between 1 am and 6 am. (There was no mention of what penalty might be applied if you slept elsewhere.) The room came equipped with a king-size bed, but Komaeda didn’t relish the idea of sharing.


There were a number of organised activities, as well as ‘free time’ slots where they were expected to ‘further their connections’ with the other participants. Komaeda couldn’t tell from the guide what the format of the show was. Was the intent that they all be partnered up by the end? Or would those who didn’t make romantic progress be removed from the game? That would be him, Komaeda supposed, unless the show was more flexible than its set up implied. But he dismissed that thought as it came to him.


There were a number of participants gathered in the hotel bar when Komaeda and Akamatsu entered. Several of them Komaeda recognised – hadn’t that ox-like woman brought back gold in the last Olympic games? And that expensively dressed young man was the Togami heir, whom Komaeda knew from the business news.


It was with something like a thrill that Komaeda realised he might be out of his league here.


Akamatsu stuck by him as they bought their drinks. Then she turned, completely at ease, to the woman beside them at the bar. ‘So, are you caught up in this Love Hotel thing as well?’


‘I don’t know why,’ the woman said. She had a nervous but polite way of talking. ‘I thought I’d been sponsored for a photo shoot, and then it turned into this. I’m Shirogane Tsumugi. My match already ran off.’ She gestured to a group of energetic-looking young men gathered at the other end of the room, who eyed the women like lions.


Akamatsu introduced the two of them; Shirogane’s eyes flicked over Komaeda with an interest that was worrying.


‘That’s not your real hair, is it?’ she asked. She stepped forward, so that Komaeda was forced to hold his hands up and step back.


‘I’m afraid it is,’ he said. ‘I was sick when I was younger, and the stress made it turn white.’


‘Is that right?’ Shirogane said, her interest diminished. ‘I thought maybe it was a wig. I was going to ask where you got it from.’


‘Only my parents, unfortunately.’


Shirogane smiled, to indicate that she knew that was a joke, and turned her attention back to Akamatsu. Komaeda knew he was superfluous.


Well, that was probably just as well. It wouldn’t do to get too attached to Akamatsu, even if it was only as an unfortunate comrade-in-arms. Was there anyone else in the room he should try talking to? Or would it be better just to observe? While he didn’t doubt that he had been drawn randomly from some pool of unwitting contestants, he felt certain that the others had been chosen. Had they all been tricked into coming here? Komaeda couldn’t imagine what scale of deception had landed Togami in the room with them. Perhaps that was a coincidence, and he was only here on business …


‘See anything you like?’ Akamatsu said, her voice suddenly and surprisingly close to him. She hadn’t been completely distracted by Shirogane after all.


‘Like I said, I’m not interested.’


‘Really?’ Akamatsu looked at him with an expression that was assessing without being cold, and then she looked out across the room to where Togami was sitting. ‘Shirogane-san, there weren’t any rules about having to pursue opposite-sex relationships, were there?’


‘Oh!’ Shirogane turned pink. ‘I don’t recall … I mean …’ She took a breath. ‘There weren’t. You can’t take that sort of thing as read these days, can you?’


‘Right. I’ve heard on overseas shows, it’s quite common for female contestants to pair up together.’


They’d misunderstood him. But Akamatsu looked so excited that he didn’t feel like correcting her on his account.


‘You like that sort of show, do you?’ Shirogane said.


‘Sure,’ Akamatsu said. ‘Sometimes, when you’re travelling, you want something you don’t have to think too hard about.’


‘I don’t know about that,’ Shirogane said. ‘There are so many things out there that I want to watch and I don’t have the time –’


Komaeda returned to watching the room. With the Olympic judo champ – or was it wrestling? – were another couple: a daintier but athletic-looking young woman, who spoke to her excitedly, and a man of quite ordinary handsomeness, who appeared out of his depth.


Maybe it was Komaeda’s luck again, that their eyes met across the room. A frisson went through him, and it was impossible to say if it was good luck or bad. It wasn’t that there was anything so remarkable about the other man. Komaeda didn’t recognise him from anywhere. But apparently the moment of eye contact was enough that the man excused himself, and began to approach Komaeda.


Komaeda tried to quash the way that made his stomach flip flop. There was no point to it.


‘Please tell me you’re not another Olympic medallist,’ the man said. ‘I’m beginning to feel a bit out of my depth here.’ Was that desperation in his voice?


‘Not at all,’ Komaeda said. ‘I have no accomplishments to speak of, don’t worry.’


It was funny, but he thought the other man actually looked relieved when he said that. He slid into the spot on the other side of Komaeda from Akamatsu. Akamatsu looked at them curiously a moment, and gave Komaeda a smile that felt oddly like a thumbs up.


‘I’m Komaeda Nagito. I won the Jif Cleaning Cream Trip of a Lifetime, and here I am. And you?’


‘Hinata Hajime. I, uh, signed up.’


Komaeda’s eyes went wide. ‘Really?’


‘I don’t know why everyone else seems to think they’re here for something else,’ Hinata muttered.


Komaeda laughed. ‘You must be special, if they let you just sign up.’


‘Don’t say that.’ Poor Hinata looked miserable; it must be getting him down.


‘Why’d you want to sign up anyway?’ Komaeda asked. ‘Is your love life that bad?’


‘It’s not … it’s kind of …’


‘You don’t have to answer that.’


‘I didn’t think I’d actually get in,’ Hinata said. ‘I think I was just bored.’


‘Ah.’ Komaeda looked him over. He supposed Hinata might be dressed up compared to usual, if he’d come to star in a dating show, but if Komaeda had to guess … ‘Are you in business?’


‘What? No. No, I’m still a student. I’m studying law.’


That was more interesting than regular office work, Komaeda supposed. Not that he’d know. ‘Where are you studying?’


‘M– University.’


It wasn’t a particular impressive name, and Hinata looked like he knew it. Komaeda found he felt sorry for him. The hapless half-rate student who’d got thrown in with all these young prodigies.


‘Akamatsu-san – she’s the one I was matched on – she’s a concert pianist.’


Akamatsu paused her conversation to give Hinata little nod.


‘And Shirogane-san …’ She’d said something about a photo shoot … perhaps she was a photographer?


‘I do cosplay,’ Shirogane said.


‘You mean … professionally?’ Hinata looked thrown.


‘Hmm. Well, it lets me pay for all my materials and travel, so … I guess so.’


‘Komaeda-kun, you never said about yourself,’ Akamatsu said.


‘Me? Oh, it’s not interesting.’ They were all looking at him though. ‘You could say I don’t really have to work.’


That didn’t ease the weight of the three pairs of eyes on him.


‘If I tried,’ he went on, ‘I’d probably ruin anyone who had the misfortune to hire me, that’s my luck.’


Everyone’s expressions had become very fixed, somehow.


‘Anyway, you don’t have to worry about it. It’s not like I’m going to be marrying any of you!’ Komaeda laughed, but the tension remained.


‘Say, Hinata-san,’ Akamatsu said, ‘seeing as you’re the only one here who actually signed up for this … what exactly is the goal here?’


‘The goal? It’s a dating show.’


‘Yes, but are they expecting there to be wedding bells at the end? Is there a prize or something? Assuming we don’t get kicked off.’


‘There wasn’t a lot of detail,’ Hinata said.


‘They can’t be planning to kick us off,’ Komaeda said, ‘given none of us chose to be here in the first place. Except for Hinata-kun, of course.’


‘I can’t be the only one,’ Hinata said.


‘Do you think so? I wonder.’


‘We’ll find out soon enough,’ Akamatsu said. ‘It might not be a bad thing anyway. You do get tired dating other musicians.’


‘At least they’re not only interested in you when you’re in costume,’ Shirogane said, with a sigh.


‘Is that “interested”, or …’


‘The wrong kind of interested.’


‘Hinata-kun,’ Komaeda said, ‘I bet your girlfriend dumped you and that’s why you’re signed up for dating shows now.’


Hinata almost choked on his drink. ‘No way,’ he said, eyes wide. ‘How did you know?’


‘Oh, was I right? Hmm, well, I guess maybe I’m a plant by the producers.’


‘What about you?’ Akamatsu nudged him. ‘No tragic tales?’


‘I was never very lucky in love,’ Komaeda said. He was curious about Hinata’s ex, though. What was the sort of girl he liked? He supposed he’d have ample opportunity to learn, if they went through with this ridiculous scheme.


It wasn’t as if Komaeda had anything better to do. No point resisting the whims of fate. But surely some of these people would rather walk out? It should be beneath Togami’s dignity, at least.


‘I suppose we must all have our singledom in common,’ Komaeda added, ‘or they wouldn’t have brought us here.’




At 7.55 pm, the music in the bar cut out, and there was an announcement over the speakers.


‘Attention all of our Love Hotel participants. Shortly, we will hold the welcome ceremony in the main hall. The ceremony will begin at 8 on the dot, so don’t be late! Let’s all have a lovey-dovey, heart-throbbing time!’


‘This is it,’ Akamatsu said, slipping down from her barstool, only a little wobbly. They’d all had a few drinks at that point. ‘I almost hope they don’t give us an explanation.’


As they made their way to the main hall, Komaeda noticed the reception staff seemed to have disappeared. As had the bartender, come to think of it. But there were enough contestants to make the space seem lively. Maybe the hotel’s usual staff were being swapped out for the duration of filming?


As they began to fill the hall, another announcement played on repeat: ‘Please take your assigned seats next to your partner. Holding hands is optional – but why not give it a try?’


Akamatsu giggled the first time she heard that.


‘It is kind of exciting, don’t you think?’ she said, as they took their seats at the back of the hall.


‘Are you thinking of taking things seriously?’ Komaeda said.


‘Why not? It might be fun.’


There was a bright note in her voice – Komaeda wondered who it was that had made her decide this ‘might be fun’. Or maybe it wasn’t even just one person; Komaeda didn’t know Akamatsu’s tastes.


The lights in the hall dimmed, and a hush fell over the gathered participants. The repeated announcements gave way to a jaunty tune. Next to Komaeda, Akamatsu drew herself straighter.


The tune reached its climax, and the lights on the stage came up – and something very strange appeared beneath them. It wasn’t a person – or perhaps it was a person in a costume, but the proportions were all wrong. If it hadn’t been standing, Komaeda would have assumed it was a large soft-toy rabbit. But it was standing, and it was moving.


‘Attention!’ The rabbit’s voice filled the room – the same voice from the announcements. ‘Welcome, everyone, to Love Hotel V3. That’s right, it’s a fresh round of Love Hotel, and I’m your host, Miracle Girl ★ Usami. Or just Usami – after all, we’re all friends here, aren’t we?’


The soft toy appeared to titter. There was something grotesque in seeing a toy move, but it was hard to keep your eyes off it.


‘For those of you who haven’t heard, Love Hotel is the heart-throbbing, lovey-dovey project that’s designed to let you, our amazing participants, find the love you’ve always dreamed of. We’ve prepared lots of exciting activities –’


‘Is this a joke?’ Someone interrupted Usami; a light picked out the culprit: Togami, his arms folded in disdain. ‘I didn’t sign up to waste my time on this.’


‘Wowsie.’ The stuffed toy appeared thrown for a moment. Komaeda found himself smiling. But Usami rallied. ‘Love is never a waste of time!’ it said (or she said, because the rabbit did seem very feminine). ‘That’s why we’ve brought you together today! Even if you don’t believe in the power of love, we’re sure, with a little Usami Miracle ★ Magic, you too will –’


‘This is a joke,’ Togami said. ‘I’m leaving.’


He stood, and began to make his way out from between the seats. The spotlight followed him.


‘Wait!’ Usami jumped up and down. ‘You can’t leave.’


Togami stopped at the end of the aisle. ‘Can’t I?’ It sounded like a threat.


Komaeda found he was enjoying himself immensely.


‘You can’t leave the hotel unless you find your darlingest most eternal partner in love. That’s the rules!’


Togami didn’t respond, but left the hall.


‘Ah, well,’ Usami said, when the doors had swung shut. ‘Even if he tries to leave, he won’t be able to. But don’t worry! There’s a perfect love match for even the most sceptical amongst you! Maybe your initial match won’t work out, but that’s why Miracle Girl ★ Usami is here to help.’


The doors to the hall swung back open. Togami stormed back in. ‘Unlock those doors.’


He didn’t, entirely, address Usami – he was looking for monitoring equipment. Obviously, whoever was running this was listening in.


‘Usami couldn’t even if she wanted to.’ The rabbit hung her head. ‘And let me say, it makes me very sad that you’d give up on love so soon. But that’s exactly what we’re here to overcome!’


Togami tched loudly, and he stalked to the back of the hall – he looked like he meant to make a call. He could probably buy the hotel if he wanted to. And the Love Hotel production company. The whole island …


‘While we’re together, all outside communications will be unavailable,’ Usami went on. ‘That’s so we can concentrate on what really matters – the people who are with us.’ She attempted to form a heart over her head.


Komaeda didn’t look back at Togami again, but he could imagine the face he was making.


Akamatsu put up her hand then.


‘Yes!’ Usami said. ‘Akamatsu-san!’


‘How long will this run for?’


‘Like I said, no-one can leave until they find their love match.’


‘Are you saying we won’t be making our return flights?’


‘We’re happy to make any arrangements necessary.’


Now Akamatsu had started things, other people were putting their hands up too.


‘Ishimaru-kun.’


‘How will we know when we’ve made our match? Is there a test?’


Usami gave a little giggle. ‘Usami knows, that’s how!’ She flourished a wand. ‘True love leaves its trace on things.’ That was all the answer she would give, apparently. ‘Hanamura-kun.’


‘What if we’re not ready to tie ourselves down to one person?’


Komaeda was impressed with his confidence in asking such a smarmy question.


‘Real love is out there for everyone! Ah, but I’ve been told to say you don’t have to restrict yourselves before you’re ready to make a commitment. Just be honest, and everything will work out!’


Were they saying people should feel free to screw around? That seemed like an easy route to drama.


Hanamura put his hand up again, but Usami was looking for someone else to ask.


‘Chabashira-san.’


‘Why have we been matched up with partners of the opposite sex?’ Chabashira demanded. ‘Isn’t that discriminatory? Not all of us want to share a bed with a filthy man –’


‘That’s right,’ another woman put in. ‘Where’s your concern for our safety?’


‘First things first,’ Usami said, ‘anyone who behaves inappropriately will be kicked out the programme. Love isn’t love unless everyone is happy.’


‘But not everyone wants to be here,’ the second girl went on. ‘Aren’t you encouraging bad behaviour in that instance?’


‘Offenders will be dealt with appropriately. Remember, Usami knows everything that goes on in this hotel.’


‘We should at least be able to choose who we room with,’ Chabashira said.


‘But that’s the concept,’ Usami said. ’48 strangers, thrown together by the vagaries of fate!’


From what Komaeda had heard, they weren’t even all strangers – Hinata’s match Asahina had been on the Olympic team together with Oogami, and they didn’t seem to be the only ones with a connection.


‘I have an idea,’ another woman said. ‘We should put all the guys in chastity belts.’ The way she said it made it sound like that was an idea that excited her more than anything.


‘Let’s have one person at a time, please. I still haven’t responded to Chabashira-san’s question. The initial matches are only to get things started. You’re free to pursue whoever you wish. Love doesn’t discriminate.’ She waves her wand in an arc, which somehow left a rainbow trail in its wake – some sort of hologram, perhaps.


It was pretty rich, Komaeda thought, to expect people to purse whoever they wished on a reality TV show. Whatever Usami said, people had to go back to the real world at the end of it.


The questions went on a while longer, following a similar pattern – someone would raise a concern, and Usami would respond with platitudes. It was beginning to sound less like ‘quirky reality TV show’ and more like ‘mass kidnapping’. Komaeda kept that thought to himself – if the forces of this production were able to impede even the Togami name, then those weren’t people worth kicking up a fuss to. Komaeda would roll with it, as he always did. And there was no point in distressing Akamatsu or the others by being too suspicious. Although if any situation warranted suspicion, this one did.


‘That’s going to be our last question for the evening,’ Usami finally said – the voice behind the rabbit was beginning to show her weariness. ‘We still have this evening’s activity on the schedule, and I know no-one wants to miss out.


‘That’s right, it’s time to test out your lovey-dovey compatibility with a round of Rapid Fire Talk!’




Rapid Fire Talk was, it turned out, a variant on speed dating. It was intended to be run over two sessions, already seemed like it would be interminable. And contrary to Usami’s protestations of inclusiveness, you only interacted with members of the opposite sex in Rapid Fire Talk. For Komaeda, the event quickly became a chore.


To start with, Komaeda and Akamatsu took seats opposite each other. They had moved to the dining room for this event, which had the tables set out in long rows.


‘This seems silly,’ Akamatsu said. ‘We’ve already met each other.’


‘Not necessarily,’ Komaeda said, looking down the row of participants – some were clearly introducing themselves for the first time. ‘You waited to meet me, remember?’


‘I guess I did,’ Akamatsu said. ‘What should we talk about then? Why don’t you tell me about your family?’


‘Ah,’ Komaeda said. ‘That’s probably a poor choice of subject. It’s just me. My parents died when I was young.’


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise.’


‘Why would you? Anyway, I’m used to it. What about you, Akamatsu-san?’


Akamatsu told him about her parents (both alive) and her twin sister (also alive). They sounded like ordinary people, but Akamatsu talked about them fondly.


After that, Komaeda spoke to Oogami Sakura, the martial artist whom Hinata’s match had been talking to; Komaeda had the feeling she was bored with him as soon as he said he avoided physical activities (the feeling went both ways). Then Ibuki Mioda, another musician, who peppered Komaeda with questions so that he felt anyone who dated her would be exhausted constantly.


Ikusaba Mukuro didn’t say much; she seemed uncomfortable with the situation. She did however admit to working as a mercenary, which was at least intriguing.


Sonia Nevermind, who was apparently a foreign princess. She certainly had the demeanour to make that believable. Celestia Lundenberg also made a claim to royalty, which might have been more believable if she wasn’t so obviously Japanese. She had been drawn in by the promise of a poker tournament.


Koizumi Mahiru after Celestia and Sonia seemed positively banal: she was a photographer. Komaeda felt as if she disapproved of him as soon as he admitted to not working. Well, that was fine.


Shirogane, whom Komaeda had already met. Chabashira Tenko, the one who had questioned the mixed-gender sleeping arrangements so vehemently. She insisted on Komaeda declaring his lack of intentions before saying anything about herself (she was another martial artist).


Iruma Miu, an inventor who immediately hit on Komaeda whilst also insulting him. Hinata’s match Asahina, who was friendly and upbeat about the situation; Komaeda found himself wondering whether or not she was Hinata’s type. He could imagine Hinata getting flustered around her.


Lastly, Saionji Hiyoko, a traditional dancer from a storied family; she was already over the situation. Which was fair enough, but she probably didn’t need to indicate that by calling them all losers.


At the end of the session, they were instructed to pick the top three people they would be interested in dating. Komaeda wasn’t sure how he was meant to answer that – speaking to the other participants hadn’t changed his mind about not wanting to participate in the whole scheme. He could leave it to his luck, but if it came down to it, he wasn’t sure he wanted to endure someone like Iruma.


In the end, he put down Akamatsu (a known quantity who already knew his feelings about the situation), Ikusaba (he had the feeling she would leave him alone) and then, out of some kind of perverseness, he wrote down Asahina’s name. Well, it was random at that point.


After he had handed his selection in, Komaeda stopped to talk to Hinata again.


‘How did it go?’ Komaeda asked him. ‘Have you found the love of your life yet?’


‘I think I made a mistake,’ Hinata said. ‘I didn’t know everyone would be so … impressive.’


‘It does seem that way,’ Komaeda said. ‘I wonder why they asked for applications at all.’


Hinata’s looked pained.


‘Well, I’m sure there’s a plan,’ Komaeda said encouragingly. ‘Don’t you have some secret talent you just have haven’t mentioned?’


‘Not … not really.’


‘Hmm. Maybe that means you’re the star?’


‘What?’


‘Maybe the rest of us are just actors, and we’ve been paid to take part.’


Hinata paused. ‘I don’t think that’s the case.’


Obviously Komaeda knew it wasn’t. But there was a moment before Hinata responded, when he’d appeared to consider it, and that was interesting. If you were needing a protagonist for this sort of show, it would be the ordinary, everyman type, wouldn’t it?’


But their conversation was ended by Usami asking them to return to their assigned seats. That was really just to close the evening; it was nearing 10 pm already. Breakfast would be at seven the next morning, followed by another round of Rapid Fire Talk. Despite Komaeda’s intention to roll with everything, the thought made his heart sink.


Had they really needed to go for such a large cast?




‘That was tiring,’ Akamatsu said, as they made their way back to their room. ‘Worse than meet-and-greets after a performance.’


‘Did you learn anything more about why we were brought here?’


‘Hmm. Not really. Most of us are in the same boat. There was one other guy who knew coming in, but he was randomly selected; he didn’t apply.’


‘Oh? Who was that?’


‘Naegi Makoto. He was a few chairs down from you – short guy.’


‘I didn’t notice.’


‘Not your type, huh?’ Akamatsu said, and then she laughed in a very particular way, like she was embarrassed.


‘Did you put him down?’


‘Sure.’ Akamatsu lowered her voice, although there was no-one else in the corridor. ‘I don’t like to say it, but there’s a lot of weirdos in the group. Oh, that’s a mean thing to say though!’


‘It’s only natural,’ Komaeda said. ‘People with talent aren’t required to be normal. Not like the rest of us.’


‘Are you a normal person, then, Komaeda-kun?’


‘Well, I do have unusually bad luck. Or unusually good luck, that I’m still alive after all the bad.’


They got back to their room, with its very large bed that nevertheless seemed too small. Komaeda didn’t like to share, even if it wasn’t with random women he’d only met a few hours ago. Akamatsu would be offended if he suggested she sleep on the floor, though.


‘Let’s see.’ Akamatsu went to the cupboard, and emerged holding another pillow. ‘Let’s put this down the middle, then we can pretend we’re in separate beds.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Komaeda said. ‘It must bother you, being expected to share with someone like me.’


Akamatsu made a negative noise. ‘I think I probably lucked out.’


Komaeda thought of Iruma, and thought the same was probably true for him too.


Chapter 2

The next morning: more Rapid Fire Talk. There were idols, and models, and more sportswomen … also a maid and a nurse, which seemed odd, but even they had sparkling resumés. Komaeda had only vaguely heard of any of them. The exception was the author Fukawa Toko, whose work he was familiar with. She was quite rude, at least until Komaeda mentioned that he’d read her latest work – the one that had only come out a month ago. That was apparently flattering enough for her to stop looking at Komaeda like the trash he admittedly was, and to hold her tongue on any moreoffensive remarks.


The most interesting conversation Komaeda had, though, was with a woman named Kirigiri Kyoko. She was not interested in Komaeda himself so much as who had brought him here.


‘Did you keep the emails from Unicleaner?’ she asked, after he explained the competition he’d won. ‘There’s someone here I might get to take a look at them.’


Komaeda had kept them. ‘Do you think they were spoofed?’


‘If they weren’t, then this conspiracy goes much deeper.’


Komaeda supposed it was a conspiracy. ‘You didn’t say what brought you here, Kirigiri-san.’


‘I was asked to investigate a case.’ Kirigiri sighed. ‘I don’t usually like to travel this far, but I was intrigued …’


‘It must be a disappointment, getting dragged into this instead.’


Kirigiri’s eyes widened, only a little. ‘Not really. More like … I’m annoyed I didn’t realise beforehand. I think it would be worth investigating under any circumstances.’


At the end of the event, hers was the first name Komaeda put down – not because he was interested in Kirigiri, per se, but because he was interested in what she might learn. (The other names he put down were Tojo and Nanami, who both seemed like they would be easy to deal with.)


‘Don’t you think it’s strange though,’ he said to Akamatsu, after their votes were collected. ‘Of the men, there’s me, Hinata-kun and your Naegi-kun who are just ordinary people. But there’s no-one like that among the women.’


‘Maybe they’re trying to average things out,’ Akamatsu said. ‘I have to say, I wasn’t expecting a robot to be among the participants.’


‘Kiibo, right?’ Komaeda had noticed the robot, but given the animatronic rabbit, he hadn’t seemed as remarkable as he might have. ‘I remember reading an article about him.’


‘You have to wonder what sort of person is going to put his name down …’


They were interrupted by Usami retaking the stage.


‘Everyone! Back to your seats. It’s time to find out who set the most hearts thumping. Ooo, Usami is excited!’


‘Are we being ranked?’ Akamatsu was aghast. Komaeda didn’t think she had anything to be worried about, personally. But he supposed no-one liked a number put against them.


‘Thanks everyone for your participation,’ Usami went on. ‘There were a couple of you who didn’t write any names, but that’s a-okay. Usami knows there’s someone here who can win your heart over. Now, let’s see.’ Usami consulted her notes. Komaeda was impressed that she’d even been supplied with props.


‘Let’s start with the men’s division, shall we? In third place – we have a tie! At 12 votes each, Saihara Shuichi and Naegi Makoto. You should both be proud of yourselves!’


Akamatsu leaned in toward Komaeda and whispered, ‘I told you so.’


‘Next up! Our number two contestant, at 14 votes – it’s Amami Rantaro! Congratulations, Amami-kun, you really got those hearts pounded.’


Komaeda could see Amami, further down the row, cover his face in embarrassment.


‘That means! Our number one contestant, at 15 votes – it’s Hinata Hajime! A round of applause for all our contestants, please.’


Akamatsu looked over for Komaeda’s reaction.


‘I suppose you voted for him, then,’ Komaeda said.


‘Yup.’ Something about her smile irritated Komaeda. She didn’t have to look so pleased about it.


‘Now it’s time for the women’s results. In third place, with 11 votes, it’s everyone’s favourite idol, Maizono Sayaka! Congrats to you, Maizono-san!’


‘She won’t be happy about that,’ Akamatsu murmured.


‘In second place with 12 votes, proving every boy wants to marry a princess – Sonia Nevermind!’


12 was only half the contestants, but no-one was going to call Usami on that.


‘That means it’s time for our first-place winners. And my golly gosh, we have another tie! With 13 votes each, let’s have a big round of applause for Asahina Aoi and Tojo Kurumi! Nice work, ladies.’


‘Huh.’ Akamatsu leaned back in her seat. ‘I guess that says something about men, doesn’t it?’


‘Does it?’


‘Asahina-san makes sense, she’s the childhood-friend type. But Tojo-san …’


‘I put Tojo-san down,’ Komaeda said mildly.


‘Really?’


‘I was hoping we could exchange cleaning tips.’ Komaeda sighed. ‘But I guess there’s too much competition for that.’


‘Alright everyone,’ Usami said over the clamour. ‘I know you’re excited, but let’s quiet down. You don’t want to miss the rest of the day’s schedule! We have a great day of games planned, so we can all get to know each other better. Then, as the sun sets, you’ll get to indulge in a lovey-dovey date with one of your potential matches. A sunset really sets the mood, right? But remember, it’s too soon to stay the night!’


It was disgusting, how everything Usami said seemed to end in a heart. But Komaeda supposed there was nothing for it but to appear enthusiastic. Nearly everyone else was managing, after all.




‘Looks like you two really are the power couple, huh?’ Komaeda said, catching up with Hinata as they began their walk to the lobby. Asahina had left him to link arms with her friend Oogami.


‘Oh, Komaeda. I don’t really know how that happened.’


‘Mm. I think I get it. It’s because you’re so generic, right?’


‘Generic, huh?’ Hinata seemed to slump in on himself.


‘Sure. Take someone like Nidai-kun. He’s a specific taste, right? Some people will be into that, but he’s not for everyone.’


‘I’m not sure where this comparison is going.’


‘Oh, don’t take me the wrong way. I mean, you’re good looking too.’


Hinata was looking less depressed and more annoyed. Not in a good way, Komaeda thought. He was saying the wrong thing.


‘I just mean, you’re a very average choice, right?’


‘Do you have to keep going?’ Hinata spoke through gritted teeth.


‘I said too much, didn’t I? I’ll shut up now.’


‘Please do.’


Komaeda kept silent the rest of the way to the lobby. The staff who had disappeared the night before remained absent, and only Usami was there to instruct them on the next item on the agenda: a scavenger hunt.


‘Now, this is a special scavenger hunt!’ Usami said to them all. ‘We’re not looking for items, we’re looking for people. On the reception desk, we’ve laid out 48 cards. Everyone, when I give the signal, you’ll all run up and grab a card. There’s pens too if you need them. You need to find a person who matches the description on the card, and get them to sign it. After that, hand it back to me and I’ll give you a new one. You’ll get three cards in total.


‘But we’re not asking you to put all this effort in for no reason! On the opposite wall, we’ve put up cards for the prizes. These are things to help your date this evening get off to a fantabulous lovey-dovey start. Once you’ve handed in all three of your cards, you get to pick your prize. Men, you take the blue prizes, and ladies, the red prizes. Try to finish your hunt quickly so you don’t get stuck with a dud – that won’t get your date off to a very nice start.’ Usami beamed. ‘Does anyone have any questions.’


Togami lifted his hand. ‘Do you really expect us to participate in this preposterous game?’


‘It’s not preposterous – we’re helping you get to know each other. But if you do choose to sit out, you’ll forfeit on your date opportunities for tonight and tomorrow.’


Togami lifted an eyebrow, like that was supposed to be a problem for him why? He really had such intimidating facial expressions; Komaeda could never have stood up to him.


Usami looked a little cowed herself, her plush fur standing stiffly. ‘Remember, everyone! You’re here to find the one who makes your heart and loins tingle! If you don’t take part, you can’t do that!’


This time, Kirigiri raised her hand. ‘Are you saying that if we fail to find a partner, then we can’t leave?’


Usami looked relieved by the simple question. ‘That’s correct.’


‘That’s ridiculous,’ Togami said. ‘There must be an end date for this farce.’


‘There’s no end date,’ Usami said. ‘Management said we can use this hotel as long as we need it. So give it your best, everyone! You don’t want to be the ones left till last.’


The room fell silent.


It wasn’t that bad, Komaeda considered. If he had to live out the rest of his days in a luxury hotel, it wouldn’t be the worst thing. Would they force him to work when the hotel reopened to the public? He supposed he could wear a bellhop uniform.


‘Hey, this is a joke, right?’ said a showy guy Komaeda hadn’t been introduced to. ‘It’s just to make the show more exciting, right?’


‘What show?’ Usami said.


‘The dating show! Love Hotel V3!’ The guy clenched both his fists palm up in a desperate gesture.


Usami tilted her head. ‘Love Hotel V3 isn’t a dating show; it’s a dating experiment. Isn’t that what we said in the instructions?’


Komaeda didn’t recall that; now that he thought about it, though, it made sense. Komaeda had assumed they were operating with hidden cameras, because there weren’t any camera staff around. But perhaps it was simply that they weren’t being filmed.


Or, no, Komaeda was sure they were being filmed. Just maybe not in TV quality.


‘Now, I think that’s enough questions,’ Usami said to her stunned audience. ‘Time to grab your first card. On your marks, get ready, go!’


The reaction wasn’t instantaneous. Probably people wanted to ask more – it was too much of a bombshell to expect them to play a game immediately after. But perhaps because it was such a bombshell, the only thing they could do was proceed with the game.


The cards were all face down, so Komaeda took one from the table at random. Find someone with size 22 feet, it said. That would be a woman, then. Or perhaps …


Nearby, Shirogane was writing her name on the card of a short guy Komaeda didn’t know. She looked uncomfortable.


‘Excuse me,’ Komaeda said, approaching them. ‘I don’t suppose either of you wear a size 22 shoe?’


‘No,’ Shirogane said. ‘I’m a 24.’


‘You’re in luck,’ the man said. ‘We haven’t met yet, have we? I’m Hanamura Teruteru.’


‘Komaeda Nagito. Please sign this.’ Komaeda offered him the card. Hanamura took it with a smile.


‘By the way,’ Hanamura said, ‘you should know it’s not true what they say about men with big feet.’


‘Pardon?’


‘There’s no correlation between shoe size and what a man has to offer down there –’


‘Ah, that’s too much information,’ Komaeda said, taking the card back. While Hanamura was distracted, Shirogane had made her escape. ‘Thanks for your help.’


Hanamura seemed disappointed to be left alone; Komaeda wondered which of the participants had had the misfortune of matching to him. Perhaps Chabashira hadn’t been so far off the mark …


‘Komaeda-kun, good work!’ Usami said when he handed in his card. ‘Here’s your next card.’


This one said someone of the same gender you’d like to get to know better. Well, he knew he wouldn’t be asking Hanamura to sign that one.


Komaeda cast his eyes about the room. He was afraid he was going to end up going with his first instinct. Even if he had offended Hinata earlier, he wouldn’t say no to this, surely?


‘Oh, Komaeda,’ Hinata said when he approached. ‘Your birthday’s not in June, is it?’


‘April,’ Komaeda said. ‘Can you sign this for me?’ He held out his new card.


‘Don’t you have to – oh.’ Hinata must have read the card. He looked embarrassed, but he wrote his name out anyway. ‘Is it okay to put me?’ he said. ‘If I’m so generic.’


‘I don’t think you took that the way I meant …’


Hinata looked at him strangely. ‘I think you said what you meant.’ He handed the card back.


Maybe he had, but it still bothered him to be looked at in that way. It would have been better if Komaeda had asked Hinata just for the sake of having someone’s name to put down, rather than it being true.


Never mind. He went to get his next card.


‘Komaeda-kun, you’re doing well! Maybe this next card will be good luck!’ Usami handed him the card with a little bounce that seemed to shake off some glitter from her fur.


The card read: someone to go on a date with tomorrow. And in smaller print: you can only go on two dates in one day.


And they were back on theme, Komaeda supposed.


He was looking around somewhat despondently when a man with shocking green hair approached him.


‘Hey, do you mind if I get your name for this one?’ It was the someone to get to know better card.


‘Sure. We haven’t been introduced yet, have we?’


‘Nope. Imagine if we’d had to Rapid Fire Talk with everyone.’ The man sighed. ‘We’d still be at it now.’


Komaeda handed him back the card with his name on it. The man read it, and he said, ‘You’re with Akamatsu-san, yeah?’


‘That’s right. Are you interested?’


The man waved him off. ‘It’s not that – she mentioned you, that’s all. I’m Amami Rantaro, by the way.’


‘Amami-kun, nice to meet you.’


‘Sure. What’s your card – something I can help with?’


Komaeda laughed. ‘That depends. Want to go on a date?’ He held the card up, expecting Amami to blow him off.


Amami read the card, and he met Komaeda’s eyes with an amused expression. Komaeda was ready to make it into a joke himself when Amami said, ‘Why not?’ He took the card out of Komaeda’s stunned hands.


‘Hang on,’ Komaeda said, ‘you shouldn’t have to waste your time with me –’


‘We’re all just filling in time till we can get out of here, right?’ Amami said. ‘Anyway, it’s not like getting to know someone is ever a waste.’


Komaeda must have continued to look alarmed, because Amami gave him a crooked smile.


‘Relax,’ he said. ‘It’s not like we have to take all this seriously, you know?’ Amami certainly seemed relaxed, even with the recent revelations. ‘Anyway, if I get the same card I can write down your name too, right? Then we’ve both got this over with.’


‘Right,’ Komaeda said, and looked at the card Amami had pressed back into his hands. ‘I better hand this in, then.’


Amami gave him a wave, and Komaeda turned back to Usami.


‘Ah, Komaeda-kun … this is …’


‘What?’ Komaeda said. ‘You said, “love doesn’t discriminate”.’


‘Of course … it’s just that this is going to mess with the prizes …’


‘I’m finished too,’ said another guy, coming up behind Komaeda.


‘Oma-kun, thank you. You can both hold onto those cards.’


‘Race you to the prize cards,’ Oma said to Komaeda, flashing a grin.


‘Oh, you go ahead.’


Oma took him at his word and raced off.


‘Komaeda-kun, don’t let him get away with that,’ Usami said.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Komaeda said. ‘I’ll probably end up with what I want anyway.’




The prizes, it turned out, were ‘dinner options for tonight’s date’ (the men) and ‘lunch options for tomorrow’s date’ (the women).


Komaeda was one of the first to finish, so he was able to pick the deluxe wagyu fine-dining experience. (Oma, perversely, had gone with an omurice set.) He and the other early finishers gathered on the couches at the far end of the lobby. Komaeda had thought he was safe then, but there remain to be contented with the two dates in one day rule – as became evident when Mioda dragged over Hinata, who had agreed to a date with her. That should have been enough for both of them, but Hinata waited until Mioda had got distracted by some game with Oma, then proceeded to quietly ask Nanami if she wanted to go on a date also. There was something about it that prickled Komaeda, even though it shouldn’t have come as a surprise that Hinata would be so shameless. He had come with the intent of pursuing romance, after all.


Mioda apparently wasn’t concerned about being two-timed, though, because she then agreed to go on a date with Chabashira.


It was fascinating, watching them all run around trying to match up. Some people had it easier than others. Togami agreed to a date with Tojo early on, and then proceeded to reject first Saionji (who turned from fluttering eyelashes to insults in an instant) and Fukawa (who was pushing her luck).


Unfortunately Komaeda must have been paying a little too much attention to the latter rejection, because Fukawa, after she’d finished muttering under her breath, stalked over to Komaeda.


‘You,’ she said.


‘I already have a date,’ Komaeda said.


‘S-So?’ Fukawa said. ‘Don’t act like you’ve got anything to get high and m-mighty about.’


‘Come on, Komaeda-kun,’ Amami said, nudging him with his elbow. ‘We’ll never get through the game if someone doesn’t say yes to her.’ Komaeda noted that he wasn’t volunteering.


‘Fine,’ Komaeda said. It wasn’t as if it meant anything either way. He held out his hand for Fukawa’s card, and he wrote his name on it. ‘I feel like this is backwards,’ he said. ‘Shouldn’t I be getting your signature, Fukawa-san?’


She looked uncomfortable. ‘I only sign books,’ she said, and snatched her card back, before hurrying off to Usami.


‘What did she think you’d want signed?’ Amami said. He’d done well not to get any second date requests, Komaeda thought. Perhaps Komaeda’s name on his card had put off any attempts by the women. Although it hadn’t worked that way for Komaeda, he did wonder if it had been deliberate on Amami’s part. If he was using Komaeda as some sort of shield. It wasn’t like he would be interested in Komaeda for his own sake.


Once the last prize card had been taken, Usami clapped her hands and came over to them all.


‘Wow, everyone, you did such a great job finishing the scavenger hunt! I can really feel the fire of passion starting to roar.


‘Now, we’re about to have a quick lunch break, but before that, I wanted to share the matches for tonight’s first dinner date. I know you’ve all been looking forward to getting the lovey-dovey parts started. So, with that said …’


Usami began to read out the couples. Amami sitting next to him was the first name on the list – he’d been matched with Ikusaba. Komaeda watched his face, but couldn’t tell if Amami was pleased with the result or not. It was strange, because he came across as the type of person who smiled or frowned easily. But Usami could have been talking about another person altogether.


Komaeda didn’t have to wait long for his own name to be read. He’d been matched with Kirigiri, which came as a surprise. Not an unpleasant one – Kirigiri was at least someone you could hold an intelligent conversation with.


‘You got my roommate,’ Amami said, nudging him again.


‘I hope that doesn’t mean she’ll be reporting back to you.’


Amami laughed under his breath. ‘I don’t think Kirigiri’s the type to kiss and tell.’


The thought was horrifying.


Usami continued to read names. Saionji, whom Togami had rejecting so uncompromisingly, got her wish after all when their names were read out together. Hinata ended up matched with Celestia Lundenberg (Hinata looked slightly alarmed). Akamatsu’s match was read out shortly after his – Fujisaki Chihiro, a very slight young man whom Akamatsu smiled at from across the lobby, so she wasn’t unhappy.


If Usami had meant to distract them from the revelation that they were trapped her indefinitely, she certainly seemed to have succeeded. Except it was hard to think of ‘Usami’ as the one responsible, wasn’t it? Even if the rabbit were a self-aware robot and not a remote-controlled animatronic, she wasn’t the one responsible for this.


You would think, having gathered together so many talented young people, that the group might be more interested in finding that out than they were in who they were having dinner with that evening, steak set or no steak set. But then, it wasn’t as if Komaeda was making an effort. He had an excuse, though: weird shit happened to him whether he liked it or not. But these people – who had succeeded in life, who had careers and a burgeoning renown and schedules – surely they might have been more concerned?




Kirigiri was one of the ones who was.


She approached them when they had some free time after lunch, Fujisaki beside her. Komaeda had eaten with Akamatsu and Shirogane; Akamatsu sat up straighter when she saw Fujisaki.


‘Komaeda-kun, do you have your phone with you? I’ve asked Fujisaki-kun to take a look at those emails.’


‘Ah, sorry,’ Komaeda said. ‘It’s in my room. It’s not like I can use it right now.’ The hotel’s wireless wasn’t working, and there didn’t seem to be any cell signal at the hotel.


‘What emails are these?’ Akamatsu asked.


‘From the cleaning products company,’ Komaeda said.


‘I haven’t asked everyone yet,’ Kirigiri said. ‘Akamatsu-san, were you contacted directly about this trip?’


‘No, it was through my manager,’ Akamatsu said.


‘I see. Shirogane-san?’


‘It was an agency who got in touch with me. I can show you the initial emails, but we mostly spoke on the phone. It was actually the agency that Enoshima-san is with … it was meant to be for a feature …’ Shirogane still had her phone with her, and she tapped at it now. ‘Here’s the first email they sent. Please don’t look at anything else.’


‘Of course,’ Kirigiri said. She examined the email briefly, and then passed Shirogane’s phone over to Fujisaki.


Fujisaki sat at the table and attached the phone to a cord from his laptop. Shirogane hovered nervously as he checked whatever it was he needed to check.


‘It looks like it’s probably real,’ he said at last.


‘I did check it was the right domain,’ Shirogane said, as Fujisaki handed her phone back. ‘When you do what I do, you have to be suspicious. It’s not like I have a manager like Akamatsu-san.’


‘Wouldn’t it be easier to work with an agency?’ Akamatsu asked.


‘Well, it’s not like I’m really a model …’


Shirogane and Akamatsu kept talking, after Kirigiri thanked her and turned back to Komaeda.


‘Is it alright if we go look at your phone now?’


‘Sure,’ Komaeda said. ‘I’ll see you later, Akamatsu-san.’ She gave him a little nod, and then did the same to Fujisaki, who nodded back with his ears gone pink.


‘I wondered,’ Komaeda said, as they made their way to the lifts, ‘are the people we’re paired up with tonight based on who we put down in the speed-dating?’


‘It seems that way,’ Kirigiri said. ‘Although not everyone put names down.’


‘Oh? You mean like Chabashira-san?’ She’d declared her intentions as much, quite loudly.


‘Yes, she’s one. I hear Togami-san refused to participate too. So they must have finessed the results a little.’


‘I see … so I shouldn’t assume you put me down then, Kirigiri-san.’


‘Perhaps,’ Kirigiri said, with a smile that could have meant anything. It was just as likely that no-one had written Komaeda’s name, of course. He was hardly likely to be any girl’s dream guy, thankfully.


‘What about you, Fujisaki-kun?’ he asked.


‘Oh,’ Fujisaki said, ‘I did put down Akamatsu-san. She just seemed … nice.’


‘Well, sure she’s nice,’ Komaeda said. ‘She’s the kind you’d never suspect of being the murderer.’


Fujisaki made a surprised noise. ‘That was out of the blue …’


‘You like murder mysteries, Komaeda-kun?’ Kirigiri asked.


‘I do. I’m embarrassed to admit that to a real detective, though.’


Kirigiri smiled, and they arrived at Komaeda’s room.


‘Should we wait outside?’ Fujisaki said, when Kirigiri would have followed Komaeda in. ‘It feels weird if it’s Akamatsu’s room and she isn’t here.’


‘It’s alright,’ Komaeda said. ‘It’s not like she’s left her underwear lying around the place.’


Fujisaki went bright pink. ‘Why would you say that?’


‘Isn’t that what you were worried about? But you can wait outside if you want. I’ll be a moment.’


Kirigiri still followed him in – she was curiously about whether any of the rooms were different, perhaps. Komaeda found his phone quickly, and pulled up the email he’d received confirming his prize.


‘What did I need to do, save it out somehow?’ Komaeda asked, as he came back into the hallway.


‘I’ll do it,’ Fujisaki said. He was crouched down in the hallway with his laptop. Komaeda watched him as he transferred the file over. Fujisaki handed the phone back before he began to hunt through the text.


‘Do you mind?’ Kirigiri asked, and took Komaeda’s phone to read the message too. He didn’t really like other people handling his things, but he supposed he’d already agreed to be on board with this.


‘I think this one is spoofed,’ Fujisaki said.


‘Really?’ Komaeda said. ‘You’re saying I got scammed? Well, that’s just my luck.’ He sighed heavily.


‘I can’t look up the IP range without internet access though.’


‘The purchase details are accurate, though?’ Kirigiri asked Komaeda.


‘I assumed they got it through the loyalty programme,’ Komaeda said, ‘so I didn’t check.’


‘It could have been someone with access to that database,’ Kirigiri said, returning his phone. ‘Or they might just have seen you shopping.’


Fujisaki shuddered. ‘That’s so creepy.’


‘They didn’t choose us randomly,’ Kirigiri said, ‘so it would make sense that they watched us first. This may have seemed the easiest way to approach Komaeda-kun.’


‘I thought I was just picked randomly. Not like you, obviously.’


‘No,’ Kirigiri said. ‘Or even if they did pick randomly, they still had to investigate you first. They couldn’t pick anyone who wasn’t single, after all.’


‘I see. But there’s really no reason to pick me. The only remarkable thing about me is my luck … this made more sense if I had just won the competition, honestly.’


‘I don’t think we can say at this point what their criteria were. They may have targeted a wider pool of people, and we were simply the ones who responded.’


‘Hmm …’


‘You make it sound so malicious,’ Fujisaki said. He sounded sad – did he think they’d been chosen out of some sort of desire to help? Look at these poor young people who can’t hold down a relationship …


‘I don’t think we can assume their motives are kind,’ Kirigiri said. ‘Anyway, I think that’s enough. I’m sure Usami will call us back together soon.’ Kirigiri’s face didn’t give much away, but Komaeda wondered if that particularly set to her lips was frustration. Or maybe not. Perhaps if she had a mystery to solve, a PI could be content anywhere. Even so, Usami’s machinations were trying.




The afternoon’s activity was a pool party. Usami made the announcement over the hotel’s loudspeakers when it was time.


The pool was located on the roof of the hotel, where the sun was shining. There were deck chairs lined up on either side, but only 16 of them – not enough for everybody. There was also a small bar at one end, which said ‘open at 5 pm’. Komaeda supposed that even if they were on a sort of holiday, the producers couldn’t endorse day drinking. There were also vending machines with snacks and non-alcoholic drinks.


On one side of the pool, various items were stacked up on shelves – inflatable pool toys, the pumps to go with them, pool noodles, kicker boards … There were also piles of fresh white towels.


Komaeda had changed into his swimsuit as instructed. It seemed everyone – even Togami – had done the same. Perhaps it was just that it was nice outside – the air was warm enough that it made you feel a dip was just the thing. Or perhaps it was a sort of camouflage – Komaeda also noticed Togami scouting round the edge of the building for exits. There was a set of emergency stairs – they were blocked off with a lock and chain, but it wasn’t as if you couldn’t hop over those.


If anyone was going to try and escape, Togami was. Komaeda thought he would keep an eye on him.


‘After everyone worked so hard this morning, I thought you had earned a reward!’ Usami said, once they were all gathered. At this point, Komaeda felt he was used to her. ‘Make sure you enjoy yourselves! And don’t forget to look out for that special someone.’


They were meant to check each other out, was what Usami meant. Komaeda didn’t object to that sort of thing, in certain doses, but Usami bringing it up did serve to remind them of what this was all supposedly about.


Love. If love had anything to do with who you fancied most in their swimsuit.


Asahina was the most eager to get in the water – she clutched her friend Oogami’s rather impressive arm in excitement, and as soon as Usami finished talking, slipped off the sarong she was wearing to step up and dive into the pool. Her form was perfect, as expected. She stayed submerged until she was nearly at the end of the pool, and then she popped up, beaming widely and waving at them to join her.


Waving at Oogami to join her, at least. It wasn’t clear how much Asahina cared about the rest of them.


Rather than swim immediately, Komaeda claimed a deck chair. He’d brought a book along with him – sitting by the pool and reading had been his dream for this holiday, after all. Meanwhile, the others set about having fun.


Komaeda’s novel was a little slow. He found his attention drifting, caught by such things as Akamatsu’s laughter when she shoved Saihara in the water, or Nidai’s resonant voice corralling the others into a game. Komaeda gave up on following the details of police bureaucracy in favour of watching the others play. The game was some sort of tag that seemed mostly to take place underwater.


Hinata had been playing, but he must have got out too many times, because he pulled himself from the water to walk along the side of the pool. Maybe the heat had got to Komaeda’s brain, because he found himself watching – not just Hinata’s movement, but the way the water ran down his body, and the definition of his muscles. Hinata was fitter than was obvious when he was dressed.


When he glanced in Komaeda’s direction, Komaeda had to lift his book back up quickly.


When he looked over the top again, it was to find Hinata – who had now grabbed a towel – standing over him. Hinata had scrubbed his hair until it was sort of dry – it mostly just stuck up everywhere – and he’d thrown the towel over his shoulders, which did absolutely nothing to hide his chest or impede Komaeda’s general view of him.


‘Aren’t you going to swim at all?’ Hinata demanded.


‘Everyone’s so energetic,’ Komaeda said. ‘I’d rather go in when it’s quieter.’


He thought that would be it, but Hinata sat down on the deck chair next to him – sideways, so that he was facing Komaeda.


‘What’s the book you’re reading?’


‘It’s a crime novel. Or it’s meant to be a crime novel … it mostly seems to be office politics at the moment.’


‘So you wouldn’t recommend it?’


‘Well, it might still have a decent payoff … Do law students have time free to read fiction?’


Hinata looked away, into the distance. ‘You don’t have much of time for anything.’


‘I was wondering. If you signed up for a reality TV show, it would run for longer than just the holidays, wouldn’t it?’


‘I took a leave of absence.’


‘Wow … you wanted to be on a dating show that badly, did you?’


Hinata gave a bitter little laugh. ‘Maybe that’s an excuse.’ He scrubbed his face with his hand. ‘I thought I’d get used to the workload, but … I always feel like I’m about to slip under and drown.’


‘So you ran away … I’m impressed. Oh, but you probably don’t want to hear that from somebody who doesn’t even work.’


‘Not really.’


‘But that’s why we’ll never be like everyone else here. People like Akamatsu-san, Asahina-san … they’ve never run away from their dreams in their lives. Don’t you think?’


‘I wouldn’t know. It’s not like I know Asahina that well.’


‘You don’t agree, though?’


‘Well …’ Hinata wiped his forehead, shifting uncomfortably where he sat. ‘Maybe you … we think we know someone just because we’ve seen their name in the news. That doesn’t mean we know what their lives are like.’ He wasn’t speaking with conviction, though. And Komaeda wouldn’t have been convinced anyway.


‘If they were the kind of people who turned away from their dreams, do you think they ever would have got their name in the news? I know I’m trash, but I don’t.’


Hinata looked at him strangely. ‘You’re a pretty negative person, you know that?’


‘Me? No … I mean, I really admire people like that. I’d give up on things right away. I give up on things all the time.’


‘That’s what I mean … Look, it’s not like I’ve given up. I just needed a break.’


‘It’s alright,’ Komaeda said. ‘It’s only normal.’


Hinata changed the subject. ‘What about you? Isn’t there something you wanted to do?’


‘Hmm … not really.’


‘Not really?’


‘Anything’s too much trouble, Hinata-kun. And it’s not like I’d get to see it through to the end anyway, with my luck. So why bother?’ He laughed at Hinata’s disbelieving face. ‘I guess I’ve got what they call a bad attitude. But really, things will work out anyway. So I don’t need to try that hard.’


‘Must be nice,’ Hinata muttered. ‘How can you afford that?’


‘My parents left me a lot of money.’


‘Ah.’ Hinata looked like he regretted the comment. Being an orphan was one of those things people didn’t like Komaeda bringing up. It made them uncomfortable.


‘What do your parents do, Hinata-kun?’


‘Oh … my dad’s in finance. Mum was at home, but now she works in a dental office.’


‘Wow, Hinata-kun. That’s the most boring thing I could have imagined.’


‘Well, sorry for coming from a boring family.’


They were interrupted then by Souda, who seemed to be friendly with Hinata already.


‘Yo, Hinata, we’re about to play water volleyball, you in?’


‘How many people do you need?’ Hinata asked.


‘Oh, I won’t play,’ Komaeda said, in case that was what Hinata was getting at.


‘Yeah,’ Souda said, ‘we only need one more.’


‘You go on, Hinata-kun. I’ll see if anyone ever gets round to solving the mystery in this.’ He lifted his book back up.


‘Okay.’ Hinata returned his attention to Souda. ‘I’m in, then.’


Souda looked pleased. He was more more excited than Hinata, but it was probably only wishful thinking on Komaeda’s part to imagine Hinata might rather have kept talking to him. He should just be grateful that Hinata had forgiven him for calling him generic. If suggesting his parents were boring hadn’t made things worse again … it was remarkable how boring Hinata’s background was.


Komaeda read another chapter half-heartedly, then decided to get a drink. Just the kind from the vending machine – the bar hadn’t opened up yet, and it would have been bad form to drink before his date with Kirigiri anyway.


Komaeda was putting in the drink number when he saw, out the corner of his eye, Togami stepping over the chain and onto the emergency staircase. Was he trying to make a run for it? That could be interesting. Komaeda picked up his drink, and wandered over to the edge of the roof.


‘Togami-kun,’ he called, ‘what are you doing?’


Togami was already a floor down, but the look he shot at Komaeda was brutal. Furiously, he mimed that Komaeda was a dead man if he didn’t keep his mouth shut (it was really just one gesture).


Komaeda looked away, to see if Usami was listening. She was at the other end of the rooftop, having some sort of argument with Fukawa. Well, if she wasn’t paying attention, it was her fault if her charges ran out on her.


Maybe Komaeda should run away too. The thought made his blood pound in his ears.


He leaned his weight against the arm of the staircase, watching Togami make his way down. And maybe it was Togami’s descent, or Komaeda’s leaning, but the stairs suddenly didn’t seem stable. Like they hadn’t been attached to the building properly.


Komaeda knew, then, what was about to happen.


‘Togami-kun, it’s dangerous!’


Togami looked up at him again, just as the stairs gave a massive groan. Komaeda stepped back; he didn’t see what Togami did next. He only saw the stairs pull away from the building completely –


And collapse.


There was a series of clatters and bangs – Komaeda stepped forward again to watch the stairs falling in on themselves.


‘Togami-kun!’


The games and frivolity behind him were stunned quiet. Usami who had been at the other end of the pool was now at his side.


‘Oh no!’ she said. ‘I forgot to mention the stairs were out of order!’


Komaeda couldn’t see Togami, but he had to be down there. Komaeda called to him again.


‘Everyone,’ Usami said, ‘stay calm! Usami is going to check it out.’


There was a flurry of questions – what happened, what was Togami doing, was he alright –


Down from beneath the collapsed stairs, Komaeda caught movement – Togami, pulling himself out from under the beams.


‘He’s alive!’ Komaeda said.


Chapter 3

‘I know you’re all worried about Togami-kun,’ Usami said that evening, ‘but it seems like he’s pulled through just fine. Tsumiki-san is taking good care of him.’


It hadn’t been the sort of injuries you left to a nurse, Komaeda would have thought. But apparently calling for proper medical assistance was out of the question.


Usami went on. ‘We’ll have to swap some of you around, but we can proceed with tonight’s dates as planned.’


‘Are you outta your head?’ the delinquent Owada yelled. ‘Who’s thinking about dates at a time like this?’


‘Well, it is the premise of this project …’


‘Just let us go home!’ Asahina called out.


‘Right?’ Hanamura said. ‘This hotel is a death trap!’


Komaeda didn’t know why they bothered. Arguing with an animatronic rabbit … really, the whole situation was too much.


‘Th–the stairs was just an accident,’ Usami said. ‘That’s why they were cordoned off. If everyone stays inside the hotel like they’re meant to, you’ll all be nice and safe.’


Earlier, Kirigiri had asked Komaeda about those stairs. They had seemed unsafe as soon as Komaeda leaned on them. They’d also seemed new. Like they hadn’t been installed properly, rather than having been poorly maintained, which raised its own questions.


‘What if there were a fire?’ Ishimaru said. ‘Those stairs were clearly in contravention of fire regulations.’


‘There won’t be a fire!’ Usami said. She sounded, for a moment, pissed off rather than defensive. ‘I mean, what a horrible thought. Can’t we all just stay safe and get along?’


‘Perhaps we need things stated more clearly,’ Sonia said. ‘We are prisoners, yes?’


‘Wow …’ Usami’s ears flopped, dejected. ‘Usami only wants everyone to experience the joys of love …’


‘And what gives you that right?’


‘Huh? Don’t they say, might makes right?’


It was a bizarre thing to hear from the mouth of such a fluffy pastel thing. Everyone went quiet.


‘Anyway,’ Usami said, ‘you guys should forget about all that! Tonight’s about having fun, okay? Can I get a hooray?’


They remained silent.


‘Ah well, maybe later … Saionji-san and Naegi-kun, you’ll be together for tonight, okay? Don’t worry, you’ll get the chance to spend time with your original dates later. Oh, such fun …’


They really were trapped, Komaeda thought. Whoever was behind this had no intention of letting them go.


Unless they did play the game.


They had no choice except to pretend to, for now.




‘You’re very calm about this,’ Komaeda said, as he and Kirigiri took their seats for dinner.


‘There’s no point getting worked up,’ Kirigiri said, ‘if you’re not planning to do anything about it.’ Was that a dig at the others? It was hard to tell from Kirigiri. ‘You don’t seem too concerned about things yourself.’


‘To be honest … I’m interested in what happens next.’


Kirigiri lifted an eyebrow.


‘Does Usami’s plan work, and everybody finds their perfect match? Or do we sacrifice each other in order to escape the situation? It will be interesting to see, don’t you think?’


‘Perhaps.’ Kirigiri didn’t seem convinced.


Usami came to take their drinks order, but Kirigiri said she’d stick to water. And so Komaeda did the same.


‘Do you not drink, Kirigiri-san?’ he asked.


‘Not on the job.’


‘Ah … so this is a job for you, is it?’


‘It may not be the job I was expecting,’ Kirigiri said, ‘but that doesn’t mean I won’t investigate it seriously.’


‘Hmm … I don’t suppose you’ll be getting paid in the end.’


Kirigiri smiled, then. ‘Getting paid isn’t my main concern right now.’


‘I guess not.’ Komaeda watched Usami flitting between everyone’s tables. ‘Who do you suppose is doing the cooking? Are the staff just keeping hidden?’


‘Perhaps there are more robots.’


‘A whole kitchen of Usami’s?’ That was quite the image.


Their dinner, when it arrived, was rather higher quality than one might expect to be cooked by a robot (not that Komaeda would have said that where Kiibo could overhear). Komaeda and Kirigiri’s conversation lapsed into silence as they ate. It might have been companionable, but Kirigiri was thinking too hard for that.


Komaeda found his attention drifting to the other tables. Akamatsu seem to have drawn Fujisaki into an animated conversation – perhaps they were well matched after all. Hinata, on the other hand, did not appear to be having a pleasant time with Celestia.


‘Do you think anyone will actually find love this way?’ Komaeda asked, as Hinata protested against some remark Celestia had made.


‘Stranger things have happened,’ Kirigiri said. She set down her cutlery for the moment. ‘Although relationships formed in extreme circumstances don’t always survive a return to normality.’


‘Ah. Well, I guess I wouldn’t know anything about that anyway!’


‘It’s not always the case, of course.’ Kirigiri resumed eating.


‘Kirigiri-san, why do you think you were chosen to come here?’


She paused again. ‘I don’t think I know enough to ascertain that right now.’


‘Hmm. I wondered if maybe the mastermind wanted to be found out? They did bring two detectives here, after all.’


Kirigiri lowered her brows slightly. Was she sensitive about the presence of the other detective?


‘Or they want to see us frustrated,’ she said.


‘Have you spoken to the other one? What was his name …’


‘Saihara Shuichi,’ Kirigiri said. ‘We’ve spoken.’


‘You’re not teaming up?’


‘I don’t usually work with other people.’


‘Or perhaps Saihara isn’t on your level?’


Kirigiri gave him a look.


‘Not that I’ve spoken to him at all,’ Komaeda said. He looked for Saihara across the room – he seemed to be sitting in awkward silence with Harukawa. Harukawa had seemed disinterested in the whole situation, when Komaeda had spoken to her.


Komaeda felt sorry to Saihara. At least Kirigiri was interesting to talk to.


‘There are benefits to people conducting their own investigations,’ Kirigiri said. ‘Everyone notices different things.’


‘That’s very diplomatic of you.’


Komaeda wondered what sort of person Kirigiri would fall in love with. He knew Amami was her roommate – Amami was a very different person to her, but Komaeda could see the logic in pairing them up. They had a similar energy … and they were both people you could relax around, Komaeda thought. If one of them was easy going and one was more reserved, that wasn’t a combination that worked badly.


Assuming Amami was interested in women. He had agreed to a date with Komaeda, after all – although ‘date’ was perhaps a generous description in these circumstances.


‘Who were you meeting tomorrow?’ Komaeda asked.


‘Shinguchi-kun and Fujisaki-kun.’ Kirigiri had finished eating; she wiped her mouth delicately.


‘Hmm … did they ask you?’


‘That’s right. I think Fujisaki-kun is comfortable with me because I asked for his help before. He does seem to be enjoying himself with Akamatsu-san, though.’


Komaeda looked over at them. ‘I thought that too.’


Akamatsu, unlike Komaeda and Kirigiri, had been drinking; her cheeks were flushed. He hoped she wasn’t too chatty a drunk.


He looked back again. ‘And if you had to ask someone, Kirigiri-san?’


‘That’s a personal question.’


‘Well, we are meant to be getting to know one another. But you don’t have to answer.’


‘I know you asked Amami-kun.’


‘Guilty as charged,’ Komaeda said, with a laugh. ‘But you see, he just happened to be there at the time.’


‘Is that right?’


It occurred to him that this might get back to Amami. ‘I mean, I wasn’t expecting him to agree.’


‘Hmm.’ Kirigiri tilted her head, considering him. It made him feel nervous.


‘Say, Amami-kun didn’t say anything about me, did he?’


‘I wonder … would I tell you if he did?’


That made Komaeda feel more nervous.


He was rescued by Usami coming to take their plates, and offering them the dessert menu. Komaeda would have skipped dessert, but Kirigiri gave the list serious consideration.


Komaeda wondered if everyone got the same dessert menu, or if it was something that was connected with the dinner you won. Oma’s omurice, for instance, didn’t seem like it should match with crème brulee for after (the brulee was Kirigiri’s choice – Komaeda just asked for some tea).


‘About Amami-kun …’


‘Are you wondering how serious he is? I don’t think I’m the right person to tell you that.’


‘I guess not.’


Komaeda hadn’t asked him seriously. Komaeda had been annoyed at Hinata blowing him off – even though he shouldn’t have cared about Hinata either.


But it wasn’t as if Komaeda disliked Amami. Of his two appointments for tomorrow, his date with Amami was the one he was looking forward to. He might not have objected to spending time with Fukawa, if she hadn’t made it so obvious that he was a last resort. Not that he would have been interested in her romantically, of course. He wasn’t interested in Kirigiri like that either.


Why would any of them take any of this seriously?


Dessert arrived quickly; Kirigiri seemed quietly pleased at her choice, dedicating it her full attention. It almost made Komaeda regret not getting anything.


‘It seems like if it is robots in the kitchen, they know how to cook.’


‘Yes.’


‘So it’s not all bad. I wouldn’t be eating like this at home … I should still just think of it as being on holiday.’


‘I don’t think Togami-kun will be feeling the same way.’


‘I guess not. I wonder if he’s really alright.’ Komaeda had only seen him from a distance, as Nidai carried him in from the wreckage outside the hotel.


‘I’m going to check in on him after this.’


‘He’s lucky to have you worried about him, Kirigiri-san.’


Kirigiri lifted her eyebrows. ‘I don’t think he cares.’


‘Maybe not.’


Kirigiri finished her dessert, and folded her napkin carefully. She caught Usami’s eye across the room. Usami hurried over.


‘Usami-san, we’re free once we’re done, aren’t we?’


‘There’s no rush, is there? Aren’t you two getting along?’


‘I have other things to do this evening.’


Usami turned her big eyes to Komaeda. ‘Aren’t you going to try and convince her?’


‘I think Kirigiri-san would just find that annoying.’


Usami pouted.


‘But obviously, I think she’s great –’ he was just guessing at what Usami wanted to hear – ‘and I would be happy to have dinner with her any time. Ah, I already feel my heart has swelled six times.’


Kirigiri gave a little cough.


‘Somehow, I can’t believe you’re sincere …’ Usami said.


‘I think it’s important on a first date,’ Kirigiri said, ‘not to outstay your welcome. Right, Komaeda-kun?’


‘Right.’


‘Hmm.’ Usami puffed her cheeks out. ‘I guess it’s alright. Take a chocolate as you leave. Red’s for if you’d go out again, yellow’s for if you’d rather just be friends. Don’t mix them up.’


‘Alright. Let’s take the red chocolates, Komaeda-kun.’


‘If you say so.’ Perhaps Komaeda should have been concerned Kirigiri had got the wrong idea, but he thought she probably had a reason for that choice.


They both took the red chocolates.




Akamatsu’s date went on a lot longer than his did; Komaeda was already in bed, about to learn why they thought the missing girl’s father was the murderer, when she came in.


‘I’m back,’ she said, her voice all sing-song.


‘You seemed like you were having fun.’


‘Fujisaki-kun is a sweetie.’ Akamatsu collapsed heavily on the bed beside Komaeda. ‘Ugh, I was so nervous. I think I drank too much.’


Komaeda wouldn’t have been impressed with that if Akamatsu were his date. But Fujisaki was a different person to him.


‘How was it with Kirigiri-san?’ Akamatsu curled to face him, hugging the pillow that lay between them. She didn’t seem bothered that he was still looking at his book.


‘Fine,’ Komaeda said. ‘We agreed we could see each other again.’


‘Really. That’s unexpected.’


‘I’m sure Usami will just keep pairing us up with whoever otherwise.’


‘Do you think she’d be fooled by that?’ Akamatsu rolled on her back again. ‘I don’t know. I don’t think I could pretend to like someone I didn’t.’


‘No?’


‘I mean, maybe it would work with Kirigiri-san … she doesn’t seem like the type who’d want you to hold her hand, you know?’


‘Mm.’


‘She is pretty though. I bet she’d be really sexy with her clothes off.’


Komaeda’s eyes stopped on the page.


‘Don’t you think?’


‘I hadn’t considered it.’


‘Right,’ Akamatsu said. ‘You’re not interested.’ She let out a deep sigh.


‘Akamatsu-san, are you interested in her?’ He said the words very carefully.


Akamatsu laughed and shoved his arm. ‘It’s not like that,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t mean anything, just to think a girl’s a bit sexy.’


‘If you say so.’ He looked at her sidelong, in case she hit him again. But she just lay there, eyes closed.


‘It’s a shame,’ she said. ‘Wouldn’t it be nice, if we were all actually on holiday, and we just met each other by coincidence?’


‘Do you think we’d all talk to each other then?’ Komaeda said. ‘It’s a lot of effort, talking to a stranger.’


‘Hmm. Well, I think I can safely say we would not have progressed to sharing a bed in that instance.’ Akamatsu laughed again, but it sounded a little strange. Komaeda put his book down.


‘I’m sure if it’s you, you’d still make friends,’ he said. ‘Who knows, maybe you and Fujisaki-kun could even manage a little fling.’


Akamatsu’s laugh sounded more natural this time. ‘I don’t know about that,’ she said. ‘Maybe there’s someone …’


Who she had in mind, though, she didn’t say.




The second morning, Togami wasn’t at breakfast.


‘He still needs to rest,’ Tsumiki said, when she put in her appearance.


‘Is he really okay?’ Hinata asked. ‘Shouldn’t he see a doctor?’


‘I-I know why you might think that,’ Tsumiki said, wringing her hands. ‘I’m just a nurse, after all. And it would be better if Togami-kun could be treated properly … but I promise I’ll take good care of him. We couldn’t have anything happen to the heir to the Togami empire, after all.’ She said it with a little smile, and Komaeda wondered if she didn’t see Togami’s injuries as a stroke of luck for her. If she was taking Usami’s professed goals seriously.


Speaking of Usami, she chose that moment to show up at Komaeda’s side. ‘Komaeda-kun, I need to speak with you. It’s about your date with Amami-kun.’


‘Of course. Is there a problem?’ Komaeda stood up but didn’t leave the table.


‘Usami only prepared lunches for the girls.’ Usami hung her head.


‘Well, Chabashira-san and her date should have extra to spare,’ Komaeda said. ‘Can’t we just swap?’


‘Maybe … or, I thought you could make lunch for Amami-kun! Wouldn’t that be extra romantic?’


‘Is there something wrong with the other lunches?’


‘It’s just, those two won them fair and square. Besides, this is a chance for you to show your sincerity!’


‘Sincerity,’ Komaeda repeated. It sounded like an excuse to have Komaeda do the work. He sighed. Cooking for Amami … was he really up to that task?


‘Shouldn’t you be getting the chef to cook for us all?’ he asked – too hopeful, perhaps.


‘Hanamura-kun already offered to prepare dinner tonight. Isn’t that generous of him? Maybe he’d be a good catch, don’t you think?’


‘Maybe for someone.’ Someone who didn’t care how inappropriate he might get. Although given Akamatsu’s comment about Kirigiri, perhaps someone like that might not be so hard to find after all …


‘So you’ll make lunch?’


‘Sure,’ Komaeda said, although he was annoyed.


‘Yay! I’m sure you’ll touch Amami-kun’s heart with your cooking.’


Komaeda was more worried about not poisoning him by accident. It was a pain, that Usami was putting this on him.


They had some time before their first activity of the morning, so Komaeda went to check out the kitchens early. Hanamura, it turned out, was already there.


‘Komaeda-kun!’ He sounded delighted. ‘Looking for me, were you?’


‘Not at all,’ Komaeda said. ‘Just ignore me.’


‘Now now. If you’re in my kitchen, I can’t very well just ignore you. Was Usami’s breakfast not to your taste? I can whip you up something much tastier.’ Hanamura held his fingers to his chin, and looked consideringly at Komaeda.


Maybe Komaeda should consider him back.


‘Apparently, Usami didn’t prepare enough lunches for everyone. So she said I had to make lunch for Amami-kun and myself …’ Komaeda let out a sigh.


‘Is that so?’ Hanamura wore a sly grin. ‘In that case, why don’t you let me prepare a lunchbox for the two of you?’


‘Hmm … I wonder if Usami will accept that …’


‘She doesn’t need to know.’


Komaeda rather thought that Usami – or whoever was controlling her – would know. He wasn’t bothered if she thought he was cheating though.


‘Then that would be a big help,’ Komaeda said. ‘I’m so bad in the kitchen.’


‘Never fear. I’m happy to be your knight in shining armour. And then maybe later –’


‘I’m sure Amami-kun will appreciate it too.’ The look Hanamura was giving him was disconcertingly lascivious.


‘Amami-kun …’ Hanamura looked thoughtful. ‘He’s not bad either …’


‘I’ll come by again later,’ Komaeda said, and made his exit before Hanamura could start saying anything about how Komaeda could repay him.




Before lunch, Komaeda headed back down to the kitchen. Hanamura had left the boxed lunches on the bench for him, wrapped in a pretty purple cloth, with a tag that read ‘Komaeda ♥ Amami’. Which seemed a bit overkill. When Komaeda flipped the tag over there was a further ‘♥ ? ? ?’, at which point he decided he could just get rid of it.


Komaeda was half-expecting Usami to appear and admonish him as he left the kitchen, but perhaps she was too busy worrying about everyone else’s lunches.


Amami was waiting for Komaeda in the lobby.


‘Is there anywhere you’d like to go?’ Komaeda asked. ‘It feels like we should be eating outside –’ he lifted the lunches – ‘but I guess that’s not possible.’


‘We could go up to the roof,’ Amami suggested.


It might feel strange to go up there now, Komaeda thought, after what had happened the day before. But the rooftop did seem a more appropriate place if this was meant to be a lunch date. And they could get drinks once they were up there.


‘What did we get for lunch?’ Amami asked. ‘We already used our prizes.’


‘It’s a bento,’ Komaeda said. ‘Hanamura-kun made it.’


‘Hanamura-kun, huh?’


 ‘Usami had asked me to, but once I explained the situation, Hanamura-kun offered,’ Komaeda said. ‘Are you disappointed?’


‘A little,’ Amami said. ‘It’s like thinking the heroine has made you lunch herself, and then finding out it was actually her mum.’


‘I’m not sure Hanamura-kun would appreciate being compared to my mother.’


They made it up to the roof. It felt different, just the two of them. The day was not as fine as yesterday, and the wind was higher. With Komaeda’s luck, it would turn to rain before they were finished.


‘Can you get us drinks?’ Komaeda asked.


‘Oh, sure. Any preference?’


‘Green tea is fine.’


Rather than sit by the pool on one of the deck chairs, Komaeda sat down by the low wall that ran around the roof – on the other side from the fallen stairs. Usami had put up an X sign on the chain that crossed the gap where the stairs had been.


Amami came to join him, offering Komaeda one of the bottles of tea.


‘Thanks. Let’s see what we’ve got.’ Komaeda undid the fabric wrapping the lunch boxes.


A part of him had been hoping for the cutesy sort of lunch that came with octopus weiners or riceballs shaped like pandas. Hanamura’s lunch was simpler than that. Thinly sliced beef on rice, zucchini, potato wedges …


‘It looks good,’ Amami said, picking up his box. ‘It’s been years since anyone made me a lunchbox …’


‘Does it count if it was made by a professional?’ Komaeda asked. He started with a slice of the beef, folding it to his mouth. And then – surprise, it was delicious. Even more than the steak he’d had for dinner last night; somehow the flavour was perfect; the meat so tender it took no effort to eat.


Amami watched him take that bite; if Komaeda had realised he might have kept more guarded.


‘That good, huh?’


‘Sorry,’ Komaeda said, and covered his mouth. ‘I should have known … everyone they brought here is so amazing, of course the cook would be as well.’ He had to eat some rice to mute the pleasure of the beef.


Amami looked amused, but then when he tried his own lunch his eyes went wide.


‘It is good! I wasn’t expecting much from that guy, I admit …’


‘I guess that’s what pros are like.’


Now Komaeda ate a slice of the potato, which had just the right amount of saltiness to it, together with a touch of lemon …


They ate in contented silence for a while, before Komaeda reached the last few bites. He didn’t want to finish it just yet.


‘What’s your favourite kind of food, Amami-kun?’ he asked.


‘Me? I’ll eat anything … that’s what it’s like when you travel a lot. You’ve got to be game for anything.’


‘Akamatsu-san said you’d travelled a lot.’


Amami nodded happily. ‘Every continent except Antarctica.’


‘Really?’


‘I think I’ll give Antarctica a miss though. I prefer warm places.’


‘Can I ask how come you’ve travelled that much?’ Komaeda asked. It wasn’t like Amami was some middle-aged executive who could collect foreign countries like trophies.


‘Well … I’m a bit of a rich kid. So we always went on big holidays. But after that, I guess … I always wanted to see new places, you know? I love the feeling when you arrive somewhere you’ve never been before, and you don’t even know the language to start with. But somehow you get by.’


‘That sounds amazing.’


‘It’s not really. I’m just lucky, that I get to travel without worrying about money. Oh, but there have been times when I lost everything. Even my passport. But even then, there are people who are willing to help you. If it weren’t for people like that, I could have really been in trouble.’


‘I’m jealous,’ Komaeda said. He set down his chopsticks and pulled his knees up against his chest.


‘It’s not so special … you just have to be willing to step outside your comfort zone.’


‘If I do that, bad things happen,’ Komaeda said. ‘It’s not like everyone out there wants to help.’


‘Well, sure …’


‘I probably just have a bad attitude, though.’ Komaeda remembered his conversation with Hinata.


‘Maybe,’ Amami said. ‘It’s not for everyone.’


‘Even when I go on holiday,’ Komaeda said, ‘something like this happens.’ He gestured to the hotel in its entirety.


‘This is definitely up there in terms of weird things that have happened on a trip,’ Amami said.


‘How did you end up here?’


‘This girl I’d been hanging with recommended the hotel. Of course, now I have to wonder if she was connected to this somehow.’


‘Did you tell Kirigiri-san about her?’


‘Yeah. We’ve actually talked a lot.’


‘Oh?’ Komaeda must have sounded implicative, because Amami held his hands up in protestation of innocence.


‘Not like that!’ he said.’ I just mean, I know she seems stand-offish …’


‘You’re probably easy to get along with, Amami-kun.’


‘Well, maybe. But I thought you got along with her well too. Or am I wrong?’


‘Mm. She’s an interesting person.’


Amami’s lips twisted in a smile, and he looked away for a moment, before returning his gaze with a more serious expression. ‘Hey, what do you actually think about all this?’


‘I’m not sure my opinion matters.’


Amami frowned. ‘Don’t be like that. It’s a serious question.’


It had been a serious answer, in its way. Komaeda’s opinion didn’t matter. ‘I’m not going to get worked up about a situation I can’t change,’ Komaeda said. ‘Togami-kun thought he might escape, and look what happened to him.’


‘So you’re just going to go along with it?’


Komaeda shrugged. ‘I’m not like the rest of you who have better things to be doing. It doesn’t really make a difference to me if I’m here or at home.’ He might change his mind, of course, once he’d finished the books he’d brought with him. ‘It bothers you though, Amami-kun?’


 ‘I don’t like being trapped,’ Amami said flatly.


‘Of course not.’


‘And what’s this obsession with romance anyway? Are we all meant to be deficient just because it’s not the most important thing in our lives?’


It was interesting, watching Amami speak so forcefully. Komaeda could like him, he thought. It wasn’t out of the question.


‘Maybe we are.’


Amami put on an expression of such pure disgust that Komaeda had to laugh.


‘It’s a joke,’ he said. ‘I mean, obviously I’m a horribly deficient human being, but that doesn’t mean I think you are, Amami-kun.’


‘It’s not funny.’


‘Sorry.’ It was hard not to laugh, though. Even knowing Amami didn’t like it. ‘Say, Amami-kun … when you said yes to me, it was only to avoid being asked by any of the others, right?’


There was a flash of guilt on Amami’s face. ‘Yeah. I guess it was.’


‘It’s alright,’ Komaeda said. ‘I don’t mind.’


Amami looked for a moment like he wanted to respond to that, but then he just shook his head.


‘At least we got to get away from the others,’ Komaeda said. He stood up then, stretching himself. ‘Not that I don’t like them all. But it is noisy.’


‘Do you really?’


‘Hmm?’ Komaeda looked back down to where Amami was still sitting.


‘Like them all?’


There was something slightly unnerving about the way Amami looked at him, then. Komaeda couldn’t meet those eyes.


‘I will admit, I’m not particularly looking forward to my date with Fukawa-san tonight.’


Apparently that was a normal enough response for Amami to huff out a laugh and to relax. Komaeda wondered if there was someone in particular Amami didn’t like. He got the feeling Amami wouldn’t appreciate having the question turned around.


‘Do you want to swim?’ Komaeda asked. ‘After everything that happened yesterday, I didn’t end up trying the pool.’ Today wasn’t the sort of day that was conducive to it either – it still felt like it could turn to rain at any moment. But maybe that was why Komaeda wanted to.


Amami shook his head. ‘You go ahead.’


Komaeda looked at him.


‘I can just enjoy being quiet, right?’


Komaeda wasn’t sure someone like Amami, who enjoyed travelling and adventures should enjoy ‘being quiet’. But then, if he mostly travelled alone, maybe that was a part of his life too.


It didn’t deter Komaeda anyway; he turned away from Amami to strip down to his underwear. Then he approached the pool’s edge and slipped into the water.


He didn’t swim very often. But the water was pleasant, and being outdoors, the chlorine smell wasn’t too strong.


Komaeda hadn’t swum for long, however, when the rain did start to fall, making little circles on the surface of the water.


Not that that meant Komaeda had to stop. But he was ostensibly here with Amami, and Amami had decided that he didn’t want to get wet. So Komaeda pulled himself out the water. Amami had relocated himself to that end of the rooftop, under the awning of the bar – he’d wrapped their lunch things back up too, and grabbed Komaeda’s clothes. He held a towel out to him now, which Komaeda took gratefully.


‘Guess the weather’s not on our side today,’ Amami said, as Komaeda attempted to dry himself off under the awning.


‘I did think that might happen. I guess we’ll have to end things here.’


‘Yeah.’


‘So, how did I do against … who was it last night?’ He looked at Amami-kun who made a sort of face.


‘Ikusaba-san.’


‘I remember now.’


‘Well … I’m going to say this was definitely less awkward.’


‘Oh?’ Komaeda was surprised; he thought it had gotten awkward toward the end there.


‘I don’t think she’s very comfortable with this sort of thing. I wonder how she even ended up here …’


‘She didn’t say much when I spoke to her,’ Komaeda said. ‘Except to ask me what my favourite kind of knife was.’ He began to pull his clothes on – he’d have to go to his room and shower before anything else, but he wasn’t about to walk around in his underwear in the meantime.


‘What is your favourite kind of knife?’


‘I said the little paring knife I have for vegetables.’


Amami smiled, surprised.


‘That wasn’t the kind of knife she meant, though.’


‘No. She’s an interesting person, right?’ Coming from Amami, that didn’t sound like a bad thing. ‘I wouldn’t mind talking to her again.’


Amami was probably the type who’d say that about anyone. Or maybe he was into women who seemed like they could kill you without batting an eyelash. Komaeda didn’t see the appeal, himself.


‘I’ll sort out the lunch things,’ Komaeda said, holding his hands out for them.


‘Oh, would you?’


‘As I skipped out on actually making anything.’ He took the bundle from Amami.


‘Well, you can tell Hanamura-kun it was delicious. I mean that.’


‘He’s making dinner too, apparently.’


‘I’ll look forward to it then. Thanks for the date, Komaeda-kun.’  Amami accompanied Komaeda to the lift; he was getting off on a different floor.


‘I hope it wasn’t too tedious.’


‘No,’ Amami said. ‘Why’d you say something like that?’


‘Well, talking to me’s hardly like talking to some stranger in a foreign country …’


‘It’s not really that different,’ Amami said. ‘I mean, we’re still expecting to go our separate ways afterwards, right?’


Komaeda couldn’t disagree with that.


Amami got off a floor higher than Komaeda. ‘Well, thanks again.’


‘Any time,’ Komaeda found himself saying. Which was a stupid thing to say, when Amami had already admitted he’d said yes to Komaeda so that he wouldn’t have to say yes to anyone else. But maybe that didn’t bother Komaeda as much as it should have.


Chapter 4

When Komaeda went back down to the kitchen, Hanamura was already flitting about planning their dinner.


‘Thanks for the lunch,’ Komaeda said. ‘Amami-kun said he enjoyed it.’


‘I’m so glad,’ Hanamura said. ‘So how did it go for you two? If you’re heartbroken, you can always fall into my arms.’ He patted his chest.


‘That’s not necessary,’ Komaeda said. ‘It was … fine.’


‘“Fine” sounds a little disappointing …’


‘If you were hoping for something juicier, I can’t help. What about you, Hanamura-kun?’ They may as well talk while Komaeda cleaned the lunch things.


‘Nothing to report … yet. Tojo-san said she’d help me with the dinner later, so who knows how that will develop?’ Hanamura got a disturbing glint in his eye.


‘Have you decided what you’re making?’


‘Hehe … it’s a surprise! There’s some interesting ingredients in this kitchen, I have to say. Like this.’ Hanamura brandished a small dark bottle. ‘Love-love essence. What do you think that might be?’


‘Is it some kind of plant?’ Was there such thing as a love-love tree?


‘It does smell floral,’ Hanamura said. ‘Almost like osmanthus.’ He offered Komaeda a sniff.


‘It’s slightly chemically though,’ Komaeda said. ‘Maybe it’s not natural at all. It could be a drug.’


‘Love-love essence,’ Hanamura said. ‘Sounds like it should be in the bedroom, not the kitchen.’


‘Maybe they have it on hand for if we’re not cooperative enough.’


Hanamura cracked a grin. ‘An interesting thought. Perhaps I should try it out.’


‘Well, I’m sure they wouldn’t leave anything like that lying about. It probably is some kind of plant extract.’


Hanamura was still considering the bottle when Komaeda left. Tojo was coming in the other direction – she gave Komaeda a small bow as she entered the kitchen. She and Hanamura must have got an exemption from Usami for the afternoon’s activities. They’d spent the morning practicing improv, and this afternoon their teams were meant to each be performing a short skit. In front of everybody.


Komaeda was in a group with Celestia, Harukawa, and Souda, and they were terrible. Celestia overacted, Harukawa was wooden, and Souda was somehow extremely wooden whilst also overacting.


It was an exercise in embarrassment as much as anything. Some of the other groups were better – Akamatsu’s team did a passable job, with Kirigiri and Naegi somehow managing to be very funny, whether it was intentional or not. Or maybe Komaeda was just so relieved that his skit was done with that everything seemed more enjoyable.


Hinata’s group came last, in a skit that began with Hinata and Yonaga’s wedding day. Things went off the rails when Oogami burst in to declare her love for Hinata, challenging Yonaga to a duel – which Yonaga delegated to Nidai (who played the wedding official) – which ended with Nidai running Oogami through with a broom handle. Oogami died with great to-do; Hinata declared that he had loved her after all – and then drank poison and died.


It could have been touching, if any of them were any good. Komaeda clapped anyway.


‘It’s probably just as well there aren’t any actual actors here,’ Akamatsu said to Komaeda after they were done. ‘We were all as bad as each other.’


‘Hopefully we’re not forced to do a music talent show next,’ Komaeda said. ‘You’ll sweep the floor with the rest of us.’


‘I don’t know,’ Akamatsu said with a laugh. ‘I think Maizono-san would make for some tough competition.’


Fewer people had dates scheduled for the evening than for lunch. Komaeda had his date with Fukawa, of course; Akamatsu had been free at lunch but was seeing Saihara in the evening. It was a strange world, Komaeda thought, in which he ended up having more dates than Akamatsu.


‘I’m a bit nervous,’ she told him that evening. ‘I wouldn’t usually see multiple people at the same time.’ She bit her lip. ‘It doesn’t feel right.’ He and Akamatsu were in their room, and Akamatsu was carefully retouching her makeup at the mirror.


Komaeda had never shared a room before. Even when he’d had nightmares as a child, he’d never been allowed to share his parent’s bed. The experience wasn’t so terrible as he had feared – there was something fascinating about seeing someone’s private face. He wouldn’t have minding having a sibling, if it were someone like Akamatsu.


Of course, if he’d had a sibling, they probably would have died when his parents did. It wasn’t a fantasy worth daydreaming about.


He turned away from that line of thought. ‘You’re taking this seriously, Akamatsu-san.’


‘Sure,’ she said. ‘I mean, it’s a weird situation, but people’s hearts are still real, right? They can still get hurt.’ She turned from the mirror, and turned the question back to him. ‘How did things go with Amami-kun? You didn’t say anything earlier.’


‘It was fine,’ Komaeda said, with a sigh. ‘It’s not as if it were a real date.’


Akamatsu pursed her lips. ‘That’s not a real answer either.’


‘If you’re that concerned …’ Komaeda pulled himself upright. ‘I don’t think we’re compatible.’


‘Oh?’


‘I don’t think Amami-kun likes me that much. And why would he? Amami-kun is the kind of person who likes to have adventures, and he’s the kind of person they work out for. What would someone like me have to offer him?’


Akamatsu was frowning slightly, but she didn’t interrupt.


‘There’s some people it’s better just to watch from afar, you know? It gives the rest of us something to dream of. But you shouldn’t try to ever imagine you’re on that level.’


‘It sounds to me like you do like him,’ Akamatsu said.


‘Oh no,’ Komaeda said. ‘It’s not like that.’ Although he had taken the red chocolate when Usami offered him the choice.


‘Maybe not. You sound like you’re talking about someone you read an article about, not someone you had lunch with.’


‘That’s right,’ Komaeda said. ‘That’s exactly what it’s like.’


Akamatsu sighed. ‘Alright. Well, we know that won’t work out, then.’


‘We?’


‘Sure. We both want to get out of here, right?’


‘You really think it will turn out like that? You convince yourself you like someone enough, and they’ll let us go?’


‘It’s not just that,’ Akamatsu said. ‘It has to work both ways, doesn’t it?’ She deflated saying that, her posture collapsing on itself.


‘Oh, but that won’t be a problem for you, Akamatsu-san.’


‘You think?’ Her smile was only halfway there.


‘I’m sure. You’ll have a beautiful romance, and you’ll get out of here –’


‘And live happily ever after?’


‘Why not? If it’s you, I’m sure it will work out.’


‘Thanks,’ Akamatsu said. ‘I appreciate the thought.’


It hadn’t been the right answer. But then, that was why Komaeda couldn’t be a match for her, wasn’t it? The right person would be able to cheer her up without even trying. That could never have been him.




Unlike Akamatsu, Fukawa had not made an effort to dress up that evening. To be fair, neither had Komaeda. Neither of them were the other’s first choice.


‘Let’s get things straight to start with,’ Fukawa said, as they took their seats. ‘I’m not the slightest bit interested in you, so you b-better not try anything.’


‘Oh, don’t worry,’ Komaeda said. ‘The feeling is mutual.’


Fukawa’s lips tightened; perhaps Komaeda had been too blunt.


‘You wanted to ask Togami-kun, right?’ he said. ‘Such a shame what happened.’ Komaeda let out a sigh, and Fukawa’s eyes fixed on him.


‘You say that now,’ she said. ‘Don’t you think he might have been able to get away if you hadn’t s-stuck your nose in it?’


‘Hmm.’ Komaeda leaned back in his chair. ‘But that wouldn’t have suited you either, would it? I mean, if you’re serious about pursuing him.’


Fukawa grimaced. Thankfully, they were interrupted by Tojo coming to take their drinks order. Fukawa ordered wine, which meant Komaeda felt free to drink as well. He made it a bottle. If Tojo had an opinion on that, she didn’t let it show.


‘Let’s discuss something other than our current predicament,’ Komaeda said. ‘What did you think of Kamikawa’s latest novel?’ He knew Fukawa would have an opinion whether she had deigned to read the book or not. Someone like Fukawa, he thought, considered all writers her competition.


Fukawa clicked her tongue. ‘That hack,’ she said. ‘Does she think p-people won’t notice she’s just reworking the same s-story over again?’


‘She’s very popular though.’


‘People are attracted to sensationalism. Just being coarse isn’t a virtue.’


‘You didn’t like it, then?’


Fukawa scowled. ‘I didn’t say that.’


By talking about books, they got through their dinner. Komaeda couldn’t come up with a title Fukawa didn’t have an opinion on; he expected he was being tested likewise.


‘I’m surprised you have time to keep up with the field and produce your own work,’ Komaeda said. He was considering another glass of wine; Fukawa had already topped hers up for the third time.


‘It’s not hard,’ Fukawa said. ‘Most people read slowly, that’s all.’


‘But the writing? Don’t you worry that publishing so much means you’re treating it too lightly?’


‘I’m a professional.’


‘But take The Wind Traces the Sand,’ Komaeda said. ‘Aren’t you just retreading So Lingers the Ocean?’


‘A-As expected from a shallow reader.’


‘Huh? Are you saying you aren’t hitting exactly the same plot beats?’


‘It’s not about the b-beats, it’s about the emotional journey –’


‘Hmm, I don’t know …’


‘Now, now!’ Usami said, appearing suddenly. ‘No need to argue! After all, here’s Tojo-san with your desserts.’


‘F-Forget about dessert,’ Fukawa said. ‘I need another drink.’ She tipped back the last of her glass.


‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’ Usami said.


‘You wanted us to get to know each other, didn’t you?’ Komaeda said.


‘I didn’t mean like this …’


‘You think I can’t handle a bit of criticism?’ Fukawa said to him. ‘People have been giving me c-crap since the day I was born.’ She looked quite worked up, even though she must have heard similar comments before. ‘Pour me another drink.’


Komaeda poured them both drinks. They did both get desserts, as well. The dessert was an earl grey mousse cake, the exterior shell a perfectly glossy dome. There was that fragrant note that one expected with an earl grey, but it wasn’t just the bergamot, Komaeda thought – there was something else.


‘This is really good,’ Fukawa muttered. ‘Maybe that loser is good for something.’


‘Right?’ Komaeda said. ‘Maybe next time you do a romance, you should set it in a kitchen.’


‘You think? But Hanamura would never do for a hero …’


‘That doesn’t show very much imagination, Fukawa-san.’


‘The readers would never accept it! They want a hero who gets their gears turning.’ She sighed dramatically. ‘If only Byakuya-sama weren’t laid up with his injuries. That Tsumiki … I bet she’s really enjoying herself …’


How had they got back on the topic of Togami?


‘Do you think anyone brought Togami-kun any dessert?’ Komaeda said. ‘Maybe you should offer to do it, Fukawa-san. Say, what do you think that floral note is, though?’


‘I don’t know,’ Fukawa said. ‘They always stick w-weird things in this kind of dessert. So they can charge more. Maybe I’ll ask … where’d that Usami thing go?’


Togami’s dinner and dessert had, apparently, already been sorted; Fukawa was crushed. Komaeda thought about maligning her work some more to distract her, but at this point, he was over being Fukawa’s entertainment for the evening.


Akamatsu and Saihara looked like they were enjoying each other’s company, though. Was Akamatsu actually playing footsie with him?


‘D-Disgusting,’ Fukawa said, following his gaze. ‘People like that always have to flaunt their attractiveness.’


‘It is a bit much for in public,’ Komaeda said, without Fukawa’s rancour. He wouldn’t blame anyone for grabbing the opportunity while they had it. And Saihara wasn’t bad-looking, if a bit of a dweeb.


‘Someone should tell them to g-get a room.’


‘As long as it’s not our room,’ Komaeda said. ‘She’s my roommate, you know.’


‘It probably will be,’ Fukawa said darkly. Because he really needed to think about Akamatsu bossing Saihara around in the bedroom. Better not to speculate.


Komaeda went back to his dessert, the floral taste of which was stronger when he got to the fruit gel in the centre. Something that went well with bergamot …


‘It tastes like osmanthus,’ he said.


‘Huh? Yeah …’


The love-love essence. Hanamura had actually used it.


Komaeda started to laugh.


‘What’s funny?’ Fukawa asked.


‘I think Hanamura-kun wants to play a trick on us.’ That, or he’d just liked the scent – it’s not like Komaeda’s theory was necessarily the truth.


He saw Akamatsu lean across the table and whisper something into Saihara’s ear. Saihara went bright red, but he didn’t resist when Akamatsu stood and took his hand.


‘I guess they decided to get the room after all.’


‘Ugh.’ Fukawa narrowed her eyes. ‘Don’t you go getting any ideas.’


‘Don’t worry, Fukawa-san. You’re not my type.’


Fukawa kept her eyes narrowed. ‘What type’s that?’


Komaeda didn’t answer, but his eyes drifted across the room, to where Hinata sat in conversation with Nanami. Fukawa turned to crane her head at them. But there were several tables Komaeda could have been looking at; Fukawa couldn’t know for sure. And Komaeda looked away again anyway, because he didn’t want to see if Hinata were flirting with Nanami. Hinata had asked for this date, after all – it wasn’t as if it had been necessary for either of them. So Nanami was probably Hinata’s type.


‘You’re the same as the rest of them, huh?’ Fukawa said. ‘Men see big tits and they all go gaga.’


‘Huh?’


‘Asahina, right?’


‘Was Asahina-san over there?’


Fukawa’s lip curled. ‘Disgusting.’


‘You keep saying that,’ Komaeda said. ‘It’s almost like you’re the one with the dirty mind.’


‘Y-You!’


Maybe he shouldn’t have had anything to drink after all.


‘I think we better call it a night,’ he said. Before he aggravated her into violence. He sculled the rest of his glass and stood up.


‘Whatever,’ Fukawa said. She swirled her own glass. ‘I’ll finish this alone then.’


‘Maybe someone else will drink with you.’ He looked over, again, at where Hinata was sitting opposite Nanami. At least they weren’t playing footsie. Just think about it made him feel frustrated.


He really hoped Akamatsu hadn’t invited Saihara back to their room.




Akamatsu hadn’t put up the ‘do not disturb’ sign, but when Komaeda tried the door to their room, it was latched. What a pain.


Komaeda leaned his head against the door – gently. He didn’t want Akamatsu to think he was banging the door down.


He didn’t want to go back downstairs. Maybe he should go up to the pool again, but he could imagine the bar there might become too appealing, and then he’d drink too much and fall in the pool and drown and they wouldn’t find his corpse till the morning when it was all bloated and gross. He didn’t want to leave a gross corpse.


‘Are you locked out?’ someone said.


Not someone. Hinata. Komaeda turned around, still leaning against the door. Hinata, at least, was alone. Komaeda’s heart was suddenly racing; at least Hinata was alone.


‘I guess Akamatsu-san had a lot of fun on her date,’ Komaeda said. And bit his hand so that he didn’t laugh.


‘Right,’ Hinata said. He hesitated. ‘Do you want to wait in my room? I mean … I don’t think Asahina will be back any time soon.’


‘What about Nanami-san?’


‘What about her?’ Hinata swiped the door to his room. ‘You can come or not, I don’t care.’


‘I’m coming,’ Komaeda said.


Hinata’s room had the same layout as his – but Hinata’s was considerably messier. Although judging from the sort of items that were laid around, that was Asahina’s fault rather than his. Unless Hinata regularly carried around a set of pink and purple weights with him when he travelled.


‘I guess these rooms aren’t really meant for hosting,’ Hinata said, clearing space on the window seat. ‘Do you want a drink? There’s, uh, tea left, or hot chocolate.’ Usami was not very good at keeping the beverage makings topped up.


‘Tea, please.’


Komaeda sat on the window seat while Hinata went to fill the kettle from the bathroom. Even if a hotel wasn’t meant for hosting, it felt somehow cosy. He wondered if he lay down on the bed, it would smell like Hinata. Or maybe it would smell more like Asahina.


Hinata put the kettle on and took the seat by the desk. He seemed ill-at-ease, like that wasn’t where he would usually have put himself.


‘Where is Asahina-san?’ Komaeda asked.


‘Keeping Oogami company, I think.’


‘They really get along, don’t they?’


‘Sure. They were friends before this, she said.’


‘That’s nice.’ Better than being dumped in with a bunch of strangers alone. Not that Komaeda had any friends who could have been dragged in alongside. ‘I liked your skit.’


‘Oh.’ Hinata lifted a hand to his mouth. ‘I haven’t done anything like that since primary school.’ He looked pleased.


‘Me neither,’ Komaeda said. ‘I got banned from drama club after things kept going wrong during performances. They said I was bad luck.’


‘That seems harsh.’


‘Not really,’ Komaeda said, while Hinata got up to make the tea, and himself a hot chocolate. ‘I am bad luck. Even if it wasn’t me messing things up … one time I tripped on the curtain cord during a scene change, and the whole set came down …’


‘That doesn’t sound like it was your fault,’ Hinata said. ‘Couldn’t they have tied the cord back?’


‘Well, it was a long time ago.’ Komaeda drank his tea without taking the bag out. ‘What club were you in at school?’


‘Soccer.’


‘Oh, really?’ Komaeda could imagine Hinata in a soccer uniform. The shorts, particularly … his eyes flicked down to Hinata’s legs unconsciously, although he was fully dressed.


‘We weren’t very good.’


‘Do you still play?’


Hinata shrugged. ‘Just socially. Not that I’ve got much time for it these days.’


‘Ah, right.’ Law school. ‘Thus the running away.’


‘It’s not running away.’


‘What did your parents say? Putting your studies on hold to go on a dating show …’


Hinata looked uncomfortable. ‘They thought it was pretty weird.’


‘I bet.’


‘It wasn’t like I actually expected to get in,’ Hinata said. ‘I guess it was too good to be true anyway …’


‘Right?’ Komaeda wondered how he’d be spending his evening if he really had won a holiday. Probably alone in his own hotel room, reading a mediocre crime novel, with no more company than his own hand …


‘Are you sure you should have left Fukawa alone with that wine?’ Hinata said suddenly.


‘Did she get another bottle? Well, she’ll be fine,’ Komaeda said. ‘Are you worried about her?’ He leaned forward. ‘I’ll swap you.’ That didn’t make any sense – the date was already done.


‘I’m good,’ Hinata said.


‘Right? But you didn’t ask Nanami-san up with you …’


‘We’ve had dinner once,’ Hinata said. ‘Just coz we’re in some kind of weird hot-house situation doesn’t mean we have to rush things.’


‘But you like her, right?’


‘Sure. But we only just met.’


‘Does that matter?’ It didn’t matter to Komaeda, that he’d only met Hinata two nights ago. He would have blown Hinata right then if Hinata had wanted.


‘It matters to me.’


‘Ahhh, you’re so good, Hinata-kun. But didn’t Nanami-san go on a date with Oma-kun too?’


‘So?’


‘So what if Oma-kun doesn’t play by your rules?’


‘Then that’s up to Nanami,’ Hinata said, annoyed. Komaeda thought that he was annoyed. Unless it was just he was thinking of what Nanami and Oma could be up to right now, in the alternate universe where Oma was the one who had taken her to dinner. And maybe been dosed with some kind of aphrodisiac.


Or it was a perfectly innocent culinary flavouring, and Komaeda was just horny.


‘Can we not talk about this?’ Hinata said, looking pointedly away.


‘Sorry, Hinata-kun. I’ll keep my mouth shut.’


‘I didn’t mean don’t talk at all. Just … not about Nanami.’


‘Sure.’ He wished that Hinata wasn’t sitting so far away … ‘Do you want to watch a movie or something? I’m not sure what they’ve got …’


‘Sure,’ Hinata said, sounding relieved. That was good – it meant Komaeda wasn’t getting away with something he shouldn’t. Because watching a movie meant they both had to sit on the bed. And even if it was a very big bed … that was still something that held possibility, wasn’t it?


From that bed, Hinata grabbed the remote and started flicking through the options. ‘Did you have a preference?’


‘Whatever you want to watch is fine.’ Komaeda climbed onto the bed next to him, propping a pillow under his back and resisting the urge to sniff it.


‘I feel like something I don’t have to think about too much.’


‘There’s already enough to think about here, isn’t there?’


‘Yeah.’


Hinata settled on a horror movie from a few years ago – Komaeda had seen it, but Hinata didn’t need to know that. Komaeda didn’t mind watching it again.


‘Should we put the lights out?’ he suggested.


‘Oh, sure.’


That was good, too. Sitting in the dark with someone … the only light the flicker from the screen. It was easy to imagine brushing hands, and letting them stay there …


It was probably better not to let himself think any further. It’s not like his luck would stretch that far anyway.


But then, was it so wrong to wish that it might?


The film started off seeming like it was a mystery – until the characters ended up at an old hotel (thankfully nothing like the hotel they were staying at) and it turned out it was actually a zombie film. Komaeda only half paid attention, more interested in Hinata’s reactions than in following the plot. The little jolts he gave when there was a jump scare. Which moments made him laugh. When the protagonist of the film committed to being the heroine’s sidekick, for the promise of a kiss …


Hinata shifted positions, and his leg brushed against Komaeda’s. Komaeda held absolutely still, but Hinata didn’t move away. Did it not register to him? Probably it didn’t register – after all, Hinata was the kind of guys who dated girls, and meant to be respectful, and he’d only invited Komaeda in because he felt bad for him being locked out. It didn’t mean anything. It didn’t even require Hinata to like Komaeda at any level – just not to actively dislike him.


Komaeda didn’t move away. He did make an effort to keep his eyes on the screen for a bit. There was a trick around unlocking the door – Komaeda should try and remember that; you never knew when it might come up.


Hinata shifted again, but it didn’t take his body out of contact with Komaeda’s. It would have been very easy for Komaeda to take his hand … or to touch his thigh … or to lean over and kiss him. The sort of thing he shouldn’t even think about it. What would Hinata do if Komaeda were to touch him deliberately? Why had Komaeda ever thought it would be nice if they were sitting closer together? It was torture.


And then Hinata put his hand on Komaeda’s leg, right there on the inner curve of Komaeda’s thigh.


‘Hinata-kun!’ Komaeda couldn’t help saying it, even as he was sure it was bad to draw attention to it.


‘What?’ Hinata said. For a moment their eyes met, Hinata’s face shadowed with the flicker of the TV screen. Hinata had lifted his hand away, but Komaeda had grabbed it.


‘It’s alright, Hinata-kun,’ Komaeda said. It was only because of the love-love essence, or whatever it was – and that made the whole situation so utterly tragic that Komaeda knew the aftermath (where Hinata went back to being a straight boy trying to date a pretty girl) would crush him enough that it would completely counteract whatever good luck could be said to exist in this –  the moment where they lay on the bed together with Komaeda’s fingers around Hinata’s hand. He traced his thumb against the curve of Hinata’s palm.


‘You can do whatever you like,’ Komaeda said. His voice sounded strange, half caught in the back of his throat. Like his body knew it was something that shouldn’t be said.


And Hinata leaned in and kissed him. His lips were softer than Komaeda could have expected; Komaeda had the sudden thought that he’d never been kissed before. Hinata cradled Komaeda’s face in his free hand; he was being very gentle.


Komaeda didn’t need him to be gentle. If Hinata treated him with too much kindness, it would surely kill him, kill one of them … which meant that Komaeda should stop things here. Except that he didn’t want to. It was selfish – or foolhardy – but he thought if Hinata stopped touching him he would probably … burst into tears or something. Die on the spot.


Komaeda let go of Hinata’s hand, but only so that he could grab the hem of Hinata’s shirt and slip his fingers against the fabric to reach his bare skin.


Aren’t you going to regret this in the morning, he didn’t say, his fingers finding Hinata’s spine. Hinata shuddered, and Komaeda liked how solid Hinata was against him, a real flesh and blood human being that Komaeda could hold onto.



  You’ll regret this in the morning, right?



Hinata slipped his hand back between Komaeda’s legs, to cup Komaeda’s dick through the fabric of his trousers, and Komaeda felt that he could combust. Hinata could probably get him off without ever putting his bare hand on him; Komaeda didn’t know if that would be terrible or amazing. Probably amazing. But it would be wrong if Komaeda let him do that without touching him at all – and he did, desperately, want to know how Hinata’s dick would feel in the circle of his hand. How hard he might be. What noises he might make as Komaeda touched him.


Hinata tried very hard to make no noise at all. He wasn’t entirely successful.


That was how Komaeda and Hinata ended up jerking each other off, whilst on screen the hotel residents attempted to fight off the invading zombies. In retrospect, it was probably not the best choice of the film for the occasion. On the other hand, it was quite amusing to watch Hinata register post-coitus what was on the screen. He screwed his face up in a very particular way.


It made Komaeda want to kiss him again, but he wasn’t sure they were at the point where he could do that if it wasn’t the direct prelude to sex.


‘Should I rewind?’ Hinata said, like he wasn’t sure how they’d got to this point. In the film.


‘You can if you like. I’ve seen it before.’


‘You’ve seen it … why didn’t you say?’


Komaeda shrugged. ‘I didn’t mind watching it again.’


Hinata left it playing.




They didn’t talk about what they’d just done. Hinata didn’t touch Komaeda with any more intentionality, but let their bodies be lined up against each other.


Komaeda didn’t want to go back to his own room. He didn’t want to go back to this game they were caught up in. The curfew. The pretend dates that no-one intended to follow through on. The messed-up matchmaking that meant Komaeda had to go back to a bed where a woman who was hardly more than a stranger would probably not have changed the sheets (but it wasn’t like Komaeda was offering to help Hinata with that).


And tomorrow, he and Hinata would pretend this had never happened, because that was the game Hinata was playing. He hadn’t signed up for a dating show with the intent of ending up with someone like Komaeda.


It was probably for the best.


It had to be for the best.


‘I guess it should be safe to go back now,’ Komaeda said, once the credits had finished. ‘Or else Saihara-kun is even scarier than I could have imagined.’


Hinata, surprised, laughed.


‘I’ll see you later.’


‘Yeah.’


Komaeda slipped out the room, and walked back to his own. This time, the door was unlatched.


Chapter 5

The morning started with Akamatsu saying, ‘Sorry about last night,’ all sheepish after she woke up.


‘It’s fine,’ Komaeda said. ‘Who am I to stand in the way of love?’


‘That’s …’ Akamatsu bit her lip.


‘As Usami would put it.’


‘Haha, yeah …’


Breakfast had its own share of sheepish faces – not the least of which was Usami’s, rabbit though she was.


‘If everyone’s here,’ Usami said, ‘I have an apology to make. A very important medicine was left in the kitchen yesterday and it was used by mistake in some of your desserts. I mean, in everyone’s desserts. It was used in everyone’s desserts. Um … so if you felt frisker than usual, that’s why.


‘I need to say that this isn’t Hanamura-kun’s fault. Usami should have known better than to leave something so important out. So …’ Usami trailed off.


Amami lifted his voice above the murmuring. ‘So you’re saying we were drugged.’


Usami gave a single heavy nod.


‘I really am very sorry,’ she said. ‘Um, but it’s not a bad drug! There are no side effects. Um, provided everyone was careful and used the proper protection …’


Komaeda felt embarrassed just watching her.


‘Why’d you even have something like that in the first place?’ Kuzuryu said. ‘What the fuck kind of project is this?’


‘Heh-heh – it’s a love project, like I said before. But sometimes people need a bit of encouragement.’


‘Don’t you think this has gone on enough, Usami-san?’ Sonia said. ‘Can’t you let us go home already?’


‘Come on, everyone!’ Usami said. ‘You can’t give up so easily. Things might seem like a chore now, but I promise, a bright love will bloom for all of you –’


‘She can’t change script, can she?’ Akamatsu said, but quietly. ‘I guess she is just a toy after all.’


‘Hmm … I feel like we’re letting her off the hook if we think that way,’ Komaeda said.


‘It’s not like we can hold her accountable.’


He looked sidelong at her. ‘You seem very calm about this.’


‘Well …’ Akamatsu tugged on her hair. ‘It’s not like I did anything I didn’t want to. Even if we were given something like that.’ She looked at Shirogane across the table, with a plea for understanding in her eyes.


‘Hmm … but didn’t you say you weren’t comfortable dating two people at once?’ Komaeda said. ‘Doesn’t it change that?’


‘Ugh.’ Akamatsu folded her head in her hands. ‘Don’t remind me.’


‘It doesn’t sound like you regret your choice, though,’ Shirogane said. She looked over toward where Saihara was sitting.


‘No …’


‘I’m sure Fujisaki-kun will understand.’


‘That kinda makes it worse,’ Akamatsu said. ‘Anyway, Shirogane-san, what about you?’


‘Me?’ Shirogane glanced over Komaeda. ‘I think we can discuss that another time.’


‘Aw,’ Akamatsu said. ‘I don’t wanna be the only one …’ She turned sharp eyes on Komaeda. ‘Where did you end up last night, anyway?


‘Akamatsu-san, you shouldn’t ask that,’ Shirogane said.


‘Why not?’ Akamatsu said. ‘It’s not like he doesn’t know what I was doing!’


Komaeda winced. ‘I mean, I’d prefer not to …’


She scowled at him.


‘I was very boring anyway,’ Komaeda said. ‘I watched a movie. Not even the sexy kind. There were zombies.’


Akamatsu looked disappointed at that. Well, it wasn’t like Komaeda was going to tell her what had actually gone on between him at Hinata.


‘Don’t worry about me,’ Komaeda said. ‘Shouldn’t you talk to Saihara-kun?’


‘Should I?’


‘Well, otherwise he might just think you were using him for his body.’


‘Komaeda-kun!’


‘Obviously you wouldn’t do something like that, but he might think that’s all it was.’


‘You might be right …’


Komaeda, for his own part, was not looking for Hinata, or to see what his reaction to Usami’s revelation was. He didn’t want Hinata to avoid his eyes, or be disgusted with himself, or with Komaeda.


Now it was morning, it was too depressing to think of.


‘I feel like if I talk to Saihara-kun now, everyone will be watching me,’ Akamatsu said.


‘It kind of has that feel, doesn’t it?’ Shirogane said. ‘Everyone wants to know who hooked up with who.’


Akamatsu waited until she’d finished her breakfast – and people had relaxed a little – but she did go over to talk to Saihara.


‘Must be nice for things to be so simple, huh?’ Shirogane said. Maybe some of Komaeda’s mood had shown on his face – or maybe it was just that Shirogane had her own feelings about the situation they were in. And about Akamatsu’s choices.


Saihara seemed pleased, when Akamatsu spoke to him. Truthfully, there was something banal about it. There was no epic or tragic romance to be had – just the ordinary product of whatever hormones or compatibility had attracted the pair to one another.


‘You went on a date with Saihara-kun too, didn’t you?’ Komaeda said. ‘Does it bother you?’


‘Why should it? They already look so ... lovey dovey.’ Shirogane looked disgusted at her own choice of words.


‘How do you think they judge it? You know.’ He gestured upwards. ‘What makes a relationship real enough that they get to go home?’


‘How would you decide, Komaeda-kun?’


‘Me? No-one’s going to ask trash like me to judge that sort of thing.’


‘Well, let’s say Usami asked all of us. “Do you think these two people are really truly in love?” How would you judge it?’


Komaeda considered Akamatsu and Saihara, who were making bashful conversation. ‘I would say it’s too soon to say.’


‘You think so?’


‘They like each other now, but they might be bored of each other tomorrow. So I don’t think I could say they’re in love.’


Shirogane sighed. ‘I guess we might be in here for a while then. If I’d known, I would have brought more supplies.’


‘Supplies?’


‘Even with all the activities, we have quite a bit of free time. I could be working on a new costume right now. Or at least catching up on my shows … this whole no-internet business is very inconvenient.’


‘True.’


‘Have you ever considered cosplay yourself, Komaeda-kun? I can think of quite a few characters you might be able to pull off.’


‘Me? I wouldn’t want to do anything so attention-seeking.’


Shirogane’s expression went very flat.


‘I mean, I wouldn’t want to draw attention to myself. I don’t mean you’re attention-seeking – obviously cosplay is your passion.’


His attempt at undigging himself was interrupted by a kerfuffle at the end of the dining hall – Tsumiki had rushed in.


‘H-Has anyone seen Togami-san?’ she called out, the pitch of her voice lifting till it cracked.


Everyone looked about the room – Togami wasn’t present. There would have been a fuss already if he had been. Togami wasn’t the only one absent either – Kirigiri was also missing.


‘Don’t worry, Tsumiki-san,’ Usami said. ‘I can find any of you at any time!’ She said it brightly, like it wasn’t creepy in the slightest. ‘I’ll be back in a jiffy.’


She made a rapid exit. Tsumiki was equally rapidly surrounded by a crowd of concern – when had she last seen him; wasn’t he too badly injured to move? Komaeda wasn’t worried about any of that. He made his excuses to Shirogane, and went to where Amami was seated, watching the show.


‘Good morning, Amami-kun. Did Kirigiri-san already leave?’


Amami wouldn’t meet his eyes. ‘I was going to take her something later.’


‘I can give you a hand if you like.’


‘Nah, it’s fine.’


‘Are you sure? Can you manage two breakfasts on your own?’


He knew from Amami’s annoyed expression that he was right. Kirigiri was with Togami. Or Togami was with Kirigiri.


‘Look, I don’t know what you’re thinking … whatever it is, don’t worry about it. I’ll manage fine.’


‘If you say so. I’m probably letting my imagination get the better of me.’ Komaeda smiled, but Amami looked uneasy. Probably wondering if Usami would go along with things.


‘This probably won’t come up,’ Amami said, ‘but if you get hurt … don’t go to Tsumiki-san for help.’


‘Oh?’ Komaeda looked over to where Tsumiki was being comforted by Koizumi.


‘She’s not what she seems.’


That was interesting.


‘Alright. I’ll try not to get hurt. Although with my luck …’ Amami didn’t want to hear about that. ‘Thanks for the warning.’


‘Any time.’


Komaeda could have paid a visit to Kirigiri himself. But if Usami was investigating, Togami would be found soon enough. Presumably if Tsumiki was some sort of danger, then … what? Komaeda wasn’t sure what Usami would do if one of her subjects as a danger to the others. Would she intervene? Would she remove the offender? So far she hadn’t done more than give platitudes in the face of concerns. And she had left drugs in the kitchen where Hanamura could put them in everyone’s food. Komaeda struggled to consider that an oversight.


Not that he hadn’t benefitted from it himself.


Unwillingly, he found himself looking for Hinata.


Hinata was sitting next to Souda, looking slightly harried. Souda was doing the talking; Komaeda hadn’t spoken to him at all, but he seemed the kind of person who was hard to avoid.


Komaeda could have gone over to Hinata. Like Akamatsu had gone over to Saihara. Like nothing untoward had been revealed.


But before he could make himself, Hinata looked over – looked right at him. And his expression was appalled.


Komaeda’s whole body ran hot and cold; he wanted to interpret that emotion as having to do with anything but him. But no, there it was: Hinata was appalled at what they’d done.


Perversely, that made Komaeda want to go over more.


‘What did you do to deserve a dirty look like that?’ Amami said. Komaeda jumped; he’d forgotten who he was with.


‘I don’t know.’


‘Really?’


Komaeda looked back at Amami, who wore his dubiousness so disingenuously.


‘I’m not the one who did anything,’ he snapped. Amami, thankfully, only lifted his eyebrows; Komaeda needed to cool his own temper.


He hadn’t intended to sit with Amami, but he sat down now.


‘Did something happen between you two?’


Komaeda covered his face with his hands. ‘Does it make sense that anything would happen between us?’


‘I think a lot of stuff happened last night that people weren’t intending.’


Komaeda lowered his arms. He considered Amami. ‘Does that apply to you too?’


Amami laughed it off. ‘I wasn’t talking about me.’


‘Well. Whatever did happen, I think it’s quite obvious Hinata-kun would not like me talking about it.’


He expected Amami to tell him off for being indiscreet, but instead … he looked sorry. For Komaeda.


That really took the cake, didn’t it? But it wasn’t as if Komaeda wasn’t used to it. People were always looking at him like that – sorry for him, but with no intention of ever reaching out to him. Such was life.


Before Amami could say anything to make it worse, Usami arrived back.


‘D-Did you find him?’ Tsumiki said.


‘Ah … about that …’ Usami toed the ground, before presenting a bright smile. ‘You can relax, Tsumiki-san.’


‘How can I relax? My patient has disappeared.’


Apparently, the situation was a good one if you wanted a lot of women to pat you consolingly. Tsumiki had her distress down pat.


‘It’s alright, though,’ Usami said. ‘Togami’s brush with death has given him a change of heart.’


‘It – it has?’


Usami lifted her arms to make a heart over her head. ‘Togami-kun is experiencing his own budding romance! That’s why he snuck away. He said he’s feeling much better. Did you know?’ She did a pose like some sort of magical girl. ‘That’s the power of love!’


‘How much of this do you think Togami-kun actually said?’ Komaeda asked Amami.


‘I’m guessing it was through gritted teeth.’


‘Is Usami that stupid, I wonder?’


Amami lifted his eyebrows toward the rabbit, who was now doing some sort of love-heart inspired dance, while Tsumiki stammered out reasons that Togami should still be under her care.


At last, she said, ‘Who is she?’ Her voice was as cold as Komaeda had ever heard it.


‘Now, now,’ Usami said. ‘Togami-kun’s shy. He said I shouldn’t tell everyone.’ She let out a happy sigh. ‘So sweet!’


‘B-But I’m not everyone.’


‘I cannot break my maiden’s promise! They will reveal their love when the time is right.’


Tsumiki, for all her timid exterior, looked like she was about to blow a casket. It was pretty funny, if Komaeda had been amenable to amusement.


‘How long do you think it will take her to work it out?’ Komaeda asked.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Amami said grimly. ‘Usami’s the only one that matters for this.’




Their group activity for the morning was arts and crafts – making friendship bracelets (or ‘more than friendship bracelets’, as Usami suggested). They were assigned groups – Komaeda’s table included Oogami, Maizono and Ishimaru, none of whom he’d had much to do with.


When Komaeda took his seat, Oogami folded her very substantial arms and fixed her gaze on him.


‘Oogami-san, wasn’t it?’ Komaeda said. ‘I enjoyed your skit yesterday.’


Oogami said nothing; Ishimaru and Maizono seemed uncomfortable. Komaeda would have thought he could rely on an idol to attempt to leaven the mood.


‘Oogami-san, have I done something to offend you?’


‘Ah, Komaeda-kun,’ Maizono said, ‘you know Oogami-san is Hanamura-kun’s roommate, right?’


‘Huh? I didn’t know that.’ He almost felt sorry for Hanamura, except it was probably for the best.


‘It’s not whether you’ve offended me,’ Oogami said, ‘it’s whether you’ve offended basic human decency.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Someone as weak-willed as Hanamura-kun,’ Ishimaru said. ‘Did you mean to take advantage of that?’


‘What?’ Komaeda’s voice went sharp.


‘Last night –’ Oogami’s fearsome eyes were fixed on him – ‘did you or did you not suggest Hanamura-kun use that drug on us all?’


‘What?’ Komaeda said again. ‘“That drug”? I didn’t even know what it was.’


‘Hanamura-kun said you did.’


‘Oh, well, I guess if it’s his word against mine …’ Komaeda looked across the room, and wondered how far this story had gotten. ‘It wasn’t in a medicine container; it was in a bottle labelled “love-love essence” and I was making a joke. How was I meant to know that Usami had left something like that there?’


‘Indeed,’ Ishimaru said, ‘how did you know?’


‘Oh, for –’


‘We don’t know that you’re not on her side,’ Maizono said. ‘I’m sorry, but we have to be suspicious. It’s not like you were brought here for a job like the rest of us.’


‘And Naegi-kun was picked up off the street,’ Komaeda said, before he took a breath. ‘No, you’re right. I am suspicious. And it’s not like I’m trying to get out of here the way some people are.’ Togami, at least, had tried; Komaeda didn’t know if these three had made any effort. ‘If it makes you uncomfortable, I’ll leave the table.’


No-one told him not to.


Komaeda sighed, and he put his hand up to get Usami’s attention.


‘Komaeda-kun, is there a problem? None of you have even got started!’


‘I want to switch tables.’


‘What?’ Usami sounded alarmed. ‘But I picked out these groups specially!’


Drawn them out of a hat, perhaps.


‘It’s my fault,’ Komaeda said. ‘No-one wants to be a group with trash like me.’


Akamatsu would believe he wasn’t involved, Komaeda was sure – but she was at a table with Asahina, who would have heard Oogami’s story. And if she’d mentioned it to Hinata …


‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ Usami said. ‘Anyway, I can’t ask someone to swap now. Everyone else has already gotten started.’


It was braiding embroidery floss together, Komaeda thought – it wasn’t so complex that you couldn’t move once you’d started.


‘What if I just sit on my own, then?’


‘But the point of the exercise is that everyone is working together. No, I’m sorry, Komaeda-kun, but I think it’s best if you stay with your current group.’


Komaeda sighed. Again, his tablemates kept quiet. ‘Fine. I’ll do my best to be unobtrusive and not bother anyone.’


After that, he simply ignored them. Let them be uncomfortable, if they wanted. Komaeda took the floss colours that the others weren’t interested in, and turned his attention to his project. Who would he make his bracelet for? Akamatsu, perhaps. It would feel presumptuous to call her a friend though … Amami would probably take it the wrong way if Komaeda tried to give him anything. Perhaps …


Hinata entered his mind again.


Komaeda wasn’t thinking about Hinata. They weren’t friends. Whatever had happened last night, Hinata clearly wasn’t happy with him.


Maybe he should forget whoever he might actually want to claim a connection with. Give it to Oogami, who was sitting right there. It wasn’t like it meant anything. This activity, all the supposed bonding they were meant to achieve – it was all meaningless.


But what could Komaeda have expected? It wasn’t like things could ever have worked out in his favour.




At the end of the session, Komaeda had made three bracelets. He laid them out in front of Oogami, Maizono and Ishimaru, and said, ‘For the three of you. Thanks for your company this morning.’


And walked out. He didn’t head to the dining room for lunch – he was in too sour a mood to pretend disaffection.


Maybe he should go to the bar and sneak away a bottle of something. There was something appealing about the idea, at a time like this.


Not that he ever would. Instead he went back to his room, and he put some music on his phone, and lay there with his headphones in, staring up at the ceiling and thinking nothing in particular.


He was six tracks into some playlist he didn’t remember making when Akamatsu burst into the room. At least, it felt like bursting – if she’d knocked, he hadn’t heard it. He sat up and pulled the headphones from his ears.


‘Why aren’t you at lunch?’ he said.


‘Why are you acting like you care what Hanamura-kun tells people?’


How was he meant to answer that? ‘I can’t help it if they listen to what he says.’


‘So you’re just going to hide?’


‘Why not? No-one’s going to miss me. At the moment I’m only making things harder for everyone.’


‘So?’


‘So?’


‘That doesn’t mean you have to hide away. Things are going to be hard no matter what. I mean, we are literally being kept here against our will. Shouldn’t that be what’s on our minds?’


‘You can say that,’ Komaeda said, ‘because you didn’t do anything that you regret. Obviously not everyone feels the same way.’


Akamatsu gave him a dirty look. ‘I don’t think someone like Oogami-san did “anything she regrets”.’


‘No, she’s a virtuous human being, I’m sure. And it’s great that there are people like that in the world. But some of us belong in the gutter.’


Akamatsu crinkled her nose. ‘You’re trying to be annoying so I’ll go away. It won’t work. I’m not an only child, you know.’


‘What’s that got to do with anything?’


‘It means I’m going to keep bothering you until you come out,’ she said. ‘What are you listening to anyway?’


She came and sat on the bed, taking one of the earphones without waiting for him to offer. She listened in silence for a few seconds, and then she said, ‘How can you stand this?’


‘What?’ Komaeda put the other earphone back in. It wasn’t anything objectionable, unless Akamatsu had a problem with enka.


‘The quality!’ Akamatsu said. ‘Did you buy the cheapest earphones you could?’


‘Well, they’re only going to break anyway.’


‘You did! Oh, this is no good …’ Akamatsu took out the earphone and hopped off the bed. Musicians had sensitive hearing, he supposed. She came back with her own headphones – proper over-ear ones.


‘I don’t think it’s going to make a difference anyway,’ Komaeda said. ‘This phone is six years old.’


‘It … it is?’


Komaeda nodded.


‘I mean … for music that shouldn’t really make a difference, but why have you kept such an old phone?’


‘It’s like me,’ Komaeda said. ‘I’ve dropped it onto concrete, into water … somehow it always survives. Even if I leave it somewhere it makes its way back to me. I think it’s cursed.’


‘… isn’t that lucky, not cursed?’


‘Cursed,’ Komaeda said sadly, ‘because as long as this one works, I can’t buy a new one.’


‘Ah … I understand.’ Akamatsu looked at the phone very intently, so that Komaeda felt compelled to hide it from her.


‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said. ‘You don’t need to smash it with a hammer or anything just because you think I need a new one.’


‘I wasn’t thinking that.’


‘I wouldn’t be able to replace it until we’re out of here anyway.’


‘I won’t do anything to your phone. You are welcome to use my headphones, though.’


‘If I do that, they’ll probably break.’


‘I can replace the cable, see?’ Akamatsu said, and pulled the cord out to demonstrate. ‘It’s not the same as earphones where if one of the wires gets munted you have to throw them out.’


‘Have you got a spare cable?’


Akamatsu conceded that she did not.


‘Then I’ll stick with this.’


He tried to put his headphones back in, but Akamatsu grabbed hold of his wrist.


‘Come have lunch,’ she said. ‘It’s not like you have to talk to anyone.’


‘I’ll pass.’


He looked pointedly at her hand on his wrist.


‘Are you going to skip dinner, too?’ she said. ‘I’m not bringing you any.’


‘Maybe I’ll ask Amami-kun. He apparently doesn’t mind that sort of thing.’


‘What?’


‘Nothing. Are you going to let go any time soon? I might take it the wrong way.’


She let go, but put her hands on her hips. ‘You’re being ridiculous.’


‘No. I’m just giving the others what they want. My presence will only spoil the meal.’


‘Alright,’ Akamatsu said. She sat back down on the bed, and, with a very unimpressed look on her face, took one of Komaeda’s earphones again. ‘I’ll just keep you company then.’


It was too much trouble to send her away – not if he didn’t want to alienate her altogether. So he endured it. The way Akamatsu endured his tinny headphones and only getting the left-side sound of the music.


Skipping lunch, though, didn’t get him out of their afternoon activities. Komaeda did consider just not going when the chime went off, but Akamatsu was already pulling him upright.


They were in the same groups as the morning, which showed a remarkable lack of flexibility on Usami’s part. This time they were meant to building bridges out of dried noodles, which was the sort of engineering challenge you assigned to children. Thankfully, Komaeda’s scapegoat status meant his group didn’t look to him to contribute. Which was probably just as well if they didn’t want to be done too quickly.


Ishimaru’s method of bridge construction wasn’t completely off, but he was methodical to the point that it was a hinderance and not a virtue. While he instructed the others, Komaeda amused himself by taking his own noodle and breaking it into the tiniest pieces he possibly could. It would serve whoever right had to clean it up.


Funnily enough, Hanamura didn’t seem to be a pariah – he was in a group with Mitarai, Kirigiri and Iruma, all of whom were willing to acknowledge him. Probably it had just been Komaeda’s bad luck that gave him the group he had.


Hinata was in a group with Oma, Fukawa and Mioda, who looked like they were struggling to get anything done at all. Hinata had to keep stopping Oma and Mioda from building a throne instead of a bridge. Honestly, they seemed like they were having fun, if your idea of fun included amusement at Hinata’s peeved-off face, which Komaeda supposed shouldn’t have been an attraction for him after that morning but was.


Did he really think Komaeda was culpable in what had happened with the desserts last night?


When time came for testing the bridges’ strength, it was thanks to the distractibility of Hinata’s group that Komaeda’s group didn’t come last. Hanamura’s group was in fact the one whose bridge held the most weight – Iruma was supposedly some sort of inventor, so it made sense she’d be good at that sort of thing. She may also have been driven by a sense of competition, based on the way she said ‘Suck it, Souda!’ and made an extremely rude gesture when the win was announced.


Their prize for coming first was that they each got to choose another participant for an ‘extra-special date’ tomorrow evening. The rest of them were encouraged to make their own arrangements, but they wouldn’t be getting any nine-course kaiseki, plus spa time.


As if they couldn’t have used the hotel spa any time they wanted.


Komaeda wasn’t picked anyway, so he didn’t have to consider it too hard. Neither was Hinata, which he could be meanly happy about instead.




That evening, they were not being forced to go on any dates. Instead, they were having a nighttime pool party. The problem with being restricted to a hotel, Komaeda supposed, was that there were only so many potential settings for things. Unlike the earlier pool party, however, this time the bar would be open.


‘I hope you’re not going to hide in our room again,’ Akamatsu said, coming up to him after Usami’s encouragements were done.


‘No, I should make an effort,’ Komaeda said. ‘I wouldn’t want Usami to kick me out for lack of trying.’


‘And I bet you’re pretty hungry right about now,’ Akamatsu said. ‘What do you say we raid the kitchen for some instant noodles beforehand?’


‘I don’t know,’ Komaeda said, ‘is it safe to let me in the kitchens again?’


‘I don’t think they make noodles with aphrodisiac packets.’ Akamatsu clapped him on the shoulder, then looked to her companion. ‘Saihara-kun, you want to come get a snack with us?’


Saihara seemed taken aback by the suggestion – or taken aback by Komaeda’s inclusion, perhaps. They hadn’t spoken up till now.


‘I upset Akamatsu-san when I didn’t have lunch earlier,’ Komaeda explained.


‘Right … she did say something about that.’


‘Shall we go?’ Akamatsu seemed unperturbed by any awkwardness; that was, Komaeda supposed, a part of her charm. Saihara certainly seemed to think so.


‘So, Saihara-kun, I hear you’re a detective too,’ Komaeda said.


‘Too?’


‘You and Kirigiri-san.’ The three of them walked to the kitchen together. ‘Have you gained any insight into our situation?’


‘I don’t know if I can say “insight”,’ Saihara said. ‘This isn’t the sort of thing I usually deal with.’


‘Oh? What’s that?’


‘You know … cheating spouses, lost pets.’ Saihara laughed in a self-deprecating way, which Komaeda disliked him for.


‘I guess we could call Usami a “lost pet”,’ Akamatsu said.


‘But in this case, we need to find the owner and not the animal,’ Komaeda said.


‘Do you think someone here is involved?’ Saihara said.


‘Wouldn’t you want to be if it were you?’ Komaeda said. ‘Ah – but I’ve been informed that I’m suspicious myself, so take that with a grain of salt.’


They arrived at the kitchen. Akamatsu had obviously scoped it out already, because she went straight to a cupboard packed full of cup noodles. ‘Ta-dah. Do you have a preference?’


They put in their orders, and Akamatsu pulled out the packs for them.


‘I know detectives eat a lot of cup noodles,’ Saihara said. ‘But what about you, Akamatsu-san?’


‘I’ll eat anything where I don’t have to turn on a stove,’ Akamatsu said. ‘But what you were saying, about someone here being involved … do you really think that’s possible?’


‘It’s something you’d need a lot of resources for,’ Saihara said. ‘But then there’s people like Togami-san here, so who can say?’


‘Somehow I can’t see a guy like that setting this up …’


‘It does seem like a lot of people here are quite well off,’ Komaeda said, thinking of Amami and his ability to travel indefinitely.


‘Not me,’ Saihara said glumly.


‘I won’t say I’m not comfortable,’ Akamatsu said, ‘but not to that extent. My family’s just ordinary, after all. I guess that means you’re the most suspicious one again, Komaeda-kun.’


‘It does seem to work out that way … unless we’re all lying, I suppose.’


‘True …’


‘You two are pretty serious about this, huh,’ Saihara said.


‘I know!’ Akamatsu said. ‘Why don’t we make a list? After all, a lot of people here are pretty famous. We gotta know some stuff for sure.’


They spent the time before the party constructing dossiers on all the participants (themselves not excluded). Even if it was a meaningless exercise – there was no reason to suspect the mastermind behind their situation was participating – it was an interesting way to pass the time. Probably Kirigiri had done something like this already. Komaeda wondered if Saihara would be offended if he suggested they compare notes. Probably not. Probably he’d insist they could have nothing to add, and Kirigiri’s work would be superior under any circumstances. It was the sort of thing Komaeda might say himself, except he suspected Saihara would actually believe it.


Komaeda would have expected Akamatsu to have better taste in guys, honestly. There must be something she got out of interacting with a guy like that.


‘I guess we better start thinking about heading to this party,’ Akamatsu said at last.


‘Do you need time to get ready, Akamatsu-san?’ Saihara asked.


‘Nah. Although I guess we should bring our swimsuits … why don’t you grab yours, and we’ll meet you up there?’


‘Alright.’ Saihara looked uncertainly at Komaeda before he left; if Saihara were interested in Akamatsu, probably he didn’t want to leave her alone with a guy who was supposedly a competitor.


Akamatsu made it worse by leaning in toward Komaeda. ‘Don’t think you’re getting out of this.’


‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’ He’d recovered somewhat from the shock of Oogami’s accusations; it didn’t matter if he were suspected, after all. If it brought the others closer together, then it could only be a good thing.


Komaeda thought of that, and not of the fact that Hinata probably wouldn’t come to chat with him beside the pool this time.


Back in their room, Akamatsu got changed into her swimsuit, wearing a dress over it.


‘Come on,’ she said, when he didn’t grab his own swimsuit. ‘Aren’t you going to swim?’


‘I’m not sure we should be combining swimming and alcohol.’


‘Oh, so you are planning to drink?’


‘Well, yes.’


‘Get changed,’ Akamatsu said. ‘Please. For me.’


Komaeda sighed. He didn’t know that it was something he should do for her sake, but it was easier to go along with it than resist.




At some point, the roof had been decked out with fairy lights, although it was still too early for the dark to show them off. A trestle table had been set up near the bar with an assortment of picnic-style foods and a punch bowl; the bar proclaimed itself OPEN.


‘I wonder if anyone knows how to make a decent cocktail,’ Akamatsu said. ‘Maybe Amami-kun … he has that vibe.’


‘I’m sure someone will reveal themselves.’


Akamatsu waved at Saihara, and went to join him at the trestle table. Komaeda tagged along, although the idea of being their third wheel for the evening didn’t really appeal.


Akamatsu went straight for the punchbowl, ladling them both out a drink. Saihara had already grabbed a beer from somewhere.


The punch, thankfully, tasted nothing like osmanthus.


Hinata arrived later, dragged onto the roof by a cheerful-looking Mioda. She had no hesitation in getting behind the bar. Komaeda heard her ‘boo’ when Hinata asked for a beer.


Komaeda was compelled, then, to join them.


‘Are you taking orders, Mioda-san?’


‘Sure sure!’ Mioda said. Hinata stepped away from Komaeda, but he didn’t leave altogether. ‘I only know how to make a zombie though. Otherwise it’s highballs for you.’


‘Why don’t you just give me a whiskey?’


‘Sure, if you wanna play like someone’s uncle.’ She picked a bottle from the shelves behind her. ‘I hope you don’t care whether the whiskey’s any good, because I have no idea.’


‘Aren’t you trying a bit hard?’ Hinata said, when Komaeda took a sip. It was actually a very pleasant whiskey.


‘Oh, Hinata-kun, you’re talking to me now.’


‘I never stopped talking to you …’


‘I guess I imagined that terrible look you gave me this morning.’


Hinata looked like he regretted saying anything.


‘Asahina-san spoke to you, right? I heard from Oogami-san all about how I misled poor Hanamura-kun into drugging everybody.’


‘Well, did you?’ Hinata looked Komaeda in the eye. Somehow, it was electric.


‘Hinata-kun, all the label said was “love-love essence”. I was making a joke. Who expects that sort of thing to be left in with the cooking supplies?’


‘I told him that,’ Mioda said, leaning her elbows on the bar counter. Komaeda wondered if the amber concoction she was drinking was one of her so-called zombies – it definitely wasn’t a simple highball. ‘Should I tell you a secret, Nagito-chan?’


‘Don’t,’ Hinata said.


‘Uh-oh, Hajime-chan is annoyed!’ Mioda said. ‘Guess I better keep my mouth shut.’


‘Now I am curious,’ Komaeda said. ‘But before that, Hinata-kun, which did you think it was – that I tricked Hanamura-kun into doing it on behalf of whoever’s behind this? Or for something else?’


‘I don’t know,’ Hinata said.


‘You must have come up with some explanation.’ Did he think Komaeda had done it to specifically target him? How would that work, when Hinata was the one who had invited Komaeda in? Was the one who had touched Komaeda first?


Hinata glanced at Mioda, before looking back at his beer.


‘Perhaps you don’t want to say it in front of Mioda-san.’


‘Don’t worry about me,’ Mioda said. ‘I don’t intend to remember anything from tonight.’ She sucked up the last of her drink through the straw, irritatingly.


‘Don’t you think you should take it easy?’ Hinata said to her.


‘Why? It’s not like I have anything to do tomorrow. Or the day after. Or the day after that. In fact, maybe I should just drink myself into a coma and hope Prince Charming wakes me up!’ She laughed like she was hysterical.


‘Are you hoping that might be you, Hinata-kun?’ Komaeda asked.


Hinata looked as if he considered Mioda’s declaration highly trying. ‘Definitely not.’


‘Hmm … are you even trying to get out of here?’


‘I’m pretty sure kissing comatose girls doesn’t count as love on either side.’


‘See?’ Mioda said. ‘Hajime-chan is so trustworthy.’


And why was that? Because Hinata hadn’t gone after one of the girls last night? Or was it just the aura Hinata gave off – like he was someone you could lean on in a storm?


‘Must be nice,’ Komaeda said. ‘Being trustworthy.’


That made Hinata look more annoyed.


‘I guess I can’t know what that’s like.’ Komaeda let out a heavy sigh. ‘Well, I’ll leave you two alone now. Thanks for the drink, Mioda-san.’


‘Any time!’


It was easier to leave than to keep facing Hinata. Because Hinata’s annoyance wasn’t enough to make Komaeda want to avoid him. Hinata’s annoyed face was better than his disgusted face, after all – so didn’t that mean Komaeda had made progress? But if he thought of things in those terms, he was only setting himself up for a fall. It was better for Hinata if they avoided each other …


Komaeda kept telling himself that.




He went to join Fukawa, who was standing by herself with a bottle of green tea.


‘You’re not drinking tonight, Fukawa-san?’


‘S-Says who?’ she said. ‘I could’ve slipped something more in here.’


‘I just saw you buy it.’


Fukawa clicked her tongue. ‘Fine,’ she said, ‘I’m not drinking. I wasn’t even going to come except that stupid rabbit dragged me up here.’ She tightened her grip on the bottle so that the plastic dimpled.


‘So it was compulsory.’ Togami had been recused, because Komaeda hadn’t seen him, but Kirigiri was up here. Did that mean she’d left Togami alone?


‘Who does she think she’s kidding?’ Fukawa muttered. ‘It’s just going to be the same as ever … the popular ones get together and the rest of us get left in the trash.’


‘I’m not sure I want to be included in that statement.’


‘I mean, look at them.’ Fukawa gestured toward the deck chairs, where Enoshima had Kuwata’s arm slung over her shoulder, his hand resting against her breast. ‘Do they really have to flaunt themselves like that? It makes me sick.’


Komaeda wondered. Maybe their behaviour was a bit much, but it was a party. Fukawa could have just looked away.


‘Do you think Enoshima-san is really interested though?’ Komaeda asked. ‘She looks bored.’ Like Kuwata had been talking at her a little too long.


‘She’s still letting him feel her up in front of everyone. I guess you can’t expect someone in that business to have any self-respect.’


‘You mean modelling?’


Fukawa drew her breath in like Komaeda had just said a dirty word.


‘I guess that’s why you like Togami-kun, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘Because he won’t involve himself in any of that?’


‘That’s right!’ Fukawa said. ‘Byakuya-sama would never sully himself with that sort of debauchery!’ She clucked her bottle of tea to her chest in a picture of earnest belief.


‘But that sounds boring for you, Fukawa-san, if he’s who you’ve set your sights on.’


‘What are you im-implying?’ Fukawa said. ‘There’s a difference between commoners rutting like animals, and … and …’ She obviously didn’t want to refer directly to the concept of Togami having sex. Well, that was fair enough. She was obviously envisioning some sort of spiritual experience. From what Komaeda had heard about Togami family succession, he didn’t think Togami would see things the same way.


‘I wonder who he’s with now,’ Komaeda said. Just to see the way Fukawa jerked. ‘It’s not with you, is it, Fukawa-san?’


‘W-Why would you even bring that up?’


‘You don’t have any suspicions?’


‘Please,’ Fukawa said. ‘He was obviously just trying to get away from Tsumiki. Imagine having that after you all the time.’


‘I think some people wouldn’t mind.’


‘Oh? I suppose you’d like a dumb bitch like that doting on you.’


‘I wasn’t talking about myself,’ Komaeda said. He was beginning to remember why he’d got so fed up with Fukawa the night before. It obviously wasn’t just alcohol that made her nasty. Although probably Komaeda had been asking for it, prodding her about Togami.


‘I think I need another drink,’ he said, and Fukawa didn’t even notice that he didn’t offer to bring her anything.




Komaeda rejoined Akamatsu, who was sitting with Saihara and Shirogane by the pool. Shirogane and Akamatsu both seemed to be drinking one of Mioda’s zombies.


‘Have you tried one of these?’ Akamatsu asked him. ‘They’re really good.’ She giggled.


‘I don’t think I’m going to be able to move the rest of the night,’ Shirogane said, from her deck chair. ‘I’m just going to be stuck here.’


‘People got so worked up about Hanamura-kun’s desserts, but they willingly drink that sort of thing,’ Komaeda said. ‘Isn’t it strange?’


Akamatsu laughed. ‘To be fair,’ she said, ‘most people aren’t drinking these.’


‘Mioda-san was so exciting when Akamatsu-san said she’d try one,’ Saihara said. ‘I wasn’t brave enough myself.’


Komaeda hung out with them for a while, nursing a second whiskey and trying not to keep track of where Hinata was at any point in time. Chatting to Mioda or one of the other girls. Drawn into some sort of card game with Oma and Celestia. Laughing at something Hoshi had said.


How could he get along with so many different people? It didn’t seem to bother him that he was nobody in comparison to them. And they all actually seemed to like him.


It bothered Komaeda. But he couldn’t tell which angle it bothered him from.


Akamatsu prodded him with her foot. ‘Just go over if you want to talk to him,’ she said. Her words were a little slurred, although she hadn’t gone bright red the way Shirogane had.


‘No,’ Komaeda said. ‘He’s annoyed with me right now.’


‘About last night?’


‘Mm.’


Akamatsu lowered her voice. ‘Maybe I should give him a talking to.’


‘I don’t think that would help things.’


‘I don’t know why people are so worked up about it,’ Shirogane said. ‘It might have been an aphrodisiac, but it’s not like being horny isn’t a problem you can’t take care of yourself.’


She said it dismissively. Saihara splortled on his beer, and had to have a coughing fit while Akamatsu patted him on the back.


‘That’s a very mature attitude, Shirogane-san,’ Komaeda said, although it gave him more information about Shirogane than he needed.


‘I hate guys who blame other people when something makes them horny,’ Shirogane said.


‘Do you get that a lot?’ Akamatsu said. ‘When you do your cosplay, maybe?’


‘You’d be surprised,’ Shirogane said. ‘Or not. Sometimes it’s the most respectable-looking guys too. I hate creeps like that.’


There wasn’t really anything Komaeda could say in response to that. Although if Shirogane was putting Hinata in that category, he didn’t think that was right.


‘But that’s why people are worked up, isn’t it?’ Saihara said. ‘Because some people are like that.’


Akamatsu folded her arms. ‘Like Oogami-san was meant to go back and sleep in the same room as Hanamura-kun. Even if she could deal with him, that’s not the same for everyone, right?’


Shirogane sighed. ‘I wonder why they made us do the whole room-sharing thing anyway. It’s not like they can have thought we’d all make good couples. I know you two get along –’ she meant Akamatsu and Komaeda – ‘but it’s not like you and Celestia-san –’ now she meant Saihara – ‘even have anything in common.’


‘She honestly terrifies me,’ Saihara said.


‘I just don’t understand what they were thinking.’


‘It’s because they want to stress us out, isn’t it?’ Komaeda said. ‘No-one wants to share a hotel room with a complete stranger. Especially not one of the opposite sex. No offense, Akamatsu-san.’


‘Maybe we should ask Usami,’ Akamatsu said. ‘Where is that rabbit?’ She turned her head – Usami was currently having some sort of disagreement with Amami, who looked like he was trying to leave the party. Curious. Amami didn’t seem the type to avoid parties on principle, so he must have had something else in mind.


‘I don’t think we’re going to get any answers out of her,’ Saihara said.


‘Maybe we just haven’t tried authoritatively enough,’ Akamatsu said. ‘We need a baseball bat or something.’


‘Wow, Akamatsu-san,’ Komaeda said. ‘You’re scary when you’re drunk.’


‘I don’t think we need to go that far,’ Saihara said. But Akamatsu was already rising to her feet.


‘Saihara-kun, you’re not the sort of detective who puts yourself in danger, are you?’ Komaeda said mildly.


‘That’s not the point!’


‘Hey, Usami!’ Akamatsu hollered, her hands cupped around her mouth. ‘I wanna talk to you.’ She beckoned to a harried-looking Usami.


Amami folded his arms.


‘Just a minute!’ Usami said. She was obviously trying to talk Amami down from something.


‘No!’ Akamatsu said. ‘I demand an explanation.’ She began to make her way over to Usami; Saihara grabbed her elbow to steady her when it turned out she was wobbly.


Shirogane sighed, still reclined on the deck chair. ‘Do you think this is really necessary?’ Komaeda was the only one listening, although she could equally have been addressing the air.


‘Why can’t we leave here?’ Akamatsu said, jabbing toward Usami with her finger. ‘What is it you really want?’


‘I just want to see everyone happy,’ Usami said.


‘No,’ Akamatsu said. ‘No no no.’


‘Is there someone else we could ask?’ Saihara said. It was hard to tell if he was supporting Akamatsu or holding her back. ‘You must report to someone, right?’


‘I can’t share that information.’ Usami hung her head.


‘We should smash her up,’ Akamatsu said.


‘She’s right.’ Iruma joined in. ‘Why’ve we gotta be stuck here just coz some jumped-up kids’ toy says so? We oughta take her apart.’


‘Now, now,’ Usami said, backing up. Amami, Komaeda noticed, had slipped away while she was distracted. ‘Um, we won’t tolerate threats at this hotel. Everyone has to work together –’


Usami’s platitudes were no match for a group of suddenly infuriated (and also drunk) experimental subjects. No baseball bats were required – although Iruma did seem to produce a toolbox from out of nowhere. Nidai held onto Usami’s body while Iruma set about dismantling her. Saionji stomped on the parts. The anger was a sudden wave that swept over them; once it was gone, only a pile of fake fur and metal remained.


Everyone looked at it in a shocked daze – and then at each other, not sure what to do.


‘Now look what you’ve done,’ came Usami’s voice again. But not from the pieces. A new Usami had appeared from the elevator doors.


‘Well, maybe it will make you all feel better to have released some of that excess energy. Even though Usami would rather you use it for more peaceful activities …’


‘So there ARE more of you,’ Nidai boomed.


‘We did think something like this might happen,’ Usami said.


‘Should – should we dismantle this one too?’ Iruma said.


‘If there’s any more violence,’ Usami said, ‘I’ll use my pixie dust to put you all to sleep!’ She made a flourish with her wand.


Akamatsu’s spirt had left her. ‘How many of you are there?’


‘As many as there need to be. But don’t you worry about that. Now, I hope we can move on from this and keep enjoying the party.’


‘How can we enjoy it?’ Akamatsu said. ‘We’re prisoners.’


‘I think “guests” sounds nicer, don’t you?’ Usami said.


‘Come on, Akamatsu-san,’ Saihara said. ‘You gave it a shot.’


The group that had gathered drifted apart again. Usami’s reappearance had thrown everyone.


‘“As many as there need to be”,’ Komaeda said. He was still standing by Shirogane. ‘They must need somewhere to store them all, don’t you think?’


Shirogane squinted up at him. ‘It’s no good,’ she said. ‘We can’t get to the basement without a key card.’


‘You tried it?’


‘I don’t like this situation either.’


People weren’t as resigned to the situation as Komaeda had thought, clearly. Of course, those were people who actually had things to do with their lives. Of course they would find it an imposition to be here.


‘That could have gone better,’ Akamatsu said. She sat back on her deck chair despondently.


‘At least we learned something?’ Saihara sat beside her.


‘Right.’ Akamatsu shut one eye. ‘And hopefully Amami-kun manages what he was trying to do.’


‘Akamatsu-san,’ Komaeda said, ‘don’t tell me you were trying to provide a distraction.’ Perhaps she wasn’t as drunk as he’d thought.


‘No.’ She clenched her fists. ‘I really did want to take Usami apart.’


‘Hang on,’ Saihara said, ‘what about Amami-kun?’


‘He was trying to leave the party,’ Komaeda said.


‘It probably wasn’t even for any good reason,’ Shirogane said. ‘If that’s why you went after Usami, it seems a waste.’


‘But we’re all on the same side,’ Akamatsu said. ‘And Usami’s on the other side. So if Usami doesn’t want someone to do something, I think we should help them do it.’


‘We don’t know we’re all on the same side, though,’ Shirogane said. ‘If Komaeda-kun’s suspicious, then so’s that guy. I mean, he showed up here just coz some girl told him about it? That’s weird, right?’


‘It does sound strange,’ Saihara said. ‘But it’s not that much stranger than anyone else’s story. And he was arguing with Usami.’


Shirogane looked decidedly unimpressed.


‘Do you not like Amami-kun?’ Komaeda asked her.


‘I don’t like flashy guys like that,’ Shirogane said. Komaeda wasn’t sure what she meant by flashy – just that he dyed his hair? Amami didn’t come off as show-offy to Komaeda. But it was true that their backgrounds weren’t dissimilar. Maybe if Komaeda had been blessed with his luck instead of cursed, he would have turned out like Amami, and Shirogane would take equally against him.


No – that seemed impossible. Without his bad luck, Komaeda would be a completely unremarkable human being, good only as a stepping stone for others. And he never would have ended up in a situation like this.


‘Maybe we should all just drink until we’re trashed,’ Akamatsu said.


Saihara disagreed with her, but Komaeda wasn’t sure she was wrong.


Chapter 6

Komaeda woke up on a deck chair with a neckache and more beer bottles on the ground next to him than he remembered anyone drinking. He wasn’t the only one sleeping in the open – Akamatsu was still there, but she had merited a blanket being placed over her. Komaeda wondered if Saihara had done that.


The sun had begun to paint the horizon in its dawn colours; that was probably why Komaeda had woken. It was pretty, but it meant it was early. Their morning activities would still be far way away.


Hinata was, like him, just waking up. Komaeda saw him from across the pool – he could have left him alone, but the opportunity to see Hinata’s early-morning face was too alluring. Komaeda walked around the pool to meet him, stopping to get drinks from the vending machine.


Hinata still seemed confused about the situation, when Komaeda held one of the drinks out to him. He took the bottle with some suspicion. His hair was very sticky-uppy.


‘Don’t worry,’ Komaeda said. ‘It’s still sealed. I’m not trying to drug you or anything.’


‘That’s not what I was thinking,’ Hinata said. He undid the lid and took a glug of the cold tea. ‘I thought Usami would have made us return to our rooms.’


‘Perhaps this was part of her plan.’ Komaeda took a drink of his own tea.


‘Making us all hung over?’


‘Are you hung over, Hinata-kun?’


‘Aren’t you?’


Komaeda shook his head. ‘If I drink too much I tend to wake up in strange places. So I stop early.’


‘Right.’ Hinata rubbed his head; Komaeda supposed he had a headache. Still, he didn’t seem annoyed that Komada was talking to him. ‘That’s sensible.’


‘Do you have a headache? I can get you some paracetamol.’


Hinata made a face. ‘It’s not that bad.’


Hinata wasn’t sitting particularly near anyone, the way Komaeda had been. Komaeda didn’t remember him being on his own last night; maybe whoever he’d been talking to had left him to sleep in a real bed.


Gingerly, Komaeda sat on the deck chair next to Hinata’s. He was worried Hinata might object, but Hinata didn’t say anything.


They both turned their faces toward the rising sun.


‘Do you think we’re actually going to be allowed to leave here?’ Hinata said.


‘If Usami’s telling the truth,’ Komaeda said, ‘then surely you will, Hinata-kun.’ Because people liked him, even if there was nothing special about him. Because Komaeda liked him, and if Komaeda did, then surely someone Hinata liked better could too.


‘I don’t know,’ Hinata said. And that insecurity was charming too.


They didn’t talk any more, about what Komaeda had supposedly told Hanamura to do, or what it was they’d done themselves. They watched the sun rise, and when Hinata had finished his tea, he said, ‘I need a shower,’ and went.


Komaeda did the same. His neck still hurt afterwards, so he went to the sick room. He’d expected it to be empty since Togami had made his escape, but Tsumiki was there, watching over a sleeping Kuwata.


‘K-Komaeda-kun.’ She seemed as if she’d been dozing herself. ‘Did you need something?’


‘Just some painkillers,’ Komaeda said.


‘Did you hurt yourself? You should let me examine you.’


‘Oh, no,’ Komaeda said. ‘It’s nothing so serious.’


Kuwata stirred on the bed, drawing Tsumiki’s concern back to him.


‘What happened to him?’ Komaeda asked. Kuwata had been fine the last time Komaeda saw him – although to be fair Komaeda had been trying not to see too much.


‘He tripped and hit his head last night,’ Tsumiki said. ‘I’m worried he has a concussion –’ she wrung her hands – ‘but there’s not much I can do from here. We – we shouldn’t have had that party.’


‘I guess you don’t need another patient then, huh?’ Komaeda said. ‘I’ll leave you alone.’


‘If you’re in pain, I can give you something –’


‘It’s fine,’ Komaeda said. ‘I just wanted to make a fuss about nothing.’ He backed out of the room, saved from any more of Tsumiki’s attention by Kuwata groaning in his sleep. He didn’t know why, but something in the way Tsumiki had said examine you had disturbed him.


It was strange, too, that it was Kuwata who had had that sort of accident. If anyone should have had the bad luck to get a concussion, it should have been Komaeda. But all he had was a crick in his neck.


Komaeda didn’t like seeing misfortune in people who were meant to be on top of the world. It wasn’t how things were meant to go. Unless … probably it was something to overcome. To survive and come out the stronger for it. That was the sort of injury someone like Kuwata should suffer.


Hitting your head when you were drunk wasn’t really it.




People were subdued when Usami came to speak to them after breakfast – remembering her reappearance after being dismantled, or just nursing hangovers.


‘Thank you all for coming,’ Usami said, as if they had any other choice. ‘I have some fantastic news for you all. That’s right! We have the first two graduates from Usami’s school of love! Oogami-san and Asahina-san, it’s your time to shine – let’s have a round of applause, shall we?’


Everyone, then, turned to look at Oogami and Asahina. Who were sitting together, yes, and Asahina had her hand on Oogami’s leg, but that could have just been a friendly gesture. Asahina went bright red though, which implied otherwise.


‘How could you know?’ she said. ‘What Sakura-chan and I talked about … that’s private!’


‘Don’t be shy,’ Usami said. Somehow, she had sprouted a pair of wings. ‘I said I’d know, didn’t I? Usami can always tell when true love has blossomed.’ She flew a circle above the floor.


‘There’s no need to be embarrassed,’ Oogami said. ‘Didn’t we say we could face anything together?’


Asahina set her chin and gave a little nod.


‘And that’s how you know it’s true love,’ Usami said, clapping her paws. ‘Wonderful! So lovely! Please come up so I can congratulate you properly!’


The two of them rose, and Oogami took Asahina’s hand in hers. It wasn’t quite like watching two brides walk down the aisle together, but somehow even Oogami had a maidenly air about her that morning.


‘Let’s give them a round of applause, everyone!’ Usami mimed wiping an eye. ‘Usami is so proud of you both.’


Oogami and Asahina faced the room, while Usami pretended to get choked up. Nervously, people began to clap – and then more sincerely. Because Asahina and Oogami were getting out of here – that was what it was, wasn’t it? They’d passed Usami’s test, and now they could walk out of here.


‘Your car is already waiting outside,’ Usami said. ‘I took the liberty of packing all your things.’ Her eyes sparkled with happy tears (or perhaps just glitter). ‘Now go!’ Your teacher –’ she gulped – ‘can’t teach you anything more.’


‘Congratulations, you two!’ Sonia called out.


‘You’re getting out of here!’


‘Go! Show the world the beauty of sapphic love!’ That one was Chabashira.


‘Thank you, everybody,’ Asahina said. ‘When we get out of here –’


‘Ah, about that,’ Usami said. ‘This is all a secret, right?’


‘A secret?’ Asahina’s eyes went wide; Oogami patted her reassuringly.


‘Don’t worry,’ Oogami said. ‘We understand.’


‘But everyone …’


‘They all deserve their own opportunity to find love.’ Oogami took Asahina’s hands in both of hers, and looked into her eyes.


‘I … I understand,’ Asahina said. She nodded fervently. ‘It’s our secret. That’s right.’


There was a little more to-do, but soon they were leaving – the dining room doors opening dramatically of their own accord, and then closing firmly behind them.


In the silence that descended, Usami sighed happily. ‘I do love a happy ending. But as for the rest of you –’ She clapped her paws together, and turned to face them all. ‘Hanamura-kun and Hinata-kun, your roommates have graduated. Can you guess what that means?’


‘Don’t say we have to share a room now,’ Hinata muttered.


‘Heh. I’m up for it if Hinata-kun is –’


‘That’s not it,’ Usami said. ‘If your partner graduates – with someone else – then it means your time here is done.


That hadn’t been in the guidebook.


‘Is that all?’ Hanamura said. ‘Well, I’ll be sorry to say goodbye to all you lovely ladies and gentlemen –’


‘I’m not finished. Hinata-kun, you have immunity this round, so you’ll be staying with us. Do your best to find your perfect match quickly, okay? But Hanamura-kun …’ Usami’s voice had become unusually solemn. ‘This is the end of the line for you.’


‘I’ve become unwanted, have I?’


‘I’m very sorry,’ Usami said. ‘It looks like you won’t be finding love in this life.’


No-one could have expected what happened next. Hanamura certainly wasn’t expecting it. Usami lifted her wand – and all the knives, forks, chopsticks, that had been set out with the breakfast things lifted in the air. That alone was enough to make your spine run cold. But then …


Usami swished her wand back down, and every one of those utensils sped toward Hanamura with great force. He hardly had time to holler before he was speared in the flesh a hundred times.


‘Wh–What is this?’ he croaked out. He lifted his hand to a fork that was embedded in his throat. With both hands, he yanked it out.


Blood sprayed out in three brilliant streams, and Hanamura collapsed on the floor. There were two horrible rattles as he tried to take breath– but then he slumped, and was silent.


Everyone stared at the newly made corpse that had been their fellow participant and prisoner. Iruma was the first one to scream. But she wasn’t the only one.




‘I can’t believe that really happened,’ Akamatsu said. They’d been sent back to their rooms while Usami ‘cleaned up’ (although Komaeda wondered if that was the real reason). ‘He actually died, didn’t he? It wasn’t some sort of trick.’


‘He actually died.’


‘To think this was the sort of game they were playing all along.’ Akamatsu gave a little laugh, but she was horribly pale. She looked at Komaeda. ‘You know what this means?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I can’t fall in love with Saihara-kun after all.’ Her lip wobbled; Komaeda was worried she would burst into tears.


‘Don’t be silly,’ he said. ‘You should fall in love with who you want to.’


‘But if I do,’ she said, ‘then you’ll be killed, Komaeda-kun.’


‘I may be or I may not,’ Komaeda said – they would have to know what it was had made Hinata ‘immune’ to start with – ‘but you mustn’t let that affect things. After all, if you can fall in love in circumstances like these, then isn’t that the most brilliantly hopeful thing you’ve ever heard of? If I have to die for that, I’m sure it will be worth it.’


Akamatsu looked at him balefully. ‘Don’t talk like that.’ She lifted a pillow to whack him with. ‘We have to get out of here together!’


‘If you’re planning to fall in love with me instead –’


‘That’s not what I mean! We have to escape, together.’


‘Ah. Of course.’


‘We can’t let ourselves be distracted,’ she said, and squeezed the pillow against herself. Her eyes were wet. ‘From now on, Usami is our enemy.’


Hadn’t she been their enemy already? Akamatsu sounded like she was swearing an oath, though, and not just stating the obvious.


‘At least those two don’t have to know what really happened,’ Akamatsu said more quietly. ‘They’re free of it.’


‘Do you think so?’ Komaeda said.


‘Of course they are.’ Akamatsu lifted herself to look at him. ‘Aren’t they? They’re free, and … and they’ll definitely tell someone and they’ll come rescue us!’


Komaeda wondered if whoever was behind this would let that happen. It didn’t seem right, that they could be freed just because Oogami and Asahina got out and told someone. That would hardly make for a story at all. They were going to have to suffer much, much more first … and that would make things all the meaningful for those of them who did fall in love, wouldn’t it? And they would. Even in warzones, people managed to fall in love. And so it would be here. People would fall in love … and doom their roommates in doing so. Was there anything as full of despair as that? And yet, Komaeda could die happy knowing it would make someone like Akamatsu shine all the brighter.


It was only because Akamatsu looked so aghast that Komaeda realised he’d said all that out loud.


‘Don’t say that,’ she said. ‘You’re not going to die. I definitely won’t fall in love, so you’re not going to die.’ She looked very determined.


‘I’m saying not to worry about it.’


Akamatsu’s expression didn’t change. It made her all the more beautiful.


‘Well, I guess I’m not going to change your perspective on that,’ Komaeda conceded.


‘Definitely not.’


‘Because I really don’t mind –’


‘Definitely not, I said.’


He’d already established, hadn’t he, that arguing with Akamatsu was futile? He didn’t have the stamina for it.


He’d seen someone die today.


He’d seen people die before. Was that why it didn’t bother him the way it did Akamatsu? The emotion was stuck in some deeper part of himself that he’d lost contact with.


‘Why do you think Hinata-kun had immunity, and Hanamura-kun didn’t?’ Komaeda asked.


‘It’s because Hinata-kun had so many people pick him at the start, isn’t it?’ Akamatsu said. ‘I mean, not that Usami read out everyone’s results, but I can’t imagine Hanamura-kun got many picks.’ If any, she didn’t say.


‘I wonder if it’s as obvious as that.’


‘Well, maybe it depends on how your dates are going too. If people say they’d see you again or not.’


‘So you’re saying the reason Hanamura-kun died is because nobody liked him that much?’


‘That’s not what I’m saying!’


‘It makes sense, though. Some people have hope in the game of love, and some people do not …’


But should Hinata really have been one of those people? Did he deserve it? When you looked at what he’d achieved with his life compared to someone like Hanamura …


‘I don’t believe that,’ Akamatsu said. ‘I believe someone out there would get along with Hanamura-kun perfectly! But he’ll never get the chance to find out, will he? Because the people behind this wouldn’t let him.’


‘I can’t imagine the sort of person who would make a good match for Hanamura-kun.’


‘That – that just means you have a limited imagination!’


‘Hmm, probably.’


‘No-one’s unloveable,’ Akamatsu said, more softly. ‘I really believe that. Even you, Komaeda-kun.’


That sounded like a response to an argument they’d never had. Komaeda had never claimed he was unloveable. Even the most banal people managed to pair up and claim that thing called ‘love’, for however long it lasted.


Caring for him was a fool’s errand, though. It meant nothing good for anybody. It was hard to explain that to someone like Akamatsu, who’d probably never had anything really bad happen to her. She’d probably never even seen a dead body before, let alone known that it was her fault.


But you could say, maybe, that this one was all of their faults. It certainly wasn’t Hanamura’s lack of liking for others that had gotten him killed. The way he showed it, perhaps … but that wasn’t something that could be changed now.


But they would all feel bad for his death, because in a way they were all culpable.




Later, Komaeda told Akamatsu he was going for a walk. Walking the hotel wasn’t as pleasant as walking outdoors (although at least he was in no danger of getting so lost he couldn’t be found) but it allowed Komaeda some space to breathe. Probably Akamatsu too, even if all she did was hang in the hotel room.


After he’d walked down to the ground floor, then up to the roof, then back to his own floor, he found himself drawn to Hinata’s door.


Probably Hinata wouldn’t want to see him. And probably it was irresponsible of Komaeda to want to see Hinata – couldn’t he remember the way Hinata had looked at him yesterday? And not how nice it had been to sit beside him today and watch the sun rise?


Komaeda knocked on the door anyway. Just in case.


The door didn’t open right away. Komaeda was considering whether to try again or just to walk away when it did open, the lights only just flicking into life.


‘It’s you,’ Hinata said, but he moved to the side to let Komaeda in.


‘I thought I’d see how you were.’ Rather than looking at Hinata, though, Komaeda looked around the room – the spaces where Asahina’s things had been and now were not.


‘How well can I be? I just saw someone stabbed to death with eating utensils.’


‘And it could have been you.’


Hinata didn’t say anything to that. He stood there, in the doorwell, and now that Komaeda did look at him properly, he looked terrible.


‘Hanamura didn’t deserve that,’ Hinata said at last. ‘Whatever he did, it wasn’t worth that.’


Komaeda hadn’t even thought of that – that it might be some sort of punishment. But Hinata seemed to have been thinking about it.


‘Why do you think it wasn’t you, too?’ Komaeda asked.


Hinata flinched. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Don’t go saying things like …’ He squeezed his mouth closed, like he couldn’t bear to say whatever it was. ‘Hanamura didn’t deserve it.’


‘I know,’ Komaeda said. ‘It’s not got anything to do with what we deserve. It’s just Usami’s decision.’


‘Usami’s decision.’ Hinata folded his arms, troubled.


‘Or whoever is behind this.’


‘Right. There’s someone behind this.’


Obviously Hinata was badly affected by Hanamura’s death – it made him repeat the things Komaeda said. Probably there was only so much he could take.


‘I think they’ve been even crueler to you, though, Hinata-kun,’ Komaeda said. ‘Hanamura-kun is only dead. But you get to know that if you fall in love with someone, then it means you’re killing someone too.’


‘I … I know that.’


It was a good thing, then, that Hinata would never be in love with Komaeda. That would be the worst ending, wouldn’t it? Imagine if someone like Akamatsu died because of two people like them. That would truly be hopeless.


Oh, except that Akamatsu would probably have immunity.


‘Why did you come here?’ Hinata said.


‘I wanted to see if you were alright. Like I said.’


‘So you said something like that to me?’


‘Ah … you’re right, that was thoughtless of me, Hinata-kun. You don’t want to think about that. How about you think of it as, at least you’re safe for now?’


‘Am I? It’s not like we knew what would happen this morning. Oogami and Asahina, they didn’t know. If they’d known …’


‘Do you think they could have stopped themselves?’


‘Sure they could,’ Hinata said. ‘You just don’t talk about it, do you?’


For a moment, Komaeda wondered if Hinata was talking about him. But he sounded too bitter for that; the bitterness was directed at something – someone – Komaeda didn’t know.


Komaeda was jealous, then. Of the person he imagined, whom Hinata had loved but never spoken to of it.


Hinata sighed. ‘Want to go somewhere else?’


‘You want to go somewhere with me?’


‘We can’t just keep hiding in our rooms, can we? Usami’s going to call us out sooner or later.’


‘Right … do you think she’s still going to insist yesterday’s winners go on their dates tonight?’


Hinata grimaced. ‘Probably.’


‘Want to see if we can get into the basement? Shirogane-san said you need a key card, but I haven’t checked myself.’


‘Sure,’ Hinata said. ‘But why the basement?’


‘In case there’s a hidden factory where Usamis get made.’ Hinata looked at him blankly. ‘I think it sounded more likely after we’d been drinking.’


‘Right. You know, I actually forgot about that.’


‘You forgot about Usami’s replacement? You mean you just didn’t remember, or did you drink so much that –’


‘I didn’t remember,’ Hinata said, drily. ‘Not until you just said. I’m not the one who was drinking hard liquor.’


‘I told you, I didn’t have that much. I still remembered.’


‘Well, a lot else happened.’


Komaeda supposed he shouldn’t say anything further to that. It would make it sound like he’d forgotten that someone had died.


‘It can’t hurt to take a look downstairs,’ Hinata said. He spoke the words slowly enough to sound unsure … perhaps this new murderous Usami would object with violence. But that seemed unlikely. You would die if you lost the game – not because you tested the boundaries of it.


Akamatsu and Iruma had proven that.




The elevator wouldn’t take you to the basement without a swipe card; there was a door at the back of the reception area that seemed like it could lead downstairs, though, and Komaeda thought that might be easier to break into.


Komaeda tested his swipe card against the reader on the door first. It gave him a series of ‘failure’ beeps.


‘Guess I’m not secretly in league with Usami after all.’


‘If you were, you’d just keep two swipe cards,’ Hinata said.


‘Just for this sort of situation?’ Komaeda bend down to peer at the doorlatch; he wasn’t sure if tricks with wire would work.


‘Do you think Fujisaki could alter the cards?’ Hinata said.


‘I’m sure Kirigiri-san has already thought of that …’


‘Were you two looking for me?’ A peppy voice rang out.


Hinata jolted; Komaeda only straightened and turned to face Usami.


‘That’s right. We were wondering about where the replacement Usamis came from.’


‘Now now, you mustn’t be interested in little old me,’ Usami said. ‘But you are working together, so I suppose I can’t be too upset. You won’t find anything in there, though.’


‘No?’


‘I can show you.’ Usami pressed a paw to the reader; the door clicked, and she gestured for Komaeda to open it.


‘After you,’ she said.


The door opened into an unlit room.


‘It’s just an office,’ Hinata said, peering in.


‘Right? There’s definitely no secret rooms at all.’


Komaeda stepped in, because he thought it was worth checking. ‘Aren’t the lights automatic?’


‘There should be a switch,’ Usami said. ‘It’s not like it’s controlled by my magic or anything.’


Hinata stepped in after Komaeda; that was a mistake. Because Usami gave a little wave, and then the door shut on them.


Instantly, they were swathed in darkness.


‘Dammit!’ Hinata said; Komaeda could hear him futilely trying the handle.


‘I have to say, I wasn’t expecting Usami to trick us like that,’ Komaeda said. He felt along the wall for a light switch; the wall was perfectly smooth. ‘Is the switch on your side, Hinata-kun?’


‘Hang on.’


A moment after that, a screen on the other side of the room flickered into life.


‘Ahem,’ said the Usami on screen. ‘You’ve stumbled onto a sidequest. Congratulations! This quest is called Seven Minutes in Heaven.’


Komaeda looked at Hinata, whose face was now visible in the screen light. Hinata was watching the video.


‘It’s an easy game,’ Usami said. ‘You just have stay in the room for seven minutes. Maybe this is a good time to strengthen your bonds?’


Hinata blanched.


‘After seven minutes, it’s up to you whether the door will open or not. I look forward to your success!’


The screen winked off again. Back in the dark, Komaeda’s own breath sounded very loud.


‘So we just have to wait in the dark?’ he said. ‘Or are we meant to solve some sort of puzzle …’


‘It’s a kissing game,’ Hinata said.


‘What?’ It was disconcerting hearing Hinata use the word ‘kiss’ in the dark.


‘Seven Minutes in Heaven. Your friends shut you in the closet and you’re meant to make out. Something like that.’


‘Oh. I think I’ve heard of it.’ It was annoying, not being able to see Hinata’s face any more. ‘Is that the sort of game you played in high school, Hinata-kun?’


‘It’s an American thing, I think.’


‘Right.’


Komaeda heard Hinata sit down, with an annoyed sigh.


‘Um, if it’s that sort of game, shouldn’t we –’


‘We’ve still got six minutes.’


‘Right.’ Rather than sit down too, Komaeda went back to the wall, to trace his way around the room. In case there were any hidden doors or anything.


‘It might not be what we expect,’ he said when Hinata asked what he was doing. ‘Maybe she’s trying to distract us from the fact there’s another door here.’


‘She could have just not let us in in that case.’


Following the wall, Komaeda missed the existence the next impediment until it was too late; he tripped over something hard and fell.


‘Ow!’ he said, hands and knees on the floor.


‘What happened?’ Hinata sounded alarmed, which was some relief.


‘I tripped.’ Komaeda felt for the offending item. ‘Just a rubbish bin, I think. I’m okay.’


‘You’re okay?’ Hinata sounded closer.


‘Unless I twisted my ankle.’ Komaeda rolled the joint; he thought maybe it would hurt when he tried to stand on it. But probably it would be okay after that. Twisting your ankle wasn’t really dramatic enough to count as bad luck, unless it stopped you from winning the race you’d been training for for months or something like that.


There was some screwed-up paper in the rubbish bin; Komaeda put it in his pocket, before he righted the bin.


‘Can you stand up?’ Hinata said.


‘I might just stay on the ground for now.’


‘Okay.’


He really wished he could see Hinata. ‘How many minutes do you think it’s been?’


‘Not seven.’


‘How would Usami even know what we did in here? It’s not like they can record us in the dark.’


‘Some sort of heat camera, maybe?’


‘Would that really let you know if two people were kissing?’


‘Well, maybe it’s not just that. Maybe we’re meant to confess or something.’


‘Right. That seems even less likely.’


Hinata was quiet a moment. ‘I do have something to confess.’


‘Oh? What is it?’ Not the kind of confession that could have messed things up for them, presumably.


‘The other night,’ Hinata said. ‘I didn’t actually eat Hanamura’s dessert.’


 


It took Komaeda a moment to register the words.


‘Hang on, what?’


‘Mioda and I had been snacking all afternoon so I let Nanami eat mine as well as her own.’


‘You didn’t –’ Komaeda felt his brain shorting out. ‘If you didn’t eat it, then what were you blaming me for?’


‘That wasn’t … it wasn’t about …’


‘Oh? You certainly managed to give the impression you thought it was something I’d done.’


‘I mean. I didn’t eat it, but you did, right? So I’m the one who –‘ Hinata’s voice dropped – ‘who took advantage of you.’


‘What?’ Komaeda shifted onto his knees so that he could move closer. ‘You took advantage of me?’


‘Didn’t I? If it was just because of the drug …’


‘Hinata-kun. If you really think that –’ Komaeda reached out with his fingers, until he hit something warm – Hinata’s shoulder – ‘you must be pretty dim.’


‘You don’t have to say it like that.’


‘No?’ Now, Komaeda found Hinata’s face with his other hand; Hinata didn’t try and move away or escape him. Komaeda found his mouth, brushing his fingers over his lips. ‘I’m going to kiss you now.’


‘Okay.’


Komaeda framed Hinata’s face in his hands, and he leaned in to press his lips against Hinata’s; Hinata surprised him by grabbing hold of him in turn, and pressing the kiss deeper. His tongue was wet on Komaeda’s, and his mouth was hot, and Komaeda wanted to do much, much more than kiss him.


Instead he pulled back, falling away from Hinata in the dark. He pressed his hand against his mouth, which was not the same thing at all as a kiss.


‘Komaeda?’


‘That should be enough, don’t you think? Any more, and it would be like we wanted to.’


‘You don’t have to … you can’t call me dim and then talk like that.’


‘What was it you said before, Hinata-kun? Something like, “you can if you don’t talk about it”?’


‘That’s –’


‘You’re not that selfish, are you, Hinata-kun? Imagine what it would do to the others.’ Komaeda had the twisted feeling that if it were only the cost of Akamatsu’s life …  well, he’d never expected to be able to stay attached to her anyway. But if Hinata were the kind of person for whom a life meant nothing …


That wouldn’t be a person who could make him feel like this in the first place.


‘I get it,’ Hinata said. ‘Whatever we do, we’re complicit, right? We can’t get close, or trust one another … But Komaeda, how are we meant to keep going like that? I mean, I saw someone die. How am I meant to go on after that?’


Komaeda stood up. His ankle hurt at first, but it wasn’t so bad he couldn’t put his weight on it. He went to the door, which unlatched now. He held it there ajar, with the light from the rest of the hotel edging in. Thought about closing the door again; sinking back to the floor to embrace Hinata. Earn their exit again and again.


More slowly, Hinata got to his feet behind him.


And still, Komaeda could have turned and held him. He could feel the anticipation all through his body, in every inch of his skin.


Hinata reached out, and he grabbed the back of Komaeda’s shirt. A gesture like that could have led to a hundred excuses – it’s not like it has to mean anything; we don’t have to let it mean anything. How could Hinata suddenly change like this and have it mean something?


‘Your foot,’ Hinata said quietly. ‘Is it okay for you to walk on?’


‘Would you offer to let me lean on you, Hinata-kun? It’s fine.’ It was sore to stand on at first, but he would walk it off. ‘Actually, you should check this room out before we go. I’ll hold the door.’


‘Oh, sure.’ Hinata looked a little flushed as he went to examine the room.


The room had a desk, but while there was a monitor, it had no computer attached. Hinata poked around in the drawers, but there didn’t seem to be anything of interest. On the wall opposite the desk there was a poster of a salmon being caught by a bear. Maybe they should check behind it – but before Komaeda could suggest that, Usami’s attention-grabbing music rang out from the foyer.


‘Everyone, it’s time to gather again in the dining room! Let’s not let our spirits be dimmed! Usami doesn’t want any of you to miss out on opportunities to connect – so stragglers will be hunted down! In the nicest way possible. See you all shortly.’


The announcement ended. Hinata, standing behind the desk, had turned pale. ‘She really wants us to go back there?’


‘Maybe Oogami-san and Asahina-san could survive on love alone, but the rest of us do need to eat.’ Komaeda didn’t mean to sound chiding, but perhaps it came out that way – Hinata didn’t look reassured. ‘We don’t have a choice, Hinata-kun.’


‘Right,’ Hinata said. ‘Usami is forcing us.’ Rather than saying it for Komaeda’s sake, he sounded as if he were saying it for his own benefit. And Komaeda found that he did want to reassure Hinata.


Except that was pointless. He couldn’t let himself get too close to Hinata.


So he didn’t say anything, but waited as Hinata steadied himself to leave.


Chapter 7

When Komaeda and Hinata made it to the dining room, there was no trace of Hanamura left.


‘I – I have a question,’ Fukawa said, once everyone had gathered. ‘All the cutlery –’ she gestured to the table where it was laid out – ‘it’s new, right? You haven’t just cleaned it up?’


‘It’s all 100% new and hygienic,’ Usami said. ‘Everyone’s safety is our top priority. Now, are we all here?’


‘I have to protest,’ Tsumiki said. ‘Kuwata-kun is still in a fragile state … he shouldn’t be walking around right now.’ Evidently Tsumiki hadn’t been able to convince him to stay put – he was sitting with a group of the other men (and not with Tsumiki).


‘Now, Tsumiki-san, you can’t expect to keep him all to yourself! Unless Kuwata-kun wants you to. Usame doesn’t think your relationship has deepened that far yet.’


Tsumiki looked startled at the implication.


‘It’s fiiine,’ Kuwata said, drawing out the word, as if he’d already had this argument. ‘A guy can’t just sit out this sort of thing.’


Tsumiki glared at Usami. ‘If he deteriorates after this, I hope you’ll be accountable.’


‘Don’t say such scary things, Tsumiki-san. I’m sure he’ll be just fine.’


‘Can we get on with things?’ Togami said. Komaeda hadn’t seen him since his own escape from Tsumiki. His arm was in a sling, and there was a patch above his forehead where his hair had been shaved for stitches. Somehow the injuries didn’t dim his forceful aura.


‘Well … I wanted to make sure you all had lunch,’ Usami said. ‘Lots of people skip meals when they’re stressed, and Usami doesn’t want that. Also, we’re still doing the dinner for yesterday’s prize winners. Sonia-san, as you were Hanamura-kun’s date for the evening, we’ll let you choose who to take in his place.’


‘Respectfully,’ Sonia said, ‘I would rather sit this one out.’


‘Usami understands your feelings … but this isn’t optional.’


Sonia kept eyes locked on Usami’s. ‘I did nothing to earn such a prize. My group’s achievement was centre of the pack. Perhaps you should offer the experience to someone in the runner-up group.’


Sonia’s suggestion didn’t exactly have people leaping with excitement, but Usami appeared to consider it.


‘It wouldn’t be fair,’ she said at last, ‘to give it to some and not the others. I think you’d better keep it, Sonia-san. But if you don’t want to choose, we can always leave it up to fate.’


Sonia looked aside, displeased.


‘What if someone volunteers?’ Souda suggested.


That made Sonia’s eyes widen. ‘Leaving it to chance will be fine.’


Komaeda knew what was going to happen next.


Usami got the guys to play Rock Paper Scissors against each other – a game it was difficult to lose on purpose. Things went as expected, with Komaeda winning each of his rounds until it was down to him and Naegi. Komaeda played paper, which he had been playing consistently since the first round. Naegi, apparently, hadn’t noticed. He played rock.


‘I guess you’ll be the one accompanying Sonia-san tonight,’ Naegi said, when he drew his hand back. ‘Too bad.’


‘Lucky me.’ Komaeda stared at his own traitorous hand. He should have changed at the last minute. Or had Naegi lost on purpose? Komaeda hadn’t spoken much to him; he didn’t know what might lie beneath that placid exterior.


‘Now that’s settled,’ Usami said, ‘I’m sure you’re all ready for some lunch.’


Komaeda took his usual seat with Akamatsu, and was surprised when Hinata came to join them.


‘Oh,’ Akamatsu said, ‘you made up!’


‘We weren’t exactly fighting,’ Hinata said, giving Komaeda a sideways look; Komaeda would rather he hadn’t realised their relationship had been discussed.


‘You’re avoiding Souda-kun, aren’t you?’ Saihara said. He was sitting across from Akamatsu.


Hinata looked sheepish. ‘I don’t want to hear him complain about missing out on a date with Sonia.’


‘He should know better,’ Akamatsu said. ‘It’s not like any of us wants to keep participating in this.’ She avoided looking at Saihara.


‘It’s a shame Souda-kun couldn’t have won at Rock Paper Scissors,’ Komaeda said. ‘At least someone would have got what they wanted.’


‘I don’t think Sonia-san would have been happy if he had,’ Shirogane said.


‘I guess it is useless in that case.’


Mioda came to join them, clapping Hinata several times on the shoulder. ‘You two made up, huh? I knew you would.’


‘Do people have to keep saying that?’ Hinata said.


‘Well, we gotta distract ourselves from reality.’ Mioda took the seat opposite Shirogane. ‘Tsumugi-chan here’s probably not worried; her roommate doesn’t seem like he has much luck in love.’


‘That doesn’t mean I’m not worried,’ Shirogane demurred. ‘I wouldn’t want to be the cause of anyone’s death either.’


‘Shirogane-san, is there someone you’re interested in?’ Akamatsu turned her head.


‘I think I’m better suited to being a spectator for that kind of thing.’


‘What an answer!’ Mioda said. ‘Tsumugi-chan doesn’t want to tell us.’


Shirogane just smiled at her.


‘Isn’t it better,’ Saihara said, clearing his voice, ‘if we all just agree not to do anything?’ Now he was avoiding looking at Akamatsu. ‘We can work out a way to get out of here. No-one else needs to die.’


‘Will everyone agree to that, though?’ Shirogane said. ‘They might say they do, but when it comes down to it, people are going to develop feelings. And not everyone is good at denying themselves.’


‘Isn’t love meant to be selfish anyway?’ Komaeda said.


They all looked at him. ‘I think you mean selfless,’ Akamatsu said.


‘I’m not talking about a mother and child,’ Komaeda said. ‘Romantic love. When two people have a passion for one another, do they stop to consider another’s feelings? They do not. Otherwise there would be a lot fewer cheating husbands, don’t you think?’


‘I’m not sure that’s the same situation,’ Hinata said.


‘Well, maybe not. We are in a very particular set of circumstances, aren’t we? But if we think that sort of love is a good thing, then we accept that people will get hurt.’


‘Don’t talk like that,’ Akamatsu said. ‘I’m not going to accept that as an inevitability.’


Hinata was looking at him strangely. ‘Komaeda, you don’t actually believe that.’ He said it very certainly, as if he had proof otherwise. It made Komaeda’s spine prickle. ‘You don’t want Akamatsu to die. You just want her to think it’s okay if you do.’


‘I’ve already told him,’ Akamatsu said, her voice tense.


‘You know what I think?’ Mioda said. ‘We’re all stressed out and it’s making us loopy. You know what’s good in this situation?’


Everyone turned at her.


‘We gotta get in a room together and make a ruckus! Kaede-chan, you already said you’d give it a go, right?’


‘Me? When did I … oh! You mean music.’


‘Right? If we focus on that, we don’t need to worry about stuff like romance and dying. We just gotta focus on playing well together.’


‘But isn’t most music about romance?’ Saihara said. He frowned. ‘Or dying?’


‘Shuichi-chan, you gotta broaden those horizons! Sometimes it’s just about throwing your leftovers into some asshole’s letterbox, you know?’


‘It’s what?’ Saihara looked alarmed. ‘What sort of music is that?’


‘Do you think your style and Mioda-san’s will mesh?’ Shirogane asked, looking at Akamatsu.


‘I don’t know,’ Akamatsu said. ‘I can’t say I’ve ever shoved any kind of food in anyone’s letterbox.’


‘But you get the urge, right?’ Mioda said.


‘I suppose I do.’


‘Hooray! Kaede-chan’s going to be in a band with me!’


‘But don’t you already have a band?’ Shirogane asked.


‘Bands are like lovers,’ Mioda said, with a slanted grin. ‘You don’t gotta have just one.’


They all looked at her.


‘Maybe that’s not the right simile for the moment?’ Saihara said.


‘Okay, then how about dumplings? You don’t gotta stop at just one! In fact, that would be weird! Who just eats one dumpling?’


‘Dumplings are like lovers,’ Shirogane said, and looked up toward the ceiling in thought. Or exasperation.


‘It feels like you must have been living a more exciting life than the rest of us,’ Akamatsu said.


‘Anyway,’ Mioda said. ‘Those of us who don’t have to go on dates with totally sweet princesses tonight should totally jam.’


‘And me,’ Shirogane said. ‘I’m going with Mitarai-kun, remember?’


‘Oh ho!’ Mioda said. ‘I forgot! You were sneaky about that, Tsumugi-chan.’


‘I don’t know what’s sneaky about it. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. I never learned to play an instrument.’


‘It’s not about whether you can play,’ Mioda said. ‘It’s about the vibe you create with your bandmates. Skills come second.’


‘I think we should wait for when Tsumugi-chan’s free,’ Akamatsu said. ‘It would be fun to do it all together.’ Komaeda hadn’t heard her call Shirogane by her given name before; evidently, Mioda’s confidence that she was on first-name terms with everyone had loosened her up.


Komaeda wondered how Hinata would react if he called him by his first name. Would Hinata call him Nagito in turn? It was hard for Komaeda to imagine; not that he couldn’t imagine it, but imagining it made him feel hot inside. Like what he was picturing was forbidden.


Names should be the least of it. He remembered telling Hinata that he was going to kiss him in that stupid room, and it made him want to sink into his seat and disappear. He’d been so brazen about it. He was going to pay for that, surely.


If anyone noticed Komaeda having a moment, they didn’t draw attention to it. They were still arguing about band plans – Mioda was insistent that they hold a bandmeet that evening.


‘Maybe I can just make costumes,’ Shirogane said. ‘We could make it a cosplay band. Oh! You could each be people from different groups! Like an imaginary supergroup!’


‘Heh. It’s a nice idea,’ Mioda said. And then yelled, ‘But Ibuki can’t be anyone but herself!’


With someone like that at the table, there was no fear that anyone would pay any attention to Komaeda at all.


That was what he thought, at least.




At 6 pm, Komaeda showed up at the hotel’s spa as instructed, thinking that at least the hot water would be good for his neck. One person who was less than excited for the experience was Kiibo – robots and hot water didn’t go together. Komaeda had seen Kiibo having a hushed argument about it with Usami, which ended with Iruma butting in and declaring that she would give him her personal treatment. Which presumably meant neither of them were doing the spa thing.


That meant Komaeda was in there with Mitarai, who had been in the winning group, and Amami, whom Kirigiri had elected to invite as her date.


It was as he was getting undressed that Komaeda rediscovered the piece of paper from the rubbish bin he’d tripped over. He took it out and flattened it, not expecting anything much. What he saw was a string of numbers and letters, dashed down in handwriting he didn’t recognise.


‘Amami-kun, what does this look like to you?’


‘Huh?’ Amami came and peered at it. ‘It’s a password, isn’t it? Like a wifi password or something?


‘The wifi here doesn’t work.’ They’d checked that early on.


‘Isn’t it yours, though?’


‘I found it,’ Komaeda said, ‘in that room behind reception.’


That made Amami pay attention. ‘You got in there?’


‘Usami let us in,’ Komaeda said. ‘Oh, but it’s not like there was anything important in there. I found this in the rubbish, that’s all.’


‘Maybe it is important, then.’ Amami hesitated. ‘Can I give it to Kirigiri-san? She might be able to work something out.’


Komaeda handed it over. He’d memorised the code anyway.


‘I meant to ask too,’ he said, ‘what was it you were doing last night?’


‘Last night?’ They carried on the conversation as they proceeded to wash up.


‘When you left the party.’


‘You spotted that, did you? And here I thought your mind was on someone else.’


It was true Komaeda hadn’t spoken to Amami that evening. Had it bothered him? ‘Akamatsu-san noticed. That’s why she kicked up such a fuss.’


‘Yeah … she’s a good one. Togami-kun and I were checking some things out, that’s all.’


‘Checking what out?’


Mitarai laughed behind them, a deep resonant laugh. ‘Didn’t you know? Those two were investigating us all.’’


Komaeda looked between the two of them.


Amami sighed. ‘We were checking out people’s rooms. Trying to see if there was anything suspicious. It’s not like you haven’t been doing the same thing, from the sound of it.’


‘That wasn’t someone’s hotel room …’


‘I know it’s not great. But we can’t just sit around, can we? I mean, Hanamura-kun died. Whoever’s behind this won’t stop there.’


He wasn’t wrong, but … Komaeda had to ask. ‘Did you look in my room?’


‘Akamatsu-san lent me her key card. Sorry.’


And she hadn’t mentioned it to Komaeda.


‘Relax,’ Amami said. ‘It’s not like we found anything. Everyone’s very, um … okay, well, some people’s rooms were pretty weird. But we didn’t find anything to indicate who was behind this.’


‘Did you check everyone’s rooms?’


Amami shook his head. ‘I couldn’t get cards off everyone.’


‘Enough of this serious talk,’ Mitarai said. He’d finished washing and stood up, exposing his rather impressive bulk to the room. ‘We should enjoy the baths while we can.’


The conversation in the spa was subdued. Komaeda ended up getting out early – he didn’t really like hot water, although it had eased the last of the ache in his neck. His ankle was still a little wobbly.


On top of Komaeda’s belongings, he’d been left a fresh change of clothes. It was a yukata and jacket – clearly the theme for the evening was to imagine they were at a traditional inn. Komaeda thought about putting his own clothes anyway … but it was nice to wear fresh things after a bath. So he wore the yukata, enjoying the crisp starched feeling of the fabric. He left his other clothes, assuming he could come back for them later.


The dinner that evening was held not in the main dining area, but a smaller room that had been laid out Japanese-style. There was no-one there when Komaeda poked his head in.


‘Komaeda-kun, you’re early!’ Usami said, appearing behind him. ‘You should be relaxing.’


‘If I relax too much, I’ll get dizzy,’ Komaeda said. ‘I think we’ve had enough accidents here, don’t you?’


‘Of course,’ Usami agreed. ‘Safety first.’


‘Can I go in and wait? Maybe you could bring me a drink.’


‘Please go ahead. Usami will bring you some tea.’


That hadn’t been the sort of drink Komaeda meant. When you were sitting by yourself in an empty room, aware that other people might be having less fancy dinners but were at least spending time with people they were close to (if any of them could be said to have chosen to spend time with each other) and also you’d seen a man stabbed to death with kitchen utensils that morning – it did seem that you should at least be able to drink liquor.


He should have brought a book with him.


Amami and Mitarai arrived next. Usami went to get more tea things, while Amami sat down opposite Komaeda. Mitarai remained in the doorway, surveying the room. Japanese dress suited him.


‘Surely we don’t all need to sit at separate tables,’ Mitarai said. ‘Wouldn’t it make more sense to join them together?’


‘I don’t think that would fit Usami’s theme,’ Komaeda said.


‘All the more reason to do it, don’t you think?’ Amami said.


They all looked at each other. And then, while Usami was out the room, they rearranged the tables.


‘That’s better.’ Mitarai sat comfortably down beside Amami.


When Usami came back, she said tremulously, ‘What did you do?’


‘It’s more sociable like this,’ Amami said.


‘We can still say it’s a date,’ Mitarai said. ‘A group date.’


‘Komaeda-kun, why did you let them move things around?’


‘I’m not the boss of anyone,’ Komaeda said. It felt a little unfair to be singled out, as if he should have been on Usami’s side on this.


Usami set out the additional tea things, continuing to whine at their lack of appreciation for her efforts. They ignored her.


‘I’ve always enjoyed scenes where the characters visit the hot springs together,’ Mitarai said, ‘but I’ve never had the chance to do it in real life. This isn’t quite the same, but …’ He hmmed satisfiedly.


‘Not even for school trips or anything?’ Amami asked.


‘My school years were somewhat unusual.’


‘Aren’t you the same anyway, Amami-kun?’ Komaeda asked.


‘Well, I’ve been with my family … I guess I’ve never really travelled with friends, though. I’ve made friends while travelling, but it’s not the same.’


‘That’s just what we’re doing now, isn’t it?’ Komaeda said. ‘We’re people who are hanging out for the time being, but once we go home we’ll be strangers again.’


‘Do you think so?’


‘Well, I guess there were people like Oogami-san and Asahina-san who knew each other anyway …’


‘You don’t think Usami’s plan will work, then?’ Mitarai’s smile was bittersweet.


‘Maybe you guys are the type to form lifelong friendships out of adverse situations,’ Komaeda said, ‘but I’m pretty sure I’m the kind to get forgotten straight away.’


‘You’re not giving yourself much credit there,’ Amami said.


‘Perhaps I should say, “the kind you’d prefer to forget about”?’


They were interrupted then by the arrival of Sonia, Shirogane and Kirigiri, who all looked very dressed up in their yukata.


‘Oh, we’re eating together!’ Sonia said. ‘That’s much nicer than I was imagining.’


‘It was Mitarai-kun’s idea,’ Amami said. ‘Usami wasn’t too impressed we pushed the tables together.’


‘It’s more comfortable like this,’ Kirigiri said. She sat beside Amami, giving him a smile. Komaeda wondered if there wasn’t something between them. Assuming Amami was interested in women at all …


‘But what about Iruma-san and Kiibo-kun?’ Sonia said, still standing.


‘I’ve reminded them of the time,’ Usami said, reappearing in the doorway.


‘Perhaps we could get some sake while we wait,’ Kirigiri said, ‘if everyone’s happy with that.’


They were all agreeable. It got Usami out the room, anyway.


When Iruma arrived, she somehow did not have the same dressed-up aura that the other women had – she seemed to have dressed in a hurry, with the bow on her sash left untidy. Kiibo also seemed out of place – the yukata and jacket looked odd on his robotic body.


‘Man, you guys already started!’ Iruma plonked herself at one end of the table, her yukata riding up and exposing her legs. Kiibo sat at the other end of the table.


‘Isn’t this sort of thing awkward for you?’ Komaeda asked him. ‘I mean, you can’t eat, right?’


‘I can still admire the dishes!’ Kiibo said. ‘There’s no reason to leave me out of things just because I can’t eat.’


‘Yeah, he likes to watch, don’t you, Kiibo?’ Iruma said, voice full of insinuation. Kiibo was innocent to the implications.


‘I was so glad when Iruma-san invited me for this!’ he said. ‘People often don’t think to include me.’


‘That’s terrible,’ Sonia said.


‘Yes. Society still isn’t ready for robots to live amongst them …’


It was slightly awkward, having Iruma and Kiibo at either end of the table. Sonia was obviously interested in talking to Kiibo, but Komaeda was in between them. It would probably be awkward if he suggested changing seats. Anyway, the first course of their meal soon distracted them.


‘So, Mitarai-kun,’ Amami said, ‘what made you decide to invite Shirogane-san for this?’


Shirogane stiffened at the question.


‘We have some common interests,’ Mitarai said. ‘Is that enough of a reason?’


‘Well, sure …’


‘I have seen some of the shows Mitarai has worked on,’ Shirogane said. ‘I usually prefer more of a fourth wall between me and the creators, to be honest.’


Mitarai laughed, and didn’t seem offended.


‘Right … you work in animation, don’t you?’ Amami said to Mitarai. ‘That must take a lot of patience.’


Mitarai discussed his work for a while, before Iruma said, ‘Boring. What I wanna know is how much porn do you draw on the side?’


Mitarai smiled, and said nothing.


‘I bet you’re a total perv, right?’


‘Iruma-san, your assumptions are quite unwarranted!’ Sonia said. ‘I expect that sort of stereotype when I’m at home, but from a Japanese person –’


‘What?’ Iruma said. ‘Everyone knows it’s pervs who are into that shit.’


‘I don’t think we need to discuss this the dinner table,’ Shirogane said.


‘Don’t think I don’t know about you too,’ Iruma said. ‘Fangirls are just as bad.’


‘Whoa, Shirogane-san is right,’ Amami said. ‘Save it till we’re not all stuck here together.’


‘Come on,’ Iruma said. ‘Don’t tell me you’re not thinking the same thing.’


‘I’m not.’


‘Pfft. Well, looking at you, pretending to be uptight. I tell you, no-one gets that many piercings if they’re not down—’


‘What about you, Iruma-san?’ Komaeda said. ‘Would you like to share your porn-watching habits with us all?’


‘Don’t encourage her,’ Shirogane muttered.


‘Like I need porn,’ Iruma said. ‘I can get laid any time I want.’


‘Ah,’ Komaeda said. ‘That must be convenient.’


Iruma scowled at him. ‘What are you trying to say? Are you saying I’m a slut?’


‘Not at all.’


‘Coz I’m not gonna sleep with you, loser, whatever names you call me.’


‘I’m glad to hear it.’


‘You –’ Iruma’s scowl grew fiercer.


‘Perhaps you’d like to tell us about your work,’ Mitarai said. ‘I was curious, when you dismantled Usami … did you notice anything interesting?’


‘Well …’ Iruma bit her lip, and she looked around the room, as if Usami might be hiding in the corner, or about to slide open the screen door. ‘You got the thing, right?’ she said to Kirigiri.


Kirigiri nodded. ‘Yes, Fujisaki-kun is looking into it.’


‘That reminds me,’ Amami said. ‘Komaeda-kun gave me this to give to you earlier.’ He’d carried the slip of paper in his sleeve, apparently.


‘I know it looks like rubbish,’ Komaeda said. ‘Well, that’s because it is rubbish. I found it in the room behind the reception area with Hinata-kun. It’s probably not relevant to anything though.’


‘That room …’ Kirigiri frowned. ‘How were you able to get in?’


‘Usami offered to let us inside.’


‘Really?’ Amami said.


‘If you two ask together,’ Komaeda said, ‘she’ll probably let you too.’


‘Together?’ Kirigiri raised an eyebrow.


‘Yes,’ Komaeda said. ‘It’s a sort of game they’ve set up. I think you two should be able to beat it though.’


He couldn’t give them any more information because Usami chose that moment to bring in the next course. He didn’t think Usami would want him giving Kirigiri and Amami spoilers, even if she didn’t mind him telling them about the room.




They’d finished the rice portion of their meal, and were feeling sated and relaxed, when Usami reappeared.


‘I’m not trying to rush you out,’ she said. ‘You can stay as long as you like. But I’ve got a survey for each of you.’


‘You want us to rate the meal?’ Iruma said. ‘The food wasn’t bad, I guess …’


‘No, not the food. Remember for Rapid Fire Talk, when I asked you to write down the people you were most interested in? I need to update that information. I just need your top four this time.’


‘When you said this morning that Hinata-kun had immunity …’ Mitarai said. ‘Does that have anything to do with the results of these surveys?’


‘Not at all,’ Usami said. ‘These are just for planning purposes.’


‘Is that really true?’ Amami said.


‘Usami wouldn’t lie to you. Love thrives off honesty, you know.’


‘But it’s okay to keep secrets?’


‘Well, sure. A little bit of mystery is important when you’re all getting to know each other, don’t you think?’


‘So you won’t tell us how we can get immunity for ourselves.’ Mitarai folded his arms.


‘Usami is keeping mum on that one! But don’t worry, it’s something that is possible for all of you to achieve. Why, some of you even have it right now.’


‘That’s not fair!’ Iruma said. ‘You can’t tell us that and not tell us how to get it.’


‘Who said love was fair?’ Usami said. ‘Anyway, if you wouldn’t mind writing down your choices.’ Usami returned their attention to the paper slips she was carrying. ‘And no discussion, please.’


Komaeda took a slip and considered. Usami had said the polling wouldn’t have anything to do with the so-called ‘immunity’, but he wasn’t sure he could trust her on that. Not unless they had firm evidence.


With that in mind, Komaeda wrote Hinata’s name, and then Akamatsu’s, Kirigiri’s and Amami’s. It might not do anything to keep them safe, but even so …


He folded the paper and gave it back to Usami, and waited for the others to do the same.




The polling made for an uneasy end to their dinner. The meal had been less awkward than Komaeda had thought it might be, but he was relieved when it was over. It was early for it, but he kind of hoped Akamatsu had gone to sleep already. He didn’t want to deal with it if she was still feeling emotional.


But Akamatsu wasn’t there when he got back to their room.


Perhaps she was with Saihara. Hopefully she was with Saihara. It would almost be a relief, if those two were to – reluctantly – declare their love. Komaeda would know if he were a dead man or not.


What was the difference between Hinata and Hanamura? Something that was possible for them all …


Komaeda left his room again, and went to knock on Hinata’s door. Hinata opened it, his hair all stuck up like he’d just come out the shower. Komaeda had to resist the urge to touch it.


‘If it’s not to do with how many people voted for you at the start, then what’s the difference between you and Hanamura-kun?’


‘Hello to you too,’ Hinata said.


‘Maybe it’s to do with whether or not people said they’d see you again after a date?’


‘Maybe it’s just Usami’s whim, and it’s not worth worrying about.’


Komaeda frowned. Hinata gestured for him to come inside, and shut the door behind him.


‘Usami said to us that it was something that was possible for anyone. That some of us had it right now. I assume she meant those of us at dinner.’


‘I’m not sure that narrows it down.’ Hinata sat on the bed, and Komaeda sat on the chair nearby.


‘It could be whether people said they’d go out again. Kirigiri-san and I said that for each other, after all.’


‘If she said some of you had it,’ Hinata said, ‘then it means not all of you did. Who was there?’


Komaeda listed off the names.


‘So you know you and Kirigiri had red chocolates?’


‘And Amami-kun.’


‘From you?’


‘Yes.’


Hinata shifted uncomfortably. ‘It went well, then? Your date.’


‘Oh, not particularly. I don’t think we’re compatible.’


‘You talk to him, though.’


Had Komaeda talked to him, particularly? ‘Well, he’s never taken against me because he decided I told Hanamura-kun to dose everyone with aphrodisiacs.’


‘You’re bringing that up now?’


Komaeda ignored him. ‘Maybe that’s the difference.’


‘What is?’


‘Hanamura-kun never got laid. You did.’


‘Got –’ Hinata made a face. ‘How do you know? Hanamura could have –’


‘Oh please, Hinata-kun. Really?’


‘We don’t know,’ Hinata said firmly.


‘You’re too nice.’


‘It’s not being nice. I’m just saying, we don’t know.’


‘Hmm. Well, I suppose I can’t argue with that. It’s not like if I say you and I jerked each other off on that bed, anyone would necessarily believe us.’


Hinata flushed red.


‘Or if I say, Hinata-kun hadn’t even been drugged with anything at all.’


‘You don’t have to say it like that,’ Hinata said.


‘No. It wouldn’t be very good for your image if I told anyone.’


‘What image?’ Hinata said, and then held a hand up. ‘No, I know what you mean. But I feel like you’re misunderstanding something.’


‘What, you didn’t sign up for this programme with the intent of pursuing a normal heterosexual love?’


‘That’s not – I mean, yes, I did. But … okay, first thing. You know when we met, and you said I’d probably been dumped by my girlfriend and that was why I signed up?’


‘I remember.’


‘She dumped me because she found out …’ Hinata held his fist to his mouth like he wanted to bite it. And scream. Once he’d collected himself, he went on. ‘Um. So, at uni … I made friends with this guy, and I used to crash at his place sometimes. You know, if we’d been out drinking and it got late. And we used to mess around sometimes.’


Komaeda didn’t say anything. His mind had turned to white static. Hinata didn’t seem to notice.


‘It wasn’t anything serious. It stopped after I started dating this girl I liked. But I guess she found out what this guy and I had been up to and she dumped me for it.’


‘Hinata-kun?’ Komaeda was surprised at the bitterness in his voice.


‘She didn’t like that I’d been with a guy. It’s not that she thought I was cheating or anything; she just didn’t like it.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Komaeda didn’t know what that was like; being normal hadn’t been an option for him. But for Hinata, for whom it was …


‘I don’t know if he told her, or if it was just that he’d told someone else and it got back to her. I don’t really want to know. But it didn’t come from me. I never told anyone.’ Hinata made a face. ‘Until right now. So I guess what I’m saying is, yes I signed up because I wanted to show that it didn’t matter or whatever, but also, if you want to try and act like I’m making some big secret of it, don’t. I know I like guys, Komaeda. I know.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Komaeda couldn’t even say why he had been talking about it as an attack. Except that he’d been annoyed that Hinata had disagreed with him. Or he was annoyed because even if he and Hinata had messed around, it didn’t mean that Hinata would ever choose him.


‘And the second thing is,’ Hinata went on, ‘I told Mioda about us.’


Komaeda’s brain blanked out again. ‘What?’


‘So if you think it’s so unbelievable …’ Hinata bit his lip. ‘It’s not like she had any trouble believing it.’


‘Mioda-san knows?’


‘She wanted to know what I was in a mood about, I guess. It’s actually pretty hard to keep secrets from someone like that.’


‘… is that so?’


‘Yeah.’


What was Komaeda meant to say to that? He had thought Hinata was ashamed, but if Hinata had told someone … had told Mioda …


‘Does it bother you?’


‘Hmm?’


‘That I told someone.’


‘Why would that bother me?’ Komaeda lifted his hand to run in his hair, but it was mostly to cover his face. ‘I’m just surprised that you would. I mean … I guess you were right and I misunderstood … but that you would admit to … with someone like me … oh, but I guess it’s not a big deal after all.’ He tried to smile but it was like those muscles weren’t working.


‘Did I say it wasn’t a big deal?’ Hinata said.


‘But it can’t have been if you told Mioda-san.’


‘I told Mioda because it was a big deal. To me. That’s why she was asking.’


‘Oh.’


There was so much feeling inside Komaeda that he felt like bursting; if Hinata said the right thing it would all spill over, and that was wrong. He shouldn’t be a big deal to Hinata. Nothing they said or did with one another should be a big deal. Because if it was then Komaeda had something to lose. If he only liked Hinata too much, he had something to lose. The universe loved taking things from him.


He already liked Hinata too much.


‘Anyway,’ Hinata said, ‘it’s been a big day, so maybe –’


‘Let me sleep with you.’


‘What?’


The more Komaeda did with Hinata, the less there was for fate to deny him in the future.


‘We can set an alarm. I’ll leave before 1 am.’


‘Won’t Akamatsu worry?’


‘Is she my guardian? Do I need her to sign a permission slip? She’s probably with Saihara-kun anyway. She says nothing will happen, but …’ She was upset and she would want comforting. It was only natural. Wasn’t that why Komaeda had come here, after all? He hadn’t wanted to be alone. ‘It doesn’t matter. Just … let me stay here.’


‘You can stay,’ Hinata said. ‘But when you say “sleep”, you don’t just mean sleep, do you?’


‘Well,’ Komaeda said, ‘if the trick to having immunity to getting laid, then I wouldn’t want to miss out.’


Hinata laughed, and then looked as if he were surprised at himself for laughing.


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘It’s not going work if you stay in that chair all night, though. Or until 1 am or whenever.’


‘Maybe not if we’re trying to sleep,’ Komaeda said. He leaned forward in the chair. ‘But for the rest …’


Hinata avoided his gaze, but he’d grown pleasantly flushed. ‘Let’s just stick with the bed.’


Chapter 8

At quarter to one the alarm on the hotel clock went off. Komaeda had been dreaming, but the dream went as soon as he woke. He slapped the alarm off, and then collapsed back again.


He didn’t want to move. He never wanted to move from this bed again.


Hinata was not sympathetic. ‘You need to go.’


‘What’s Usami going to do,’ Komaeda said, ‘drag me out physically? Do you think she’s got some kind of super strength?’


‘Maybe,’ Hinata said. ‘You’re not that heavy. Come on.’ He pinched the skin under Komaeda’s ribs; Komaeda slapped him away, only for Hinata to grab his hand, and push it back down against the bed so that he was leaning over Komaeda.


‘That’s not conducive to me getting up, Hinata-kun.’ He was half-hard just from Hinata holding him down.


Hinata sat back abruptly. ‘You should’ve set the alarm for earlier.’


Komaeda reached out to him in the dark, and kissed him, brazenly, until Hinata thumped his chest to make him stop.


‘Go,’ Hinata said.


Komaeda knew there was no use pouting about it; the last thing he wanted, after all, was for Usami to turn on the lights and catch them at it. So he made himself get up off the bed and stumble through the bare minimum of dressing. He was going to have to shower, he thought, because he did not want to share a bed with Akamatsu while he stunk of sex. Also, he needed the cold water.


If Akamatsu stirred when he came in, she didn’t say anything. He had the quickest cold shower in the world, and he thought he’d gotten away with it until he slipped under the covers and Akamatsu murmured, ‘Were you with Hinata-kun?’


Komaeda’s heart went tight in his chest; he made himself answer normally. ‘Yes. Go back to sleep.’


‘I’m happy for you.’ She didn’t sound happy though; Komaeda was afraid he was going to have to deal with the emotional Akamatsu he’d wanted to avoid.


‘It doesn’t mean anything,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about it.’


‘Liar,’ Akamatsu said. ‘After all that big talk …’ Her voice drifted off, and maybe Komaeda had gotten away with it after all, just by virtue of the hour. Akamatsu wasn’t awake enough to really have a go at him.


Even if he deserved it. Even if he was going to pay for it later.


Luck this good couldn’t last.




Everyone was on edge the next morning. It was as if they expected the same thing to happen again: the announcement of death. Komaeda sat with Akamatsu and Shirogane, as was usual, but Saihara didn’t come to join them that morning, and Akamatsu picked at her food.


‘Did something happen last night?’ Komaeda asked. Neither Akamatsu nor Shirogane were saying much.


‘Nothing,’ Akamatsu said, and stabbed an innocent sausage that had never done anything to her. ‘This just sucks. Not that some people seem to care.’


She meant him. He felt suddenly as if he should be avoiding cutlery as well.


But they were interrupted before he could respond. ‘You really dropped me in it last night,’ Amami said, appearing behind him. Amami hadn’t brought his breakfast with him, which suggested he’d come only to deliver this admonishment.


‘What did I do?’


‘That room,’ Amami said. ‘You could have said what the game was.’


Akamatsu looked reluctantly up. ‘What game is this?’


Amami explained to her the room where Usami had set up Seven Minutes in Heaven, all the while giving Komaeda his most unimpressed look.


‘Sorry,’ Komaeda said. ‘I didn’t think it would be a big deal.’


Akamatsu was frowning at him too. ‘You can be pretty insensitive sometimes, you know that?’


‘I hear that.’


‘But what about that room?’ Shirogane said. ‘Did you find anything?’


Amami sighed. ‘Yes, but it wasn’t very helpful. Turns out you can connect to the wifi –’


‘What?’ Akamatsu’s voice was the loudest; she clapped a hand over her mouth and looked around to see if anyone had noticed.  


‘So that’s what the password was for,’ Shirogane said. ‘But it wasn’t helpful?’


‘We could connect to the network,’ Amami said, ‘but if we tried to access anything, we kept getting redirected to kids’ sites.’


‘So you couldn’t contact anyone for help.’ Akamatsu deflated.


‘I think Kirigiri-san was going to try again with Fujisaki-kun,’ Amami said. ‘Probably she should have gone with him in the first place instead of me.’ He sighed, as if he were troubled by the memory of having to kiss her.


‘Amami-kun,’ Shirogane said, ‘don’t you think there’s a reason she invited you?’


‘Well, we were already together …’


‘Kirigiri-san didn’t know about the kissing thing,’ Komaeda felt compelled to point out.


‘I think you’re leading her on,’ Shirogane said to Amami, ignoring Komaeda.


‘Me?’ Amami said. ‘When did I do that?’


‘I don’t think he’s leading her on,’ Akamatsu said. ‘He might just be dense.’


‘Whoa, it’s not like that.’


‘Does she know that?’


Amami looked at Komaeda helplessly. Komaeda shrugged.


‘Perhaps you should just go with it,’ he said. ‘After all, the two of you can have your happy ending and leave here and no-one has to die because of it.’


The energy that filled Amami left him; he sighed. ‘If only it were that easy.’


Eventually Usami made her inevitable appearance.


‘I’m glad to see you all so lively,’ she said to start with (as false a sentiment as Komaeda had ever heard). ‘I know you must be eager to hear the results of last night’s poll. We had a lot of ties this round.’


No-one cared, Komaeda thought. Or maybe they did, but only because a bad result might be the death of them.


‘In the male category, our third-place contestants remain unchanged: Saihara-kun and Naegi-kun, you two have made it again. Perhaps this should be the start of a beautiful bromance?’


No-one clapped or said anything. Usami waited an awkward moment too long before continuing.


‘In second place we see some change though … Amami-kun, you’re in there, but in a shocking twist, Togami-kun has risen to meet you! Well, we all know the cream rises to the top, right?


‘But still, Togami-kun hasn’t done well enough to best our top-rating contestant, which is, once again, Hinata Hajime! Congratulations, Hinata-kun. It’s an amazing result.


‘But those of you who voted for him might like the consider this –’ Usami lowered her voice – ‘Hinata-kun didn’t write down the name of the person he’d been kissing only a few hours before polling! So cruel, Hinata-kun! You should take people’s hearts more seriously!’


Whatever commentary they had been expecting, it was not that. Komaeda couldn’t even look for Hinata’s reaction, because his whole table was looking at Komaeda for his own.


Of course, Amami had told them about the secret of the room behind reception. And Shirogane and Amami both knew who he’d been there with. Akamatsu might not know that, but she knew other things …


Hinata wasn’t going to be happy about this.


Usami moved on, oblivious to the response from the room. ‘Things are shaking up more in the women’s category! Of course, one of our joint-leads has left us. So who has risen to claim her spot? Wow, I’m so excited to share with you all!


‘First! In third place, we have Koizumi-san and Tojo-san! Tojo-san, you’ve dropped in the ratings but I’m sure your remaining fans are all the more fervent for it!


‘But what’s this – second place is another tie? That’s right! Sonia-san and Kirigiri-san, you’ve both done well.’


Amami didn’t react to hearing Kirigiri’s name read out, more’s the pity.


‘And in first place, oh gosh, wow, it’s another tie! Everyone is just so enthusiastic for the lovely ladies we have here. Congratulations to Maizono-san and Akamatsu-san! It’s especially wonderful when you think Akamatsu-san didn’t even rank last time … but that’s the power of love!’


The table looked at Akamatsu, who had her hand clapped to her mouth. She looked overwhelmed by the announcement.


Usami went on to deliver the rest of her spiel about the day she had planned and the wonderful dates they’d be having that evening, but Komaeda barely listened. Eventually Usami shut up, and let them get back to talking amongst themselves.


‘I really don’t know why that happened,’ Akamatsu said.


‘Well, we weren’t voting along gender lines this time,’ Shirogane said. ‘I admit, I couldn’t stop thinking that the ratings must have something to do with immunity … so I put you down on my list, Akamatsu-san.’


Akamatsu’s lip trembled; she was touched. ‘I told you,’ she said, ‘you can call me Kaede.’


‘Kaede.’


‘That’s so sweet.’ Akamatsu’s voice became a wail. ‘I didn’t even think of doing that! I’m so terrible!’ It would have sounded worse, except that Akamatsu was obviously fragile to start with.


‘Not at all,’ Shirogane said. ‘We just happened to have talked about it, that’s all.’


‘But apart from me,’ Akamatsu said, wiping her face as if she’d been in danger of tears, ‘Komaeda-kun, do you need me to give Hinata-kun a talking to?’


‘Please don’t say anything,’ Komaeda said.


‘She wasn’t really talking about you, was she?’ Shirogane seemed sceptical.


Komaeda hushed them with his hand.


It didn’t matter that Hinata hadn’t put his name down; Komaeda could never really have expected that. But he knew Hinata wouldn’t want to be talked about like this. Komaeda already felt as if he’d been indiscreet. Although perhaps it was better if people knew it was him, rather than thinking Hinata had been leading on one of the girls.


However Akamatsu might have felt toward him earlier, she at least was only outraged on his behalf; the looks that Shirogane and Amami gave him were harder to bear. It was hard to say why they bothered him – it wasn’t quite pity that he saw. He was familiar enough with pity, given all that life had thrown at him.


Something other than pity …


Komaeda looked around for Hinata; he was tidying up his breakfast things, having some hushed conversation with Souda. What excuse would he be making? Komaeda’s gut twisted.


It wasn’t really okay. It wasn’t okay, but if this was the price he had to pay he would take it. It was better to be a secret shame than … what?


He couldn’t keep Hinata anyway. At least this way, Akamatsu wasn’t at risk. He wouldn’t be so selfish as to prioritise his own heart over her life. He was trash that should have been thrown out years ago; she actually contributed to society. The world was the better for having her in it.


Even Hinata was at least trying to do something worthwhile. Komaeda was the one who was worthless here.


He met Hinata’s eyes across the room.


And, oh, Hinata looked so caught out. Komaeda could almost have felt bad for him, being exposed by Usami like that. Except now Hinata was walking toward him.


For a moment, Komaeda’s traitorous heart considered running away. It would serve Hinata right to have to chase him. But he was pinned by Hinata’s eyes.


‘Can I talk to you for a minute?’ Hinata was standing right in front of him, and Komaeda was suddenly aware of every part of his body; his fingers clutched on his thigh; the press of the table against his forearm; his face tensed; and Hinata looking right at him.


‘I can’t stop you,’ Komaeda said, but it didn’t come out dismissive like he might have wanted it to. Hinata narrowed his eyes slightly, and – oh, he was annoyed. Hinata was annoyed by his response. Somehow that was thrilling.


‘We can leave you two alone,’ Akamatsu said, rising to her feet. ‘Komaeda-kun, my earlier offer stands.’


‘Should you really want them to work things out?’ Amami said, which revealed too much; Hinata looked at him in surprise, but Amami and the others were already clearing the table and leaving.


Hinata slid into the spot where Akamatsu had been.


‘Why does that guy think we need to work things out?’ Hinata said. Which obviously wasn’t what he’d come over to talk about, but it was such a straightforward question that Komaeda found himself babbling to answer.


‘I told him and Kirigiri-san about that room. I mean, not everything about it … they had to work that out themselves … oh, but I never said in the first place, did I? While we were in there I found …’


‘What?’


‘Ah … someone’s wifi password, it turns out. But Hinata-kun …’


It was hard to keep his mind on track when Hinata looked at him so directly. Komaeda was aware not just of his skin and flesh, but his own heartbeat, the blood pumping through his body.


‘But what?’ It was only prompting; Hinata wasn’t annoyed any more, Komaeda didn’t think.


‘It’s not that I didn’t tell you on purpose; it’s only that I forgot I’d picked it up until I went to the baths. And then I thought Kirigiri might find it useful –’ Hinata was looking annoyed again – ‘so I gave it to Amami-kun to give to her and I guess I should have told you but I forgot.’


‘Komaeda,’ Hinata said, ‘you don’t have to tell me.’


‘But I should, right? Or else …’ He found himself biting his lip. ‘Anyway, that’s how come Amami-kun knows it was me Usami was talking about. Also Kirigiri-san and Shirogane-san must know too. I didn’t tell Akamatsu-san about the room but she worked it out anyway …’


‘I don’t care about that,’ Hinata said.


They stared at each other for a moment. ‘You don’t.’


‘I mean –’ Hinata ducked his head – ‘it’s kind of embarrassing, but whatever. That’s not …’ Hinata lifted his head again. ‘It is true, what Usami said. But I don’t want you to think it means … look, I’m not good at this.’


‘Okay.’


‘And you were so weird that afternoon … but that doesn’t matter. I just … it’s not any of Usami’s business, you know?’


‘Well, she is literally the one telling us what to do.’


‘But why does that mean we should go along with it? We shouldn’t be making it easier for her. She – they – they’re just messing around with us anyway.’


Ah, Komaeda thought. Hinata was hurt more by the situation than he was, because Hinata expected the world to make sense. To be fair, despite the blatant unfairness of it all. This world where some people had talents that the world loved, and where some of them could try hard and never be good enough …


They didn’t deserve this situation. Some of them would rise to it with aplomb, but that didn’t justify what it was. The utter lunacy of it.


Someone was messing around with them.


‘Amami-kun said there was wifi in that room, but their internet access was still being blocked somehow. They were going to talk to Fujisaki-kun about it.’


‘What’s that got to do with –’


‘You’re right, Hinata-kun. They’re just messing around with us, and we shouldn’t go along with it.’


‘Sure.’ Hinata seemed taken aback.


‘I’ll forgive you for leaving me off your list. That was probably too much to expect anyway.’


Hinata winced.


‘By the way, what did you tell Souda-kun?’


‘Souda?’ It took Hinata a moment to work out what he meant. ‘Just that it wasn’t what Usami made it sound like.’ Hinata looked across the room. ‘I think he was mostly concerned I hadn’t done it with Sonia.’


‘With Sonia-san? Wow, he must really have high expectations of you.’


Hinata met his eyes again. ‘You’re being a dick.’


It was so sudden that Komaeda had to laugh. ‘Not at all, I …’ He had to catch his breath. ‘I mean, if he thinks that … and then it’s just me …’


‘Can you be a bit quieter?’


‘Oh, sorry, Hinata-kun.’ Komaeda schooled his expression.


‘It’s alright.’ Hinata looked over at the table nearest them, but they didn’t seem to be paying any attention.


Komaeda leaned in across the table toward him. ‘I’m sure you could get with Sonia-san if you really tried.’


‘I’m not –’ Now it was Hinata who raised his voice, and realising that, he shut his mouth and scowled at Komaeda.


Komaeda really did like him.


He was prevented from causing any more aggravation by Usami’s reminder that they had their next scheduled activity in five minutes and perhaps they could wrap up the chit-chat.


‘You’d think they could at least give us one day’s weekend,’ Komaeda said, getting up.


‘What would you do if they did?’


‘Hmm …’ Komaeda pretended to think about it, but he knew already what he wanted to do was drag Hinata to bed. And that was the reason he was completely and utterly screwed, because he wasn’t meant to have gotten to the point of considering that.


‘Scratch that, don’t tell me,’ Hinata said, maybe reading his face.


‘What about you, Hinata-kun?’


‘Go outside,’ Hinata said, right away. ‘I know they wouldn’t let us, but that’s all I really want to do.’


‘I don’t mind being indoors, but it would be good if we could at least open a window …’


Indeed, they were stuck with another round of indoor activities. This morning’s theme was ‘games’. Usami had set up the conference room with an assortment of board and card games. Of course, she couldn’t be so disinterested as to let them choose their own groups. This time, Komaeda was put in a group with Naegi, Koizumi and Oma.


‘Doesn’t it feel like Usami is trying to split us up, more than letting us get to know each other?’ Komaeda said. He was thinking that she was choosing groups of people who hadn’t had much to do with each other.


‘She’d probably say that’s the point,’ Naegi said. ‘We should give everyone a chance, or something like that.’


‘It’s more fun to play games against strangers anyway,’ Oma said.


‘Is that because you think we won’t know if you cheat?’ Koizumi said.


‘Oh?’ Oma lifted his eyebrows. ‘You’ve heard about me.’


‘I don’t like cheaters,’ Koizumi said firmly.


‘I guess I’ll play fair, then,’ Oma said, ‘if it will keep Koizumi-chan happy.’


Koizumi’s face twitched.


‘What are we going to play?’ Komaeda turned to look at the piles of games Usami had stacked up on tables at one side of the room.


‘I want to play 1830!’ Oma said.


‘What’s that?’ Naegi asked, as Oma went to get the box.


‘This one,’ Oma said. ‘It’s about building railroads.’ He smiled widely, like that was a winning topic for a board game.


‘It says 4 to 6 hours,’ Koizumi said.


‘Yeah. If we pick a long one, we don’t have to keep choosing new games, right?’


‘Seriously?’ Naegi said. ‘They make games that long?’


‘I think this a bit complicated for a “getting to know each other” game,’ Komaeda said. ‘Why don’t we start with something simpler?’


‘Aww,’ Oma said. ‘I’ll hold onto it in case you change your minds later.’


They ended up playing a simple party game to start with – one that required only a moderate ability to portray a range of emotions while saying simple words like ‘what’ and ‘huh’. Komaeda didn’t think it was actually possibly to cheat at. It didn’t rely on luck either, which was refreshing.


After that, they played Risk, which might have been more of a strategy game than Koizumi would have liked, but was less intimidating than one with a minimum 4-hour play time. Komaeda started off well, having lucked out in his positioning, but as the game went on, Oma convinced the others to help gang up against him – only to betray them in the final act and sweep the board himself.


They all stared dazed at the board. Oma leaned back in his chair with a grin, having declared his victory. ‘And that’s why they call me the Supreme Leader.’


‘I’ll know not to play against you in the future,’ Naegi said.


‘Aww,’ Oma said, ‘but it was fun!’


‘I guess that’s why you prefer playing with strangers,’ Komaeda said.


‘Right? It’s hard to take people by surprise when they know you well. Most of my friends wouldn’t have trusted me like that.’


‘What a thing to say!’ Koizumi clearly disapproved of how proudly Oma had spoken.


‘It’s a shame,’ Komaeda said. ‘If they hadn’t fallen for it, I probably would have won.’ He ran his hand through his hair. The game had been a good distraction, for a while.


‘Should we play another game before lunch?’ Naegi asked.


‘I’m worn out after that,’ Koizumi said.


‘Something we don’t have to think about too hard,’ Naegi said, as if he were making a promise. He found a pack of cards to play Old Maid, which ended even more quickly than expected because Komaeda had a knack for picking the right cards out of people’s hands.


‘That wasn’t much fun,’ Oma said. ‘We need some extra rules.’


‘No, that’s my fault,’ Komaeda said. ‘I’m always lucky when it comes to card games. Unless I’m playing for money.’


‘Money would make it more interesting.’


‘We’re not gambling,’ Koizumi said.


‘What about extra rules like, if you have a 9 of clubs in your hand, you have stick out your chin the whole time?’ Oma said.


‘Excuse me?’


‘Like this,’ Oma demonstrated. ‘Ya hafta do it when ya talk too.’ He both looked and sounded very stupid.


‘That seems like it would be uncomfortable,’ Naegi said.


‘That’s the point.’ Oma put both hands behind his head, leaning back again; he seemed very cheerful. Even though they were playing a game with extra rules themselves – and rules with considerably more serious consequences.


‘I’m sorry to interrupt while you’re all having fun,’ Usami proclaimed, ‘but it’s almost time for lunch and I still have some announcements to make. I’ll give you five minutes to wind up your turns, okay?’


They’d already ‘wound up’.


‘Don’t you wanna find out where she’s built and just smash every single Usami into smithereens?’ Oma said.


It seemed like the sort of statement Koizumi might object to. But she only sighed. ‘I certainly wouldn’t mind smashing something.’


‘The production machine?’ Naegi suggested.


‘Mm.’


‘Hehe. I knew you’d have a violent streak to you, Koizumi-chan!’


‘Well, it’s this situation!’


‘But surely you’re not worried?’ Oma said. ‘Not with that fat pig of a roommate.’


‘This never should have happened to any of us,’ Koizumi snapped. She seemed genuinely upset.


‘Geez, Oma-kun,’ Komaeda said. ‘You sure know how to bring the mood down.’


‘You’re such a flatterer, Komaeda-kun.’


**


Usami’s announcements, when she got to them, were about their next scheduled dates. Which were that evening. It really was absurd that she was carrying on with this farce – but perhaps it was admirable too. Certainly Komaeda had never been as committed to anything as Usami was to this matchmaking concept.


‘Again?’ Oma said, when his name was read out with Celestia’s. ‘But I already played with Celese-chan.’


‘I thought you two got along,’ Naegi said.


‘Sure,’ Oma said. ‘If natural nemeses can be said to get along.’


Komaeda was the next one in the group to be read out; he’d been paired with Ikusaba. He sighed. Obviously he wasn’t going to get who he’d actually wanted, but it would have been nice to have someone he was friendly with. He’d had no cause to even think about Ikusaba since their initial meeting.


Koizumi had been paired with Gokuhara, which Oma immediately teased her for; despite her protestations, Komaeda didn’t think she was unhappy. Naegi got Akamatsu, which he seemed a little surprised by.


‘Did you not put her down?’ Komaeda asked. Although it wasn’t as if he’d put Ikusaba down himself.


‘No, I did …’


‘Well, I’ll try not to get in your way as her roommate.’


‘Hey, that’s not a very nice thing to say,’ Koizumi said.


‘Oh? I didn’t mean anything by it.’


Oma gave a little laugh, like he knew exactly what Komaeda had meant by it.


‘I just mean that you shouldn’t hold back on my account,’ Komaeda said. ‘Say the two of you do happen to fall madly in love.’


Koizumi frowned at him. Naegi looked like he wasn’t sure if Komaeda was joking or not. Which was fair enough.




At lunch time, Akamatsu was with Shirogane as usual, but also Mioda and Chabashira. They formed an aura of female-ness that Komaeda was reluctant to penetrate; it was for that and no other reason that Komaeda sat with Hinata instead.


‘You must be relieved to be with Mioda-san again,’ Komaeda said – that was the match Usami had announced.


‘I don’t think “relieved” is the word I was thinking of,’ Hinata said. ‘Hi, Nanami.’


Nanami had approached them from behind Komaeda’s back; he was surprised when she sat with them. Komaeda hadn’t much to do with her.


‘What about your date, Nanami?’ Hinata pushed his food around listlessly. ‘Fujisaki, right?’


‘Mm. He’s nice, I think.’ It was a very non-committal response. Was that because she was saying it in front of Hinata? Komaeda still wasn’t sure that Hinata shouldn’t like her. ‘Do you think Usami would let us swap around groups this afternoon?’


‘I think she’s pretty anti group changes,’ Hinata said.


Nanami sighed. ‘I saw Oma-kun grab that copy of 1830 … I was really hoping I would get the chance to play it.’


‘1830?’ Hinata said.


‘It’s a strategy game about building up railroad corporations. But you really need everyone to be interested.’


Komaeda thought Hinata looked dangerously close to saying he’d play it with her.


‘You wouldn’t have time to play it this afternoon though, would you?’ Komaeda said. ‘Not when we have our dates this evening.’


‘Well …’ Nanami held her finger to her mouth and looked skyward. ‘We’d have to make it a quick one.’


‘… just how long is this game?’ Hinata asked.


‘It depends,’ Nanami said. ‘But you probably would want to start it before lunch time. I think you’re right, Komaeda-kun. Maybe I should ask if Usami would change the schedule.’


‘You want to change it?’ Hinata said.


Nanami nodded. ‘It’s one thing to have all these activities planned out for us … but aren’t we about due for a weekend?’


‘It is our sixth day here,’ Komaeda said.


‘Then tomorrow should be a day off,’ Nanami said. ‘I’ll talk to her.’ She nodded to herself, satisfied, and went on eating her lunch.


‘Wow,’ Komaeda said. ‘I thought I was relaxed about being trapped here.’


‘It’s not like getting worked up has gotten us anywhere,’ Hinata said.


Nanami shrugged. Komaeda thought of Akamatsu and Iruma dismantling Usami. But it wasn’t like Nanami asking politely would stop Usami from eliminating any more of them either.


‘By the way,’ Hinata said, ‘did Saihara and Akamatsu have a fight?’


‘What?’ Komaeda followed Hinata’s gaze toward a despondent-looking Saihara. He wasn’t sitting with Akamatsu like he had been the last couple of days.


‘I don’t know,’ Komaeda said, words coming slowly. ‘She was in a bad mood this morning, but I thought that was my fault.’


‘Is that why you’re not sitting with her?’


‘No. I just thought they looked like they were about to start an all-girl punk band and I didn’t want to get in the way.’


That got Nanami’s attention.


‘Do you want to be in an all-girl punk band, Nanami-san?’


‘I can’t play any instruments except for Guitar Hero.’


‘I’m not sure that matters in Mioda’s bands,’ Hinata said.


‘Hmm. Maybe I will join.’ To Komaeda’s surprise, Nanami got up and walked over to Mioda’s table – where she was immediately and warmly welcomed.


‘I wasn’t expecting her to actually get up and go,’ Komaeda said.


‘I think she’s just a bit like that,’ Hinata said.


‘I can see that.’ Komaeda looked back at Hinata, who still wasn’t really eating. ‘Are you not feeling well, Hinata-kun?’


Hinata glanced up at him, and then shovelled in a mouthful of food, like a child being watched by a schoolteacher.


‘I’m fine,’ he said, after he’d swallowed. ‘It’s just … someone died yesterday, you know?’


‘I don’t think anyone’s forgotten.’


‘I don’t know … we’re still playing games, aren’t we?’


‘And Usami’s game most of all.’


‘Yeah.’ Hinata pushed his plate back.


‘I wonder if Kirigiri-san spoke to Fujisaki-kun about the wifi in that room yet. Do you want to ask?’


‘The wifi? Oh … what you said this morning.’


‘I guess she might not have had time.’


Kirigiri was sitting with Amami and Togami, although it seemed to be the men who were in conversation – Kirigiri looked as if she were considering something else.


‘What was it Amami said?’ Hinata asked.


‘They kept getting redirected to some children’s site. Probably you need to have logged in with a registered device.’


‘So someone’s going in there and connecting to the internet? What for – to report back on us?’


‘Maybe. Or maybe they just couldn’t stand to let their social media accounts languish even for a week.’


Hinata snorted.


‘Let’s go ask, then.’


But before they could get to Kirigiri’s table, it became evident that there was a commotion going on at the other end of the dining hall. Tsumiki burst in – Hinata muttered, ‘What’s she upset about this time?’ – and threw herself into a surprised Enoshima’s arms.


‘Junko-chan!’ she wailed. ‘Junko-chan, it’s too awful!’


Everybody stopped to listen, whether they meant to or not.


‘It’s Kuwata-kun! He’s d-dead!’


Chapter 9

Dead. The word reverberated through the room.


‘H-He must have been in so much pain still,’ Tsumiki said, ‘but he never said –’ She burst into heavy, weeping tears, muffled only slightly by Enoshima’s shoulders. Enoshima rubbed her back consolingly; Komaeda wondered when they’d become friends.


‘Hey, Komaeda,’ Hinata said, standing stock still beside him, ‘this is a joke, right? It’s just for show?’


‘I don’t think Tsumiki-san would play a joke like that.’ But then, Komaeda didn’t know her really. All he knew of anyone was what he’d seen since he got here, and at least one of them had to be lying. One of them was putting on a show.


Tsumiki was still incoherent when a depressed-looking Usami reappeared.


‘I’m sorry to say this,’ she said, ‘but Tsumiki-san is correct. Kuwata-kun is no longer with us.’ She hung her head.


At some point, Kirigiri had stood up. ‘What was the cause of death?’


Tsumiki, sniffling, pulled away from Enoshima to say, ‘He took too much morphine. Th-the cartridge was empty when I went to tell him about tonight.’


Kirigiri nodded. She turned to Usami and said, ‘With your permission, I’d like to examine the scene.’


‘Is that really necessary?’ Usami said. ‘I trust Tsumiki-san’s assessment of the situation.’


‘Of course,’ Kirigiri said. ‘But someone already tried to hurt Kuwata-kun. It may be that they decided to finish the job.’


‘Someone hurt Kuwata-kun?’ Usami said. ‘Who would do such a thing?’


‘His fall the other night wasn’t an accident,’ Kirigiri said. ‘Someone set up a trip wire.’


Usami gave a jolt like someone had attacked her. ‘Usami didn’t see anything!’


‘That’s why I’d like to examine the scene,’ Kirigiri said. ‘It may be that there are things you didn’t see here as well.’


Suddenly, the room was frantic with questions. No-one liked the thought that a murderer was among them – even though Kuwata wasn’t the first person to be killed. Perhaps it was Kuwata being better liked that made the difference? Or just that violence was more shocking when it wasn’t committed by an authority figure. If Usami counted as one of those.


‘Do you think she’s right?’ Hinata said. ‘Did someone here do this?’


Komaeda felt like he was getting a headache. ‘Probably. Kuwata-kun was obviously suffering a head injury, but he didn’t seem like he was in that much pain, did he? He seems like the type to complain if he were.’ He took a seat back down, and Hinata joined him.


‘I wish that didn’t sound right,’ Hinata said.


‘Of course, there are cases of nurses who kill their patients, too.’


Hinata baulked. ‘You can’t be serious.’


‘Togami-kun didn’t trust her. He ran away, remember?’


‘Wasn’t that because – oh. He just told Usami that.’


‘Yes. I mean, it’s possible that he fell for Kirigiri-san as well, but I don’t believe that was his main purpose.’


Togami stuck with Kirigiri when she went to check the sick bay, Komaeda noticed.


‘Kuwata … I can’t believe that one of us could have done this.’


‘Why not? Do you think they assessed us for homicidal tendencies before they brought us here?’


‘I don’t want to believe that anyone would do this.’


Komaeda supposed he couldn’t blame Hinata if he were more comfortable with the idea of Kuwata’s death being an accident than a murder. Komaeda found it more distressing if it were an accident, himself. He preferred death to be the result of human malevolence than human stupidity.


But Hinata wouldn’t appreciate that thought.




Usami declared after that that their afternoon board game session was now optional – ‘but it might help you keep your mind off things!’


‘What are you going to do, Hinata-kun? If I’m honest, I think I could use the distraction.’


‘You want to play games?’ Hinata looked startled. ‘Didn’t you still want to talk to Kirigiri?’


‘It seems she’s busy, though.’ Komaeda found himself biting his nails. ‘Maybe I’ll ask Amami-kun if he knows.’


‘Right.’


Hinata was distracted then by Souda coming up, his usual upbeat demeanour replaced by gloom.


‘Hey, Hinata, what were you gonna do? This is too crazy, you know?’


Hinata agreed that it was.


‘I’ll talk to you later,’ Komaeda mouthed, after Souda began to opine about what a great guy Kuwata was and who could possibly have had anything against him (a sentiment that Komaeda didn’t think Souda would be professing if Kuwata were still alive). Hinata gave him a little nod, and Komaeda left them to it.


Amami was talking to Iruma, of all people.


‘I’m ready whenever,’ Iruma was saying. ‘It’s Fujisaki who needs to hold up his end of things.’ She snapped her mouth shut when she saw Komaeda approach. ‘Whadda you want?’


‘Just to talk to Amami-kun,’ Komaeda said. ‘But I can wait.’


‘It’s fine,’ Amami said. ‘What was it?’ There was an edge of impatience to his voice.


‘I was wondering if Kirigiri-san had spoken to Fujisaki-kun about that thing, that’s all. And as she’s busy, I thought I’d ask you.’


‘Wow, talking in code, are we?’ Iruma said. ‘You think I’m too dumb to realise I’m being left out?’


‘You’re not being left out,’ Amami said, before responding to Komaeda. ‘She spoke to him, but we haven’t had the chance to go there yet.’


‘I’m still here!’ Iruma said.


‘Maybe Iruma-san would like to take him,’ Komaeda said. Amami laughed, and then looked guilty for it.


Quickly, Amami explained the situation to Iruma (although he left out the kissing part). Evidently he trusted her that much.


‘Komaeda-kun,’ he continued, ‘I don’t know if you noticed, but after you leave the room, it seems like you can use your key card to get back in.’


‘Really? We didn’t try that.’


‘So we could ask Fujisaki-kun now. Hopefully, Usami is distracted.’


‘Alright. But if your key card works, does that mean that rule isn’t in effect any more?’


‘… we didn’t test that part.’


‘What rule?’ Iruma said. ‘I bet I can break through whatever lock they’ve got on faster than Fujisaki anyway.’


‘What do you think, Komaeda-kun?’


‘Bags not if I have to do it with her,’ Komaeda muttered.


‘Like I’d do a skinny ass like you anyway,’ Iruma snapped back. It apparently didn’t matter that she didn’t know what he was talking about.


‘If it comes down to it, I will,’ Amami said.


‘Hey, why does it sound like you’re planning something kinky? If you’re trying to double-team me, I –’ she paused and grew flustered – ‘well, I guess I’ll consider it.’


‘It’s nothing like that,’ Amami said. ‘Remember, we’re inviting Fujisaki-kun as well.’


‘Three on one, huh? I shoulda known you were into some wild shit, Amami.’ She grinned, while Amami winced. ‘I like it.’


‘No take backs,’ Komaeda said. ‘I get Fujisaki-kun, if it comes down to it.’


‘Shouldn’t that be up to him? How’s Hinata-kun going to feel if you’re going around volunteering to kiss people?’


‘If Hinata-kun cared, he should have written my name down, shouldn’t he?’


‘W-Wait,’ Iruma said. ‘You said kissing?’


‘You might have to kiss someone to get out the room,’ Komaeda said. ‘But Amami-kun and I already cleared it, so hopefully it won’t be necessary.’


They walked and argued, looking for Fujisaki. He turned out to have gone back to the conference room where all the board games were, but he was working on his laptop rather than playing anything.


‘Yo, Fujisaki.’ Iruma sat down next to him. She jutted her thumb toward Komaeda and Amami. ‘These two want you to join their weird sex cult.’


‘Ignore her,’ Amami said.


‘Hey, I’m just tryna give a guy a warning! Fujisaki, if you hadta choose between a banging babe like me and one of those two losers, who would you choose?’


‘Uh …’ Fujisaki looked up from his screen, eyes wide and wary. ‘I guess I’d choose you, Iruma-san.’


‘Yes!’ Iruma said. ‘Take that, ya pervs!’


The conversation would have been more bearable if the four of them had been the only ones in the room.


‘Fujisaki-kun, we wanted to try that room we told you about. You have time, right?’


‘He doesn’t have time, he’s still tryna write his super lame virus.’


Fujisaki was weirdly blushy about the insult. ‘I’ve got time. It’s not like I was expecting to have the afternoon free anyway.’


The reference to Kuwata’s death cooled Iruma’s energy a little.


‘Thanks, Fujisaki-kun,’ Amami said. ‘I really hope we can get a message out.’


Fujisaki closed his computer. ‘I hope so too.’ He considered Iruma and Komaeda. ‘I guess Kirigiri-san’s busy right now.’


‘What,’ Iruma said, ‘were you hoping to give her the pash? You should be glad you got an upgrade.’


‘Did you need to grab your laptop too, Iruma-san?’ Amami suggested.


‘Right. I’ll meetcha down there – don’t start kissing anyone without me.’


‘You know,’ Komaeda said, ‘I can stay out of this if you’d prefer.’


‘You’re coming,’ Amami said. ‘I haven’t forgiven you for not warning us about the room.’


Fujisaki smiled at Amami warmly. ‘You’re scared of Iruma-san, aren’t you? She’s not as pushy as she seems.’


‘I’ll believe that when I see it.’




‘Let’s see if this works,’ Amami said, when Iruma had rejoined them at the door. He pulled his room card out; when he swiped it, the door beeped its ‘unlock’ sound.


‘That’s a relief,’ Komaeda said. ‘It would have been awkward convincing Usami we all wanted to go in together.’


The room was dark inside, but Amami and Kirigiri had evidently done a better job than Komaeda of checking the room, because Amami knew where the light switch was. They all filed inside, and let the door fall shut behind.


Komaeda thought the sound it made was awfully like the sound of it locking.


‘Bags I get the screen,’ Iruma said, heading for the desk. She jumped when the projector message from Usami started playing. ‘I see, I see,’ she said as it concluded. Fujisaki meanwhile had sat cross-legged on the floor and was already busy with something.


‘Do you think there’s other places like this, Amami-kun?’ Komaeda asked. They sat back against the wall for lack of anything to contribute.


‘Yeah,’ Amami said. ‘If you go to the coin laundry between midnight and 1 am …’


‘Then what?’


‘I know this one!’ Iruma said. ‘You gotta get naked, right?’


‘That’s what it says. I don’t think that one traps you, though.’


‘You didn’t experience it yourself, Amami-kun?’


‘No … I usually just wash things in the bathroom sink, to be honest.’


‘Whoa!’ Iruma spun around on her chair. ‘Amami, that’s so groody!’ She sounded impressed rather than disgusted.


‘Well, you don’t always get to use a laundry while you’re travelling … plus you need the right coins.’


‘Is Kirigiri-san alright with that?’ Komaeda asked.


Amami laughed awkwardly. ‘It probably is groody, isn’t it? I should just ask Usami for the change …’


‘Alright,’ Fujisaki said, ‘I’m online.’


‘Already?’ Amami said.


‘Already?’ Iruma said. ‘Shit, I guess you won this round, Fujisaki. You can claim your prize later.’


Fujisaki ignored that comment. ‘What did you want me to do,’ he said, ‘contact the police?’


‘Hang on, Kirigiri-san gave me an address to use.’ Amami crawled over to sit beside him, and read out the email address from his phone. ‘What do we even say?’ he said after that.


‘They’ll probably think this is a prank.’


‘But this is someone Kirigiri-san knows, right? So they must know she’s missing. I mean, we’re all missing right now …’


‘You’re only missing if there’s someone to miss you,’ Komaeda said.


‘Okay, I’m online too!’ Iruma said, belatedly. ‘I’m gonna see if we’re famous.’


Komaeda got up to lean over her shoulder.


‘Here’s something!’ Iruma was browsing news sites. ‘The disappearing prodigies … oh, and there’s Asahina. Keeping quiet about her newfound love for pussy, I see!’


‘Just read what it says,’ Amami said from the floor.


‘Oh, you know … two of Japan’s brightest sporting stars have been found … blah blah blah … police are investigating with urgency to return the other young people home … shit, why’s it taking them so long? They know where we are right? Come on and break the doors down already.’


They were silent a moment. ‘Maybe we’re not where we think we are,’ Amami said.


‘Uh, how?’ Iruma said. ‘I know the hotel I checked into.’


‘Amami-kun, are you thinking something like, they put us to sleep after the first night and moved us to a perfect replica of the original hotel?’ Komaeda asked.


‘But it’s right on my phone,’ Iruma said. ‘Even if the internet’s down, GPS still works. And GPS says we’re still in the same place.’ She brandished her phone in front of Komaeda’s nose.


‘If they could move us to a completely different hotel,’ Fujisaki said, ‘then they could have interfered with our phones. They might be showing the wrong location.’


‘That’s crazy talk,’ Iruma said. ‘Moving us to a different hotel – that’s a whole nother level of effort –’


‘Not really,’ Komaeda said. ‘If this were a normal hotel, someone could have just broken a window already.’ That was the first point of weakness the more desperate members of the group had tried. ‘Does the article says who’s missing?’ He changed the subject. ‘I’m pretty sure no-one will have noticed my absence, but I’m curious about the others.’


‘Let’s see …’ Iruma scrolled down. ‘It’s not a complete list.’ She read out the names – Akamatsu was mentioned, as was Kuwata.


‘Piece a shit journalism this is,’ Iruma muttered – she hadn’t been name-checked herself. She searched for her own name after that, and was apparently relieved to find both a news mention and a thread from some despondent Blue Check followers.


‘Should I post an update?’ Iruma asked. ‘“Help, I’m being held prisoner by a fucking pink rabbit.” I mean, what did Asahina even tell the cops?’


‘They don’t know,’ Amami said suddenly, and he sat up straighter. ‘They don’t know about Hanamura-kun.’


‘I’m putting that in this email,’ Fujisaki said. ‘Iruma-san, I think it’s best if you don’t post anything.’


Iruma had moved on anyway. ‘This one’s meant to be a complete list,’ she said, scanning a Seddit post. ‘Aw, Komaeda, looks like no-one misses you!’


‘That’s not a surprise,’ Komaeda said. ‘Is there anyone else who isn’t mentioned?’


‘Fujisaki’s there … no Amami, though.’


‘I was meant to be travelling anyway.’


‘Togami is “unconfirmed” – I guess they wouldn’t want to let anyone to know that he was out of action, huh?’


Hinata wasn’t on the list, which made sense – even if his family had expected him to remain in contact, he wouldn’t be connected to the ‘disappearance of Japan’s young prodigies’. Kirigiri and Saihara were also both absent.


‘It’s not a very complete list, is it?’ Komaeda said.


‘Well, Seddit is fulla lazy asses,’ Iruma said. ‘But I guess some of us prodigies are just more prodigistic than others!’


‘Save it out anyway,’ Amami said. ‘I’m sure Kirigiri-san will want to see it.’


‘I should send a list as well,’ Fujisaki said. ‘How many of us are there?’


’44,’ Komaeda said. ‘It was 48 to start with.’


‘Right … let’s see if I can remember everyone …’


While they were compiling Fujisaki’s list, the screen that Usami’s message had appeared on flickered back into life.


‘It seems like you need a hint,’ the Usami on screen said. ‘Either that or you’re just really enjoying yourselves! Remember, the key part of Seven Minutes in Heaven is the K-I-S-S-I-N-G.’


‘That’s not a hint,’ Iruma said. ‘That’s just giving us the answer.’


‘Sounds like a hurry on,’ Amami said. ‘It might ping Usami if we’re in here too long.’


‘Hang on,’ Fujisaki said, ‘I’m on 38.’


Amami helped him complete the list, and Fujisaki sent off the email.


‘We can come back once we clear, right?’ Fujisaki said. ‘I have some ideas about the GPS thing.’


‘Yeah, we can come back,’ Amami said. He got to his feet. ‘I guess it’s too much to hope for that the door will just unlock.’ He tried it anyway, but no luck.


‘You and I have already cleared,’ Komaeda said. ‘Maybe it’s just those two who need to?’


Fujisaki, who was still crouched with his computer, froze.


Iruma swung round in her chair. ‘Well, well, well, Fujisaki. How about it?’


‘Right,’ Fujisaki said. ‘I guess there’s no way around it, huh?’


‘Hey!’ Iruma said. ‘You should be excited. It’s a real fucking privilege to kiss someone like me, you know.’


‘Sure,’ Fujisaki said, climbing to his feet. To himself, more than anyone else, he said, ‘It’s only a kiss.’


‘Hey!’ Iruma said again. ‘It’s gonna be the best fucking kiss of your life!’ And she strode up, grabbed Fujisaki by the collar, and pulled him in to what turned out to be significantly more than a peck on the lips.


Komaeda had to look away. He found Amami’s eyes, and saw in them a kindred horror at being forced to witness this.


When Iruma let Fujisaki go, the two of them were panting.


‘Right,’ Iruma said. ‘Let’s get out of here.’ She grabbed her computer, and Amami tried the door handle again.


‘Looks like that wasn’t enough,’ he said – not very apologetically.


‘Whaddaya mean that wasn’t enough? Who’s judging this shit?’


‘No, I mean I guess the system knows how many people are in the room.’ He looked back at Komaeda again. ‘Sorry, Komaeda-kun.’


‘It’s really alright,’ Komaeda said – but when Amami stepped toward him, he stepped back automatically.


Amami stopped. ‘Are you cool with this or not?’


‘I’m cool,’ Komaeda protested. But he did think this probably wasn’t what Hinata had had in mind with Komaeda had said he’d talk to Amami.


‘Really?’


‘It’s your revenge, isn’t it?’ Komaeda said. ‘Because I didn’t tell you and Kirigiri what to expect. So I can endure it.’


‘Hurry up and pucker up already!’ Iruma said. ‘I’m not here for this consent-negotiation bullshit.’


Amami gave her a dirty look.


‘It’s alright,’ Komaeda said again. And then made himself hold very still as Amami leaned in to kiss him. Very gently and briefly.


Amami pulled back and looked at Komaeda like he was worried how he would react.


‘Come on,’ Iruma said, ‘that wasn’t juicy at all.’


‘It’s not a freaking show,’ Amami said.


‘I think the door unlocked though,’ Fujisaki said. He tried the door, and this time the handle moved freely.


Komaeda felt almost disappointed, for some reason. It wasn’t that he’d wanted Amami to kiss him with fervour … it was just the part of this that felt a kiss should be something more than just a brief brush of lips. Between you and someone who was only with you under duress.


He missed Hinata already.




Hinata was still in the dining hall, talking quietly to some of the other guys. Komaeda had the sudden urge to slot himself in next to Hinata, to lean his whole body against him, and to have Hinata put an arm around him. Except that was never going to happen. Hinata looked up and saw him, though. He said something to Souda, and stood up from the table. Komaeda hovered by the doorway, and waited for Hinata to come to him.


‘Did you talk to Amami?’


Komaeda nodded. He folded his arms across his front, defensively. ‘We took Fujisaki-kun and Iruma-san to that room.’


‘Oh?’


‘They know we’re missing,’ Komaeda said. ‘Out there. Well, those of us who matter, anyway.’ Was that the most important thing he had to say? ‘Asahina-san and Oogami-san got home safely, it seems.’


‘That’s great,’ Hinata said. He was looking at Komaeda quite intently, so that Komaeda wanted to pull him away.


‘And Fujisaki-kun sent an email to one of Kirigiri-san’s contacts in the police. But, Hinata-kun, I don’t think we’re where we thought we were. Because otherwise they should have come for us already, shouldn’t they? If Asahina-san and Oogami-san made it home …’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Do you think maybe they moved us?’ Komaeda had felt fine before, but now he was unsteady. He really wanted Hinata to lean on, but they were right there in front of the others, and Hinata didn’t like him that much.


‘What do you mean, moved us? We’ve been at this hotel the whole time.’


‘But what if it’s a different hotel?’


‘That’s … that’s nuts,’ Hinata said. The expression in his eyes changed; he looked lost, suddenly.


‘Is it? Hinata-kun … don’t you think it’s best just to go along with things?’


That slapped Hinata’s lost expression away. ‘No way.’


‘But if we can’t be rescued …’


‘They have to be able to work out where Asahina and Oogami came from. And you said Fujisaki sent a message –’


‘What does that tell them, Hinata-kun?’ Komaeda dug his fingers into his arms. ‘Only that we’re being killed off.’


Hinata glanced behind himself, to where the others were still talking. ‘Let’s go for a walk.’ He put a hand on Komaeda’s arm and steered him from the dining room.


‘Who was Kuwata-kun roomed with? You should match up with her, Hinata-kun.’


‘Yonaga,’ Hinata said, ‘and I’m not doing that.’


‘She’s not your type?’


Hinata gave him an annoyed look, and didn’t answer. ‘What about you?’ he said. ‘You didn’t kiss Amami?’


‘Oh,’ Komaeda said. ‘It was barely … barely a kiss.’


Hinata lifted an eyebrow at him. ‘Disappointed?’


‘No!’


Hinata’s eyebrows only went up higher.


‘Where are we going anyway, Hinata-kun?’


‘I don’t know,’ Hinata said. They’d got to the elevator lobby. ‘Up to the roof?’


‘Right. Maybe we can see something that will be useful.’ He had to tell himself there was something useful they could do.


They got into the lift. Komaeda waited until the doors were shut before he said, ‘It really was barely a kiss. I just didn’t want to have to do it with Iruma-san –’


‘You can kiss whoever you want,’ Hinata said. ‘I guess you wrote his name down too.’


‘Yes, but … that’s not fair, Hinata-kun. You can’t judge me for that.’


‘Sorry.’


‘You’re not sorry.’ Komaeda grabbed Hinata’s wrist, but then the elevator doors were opening and he let go again. Hinata rubbed his wrist; it wasn’t that Komaeda had grabbed him harshly, though. Komaeda didn’t know why the motion bothered him.


There were already people on the roof – Owari doing laps, and Nidai timing her. Even Nidai seemed lower energy than usual. He lifted an arm to acknowledge them, but didn’t try to talk.


Komaeda and Hinata got drinks out the vending machine, and to the far end of the pool. Komaeda walked to the edge of the roof first, to look out at the landscape. There weren’t any other buildings close by, so it hadn’t been obvious, but now Komaeda could see that the road wasn’t the one they have come in on.


Unless he was just telling himself that. The vegetation was different, maybe. But who paid attention to vegetation?


He let it go, and sat down next to Hinata on one of the deck chairs. He wasn’t sure if Hinata was mad for real or not.


‘Hey, you know I’m not interested in Amami-kun, right?’


‘No,’ Hinata said, ‘I don’t know that.’


‘I’m not. I’m really really not.’


‘Does he know that?’


‘Why wouldn’t he know that?’


‘I don’t know,’ Hinata said. ‘You asked him on a date. You talk to him a bunch.’


‘I do not!’


‘You do.’


‘Hinata-kun, he … he knows who I like anyway.’ Komaeda let his voice trailed off. He’d wanted to say he knows I like you but wussed out. Even though Hinata should already have known.


Komaeda could have lied to himself and blamed it on fear for Akamatsu, but that wasn’t it at all. He was only afraid for himself. Afraid of being rejected. Afraid of loss. Did it matter which? They were tied together anyway.


‘I can’t believe someone else is dead and this is what we’re talking about.’ Hinata dropped his head suddenly in his hands.


‘It’s fine,’ Komaeda said. ‘Kirigiri-san is investigating that. She’ll uncover the truth.’


‘You think it’s okay just to leave it to her?’


‘What, do you want to be a detective too now, Hinata-kun? We’ve already got two of those.’


‘That’s not what I meant.’


‘Did you want to play the prosecutor, maybe? You never told me what sort of law you wanted to go into.’


‘I’ll have to pass the bar before anything,’ Hinata said. ‘Even if I do that, it’s not that likely.’


‘You do want to be a prosecutor.’ It was a relief to be talking about something normal. ‘Isn’t that very hard? And you’re taking time off school.’


‘I might still throw it all in,’ Hinata muttered. ‘It only matters if we get out of here anyway.’


‘True.’


Hinata lifted his head again. ‘You’re less freaked out now.’


Komaeda would have liked to have protest the idea that he had been freaked out. Hinata was right, though.


‘I guess you distracted me. Congratulations. If you drop out of law school, you can go into counselling instead.’


Hinata snorted.


‘I can picture it, actually. You have a very reassuring aura, you know.’


‘I think it might take more than that.’


‘Maybe I should tell you something really shocking, and see how you react.’


‘Haven’t we had enough happen that’s shocking? Can you really beat this last week?’


He probably could have. But Hinata might not have found that game much fun.


‘Do you really think Tsumiki killed Kuwata?’ Hinata said, when Komaeda didn’t answer.


‘I think someone did. Why do you think it couldn’t have been her?’


‘It’s just … she’s a nurse. She doesn’t seem like she’d have it in her to kill someone.’


‘You haven’t had to deal with many medical professionals, have you, Hinata-kun? You know what happens in chemo? It’s just poison. You’re poisoning someone and hoping they’re stronger than the cancer is. You can’t do that if you’re not willing to hurt them. Same with surgery, you know. Overdosing someone on morphine is much easier than cutting into them, don’t you think?’


‘But that’s different. That’s for a reason.’


‘I’m sure if Tsumiki-san killed Kuwata-kun, she had a reason. Maybe she thought it was for his own good. Or maybe she didn’t think he’d actually die, and she wanted him drugged for something else.’


‘… you have a very suspicious mind.’


‘No. I just don’t think that because someone’s a nurse they must be a good person.’


‘You’ve dealt with a lot of nurses, have you?’


‘Didn’t I say?’ Now he thought of it, Hinata hadn’t been there when he’d said it to Shirogane. ‘I was sick when I was younger. I spent a lot of time in hospital. Met a lot of nurses.’


‘You had cancer?’


‘How did you know?’


‘Just what you said about chemo.’


‘They didn’t think I’d survive. I wasn’t meant to know that, of course, but you can tell when they look at you. One nurse used to tell me I shouldn’t fight so hard and wouldn’t I rather just see my parents again? Because they all knew I was an orphan.’


‘She said that?’


‘Yes. I imagine she might have thought it was a good idea just to give me a bit too much morphine and let me drift off … well, not that that would have happened. I’m allergic to morphine.’


‘I see …’


‘Anyway, you don’t need to listen to me ramble about myself, Hinata-kun.’


‘I don’t mind. You should be able to tell someone this stuff, right?’


Hinata said it fervently enough that Komaeda felt his eyes prick. It wasn’t fair, that Hinata should say things like that, when they were meant to be keeping indifferent to one another.


Not that Komaeda was very good at that either.


‘See?’ Komaeda said. ‘That’s why you’d make a good counsellor.’


‘That’s not really what I was aiming for …’


‘Oh? I guess it would be inappropriate, if you’re a counsellor who’s having sex with your clients.’


‘Yeah, it’s a good thing I’m not your counsellor,’ Hinata said drily.


Komaeda laughed.


He wanted to tell Hinata how much he liked him. He wanted to kiss Hinata right there, Nidai’s presence be damned. He wanted them both to walk out of here, as if they had earned the right for that. As if they could arrive back in Japan and anyone would know they’d been missing.


Well, Hinata’s family might. The newspapers wouldn’t. Their survival would be completely and utterly irrelevant to the rest of the world.


‘Should we go back downstairs?’ Hinata said.


‘Downstairs?’


‘I mean, to my room.’ Hinata bit his lip and only very slightly blushed.


‘Let’s,’ Komaeda said, and stood up so quickly that he almost fell straight back down.


But Hinata steadied him.


Chapter 10

After the day they’d had, Komaeda really didn’t want to have dinner with Ikusaba. Hinata, however, kicked him out of bed.


‘I need to have a shower,’ he said, which was true – Komaeda also needed to have a shower. But Hinata did not need to physically manhandle Komaeda out the room. Not that Komaeda would have minded the manhandling in other contexts.


Akamatsu was only half-dressed when Komaeda returned to their room; she gave a little yelp, and Komaeda quickly turned the other way.


‘Sorry, Akamatsu-san. I should have knocked.’


‘No, no, it’s my fault,’ Akamatsu said. ‘I wasn’t expecting you back.’ He could hear her zipping herself up. ‘Alright. It’s safe now.’


It was a floral-print dress Komaeda had seen her wearing before. They only had so many changes of clothes, he supposed.


‘Did you hear what happens if you try and do laundry after midnight?’ Komaeda asked.


‘Ibuki-chan told me that one,’ Akamatsu said.


‘Oh, you already heard. Is it alright if I take a shower?’


‘Sure, I’m done.’


Komaeda made sure to take his change of clothes into the bathroom with him.


When he came out, Akamatsu hadn’t gone down yet. She was fretting at her hair in the mirror.


‘You look fine,’ Komaeda said.


‘I need to do my hair again soon,’ Akamatsu said. ‘I don’t suppose Usami has any bleach …’


‘Do you bleach your own hair?’ Komaeda asked.


‘Not since I was a teenager. Tsumugi would probably help me.’


‘You’re all on first-name terms now, are you?’ Komaeda said.


‘Well, sure.’ She didn’t offer for Komaeda to use her first name. ‘It’s kind of a lot to go through together. And Tsumugi’s been …’ Akamatsu fiddled with her necklace. ‘She’s really great.’


‘I’m happy to hear it.’


Shirogane was meant to have dinner with Saihara that evening. Komaeda wondered how Akamatsu felt about that. Which would win out – the hope of a budding love, or that of a newfound friendship?


Akamatsu turned away from the mirror, and she forced a smile. ‘Let’s go down, shall we? I don’t think my heart could take being late.’


They all gathered in the foyer, before they were to pair off.


‘I’m so glad to see you all,’ Usami said. ‘Especially after the awful tragic mishap that happened this morning. But, in the name of love, we must go on! It’s what Kuwata-kun would have wanted.’


Komaeda thought that Kuwata might rather have had proper medical attention, but what did he know? He hardly knew the guy.


‘And so,’ Usami went on, ‘I’m happy to announce that the flower of love has bloomed once again! Naegi-kun, Maizono-san, Usami is so happy for you!’


The foyer went silent. Maizono stood with her hands folded and her fingers tight, eyes downcast. Naegi was pale; his eyes were very wide and despairing. It moved Komaeda that he could look so horrified even with the supposed love that he’d found.


‘No,’ Naegi said, ‘that’s not what happened.’


‘Silly Naegi-kun,’ Usami said, prancing before them. ‘Do you love Maizono-san or not? Remember, Usami will know if you’re lying!’


Naegi looked away, pained. He didn’t deny it.


‘Amazing, isn’t it?’ Komaeda murmured, so that only Akamatsu would hear him. ‘That he could fall in love even with such despair awaiting him …’


Akamatsu made a shushing gesture.


‘What about Mioda-san?’ Naegi said, the words spilling out all at once. ‘Gonta-kun?’


‘No now, Naegi-kun. That’s not for you to know. You and Maizono-san are meant to walk out the door and off to your happy ending –’


‘That’s not what I wanted,’ Naegi said. It was interesting, how Naegi protested and Maizono kept quiet.


‘You didn’t want a happy ending?’ Usami tilted her head.


‘It’s not happy unless we all walk out together.’


‘Naegi-kun,’ Usami chided, ‘even a heart as big as yours can’t possibly love everyone here. And it wouldn’t make Maizono-san feel very special if you did, would it? No … the best love is between two hearts alone! Anything else just isn’t as lovey-dovey.’


‘I think you’re wrong,’ Mioda said unexpectedly. ‘There’s more kinds of love than that. Romantic love isn’t the only thing that can get your heart racing – I know that for sure.’


‘Mioda-san, that’s a beautiful thought. Usami wants you to cherish all the bonds you make.’ She nodded to herself. ‘That’s right. All kinds of love are beautiful – but true fairy-tale love is the most beautiful love of all!


‘Now, I’m gonna need you all to step back now. Except Naegi-kun and Maizono-san – you can approach the door.’


‘Hey,’ Kuzuryu said, ‘you don’t seriously expect us just to stand aside and watch, do you?’


‘Hmm … Usami could put you to sleep if you prefer? But I think we’ve already learned about the dangers of head injuries …’


‘Naegi-kun, it’s alright,’ Kirigiri said. ‘You and Maizono-san should get out of here.’


‘No,’ Naegi said, but it was more a ‘no’ of desperation than a ‘no’ of resolution. Maizono approached him, and she took his hand. Naegi turned to face her. ‘It’s not right.’


‘It will be fine,’ Kirigiri – not Maizono – said. ‘Go.’


Something about Kirigiri’s voice must have convinced him. Because Naegi gave a little nod, and he turned toward the door.


The others let Usami chivvy them away from the door.


‘This is Naegi-kun and Maizono-san’s special moment, remember! Oh –’ Usami held a handkerchief to her eye – ‘I’m so proud. Everyone else, make sure to stand well back.’


There were grumbles, but with Hanamura’s death in their mind, no-one wanted to anger Usami.


Naegi and Maizono looked at each other.


Komaeda wondered how it was possible for any love to survive in such a situation – one where you had to betray people even to claim it. What sort of a hope existed in the hearts of those two? It made Komaeda’s own heart ache to think of it.


Maizono held her hand out, and Naegi took it.


The door opened before them. The light on the other side was somehow brighter and more magical than the light inside; Komaeda longed to step into that light. But that was for Naegi and Maizono alone.


They stepped through the doorway. From the other side, Naegi turned to look at them all –


A few things happened very quickly, then.


The first was Kirigiri saying, ‘Iruma-san, now!’


The second was that Usami’s body went very rigid.


‘Take that, you over-stuffed piece of crap!’ Iruma declared, and pumped her first in the air.


‘It won’t last long,’ Kirigiri said. ‘Fujisaki-kun –’


But what she had to say to Fujisaki was drowned out in the sudden clamour.


‘Fuck it, I’m outta here!’ That was Souda.


‘Ibuki-chan, come on!’ That was Chabashira, grabbing Mioda’s hand.


But the first one to make it to the door, while Naegi and Maizono watched on, was Owari. Before Usami had even hit the floor, she was off – hurtling in one great leap toward the door.


But as she reached it, there was a sudden flash of light – and Owari fell.


In pieces.


Naegi and Maizono stared with horror-struck faces; then Maizono turned to bury her head against Naegi’s shoulder. Naegi looked like a man at the edge of a precipice.


‘What the fuck! Seriously, what the fuck!’


Komaeda couldn’t tell whose voice it was started the clamour. Souda had stopped running just short of the door, limbs frozen in a caricature of fright; Nidai roared. He pushed past the others to fall to his knees by Owari’s corpse – with what the lasers had done to her, he couldn’t even lift her into his arms.


‘USAMI.’ He turned and rose to his feet in one smooth movement. ‘I’ll destroy you for this!’


‘Please,’ Fujisaki said from the floor, ‘I just need a minute.’ He was doing something to Usami, but his fingers were trembling.


‘USAMI!’ Nidai roared again, looking wildly about the room for whichever copy of Usami might show up next. ‘Stop your hiding and face me!’


‘I just need a minute,’ Fujisaki said again. He was pale and sweating.


They were probably all like that. Even Kirigiri, who was always composed, looked distraught. And why not? She was the one who had kicked this off.


Or maybe not. Maybe someone would always have tried for the door.


‘Okay,’ Fujisaki said. ‘Iruma-san, you can switch it off.’


‘R-Right.’ Iruma fumbled with the device she held.


‘Kirigiri-san,’ Naegi said, from beyond the doorway, ‘what do we do?’


Kirigiri’s resolve seemed to harden. ‘Go. Tell the police what you can. We’ll try from our side too.’


Before she’d finished speaking, the doors had closed again. Usami was sitting back up.


‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘Oh deary deary dear. What is it you’ve done?’


Owari was dead. Gokuhara and Mioda still awaited the verdict on their lives.


‘Usami, this is YOUR FAULT!’ Nidai declared. ‘How will you atone for what you have done?’


‘Usami didn’t do anything. It was the rules. I told you all – you can’t leave here unless you are in a state of true lovey-doveyness. Poor Owari-san … if only she’d waiting a little longer! I know love would have arrived for her too.’


Nidai took a thunderous step forward – but Owada clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Bro,’ he said, ‘you can’t argue with that thing. We’ll all be toast.’


‘Owari’s death cannot go unavenged!’


‘We cannot avenge her,’ Sonia said, ‘while that thing is in control.’


‘“That thing”,’ Usami said. ‘I’m right here, you know!’


Komaeda wondered what it was Fujisaki was meant to have done to her. He couldn’t very well ask while Usami was standing there.


‘But Usami understands your feelings. Losing Kuwata-kun and Owari-san in one day … how could fate be so cruel? And we still have to address Gokuhara-kun and Mioda-san …’


‘Gonta doesn’t want to be cut up into pieces, please!’ the big man cried.


‘Usami-san,’ Shirogane said, ‘after everything that’s happened, don’t you think you should give them an extension?’


Usami tilted her head. ‘An extension?’


‘To get their immunity. I mean, if they haven’t already. It’s not like I even know what that is …’


‘Shirogane’s right,’ Enoshima said. ‘If things go on like this, there won’t be any of us left to fall in love. You know?’


‘Hmm. You two raise a good point … and it has been quite a day.’ She nodded to herself. ‘Yes, yes, you’re right! Gokuhara-kun, Mioda-san, you can have an extra night. Usami will determine your status in the morning.’


‘Woo-hoo!’ Mioda said. ‘But how do we get this immunity thing?’


‘Gonta doesn’t know what it is either …’


‘Just focus on the person you like,’ Usami said, ‘and then it should come naturally.’


‘That’s clear,’ Mioda said, ‘as mud! Why dontcha give us a proper explanation?’


‘That’s not allowed,’ Usami said. ‘It’s confidential, don’t you know? You wouldn’t want everyone else knowing your business.’


It was sex, Komaeda thought. Usami was so coy because it was sex. Either that or Komaeda had a dirty mind – but given the aphrodisiac and the secret kissing room and everything about this whole ridiculous set up, Komaeda was pretty sure it was sex.


Would Mioda realise that? The thing that differentiated her from Hinata. The thing that was achievable overnight. Focus on the person you like.


Who did Mioda like?


‘Anyway, that’s enough drama for now! You guys need to get on with your dates.’ Somehow, it wasn’t a surprise that they were still expected to proceed. ‘And Usami needs to clean up here …’


‘What are you going to do with the body?’ Ishimaru asked.


‘Hmm … send it to the crematorium, I guess?’


‘Is that what you did with Hanamura and Kuwata?’


Usami nodded. There was something unconvincing about it.


‘Say,’ Komaeda said, ‘this isn’t one of those scenarios where we’re secretly being fed the bodies of our dead friends, is it?’


Usami jerked back, full-body shudder. ‘Definitely not!’


‘How could you even suggest such a thing, you fiend?’ Tanaka said.


‘That is a pretty fucked-up thing to say,’ Hoshi said.


Komaeda didn’t think it was any more fucked up than anything that had happened so far. But maybe cannibalism was a hard line for some people.


‘It just occurred to me to wonder,’ Komaeda said. ‘Usami looked pretty shifty just now.’


‘Th-there’s no cannibalism in this hotel,’ Usami said. ‘All our food is sourced ethically.’


‘Forget about that,’ Iruma said. ‘Who expects us to keep going on dates at a time like this?’


‘It doesn’t seem very respectful to the dead,’ Sonia added.


Usami screwed up her face. ‘You guys! It’s exactly at a time like this that you need the power of love to help you through. Don’t give up so easily.’


‘You’re telling us not to give up,’ Akamatsu said, ‘but we never asked to do this.’


‘Geez … you guys really have to make things difficult tonight. Think of it like this: you don’t want what happened to Owari-san to happen to you now, do you?’


‘You’re threatening us?’ Sonia said.


‘Understand, Usami doesn’t want anything like that to happen. Cleaning up is a lot of work. But if you don’t cooperate, then this whole project will get axed, and then we’re all on the clean-up list.’


‘You don’t mean that,’ Akamatsu said. ‘There’s no way …’


But after that statement, no-one wanted to resist too hard.


‘Moving on,’ Usami said, ‘it looks like we’ll have to do some juggling. Souda-kun and Akamatsu-san, as your dates for this evening have graduated, how about we pair you two up?’


‘That’s fine with me!’ Souda said – too quickly, Komaeda thought. Akamatsu nodded absently.


‘Momota-kun, that leaves you as the odd one out!’


‘I’m prepared to sit out,’ Momota said.


‘Oh, no –’


‘Owari was a really great person, you know? I didn’t know her well, but I could tell from the way she spoke about her family. And I was looking forward to getting to know her better. But that can’t happen now. Because of your rules.’


‘Um, that’s beside the point …’


‘Why should I get to go on a date when Owari doesn’t get to? It’s only fair for me to sit this one out!’


‘Usami doesn’t want to exclude anybody –’


‘Momota-kun, why don’t you join in with us?’ Saihara said suddenly. He was a bit bashful, speaking in front of the group. ‘It’s better to have three together than one on their own, right, Usami?’


‘That’s right,’ Usami said. ‘Saihara-kun, what a good idea! You, Shirogane-san, and Momota-kun on a group date … how nice!’


Shirogane didn’t look so pleased about it, although she kept her mouth shut.


‘Aren’t group dates usually four people?’ Akamatsu said – but her voice was low enough for Usami not to hear.


‘Did you want to join in?’ Komaeda asked.


‘I don’t know,’ Akamatsu said. ‘Out of Souda-kun and Momota-kun …’ She left her conclusion unspoken.


‘Alright! I’ll give you a few minutes to collect yourselves,’ Usami said, ‘and then I’ll see you all in the dining room. Everyone, please do your best!’


Akamatsu took a long look at what was left of Owari, and then she grabbed Komaeda’s arm. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘I can’t stand to be here any more.’


‘Akamatsu-san –’ he let himself be dragged – ‘where are we going?’


‘Nowhere,’ Akamatsu said. Once they were in the elevator lobby, out of sight of the doors, she let go of him. ‘This is so messed up. Why is everything so messed up?’


‘People form stronger connections the more stress they’re under,’ Komaeda said. Akamatsu glared at him. ‘At least Naegi-kun and Maizono-san got away?’


‘I’d rather they were still here and everyone was alive.’


‘But there’s no way that would work,’ Komaeda said. Akamatsu kept glaring, and he thought he better change tack. ‘I’m sure they’ll bring help. And, you know, we got a message out –’


‘What?’ Akamatsu said. ‘When?’


‘After lunch.’ Komaeda began to explain, but shut up when Shirogane came into the lobby.


‘Here you are,’ she said – to Akamatsu.


‘Oh, Tsumugi, it’s so awful!’ Akamatsu said, and threw herself at Shirogane, who patted her reassuringly.


‘What were you saying, Komaeda-kun?’ Shirogane asked.


‘Only that I thought, since four of us have been released now, we should expect help to be delivered soon.’


‘That’s right,’ Shirogane said. ‘We can’t give up now, Kaede. I know it all seems horrible.’


‘It is horrible.’


‘But we’ll get through it, okay?’


Akamatsu nodded, still sniffling into Shirogane’s shoulder. Komaeda wondered if he should just slip away – Shirogane would do a better job of comforting Akamatsu than he would. Maybe he could find out what Fujisaki had been doing …


‘I’m alright,’ Akamatsu said, and pulled back from Shirogane. ‘We just have to keep going, don’t we?’




They had to keep going. But these fake dates were annoying. Komaeda was seated across from Ikusaba, and the thought of having to pretend to be interested in her was exhausting. There were people he actually wanted to spend time with, and Usami’s amateur matchmaking was preventing that.


‘Sorry,’ Ikusaba said. ‘We got matched even though we didn’t want to.’


‘That’s life, isn’t it?’ Perhaps it should have offended him, that Ikusaba admitted it so bluntly, but instead it made him feel more generous toward her. ‘Is there someone you wanted to match with, Ikusaba-san?’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Ikusaba said. ‘I’ll do what I’m told.’


‘Are you scared of dying?’


‘I don’t mind dying if there’s a reason for it. But dying like Owari did … that’s a waste.’


‘I don’t know,’ Komaeda said. ‘Owari-san died because she had hope – isn’t that the best kind of death? She saw a chance for escape and she took it. If you hang back, you won’t die, but you won’t get free either. So I can’t think that her death was a waste.’


‘You’re a funny guy,’ Ikusaba said.


‘… thank you?’


Ikusaba sighed. ‘To be honest, I didn’t want to even come here in the first place. But I was ordered to take a holiday … what a rookie mistake.’


‘You’d rather work every day until you die, huh? I guess if it’s something you’re passionate about, that’s okay.’


Ikusaba looked at him for a disconcertingly long moment. ‘Do I seem like I’m passionate about it?’


‘Well, that’s just my assumption. It’s not like I know what it’s like either way.’ He took a long swallow of his drink; he was talking too much. Something about Ikusaba made him want to fill the silence. But if he kept doing that, Ikusaba would learn everything about him and he’d know nothing of her. He didn’t like that sort of imbalance.


‘Do you like people-watching, Ikusaba-san?’ he tried.


‘People-watching? Like a stake-out?’


‘No. Like you sit in the window of a café and watch people go by.’


‘Why would I do that?’


‘Well, you look at them and imagine what they’re doing … if they’re meeting someone, what they’ve bought that day … things like that.’


‘I get it.’


‘Who in this room do you think is the most scared right now?’


‘The most scared …’ Ikusaba considered it. Not just as a mental exercise, but looking around.


‘Gokuhara is scared,’ she said, watching his table. ‘But I think his date is more scared than he is.’


‘Koizumi-san is? Is she worried about him?’ Komaeda turned in his chair to see. Koizumi looked the same as usual to him, although he could see the fear on Gokuhara like a weight. But maybe it stood out on a big guy like Gokuhara in a way it didn’t on someone like Koizumi. Not that she was fearful. But he thought Koizumi liked her fears to be things she could confront.


‘What about Mioda-san, then?’


‘She’s not scared.’ The dismissive way Ikusaba said it didn’t make it a good thing.


‘She has got a certain joie de vivre.’


Mioda was currently stealing food off Hinata’s plate; Hinata was letting her. He looked tense – even if Mioda went on as normal, Hinata would find it hard to set aside the thought of her dying.


‘Say, Ikusaba-san, what do you think immunity is?’


‘Knowing Usami,’ Ikusaba said, ‘probably something stupid like “get your first kiss with someone”.’


‘Oh,’ Komaeda said. ‘Of course. A kiss.’ He laughed, and it made Ikusaba look at him strangely. ‘You’re more innocent than you seem, aren’t you?’


‘What’s that meant to mean?’


‘Nothing. It should be easy for them both, then, shouldn’t it? I’m sure Hinata-kun wouldn’t begrudge Mioda-san one kiss.’ Komaeda might, but he was in no position to complain.


‘Well, it’s not like I really know anything,’ Ikusaba said. ‘It just seems like her sort of thing …’


‘You may be right.’ It wasn’t as if Komaeda could say it wasn’t that in Hinata’s case. They’d kissed, after all. It was only that the kissing didn’t stand out in retrospect.




They got through the dinner, somehow. That was not the end of things, however – Usami had declared that the theme for that night was ‘dinner and a movie’, so they were all forced up to the conference room, where a large projector screen had been set up. For some reason, Usami had decided to make them watch a film about a guy who was trapped down a manhole. Was she trying to make their own predicament seem better? You might be trapped with a murderous toy rabbit, but at least you’re not stuck in a manhole. If he got free, Komaeda was going to have to be extra careful about them.


Ikusaba, sitting next to him, seemed bored with the whole thing. She didn’t bat an eyelash at the graphic injuries suffered by the protagonist, nor at the grossness of the hole starting to fill up with foam. The film was particularly distressing from Komaeda’s point of view, because he could imagine it happening to him. He hoped he wouldn’t have nightmares.


Shirogane was sitting on the other side of him, and she laughed when the foam exploded.


‘Sorry,’ she said, when she realised she’d distracted him. ‘It’s just so silly.’


That was the trouble with people. Make someone too unfortunate and they just thought it was silly. They stopped taking the situation seriously.


As the film drew to its end, even Komaeda had to stop taking it seriously – unlucky accidents were one thing; revenge plots predicated on ridiculous twists were another. It was a relief. Komaeda might unwittingly fall down a manhole, but he was pretty sure he couldn’t drive anyone to construct such a malicious plot against him. Even in the current malicious plot he was caught up in, he was only incidental.


‘That was a very silly film,’ Shirogane declared at the end; she sounded pleased.


‘What did you think, Ikusaba-san?’ Komaeda asked.


‘I’m impressed at the effort the heroine put in to achieve her mission. Even if she did almost mess it up at the end.’


‘I see.’


‘I don’t watch films very often. It was more interesting than I thought.’


‘And here I thought you were bored.’


‘Did it look that way?’ Ikusaba seemed momentarily perturbed.


‘I guess I misunderstood.’ He stood up. ‘Well, I’m going to go have nightmares for the whole night. Thanks for the company, Ikusaba-san.’


‘It wasn’t really my choice.’


‘No, of course not. Even so.’


Ikusaba seemed uncomfortable with being thanked; she waved it off.


Komaeda looked around the conference room, now that the lights had come up. Some people had enjoyed the film more than others – Mioda appeared enthusiastic, but Hinata beside her looked glum. (To be fair, that could have been unrelated to the film.)


Would Komaeda get to talk to him again tonight? He wasn’t sure what the status of their relationship was. If it was even safe to use the word ‘relationship’.


He watched Hinata brushing off some comment of Mioda’s, and he knew it wasn’t safe.


Before their eyes could meet across the room, Komaeda made his exit.




‘You’re here,’ Akamatsu said, when she arrived back at their room– not that long after Komaeda himself. He’d started a new book but he set it aside.


‘I’m here. How were things with Souda-kun?’


‘Fine,’ Akamatsu said. ‘I don’t think I’ll replace “Sonia-san” in his heart.’ She collapsed back on the bed beside Komaeda. ‘At least there’s one romance determined never to be culminated.’ She rubbed her face and groaned. ‘I still can’t believe it. How could they let it happen?’


‘They?’


‘Naegi-kun and Maizono-san!’ Akamatsu said. ‘I’m sure she’s not even meant to date, and she must have loads of experience letting guys down nicely …’


‘Do you think Naegi-kun was the one who went after her? I thought it must be the other way around.’


‘Huh?’ Akamatsu turned onto her side, leaning her weight on her elbow. ‘You think Maizono-san went after him?’


‘It would be hard for him to refuse her anything, don’t you think?’


‘It would be hard for any man to refuse her anything.’ Akamatsu looked away, thoughtful. ‘Even so …’ She bit her lip.


‘Are you annoyed that you gave up on Saihara-kun, but she didn’t give up on Naegi-kun?’


Akamatsu made an outraged face. ‘No! I’m annoyed that they could be so thoughtless!’


‘Hmm.’ Komaeda wasn’t sure that was the right word for it. ‘Well, if it’s true love, I’m sure they won’t regret it.’


‘Even if Ibuki-chan and Gonta-kun die?’


‘It would be horrible if they did regret it.’ Komaeda remembered how Naegi had looked when Owari had died, and he thought that must already be the case.


‘I guess it’s better to believe that things will work out. Somehow.’


‘That’s the spirit.’


Akamatsu groaned, and flopped back down on the bed face first.


Komaeda thought about picking up his book again. Instead he asked, ‘Want to go pay Kirigiri-san a visit?’


Chapter 11

Komaeda wasn’t the only one to have had the idea to visit Kirigiri that evening. When he and Akamatsu arrived, Togami, Fujisaki and Iruma were already there.


‘You too, huh?’ Amami said, when he opened the door.


‘It seems like you’re having a room party,’ Komaeda said.


‘That wasn’t the idea.’ Amami stood aside. ‘Come in.’


‘I said we should go somewhere better suited for this discussion,’ Togami said.


‘And increase the likelihood of Usami stumbling in?’ Kirigiri said.


Togami had apparently claimed the room’s single chair; Kirigiri was perched on the window seat, while Iruma was sprawled on the bed and Fujisaki on the floor beside her.


‘Seating is limited,’ Amami said. ‘I wasn’t expecting you to bring Akamatsu-san.’


‘I think he was just trying to distract me,’ Akamatsu said. She perched on the edge of the bed, looking about the room curiously.


Komaeda sat on the floor with Fujisaki. He had hoped Kirigiri might have an evidence board like on a detective show, but that was sadly not the case. At least Amami’s clothes weren’t hanging out to dry like he’d implied before.


‘I guess you want to know what happened earlier,’ Amami said. He stood against the wall, arms folded. ‘Iruma-san came up with a device that disrupts Usami’s functions, but we can’t use it too long or we’ll just get another Usami.’


‘I have to give credit where it’s due,’ Iruma said. ‘It’s only thanks to Akamatsu that I could do it.’


‘Me?’ Akamatsu said.


‘Sure. When you went after Usami at the pool that night, I got a pretty good look at her insides. Pulled out some useful bits and pieces.’ Iruma jabbed her thumb toward Fujisaki. ‘That’s what he’s been working on.’


‘You’re just going to tell these two everything, are you?’ Togami said.


Amami sighed. ‘I told you, Komaeda-kun’s the one who told us about the room with the wifi.’


‘And her?’


‘I’m not on Usami’s side, if that’s what you’re suggesting,’ Akamatsu said.


‘Forgive me for thinking we can’t count on your word in that regard.’


‘Always gotta have a stick up your ass, dontcha, Togami? Akamatsu is alright.’


Akamatsu gave Iruma a grateful smile.


‘I wondered before,’ Komaeda said, ‘but what was it you were doing with Usami, Fujisaki-kun?’


‘I don’t know if it will work,’ Fujisaki said. ‘It’s a sort of virus. If we can corrupt her replacement function … maybe it will help us get out of here.’


‘Ah,’ Komaeda said. ‘What a marvellous idea. I should have known that the people here would be able to come up with something.’


‘We weren’t good enough, though.’ Kirigiri crossed her arms. ‘Owari-san’s death shouldn’t have happened. We should have predicted the door would be trapped.’


Togami snorted. ‘She was rash.’


Kirigiri gave him an admonishing look. It had no effect.


‘Now that I know about it,’ Iruma said, ‘I should be able to work out a way to turn it off. We just need Usami outta commission.’


‘And whoever’s working with her,’ Komaeda said.


‘That’s the trouble.’ Amami ran his hand back through his hair. ‘We still have no idea who that might be.’


‘Does it matter who it is?’ Iruma said. ‘As long as we’re prepared to take them out –’


‘How are you proposing we do that?’ Togami asked.


‘Beat ’em up, duh. What’s the point of having big beefy guys like Nidai around if they can’t even take out one measly mastermind?’


‘You don’t think the mastermind could be one of those “big beefy guys”?’ Akamatsu said.


 ‘As if. The muscles squeeze out their brains.’


‘I don’t think we should underestimate the mastermind,’ Amami said. ‘After what they did to Hanamura-kun … I still can’t work out how that was done.’


They went silent, considering it.


‘So they got weapons,’ Iruma said. ‘All that means is we need weapons too. Lucky you got a genius inventor right here!’


‘I don’t have the first idea of what I would do with a weapon,’ Komaeda said. ‘Do you?’


‘That’s you,’ Akamatsu said. ‘I bet someone like Kuzuryu-kun wouldn’t have a problem.’


‘Find the mastermind and kill them?’ Togami said. ‘How medieval of you.’


‘No-one needs to kill anyone,’ Kirigiri said. ‘Our focus should be on preventing more deaths.’


‘What if that’s what it comes down to, though?’ Amami said. ‘Us versus them.’


‘Then we need to be very sure we know who the ‘them’ is.’


‘Speaking of,’ Komaeda said, ‘how did investigating Kuwata-kun’s death go?’


‘I can’t draw any conclusions yet,’ Kirigiri said.


‘It’s obvious,’ Togami said. ‘Tsumiki killed him, because she’s a madwoman.’


‘It’s possible that Tsumiki-san killed him, yes,’ Kirigiri said, ‘but she’s not the only one with opportunity, and “because she’s a madwoman” is hardly a compelling motive.’


‘Who else had opportunity, though?’ Komaeda said. ‘We were playing games all morning.’


‘That’s what I’d like to ask around about,’ Kirigiri said. ‘Not everyone was in the room the whole time.’


‘Things don’t stop happening.’ Amami tilted his head back against the wall. ‘For all we know, it was Maizono-san and she declared her love for Naegi-kun in order to remove herself from the situation.’


‘You think the idol bitch did him in?’ Iruma said. ‘You never can trust ’em, eh?’


‘That’s not what I meant,’ Amami said. ‘I’m with Togami-kun on this one, to be honest. It must have been Tsumiki-san.’


‘I don’t get it,’ Akamatsu said. ‘Why would she want to kill him? He was her patient!’


Amami looked over at Togami, who was the only one of them who had any experience of Tsumiki’s nursing. Togami kept mum.


‘Perhaps she didn’t want him to run away,’ Komaeda said. ‘Not like Togami-kun did.’


‘But that –’ Akamatsu stopped herself short, and she looked at Togami with fresh eyes. ‘Why did you run away?’


 ‘Because,’ Togami said, ‘she’s a madwoman.’ And Akamatsu was an idiot, he implied.


‘I don’t think we need to get into it,’ Amami said. Defensive of Togami, maybe, although Togami hardly seemed to need it.


The trouble was, they could talk about this for hours and never get anywhere. Because they didn’t have the information they needed to draw a conclusion. But the simple act of having gathered together must have given the others a sense of hope. Hope that they could escape. Hope that they could expose whoever was behind this. Hope that justice would be done, for whomever it was needed.


Bathed in the warmth of that hope, Komaeda could have almost felt it himself.




Before Komaeda and Akamatsu could retire for the evening, Amami asked to talk to him a minute. Privately – which in this case meant in the hallway.


‘I just wanted to say,’ Amami said, after they’d waved Akamatsu off, ‘I hope I didn’t make you uncomfortable this afternoon.’


‘Uncomfortable?’


‘You know.’ Amami leaned back against the wall, arms folded and hunched in a way that made it seem like he was huddling. ‘With the kiss.’


‘That’s hardly your fault,’ Komaeda said. ‘I knew going in what the rules of that room were.’


Amami sighed. ‘Yeah, but I was being unfair.’


‘I promise you, it was much better than having to kiss Iruma-san.’


Amami looked haunted by the reminder of what they’d witnessed between Iruma and Fujisaki. ‘Yeah, that was …’ He shook his head. ‘Anyway, I just wanted to apologise.’


‘There’s really nothing to apologise first. But thank you, I guess, for even considering my feelings.’


Amami’s lip twisted. ‘You know, I really don’t get you.’


‘Oh?’ Komaeda didn’t think he’d said anything that odd.


‘Maybe that’s why …’ Amami shook his head again. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’m glad you came over, anyway. Even if it wasn’t to see me.’


‘I thought it might cheer Akamatsu-san up to be around people. She’s very worried.’


‘We all are,’ Amami said. ‘I’ll let you call it a night, anyway.’


‘Sure. Goodnight.’


Amami waved, and went back to his room.


It was quite late at that point; too late to visit Hinata. Komaeda did consider it, as he caught the lift back down to their floor. Hinata would probably be asleep, though. Unless he couldn’t sleep? But Komaeda would still be making him get out of bed. And Komaeda shouldn’t be leaning on Hinata too much. Because if he did, he was screwed.


There was no way that Hinata could love him. If he had, Usami would have had to declare it already. If he had, it would have cursed Komaeda to lose him. It was better, really, if all it was was sex and Komaeda pining hopelessly just because Hinata (who wasn’t really even that impressive) was nice to him (and also for some reason attracted to him). That didn’t make it love; it just meant it was convenient.


All the times Komaeda told himself that didn’t make a speck of difference. He was still overwhelmed by that yawing sense of irrevocability; he couldn’t take back the feelings that had already grown inside of him.


All he could do was trust Hinata not to get sucked in the way he was.




Morning came, and so did the verdict on Mioda and Gokuhara’s lives. Somehow everyone was up early that morning – they all looked some degree of horrible, even those of them like Tojo who usually looked most put together. Komaeda and Akamatsu’s weariness (Akamatsu’s tossing and turning had kept them both awake) hardly stood out at all.


Komaeda got a coffee and went to slip into the seat next to Hinata, who was sitting with Kuzuryu that morning for some reason that Komaeda couldn’t fathom. Maybe they had both just arrived early and it had been too awkward not to sit together.


‘You’re not going to say anything?’ Hinata said.


‘Good morning, Hinata-kun,’ Komaeda said.


Kuzuryu made a gruff, amused noise. ‘No-one’s up for niceties this morning.’


‘Mm.’ Komaeda drank his coffee, and wished he could lay his head on the table and have Hinata pat his hair. It was a very specific wish.


Mioda was sitting together with Shirogane and some of the other women – Akamatsu sat with them too.


‘Are you worried about Mioda-san?’ Komaeda asked Hinata. ‘She doesn’t look very worried.’


‘She’s convinced she knows what immunity is,’ Hinata said. ‘But I don’t know. Even if Usami told us what it was, I don’t know if I could believe her.’


‘That’s coz she’s just making it up. The rabbit, I mean,’ Kuzuryu said. ‘She’s just choosing. It’s 50–50, whoever she likes better.’


That was an idea. In which case, who would Usami choose?


Gokuhara didn’t look anywhere near as confident as Mioda. Koizumi was sitting with him, her hand on his knee.


If it were Komaeda, which one would he pick to die? The one who was most afraid of it, or the one who thought she could beat it?


‘It amounts to the same thing, doesn’t it?’ Hinata said.


‘We can’t know until Usami tells us,’ Komaeda said. He took another sip of coffee and closed his eyes. ‘Maybe something will happen before then.’


If Fujisaki’s virus could kick in and put Usami out of action … if Naegi and Maizono could burst back in the door … no, that image made no sense. If Oogami and Asahina could burst in the door, with back up …


‘You’re fucking kidding yourself,’ Kuzuryu said. Komaeda peeled open his eyes to look at him.


‘Is that what you guys talked about with Kirigiri and the others?’ Hinata said. ‘Making something happen?’


‘Oh?’ Komaeda sat up properly. ‘Did you know about that, Hinata-kun?’


‘Akamatsu told me.’


Komaeda frowned.


‘Last night,’ Hinata said. ‘She said you’d stayed to talk to Amami about something.’


‘Oh. She didn’t say anything.’ Did that mean Hinata had come to see him last night? Did that mean Komaeda should have gone over?


‘Well, it’s not like a big deal,’ Hinata said. But then asked, ‘What were you talking to Amami about?’


‘He just wanted to apologise about something-you-know-earlier.’ The words all came out sounding like one single long word, and then Komaeda stalled. ‘It really wasn’t that long. I must have just missed you.’


He was aware of Kuzuryu watching them – either with disdain or amusement, he couldn’t quite tell.


‘You could have asked me too,’ Hinata said. ‘We’re friends, aren’t we?’


‘Friends?’ The word had never sounded quite as implausible as it did then.


‘Yeah. When you went to talk to Kirigiri and the others.’


‘I didn’t think … but we’re friends?’


‘Yes. Do you want me to use a different word?’


‘Oh, no, “friend” is a marvellous word, truly. I’m just not sure I deserve such an honour …’


Kuzuryu’s eyebrows had gone up.


‘… but if we’re friends, then you should call me Nagito?’ He didn’t know why he said it. He lost his nerve halfway through, so it didn’t even come out as a statement.


‘I’m gonna leave,’ Kuzuryu said, ‘if you two are having a moment.’


‘You don’t have to do that,’ Komaeda said, but Kuzuryu was already getting up. He and Hinata gave each other a little nod, like they’d come to some agreement that Komaeda wasn’t privy to.


‘He didn’t have to leave,’ Komaeda said. ‘I’m the one that barged in.’


‘It’s fine,’ Hinata said. ‘We’ll talk later.’


‘What do you two have to talk about, I wonder?’ Komaeda let his eyes followed Kuzuryu across the room – only to see that Usami had arrived. ‘Hinata-kun, look.’


Komaeda felt a sick anticipation fill his body, as Usami came to address them all.


‘Everyone’s up early today, aren’t they?’ Usami said. ‘Usami is glad you’re all so eager. I know yesterday didn’t go as expected … we lost some of our dear friends … but today is a new day!’


‘Please,’ Koizumi said, rising to her feet, ‘can we skip the pep talk? We only want to know what you’ve decided.’


‘Koizumi-san, you must be worried, right?’


Gokuhara was holding onto Koizumi’s hand, even as she stood next to him. She looked braver than he did, in that moment.


‘Never fear! Thanks to you, Gokuhara-kun is safe for this round. You can both breathe a sigh of relief.’


Rather than sigh, Koizumi looked as if she might crumble. But Gokuhara looked at her warmly.


‘It is thanks to Koizumi-san,’ he said. ‘Gonta will try to deserve it!’


With the way Koizumi returned his gaze, Komaeda wouldn’t have been surprised if they were the two to leave next.


‘And now on to the sad news,’ Usami went on. Komaeda heard Hinata say ‘what’ beside him. ‘Mioda-san, your journey toward love ends here.’


‘Hang on, hang on, hang on,’ Mioda said. ‘That can’t be right.’


‘Rules are rules,’ Usami said. ‘Better luck next life.’


Mioda’s table were all on their feet.


‘That’s not fair.’ ‘That shouldn’t be the rule.’ They threw words at Usami, who kept her so-sorry face on.


‘This is why you have to grab love while you can,’ Usami said. ‘You don’t know what will happen tomorrow.’


‘No no no,’ Mioda said, and then she bent over suddenly, hands clasped to her ears. ‘What’s that noise?’


‘Iruma-san!’ Fujisaki yelled – Iruma still had her Usami-disrupting device, it seemed, which she shook herself to use then.


Usami froze, but Mioda’s distress was unrelieved.


‘It’s like a million tiny miners are pick-axing inside my ears!’


Hinata stood up, helplessly; Mioda was already surrounded by those who wanted to help. Komaeda saw her drop to her knees, still clutching her head.


He didn’t see the moment she died.


‘This wasn’t meant to happen!’ Chabashira was yelling. ‘Tsumugi, you said this wouldn’t happen!’


‘I just said what I was told,’ Shirogane said, tremulous. She fell to her knees next to Mioda’s body. ‘Ibuki-chan.’ Her voice cracked, but Komaeda had the strangest feeling that she was acting.


‘Komaeda,’ Hinata said, ‘this is going to keep happening, isn’t it?’


‘Unless someone stops it.’


‘Why? Everyone liked Mioda!’ Hinata’s face was screwed up; Komaeda thought he might be about to cry. That brought Komaeda to his side in a hurry.


‘Hinata-kun –’ He couldn’t say it would be alright. There was nothing hopeful in Mioda’s death; she hadn’t been striving toward escape like Owari had been. She had died cruelly and pointlessly.


Komaeda put his hand on Hinata’s shoulder, and Hinata reached up to clasp it, tight enough to hurt. Komaeda couldn’t complain at all.


He was thinking about what Usami had said. You had to grab love while you could. Because tomorrow the person you cared for might die needlessly at the hand of what was usually called fate, but here was called Usami. The bad luck that plagued all of them.


‘She said,’ Chabashira yelled. ‘She said Ibuki would be safe!’


‘It’s not Shirogane-san’s fault –’


There was a terrible noise, then, from the doorway. The people clustered around Mioda didn’t hear, but those closer to it did. Komaeda turned his head to see what it was, and couldn’t believe it.


It was an Usami, but an Usami that had gone wrong. She dragged herself along the ground, head twisted at an angle that would have been impossible in a flesh-and-blood creature, and would have given a toddler nightmares in a toy. You could see the metal frame that made her.


‘What have you done?’ she said, and at first it sounded like the normal Usami. But as she went on, the pitch of her voice rose and fell, like it was being distorted by some great gravity field. ‘How is Usami meant to guide you like this?’


‘Ugh,’ Enoshima said. ‘Mukuro, can’t you put that thing out its misery?’


Ikusaba didn’t answer, but she stood, pulled a gun from out of nowhere, and shot a bullet straight through the centre of the twisted Usami’s head. That sound got everyone’s attention; there were a few scattered screams from those who hadn’t noticed the Usami till now.


‘What is that?’ Sonia said.


‘It looks like Usami had a baby with a fucking giant-ass spider!’ Iruma said. ‘Fujisaki, this you?’


‘I didn’t expect my virus to do that,’ Fujisaki said. He sounded quite faint, although it was hard to tell if that was due to Usami or to Mioda’s death (or possibly the combination of the two in short succession). ‘I wanted to stop the replication altogether …’


‘You gone fucked up,’ Enoshima said. ‘Now we’re gonna get a new one of those every 15 minutes. Mukuro here doesn’t have unlimited ammo. Even though we’ve got unlimited Usamis.’


‘Such a monstrous fiend!’ Tanaka said.


‘It looks horrible,’ Sonia said. ‘But perhaps its behaviour will be the same?’


‘I see … the outside reflects the inside.’ Tanaka laughed. ‘That’s even more monstrous!’


Enoshima walked up and kicked the pieces of the corrupted Usami. ‘Geez,’ She crouched down to look at it. Komaeda hadn’t known her to take an interest in Usami before.


‘Iruma-san, can you try switching off the disrupter?’ Amami said.


‘We don’t want that thing back in any form!’


‘Just try it.’


‘Okay, but you’re gonna owe me!’ Iruma pressed the button on her device again, and it triggered the first Usami to come back to life again.


‘Phew!’ Usami said. ‘That was really horrible. Usami thought she was going to be a demon forever.’


‘It’s time for you to explain!’ Chabashira said. ‘Why’d you kill Ibuki after … after …’ She gritted her teeth, her eyes fierce enough that Usami should have backed off. If she were any natural creature.


‘… after?’ Usami said.


‘She should have had immunity! Even a stinking guy like Gokuhara-kun could get it –’


‘Usami thinks you’ve misunderstood something. Chabashira-san, do you think you get immunity by being intimate with someone?’


Chabashira’s eyes went wide.


‘Well, that’s part of it. But it only counts the first time. You and Mioda-san already used up that chance in the first round.’


‘You … you …’ Chabashira’s words were failing her; rather than speak any more, she launched herself into a spinning mid-air kick, with which she knocked Usami’s head clean off her body.


The head rolled for several metres, until it came to a stop beside Celestia’s feet. Celestia nudged it with her toes so that it rolled out of reach.


‘Great,’ Amami said with a moan. ‘Now we get the other one back.’


‘I think I need to sit down,’ Hinata said, beside Komaeda.


‘Are you alright, Hinata-kun?’


‘No.’ Hinata sat as suddenly as if his legs had given out.


Komaeda hesitated, and then he leaned over to hug Hinata from behind. It was an awkward position, though, and he couldn’t hold it. He sat as well.


‘Why did Shirogane think she knew what immunity was?’ Hinata said.


‘Perhaps she thought she’d deduced it?’


‘She said it was what she was told.’


Shirogane had drawn back from the others; she looked pale.


‘So someone told her the wrong thing,’ Komaeda said. ‘Or she lied.’


‘What do you mean, she lied? Shirogane and Mioda were friends.’


‘Some people take that word more seriously than others.’


Hinata looked unhappy with that comment.


‘I’m sure you’re right, Hinata-kun,’ Komaeda went on. ‘Someone must have told her the wrong thing. But who?’


‘I’m going to ask Koizumi,’ Hinata said, and stood up again.


‘Why would Koizumi-san know anything?’


‘Just a hunch.’


Komaeda followed him to Koizumi’s table. The whole room was in a noisy uproar; someone was talking about building a barricade to keep the corrupted Usami out; someone else was crying and being comforted. Kirigiri and Fujisaki were talking with their heads turned together – Komaeda would have liked to know what they were saying, but he stuck with Hinata for the moment.


‘Koizumi. Gonta,’ Hinata said. ‘How are you doing?’


‘This is all too much,’ Koizumi said. She was sitting very small and still.


‘Gonta still doesn’t understand why Mioda-san had to die,’ Gokuhara said. ‘It should have been me.’


‘It shouldn’t have been anyone,’ Koizumi said. ‘I can’t believe Naegi and Sayaka-chan were so selfish.’


‘I’m sure they didn’t intend for it,’ Hinata said. ‘I wanted to ask … did Shirogane say anything to you about immunity?’


Koizumi flushed with embarrassment. Or anger?


‘Gonta didn’t speak to Shirogane-san last night.’


‘She said it to me,’ Koizumi said. ‘She said she knew what it was and that I …’ Koizumi looked down and stopped talking.


‘She said you could save him, huh?’ Hinata said. Koizumi gave a short nod.


‘Is that really true?’ Gokuhara said.


‘She didn’t want to tell you,’ Koizumi said. ‘I’m sure she thought that if you knew, you’d never agree.’


‘I wouldn’t agree,’ Gokuhara said, ‘if it would hurt you, Koizumi-san.’


That was either very beautiful – Shirogane had known that about Gokuhara, so she’d asked Koizumi to sacrifice herself on Gokuhara’s behalf (to fall on his sword, as it were) – or it was very cruel, because what choice would Koizumi feel she had? It was one thing for Gokuhara to abstain and seal his own fate, and another for Koizumi to do that for him.


‘I’m sorry for asking,’ Hinata said.


‘I wish it wouldn’t have come up like this,’ Koizumi said, ‘but that’s not your fault.’


Across the room, Shirogane was talking to Akamatsu – or being talked to. Shirogane looked stiff, and Akamatsu was trying to argue her into something, perhaps.


‘Do you want to try the source?’ Komaeda asked.


‘Yeah, let’s.’


They said goodbye to Koizumi and Gokuhara, and approached Shirogane and Akamatsu.


‘Don’t you come at me too,’ Shirogane said when she saw them. ‘I didn’t know!’


‘I believe you,’ Hinata said. ‘I just wanted to know where you heard it.’


‘That’s …’ Shirogane looked shifty. ‘I talk to Usami, sometimes. I thought she might let something slip.’


‘And she just “let slip” what the conditions for immunity were?’ Komaeda said.


‘Obviously it wasn’t the whole story! If I’d known …’


‘What,’ Akamatsu said, ‘would you have slept with Ibuki yourself?’ Komaeda was surprised by how vehement her voice was.


‘I didn’t tell her who to sleep with,’ Shirogane said. ‘She chose Chabashira-san on her own. That’s all.’


‘Is that what you were doing too?’


‘Hang on,’ Hinata said, ‘what did Shirogane do?’


‘None of your business,’ Shirogane said.


Akamatsu looked frustrated. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I can’t say.’


‘Akamatsu-san,’ Komaeda said, ‘when you said Shirogane-san was a big comfort to you yesterday …’


‘I said I can’t say!’


‘Of course not,’ Komaeda said. ‘I’m the only one who’s so indiscreet that everyone knows who I’m sleeping with.’


‘You –’ Hinata said.


‘Sorry, Hinata-kun, not everyone. That was an exaggeration.’


‘Don’t just say sorry to him,’ Akamatsu said.


‘Oh, should I say sorry for implying you and Shirogane had sex as well?’


‘That’s not even an implication,’ Hinata said.


‘Komaeda-kun!’ Akamatsu slapped him on the arm.


‘Akamatsu-san is always telling me I’m being insensitive.’ But it was better for Akamatsu to be mad at him than it was for her to be mad at Shirogane. She had a chance of getting free of here with Shirogane, after all.


Although who knew what would happen now Usami wasn’t a cute toy any more.


‘Doesn’t it bother you?’ Akamatsu said. ‘When you see someone’s upset, shouldn’t you back off?’


‘We’re all upset,’ Hinata said hurriedly.


‘And I was never very good at reading a room. Akamatsu-san, you have my apologies.’ He did mean it, right then.


Akamatsu looked thrown by his words. ‘I guess I’m sorry for snapping, then,’ she said. ‘I just can’t believe this is happening.’


Why couldn’t he say things like that, Komaeda wondered. Was it that nothing surprised him any more? Mioda’s death was terrible, but in some way he only cared because Hinata and Akamatsu cared.


He got told, sometimes, that there was something wrong with him. When he didn’t react the right way, or people accused him of making stuff up. Akamatsu was probably right.


‘I’m sorry to you too, Tsumugi,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t have suggested … you know. I’m lucky that you care about me as much as you do.’


‘It’s alright,’ Shirogane said. ‘I understand.’ And she held out her arms for Akamatsu to hug her.


Hinata tugged at Komaeda’s sleeve. ‘Let’s go,’ Hinata mouthed; Komaeda nodded. It would have been nice if Hinata could have just taken his hand. If this was a world in which your lover could die tomorrow, they should at least have been able to hold hands.


But probably Hinata didn’t want to.


Once they were a distance away, Hinata stopped and he said to Komaeda, ‘I’m probably off-base here, but do you think Usami would really give Shirogane an advantage like that?’


‘Maybe she was planning to change the rules anyway?’ Komaeda said. ‘It could be that it’s different each round.’


‘Each round?’ Hinata said. ‘Can we really put it like that?’


‘That’s the word Usami used.’


‘What sort of “round” ends in someone dying?’


It would be pointless to answer; Hinata already knew the sort of game they were being forced to play.




They’d descended into a sort of disorder, after Chabashira had beheaded the last good Usami. But the corrupted Usami that dragged her way into the dining hall was just as capable of commanding attention as the cuddly-looking toy she had been before.


‘It’s exhausting,’ Usami said, ‘trying to rebuild yourself all the time.’ The strange up-and-down intonation of her voice had gotten worse. ‘You guys aren’t making it easy, are you?’


Her form might have been corrupted, and her voice, but the content of her speech was the same.


‘I thought I could let you all have a day off today, but after this, Usami thinks she can’t leave you unsupervised.’


‘No-one wants to look at your ugly mug all day!’ Enoshima called out. It seemed a very casual way to refer to the horror Usami had become.


After she said it, Enoshima stood up and headed for the door.


‘Um, Enoshima-san? Where are you going?’ Even an innocent question like that was threatening now Usami couldn’t control her voice. Or maybe this was the voice she should have had all along. ‘Usami just said –’


‘I’m going to the shitter,’ Enoshima said, ‘or did you want to start following us there too?’ She stormed out.


‘Ikusaba-san, can’t you shoot that thing again?’ Akamatsu said. Ikusaba seemed startled to be addressed.


‘There’s no point,’ Shirogane said. ‘Not if she’s just going to rebuild like this.’


Actually, Usami looked even worse than last time.


‘Geez, you guys are gonna hurt my feelings if you keep talking like this.’


‘Why we gotta respect the feelings of some fucked-up kids’ toy?’ Kuzuryu said. ‘I say we put her out her misery.’


‘Usami – thinks – you all – need – a time out!’


It wasn’t instantaneous, what happened next. Komaeda’s mind began to feel glaze over; he saw Kuzuryu direct Pekoyama to attack Usami, but Pekoyama didn’t make it. He saw Tsumiki try for the door, but it must have locked itself after Enoshima left.


‘I feel weird,’ Hinata said. ‘It’s like –’ He didn’t get to explain before he slumped down against the table.


Komaeda lay his head down on the table facing Hinata, and went to sleep too.


Chapter 12

When he woke up, Komaeda was in a different room – one of the conference rooms, perhaps, except all the seats had been removed. The rest of the group was there in varying states of wakefulness. Even Enoshima’s bathroom break hadn’t saved her – she was awake, talking to a bleary-eyed Akamatsu. Hinata was asleep on the ground beside Komaeda.


‘Hinata-kun.’ Komaeda shook his shoulder gently. ‘Hey, Hinata-kun, are you awake?’


‘I’m awake,’ Hinata said, lifting a hand and batting at him vaguely. ‘What happened?’ He sat up gingerly.


‘We’ve been moved somewhere.’


‘Is this still the hotel?’ Hinata asked – looking at the high ceiling, perhaps.


‘Good question, Hinata-kun!’ Hinata jumped as Usami appeared beside him – she’d been restored to her normal form, apparently. ‘This hotel was designed as a multi-purpose venue, with a variety of meeting facilities. So yes, we’re still in the hotel.’


‘You’re looking much better now, Usami-san,’ Komaeda said.


‘Ehhehe, thank you for noticing! Things did get a little messy back there. That’s why Usami thought it was a good time for a refresh!’


Usami made her way to the front of the room, so that she could address them all.


‘Phew!’ she said, after she’d clambered up to the podium. ‘After everything went so topsy-turvy this morning, Usami had to come up with a new plan. Today’s activity is called School Gym Sleepover. We’re all going to stay here together overnight! Isn’t that exciting?’


No-one thought it was exciting, and several people renewed their demands that Usami should ‘end this farce’ and let them go. Usami paid them no mind.


‘Usami thought we could play some party games to get us in the mood. Let’s see ... there’s 40 participants left, so let’s put you in four groups of ten!’


40 left. Four who had escape and four who had died. One of the 40 remaining had to be involved. One of them, at least, was a killer.


Rather than handpick the groups, Usami put them all in a circle and counted them into groups. It was predictable enough that Komaeda could avoid standing next to Hinata, slotting himself in three places away instead. Hinata looked at him strangely for it. It didn’t really matter which group they were each in, but Komaeda was sick of Usami’s penchant for splitting them up.


‘Right, now I’ve prepared some cards so that we can play the King Game. I hope you’re all ready to come up with some exciting orders! But remember to keep it safe. And no-one’s to leave the room, of course.’


Each of the groups gathered together, with some grizzling. The most worrying person in Komaeda’s group was Iruma – she seemed most likely to insist on telling everyone to kiss each other, or something equally asinine. Shirogane was in their group too, and Usami delivered their ten cards to her.


‘I guess we all pick randomly,’ Shirogane said, and she offered each of the group members the cards in turn. Komaeda got the four of hearts, which probably meant something disastrous.


After they’d all drawn their cards, Momota was the one to show his king card.


‘I guess I gotta do this, huh?’ he said. ‘How about … 1 and 2, let’s see which of you can jump the highest.’


‘Jump?’ Iruma said. ‘Y-You just wanna see my tits bounce, don’t ya, ya perv!’


‘No-one wants to see that,’ Souda said. It seemed the pair of them were 1 and 2. Souda won the jumping contest easily, although perhaps Iruma would have made a better showing of things if she hadn’t had one arm clamped over her breasts.


‘Alright!’ Momota said. ‘Now, number 3 … let’s see if you can do a cartwheel.’


Number 3 was Togami, who still had one arm in a sling. ‘Try again,’ Togami said drily.


‘Oh, right … how about the splits?’


‘No.’


‘Come on, don’t be so hasty.’


‘Togami-kun’s still recovering,’ Amami said. ‘Maybe we stay away from physical challenges?’


Togami tched, as if to say he didn’t need Amami stepping in for him.


‘Yeah, okay … then how about you sing us a song?’


‘You want me to sing?’


‘Sure. Even a guy like you’s gotta have a go-to karaoke pick, right?’


Komaeda thought that Togami might refuse again. Instead, with a completely straight face, he began to sing the natural anthem. Togami actually had a very good voice, and he didn’t hesitate to let it fill the hall.


Momota looked taken aback, but at the end he clapped enthusiastically. There was a smattering of applause from the other groups (not least from a dazed-looking Fukawa). Togami looked somewhat perturbed.


Komaeda found himself wondering how Mioda would have reacted. Would she be recruiting Togami to her band as well? Somehow, thinking that made her death concrete. More, even, than seeing her corpse had.


After that, Momota reverted to physical challenges – Komaeda had to compete against Chabashira for the number of push-ups they could do, a challenge he was happy to lose (Chabashira seemed disappointed he gave up so easily). It continued until there was only one person left – Harukawa. She should have been able to do whatever Momota asked easily, Komaeda thought – except that with Harukawa, Momota changed tack.


‘Number 9,’ he said, ‘please give someone you like a hug.’


Harukawa’s face twitched. Momota looked very pleased with himself.


‘Don’t think I’m giving you a hug,’ Harukawa muttered.


‘I only said “someone you like”.’


There was some sort of mental battle between them; then Harukawa turned sharply, and walked up to one of the other groups. She tapped Pekoyama on the shoulder. Pekoyama seemed surprised, but she listened to Harukawa’s explanation and didn’t object when Harukawa gave her a quick hug.


‘Better luck next time,’ Amami said to Momota.


‘Aw, it’s fine. It’s nice Harumaki has a friend.’


Harukawa came back, and Momota gathered the cards and shuffled them.


‘Do we hafta keep going?’ Iruma said. ‘This kind of game is annoying. We haven’t even had anything to drink.’


‘It’s not even lunchtime,’ Hinata said.


‘So? If Usami’s making us play dumb games, least she could do it get us drunk first.’


‘Hotel rules,’ Usami said, appearing beside Iruma and making her jump. ‘No alcohol before 5 pm.’


‘Yeesh,’ Iruma said. ‘Who came up with that one?’


‘Usami did, of course. If you’ve finished your first round, you should go again. It’s important to keep busy, you know. Youth delinquency is a real problem.’


‘Who’re you calling a delinquent?’


‘I was going to say, we’re all adults,’ Amami said.


‘If you’re adults,’ Usami said, ‘you should be enjoying an adult love, shouldn’t you? But you’re all still here. You’ll never mature like this! That’s why you gotta do as Usami says.’


‘Because the remote-control rabbit is an expert on love,’ Togami said. ‘Do you seriously think these inane games are worth our being here?’


‘Don’t answer that,’ Amami said to Usami. ‘Let’s play another round, okay?’


‘And I really thought Togami-kun had had a breakthrough the other day,’ Usami said. ‘I guess it was fool’s love.’


‘Come on, Momota-kun, offer me a card,’ Amami said. He drew from the hand Momota offered; seeing them occupied, Usami went to bother someone else.


‘I didn’t realise you were so keen to go along with things, Amami-kun,’ Komaeda said.


‘It’s not that,’ Amami said. ‘She’s just getting on my nerves. Togami-kun, you don’t have to rile her up.’


‘Is that what I’m doing?’ Togami said.


‘Okay, that’s all of us!’ Momota said, loudly, as if to distract from the tension building between Togami and Amami. ‘Who’s the king?’


‘It’s me,’ Amami said, showing his card. ‘I’m going to keep things simple. I want everyone to say one thing they remember about someone who has died.’


Togami lifted his eyebrows.


‘Is that really a good idea?’ Shirogane said.


‘It doesn’t need to be anything super meaningful,’ Amami said. ‘Komaeda-kun, why don’t you go first?’ Making Komaeda his accomplice.


‘I think you’re meant to stick to numbers,’ Komaeda said, ‘but alright. I remember Hanamura-kun offered to make lunch for me and Amami-kun, even when there was no reason for him to be that nice to me. He just did it.’


‘It was really good too, right?’ Amami said.


‘Yeah. Much better than if I’d made something myself. Anyway, that’s mine.’ There was something uncomfortable about saying something so sincere in front of the group. It was the first thing that had popped into his head.


‘I can go next,’ Momota said. ‘One morning we had sausages at breakfast and I saw Owari eat ten of them in a row. Bam bam bam, just like that. I never saw anyone eat like that before. I thought, wow, there’s a girl I want to get to know better.’ The smile that had been in Momota’s voice folded in on itself. ‘She shouldn’t have died like that.’


‘She showed me pictures of her family,’ Harukawa said, surprising Komaeda. ‘So many brothers and sisters …’ She lowered her eyes. ‘I don’t know who’s going to tell them.’


They went quiet a moment. Then Chabashira spoke up. ‘Mine’s about Ibuki. She didn’t act like it was weird when I asked her out during the scavenger hunt. And then …’ Chabashira seemed uncharacteristically abashed, fidgeting with her sleeve. ‘She asked me to be in her band so we could pick up girls together. And now it’s not fair it’s never going to happen.’ Chabashira’s last words came out in a rush, and she clamped her mouth shut. She looked like she might be about to cry; Komaeda looked over at Amami to see if he was penitent, but he was without shame.


‘She said the same thing to me,’ Hinata said, ‘kind of. But I think she meant it. Mioda really did want to hang out with everyone.’


‘I guess everyone’s saying nice things, huh?’ Iruma said. ‘I hit Hanamura in the face after he tried to hit on me. And then he apologised and asked if I would do it again.’


Was that meant to be a nice thing?


‘Kuwata had great stories,’ Souda said. ‘Like playing at Koushien and stuff. You don’t get to talk to someone like that every day.’


Wasn’t that another way of saying he was self-obsessed?


‘I overheard him trying to ask Maizono-san out,’ Shirogane said. ‘Before the thing with Hanamura-kun. She rejected him. I wonder what he would have thought of her going off with Naegi-kun?’


Now they were getting off-base.


‘Togami-kun?’ Amami prompted. Togami was the only one who hadn’t spoken.


‘This is pointless.’


‘You don’t have one memory you can share?’


‘I remember that idiot woman dying,’ Togami said, ‘because we thought we had a way out. Does that satisfy?’


He and Amami looked at each other. Komaeda wondered about that ‘we’ Togami had used. It felt exclusive. As if there had been some deliberation that Komaeda, at least, had not been privy too.


Amami looked away first. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘I’m not about to tell you what to remember.’ He glanced at the others, then gestured for them to hand back in their cards.


‘I guess I brought the mood down,’ Amami said, when Komaeda passed his card back.


‘If it makes you feel better, I’m not sure there’s much further down it can go.’


‘It wasn’t a bad thought,’ Hinata said. ‘It’s better to remember the others than to get caught up in what Usami wants us to do.’ He seemed awkward saying it.


‘Are you trying to make Amami-kun feel better?’ Komaeda said. ‘I thought you didn’t like him.’


‘I never said that!’


Amami’s brows went up, but somehow he looked less surprised than he had at Hinata addressing him.


‘You know, Komaeda-kun, you don’t have to say everything that comes into your head,’ Shirogane said.


‘You make it sound like a big deal,’ Amami said. ‘We’re not all required to like each other.’


‘Do you think that?’ Shirogane said.


‘Sure. There’s plenty of people in the world. You don’t have to like someone to get along with them.’


‘What sorta idea is that?’ Iruma said. ‘If you get along with someone, that means you like them, you doofus.’


‘Maybe I didn’t explain that right … you can still work with someone you don’t like, right? And as long as you don’t try to be friends, you can get along together.’


‘What? Since when do you work?’ Iruma said.


‘You know,’ Momota said, ‘I think you two really get along.’


Amami and Iruma both turned to look at him.


‘Should we just hand out these cards again?’ Hinata said. ‘I feel like Usami’s going to bother us again if we talk too long.’


Shirogane drew king next. She came up with orders like ‘yell the catchphrase of your favourite child hero’ or ‘make an acrostic off someone else’s name’. Inoffensive, boring orders. But Komaeda wondered if Shirogane, who had told Koizumi to sleep with Gokuhara, and who had slept with Akamatsu despite having previously cheered her on with Saihara, was as inoffensive and boring as she made out.


She’d told Komaeda not to say the first thing that popped into his head. That implied there were things in her own head that she wasn’t saying. Maybe she’d wanted to say something far, far harsher.


It was toward the end of Shirogane’s round – Harukawa had just been required to imitate a cat washing itself – that Usami’s signature chime rang through the room.


‘Oh, how lovely!’ Usami’s voice came over it. ‘I knew this approach would pay off!’


Everyone turned to look. Usami was skipping happily around an aghast Akamatsu and Saihara.


‘But – but it doesn’t mean anything!’ Akamatsu said. ‘It was just part of the game!’


‘Don’t hide your feelings!’ Usami said. ‘Usami knows when people are being sincere. And Saihara-kun knows it in his heart as well, doesn’t he?’


‘I –’ Now people were looking at Saihara, who was even paler than usual. ‘I don’t know anything! We were just playing the game. Akamatsu-san already told me she – she doesn’t want anything to do with me.’


‘You can fight against love,’ Usami said, pumping a paw in the air, ‘but you will not defeat it!’


Akamatsu looked for Komaeda across the room, her eyes pleading. He stepped forward, as if he could reassure her.


‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I don’t mind dying, if it’s for Akamatsu-san.’


‘Don’t say that!’


Akamatsu said it, but someone else said it too – Hinata, who had grabbed Komaeda’s arm at the same time.


‘Don’t say that,’ Hinata said again.


‘But it’s really alright.’


It was a shame, of course. Even when he’d been told his parents weren’t coming back, he’d never wanted to die. Even when he’d been told he was sick, he’d never wanted to die. Even now –


‘Why are you crying?’ Komaeda said. Hinata’s eyes were wet; it wasn’t right that those be tears, but Komaeda’s brain couldn’t pretend they were anything else.


‘I mind if you die,’ Hinata said, ‘Nagito, you idiot.’


Komaeda’s heart squeezed; he thought suddenly that he couldn’t stand Hinata looking at him so desperately. Hinata shouldn’t be looking at him so desperately.


‘It’s nice that you’ve become such good friends,’ Usami said, ‘but we’re trying to celebrate Akamatsu-san and Saihara-kun here –’


‘Why are you so obtuse!’ Akamatsu said. ‘Komaeda-kun’s the one who’s in love, not me!’


‘What’s that?’ Usami said. ‘But he hasn’t said anything.’


‘I thought you said you knew what was in our hearts,’ Akamatsu said. ‘But you don’t. You’re just a cheap, no-good, murderous doll!’


‘Hinata-kun,’ Komaeda said, ‘it’s alright. You don’t have to pretend to be in love with me.’ If Hinata cared enough to want to save him, that made sense. That was fine. Komaeda would be glad to die knowing that he had made a true friend, someone who cared enough to want him to live. ‘It’s better this way. Because, you know, everyone I care about gets hurt because of me. I don’t want that to happen to you too.’


‘What are you talking about?’ Hinata said. ‘Nothing’s going to happen to me because of you.’


‘I’m really happy though,’ Komaeda said, ‘that you decided to use my name.’


‘Can I just check something?’ Amami said suddenly. ‘Usami, do you really only think that Akamatsu-san and Saihara-kun are in love right now?’


‘You know nothing would make Usami happier than if more of you were in love! But your time will come. Well, except for two of you who are done after this.’


‘But I like Komaeda-kun,’ Amami said. ‘Does it make a difference if I say it?’


‘Hmm … that depends on Komaeda-kun, doesn’t it?’


‘So if he said he liked me, you’d believe it?’


‘What an exciting chain of events!’ Usami said. ‘Komaeda-kun, do you like Amami-kun?’


It was very troubling, to be the centre of attention like this. ‘I think maybe Amami-kun’s misunderstood something.’


‘No, I’m just trying to figure out what criteria Usami’s using. I know you don’t like me like that.’


‘Aw,’ Usami said. ‘I was hoping we’d started a chain of love confessions …’


‘It’s not a show,’ Hinata said. ‘Why do we have to confess our feelings publicly?’


‘Huh?’ Usami said. ‘Didn’t you come here because you thought you were joining a dating show?’


‘Well, sure. What difference does that make?’


‘No difference! All participants are equal in Usami’s eyes –’


‘Are they really?’ Shirogane said.


‘Huh?’


‘Don’t you think you overcompensated this round?’


Usami tilted her head in confusion. But Shirogane wasn’t looking at her; she was looking at one of the other participants – Enoshima Junko.


‘Tsumugi-chan,’ Enoshima said, ‘aren’t you just pissed that Akamatsu likes Saihara better than you?’


‘What?’ Akamatsu said. ‘Tsumugi, what is she talking about?’


‘Yeah, Tsumugi-chan, tell her what I’m talking about.’ Enoshima grinned. ‘You won’t though, will you?’


Somehow, the energy in the room had changed. The attention was off Komaeda now, and Usami had gone quiet.


‘Enoshima-san, I was wondering.’ Kirigiri spoke up before Shirogane could bring herself to respond to Enoshima. ‘You weren’t in the room when Usami put us to sleep, so what were you doing?’


‘What a good question,’ Enoshima said. ‘As expected of the number-one detective in the room with us today. But if you’re hoping I’ll say something like, “I was fixing up Usami’s body, of course!” you’re going to be disappointed. I was talking a leak. Usami got me after I left the bathroom.’


‘Is that so?’ Kirigiri wasn’t done, though. ‘I have a question for Shirogane-san too. Who told you that having sex would give you immunity?’


Shirogane didn’t speak. Which was strange, because she’d answered the question easily enough that morning.


‘It was Usami, wasn’t it? Tsumugi?’ Akamatsu had an uncertain note to her voice. ‘Wasn’t it?’


Maybe the quaver in Akamatsu’s voice got to her, because Shirogane answered. ‘Enoshima-san told me.’


‘Geez,’ Enoshima said, ‘are we really going to go through with this?’


‘If it was Enoshima-san …’ Akamatsu bit her lip. She looked toward Enoshima.


‘Fine!’ Enoshima said. ‘I get it; the jig’s up. I, Enoshima Junko, am the one who put all this together, and who programmed Usami too.’


‘D-Don’t listen to her, guys!’ Usami said. ‘Usami is always in charge of her own actions!’


‘Oh, bullshit,’ Enoshima said. ‘I mean, I know I’m the one who made you think like that. But you gotta admit it’s a joke, right?’


Komaeda was rather hoping it was a joke. The idea that Enoshima – someone he’d barely paid attention to – was behind this. It should at least have been something like Togami …


‘No way,’ Hinata said beside him, but not for anyone to hear. He was still holding onto Komaeda’s arm, and Komaeda felt a sudden rush of warmth toward him.


‘So you’re the one who killed Mioda-san,’ Amami was saying. ‘And Owari-san, and the others –’


‘Hey!’ Enoshima said. ‘You can’t go blaming me for all of that. I’ll cop to Mioda and Hanamura, but Owari blundered into her own death. Anyway, it was all in the name of love, right?’ She made a heart with her fingers. ‘So that makes it okay.’ She lacked Usami’s sincerity.


‘You don’t mention Kuwata-kun,’ Kirigiri said. ‘I take it you didn’t kill him either?’


‘Well, duh. Like I’d bother to do him in. I just gave him to Mikan-chan instead. I gotta say, you guys were much more fun to play with that the previous contestants. I mean, I know I spiced things up this round, but some of you really went for it.’


‘What do you mean, the previous contestants?’ Akamatsu said. ‘This … this hasn’t happened before, has it?’


‘You’ve forgotten already? You’re gonna make me cry, Kaede-chi. It was in the primer, wasn’t it? This is Love Hotel V3.’ Enoshima cupped her hands around her mouth. ‘I’m still refining the formula.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Togami said. ‘If this had happened before, people would know.’


‘You think? I guess we’ll find out on that one.’


‘They’ll cover it up,’ Sonia said. ‘A conspiracy this big, they’d have to. There are obviously more people involved than just Enoshima-san.’


‘That’s right,’ Enoshima said. ‘Everything I do has been approved at a very high level. Higher than even you’d know, Togami-kun.’


‘You’re suggesting this is some kind of government project? That’s preposterous.’


‘Is it? You know what those old geezers are like, it’s all –’ Enoshima put both hands to her face like paws – ‘“Oh no, the youth aren’t pairing off and popping out their 2.5 children like they’re meant to, however will society perpetuate itself?”’ She dropped the cutesy voice. ‘I’ll admit, they don’t know about the death thing. Version 2 went pretty well, except that half the couples broke up when they got back home. I thought maybe a little bit of danger would forge those bonds the stronger, but I guess we’ll see on that one.’


‘So you’ve just been playing with us?’ Akamatsu said. ‘This whole time?’


‘I say we stop listening to her,’ Oma said, ‘and start making her let us outta here.’


‘Nice thought,’ Enoshima said, ‘but what makes you think you can? I’ve still got control of Usami and this building. Plus I’ve got my secret weapon. So what makes you think you’re getting out of here?


‘“It’s tragic,”’ she orated, ‘“but this batch of contestants were too unpredictable together – they ended up killing each other. None survived.” How about that?’


‘Naegi-kun and Maizono-san should be arriving back in Japan soon,’ Kirigiri said. ‘Or did you lie about that?’


‘Well, obviously they weren’t the real loco ones here. That started after they left.’


‘You won’t get away with it,’ Shirogane said.


‘Huh? You say something, Tsumugi-chan?’


‘I said, you won’t get away with it!’


‘Now you’re taking the other side?’ Enoshima said. ‘You really are pissed about Kaede-chi here, aren’t you?’


Komaeda raised his hand. ‘Just to clarify,’ he said, ‘Shirogane-san has been in on this the whole time, is that right?’


‘Bingo,’ Enoshima said. ‘In fact, you could say she was the one who killed Ibuki-chan.’


‘You’re lying!’ Akamatsu said. ‘There’s no way … no way Tsumugi would do anything like that!’


Her defence would have been touching, except that Shirogane just looked uncomfortable.


‘Nah, you’re right. I totally lied to her about the immunity rules. So she was only in on half of it. Right, Tsumugi-chan?’


‘Stop,’ Akamatsu said. ‘Tsumugi, you can’t just let her say things like that.’ She looked pleadingly toward Shirogane.


‘It’s true,’ Shirogane said.


‘… what?’


‘I’ve been involved since the start. With the first two rounds, too.’


‘Right?’ Enoshima said. ‘We’re totally best buddies, Tsumugi-chan and me.’


‘There’s no way,’ Akamatsu said, but she looked as if her faith was fracturing. Saihara had stepped in beside her, like he could support her that way. People had swooned over lesser things.


‘Anyway, I’ll still let you and Shuichi go free, cuz you earned it and all. But Celes-chan and Komaeda –’ Enoshima’s eyes brightened.


Komaeda had thought these revelations were perhaps a stay of execution, but it appeared Enoshima still intended to go ahead with her plans. Well, it would have been disappointing if she’d given up so easily.


‘But hang on,’ Amami said, ‘that’s what I don’t get. You let Oogami-san and Asahina-san through, so why don’t you recognise these two?’


He meant Komaeda and Hinata.


He meant Komaeda and Hinata, and Hinata was now turning bright red at the tips of his ears, and maybe he was going to argue with Amami about it –


‘Oh yeah,’ Enoshima said, ‘that was round one’s problem. Usami kept declaring all the girls in lesbians with one another, so I had to recalibrate her criteria for same-sex couples. Like, sometimes gals are just pals, Usami!’


Usami didn’t respond; she’d gone suspiciously still.


‘Basically,’ Enoshima went on, ‘unless you make an explicit confession, Usami won’t pick up on it. I gotta say, those two had a very touching discussion about just what it would mean to be out publicly. No way could I pretend to have missed that.’


‘So you’re saying those two pervs aren’t out enough for you?’ Iruma said. ‘What’s a few blowjobs between friends, huh?’ She cackled. Komaeda could have corrected on the details, but it didn’t seem like it would be constructive.


‘Just cuz you’re down to fuck doesn’t mean you’re in love,’ Enoshima said. ‘I thought you would have known that, Iruma. Or are you saying you, Souda and Kiibo are in a committed three-way now?’


‘What?’ Kiibo said, startled.


‘Like I’d bang a chick like her!’ Souda sounded defensive.


‘Yeah, I didn’t think so,’ Enoshima said.


‘Enough already,’ Hinata said. ‘I just have to say it, right? And you’ll leave Komaeda alone?’ He’d let go of Komaeda’s arm now. Komaeda missed it, even if it was better for his circulation.


‘Sure. If Usami acknowledges you both, I’ll leave you alone.’


‘Excuse me,’ Celestia said, ‘but there’s more at stake here than just one life. He’s not even anyone important!’


‘She’s right,’ Komaeda said. ‘It would be better if Hinata-kun were to declare his love for Celestia-san.’


‘Are you kidding me?’ Hinata said.


‘I gotta say,’ Enoshima said, ‘you two are not selling me on this budding romance of yours. But we’ll see what Usami has to say. Hey, Usami!’


Usami didn’t respond.


‘What the hell.’ Enoshima went and gave Usami a smack on the side of the head. Usami fell helplessly over. ‘Well, that’s a pain in the ass. I guess that means it’s up to me to decide.’


‘Was that you?’ Momota stage-whispered to Iruma.


‘I didn’t do anything,’ Iruma hissed back.


‘Alright,’ Enoshima said, clapping her hands. She walked over to Komaeda and Hinata. She shouldn’t have looked intimidating at all, but she had an aura of wickedness. ‘You two. How’re you gonna prove to me that you’re in love?’


‘Don’t we just have to say it?’ Hinata said.


‘Nah, boring. That might satisfy Usami, but not me. I know! Komaeda-kun, why don’t you choose? Over here, we have our other potential dropout, Celestia-san!’ She gestured to the other woman. ‘Only you can save her from certain peril! But only if I get to kill Hinata-kun instead. How about it?’


‘Ah –’ Komaeda was aware that Celestia had started a series of pleas, promises and threats, none of which were of the slightest consequence – ‘I’m going to have to decline that offer. Sorry, Celestia-san.’


Celestia’s bargaining turned to insult; Komaeda had heard worse. He was more concerned by how aghast Hinata looked, even if it was aimed at Enoshima.


‘How predictable,’ Enoshima said. ‘Well, that one was a gimme. What about –’ Enoshima cast her eyes about ostentatiously – ‘Tsumugi-chan?’


‘I chose Hinata-kun.’


‘Junko-chan!’ Shirogane objected to being dragged into things, apparently. Komaeda was pretty sure Enoshima wouldn’t kill her, but after Shirogane’s admission of guilt, he didn’t care either way.


‘So decisive!’ Enoshima said. ‘Then how about your roommate? You two are friends, right? Would you choose Hinata over your sister-from-another-mister Akamatsu?’


Komaeda sighed. ‘Isn’t Akamatsu-san already out of the game?’


‘I can always mix things up.’


‘Then I chose Hinata-kun. Are you going to go through the whole room? That seems like a pointless exercise.


‘Wow,’ Enoshima said, and she laughed. ‘That’s really something! Mukuro, how ’bout it?’


Ikusaba shifted her weight, but didn’t pull out her gun. It was weird from the start that she had a gun … Komaeda should have realised then that she was involved.


‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’ Ikusaba said.


‘Come on, babe,’ Enoshima said. ‘I haven’t got all day.’


Ikusaba went to draw, but she wasn’t as fast as she might have been – and perhaps that was deliberate. She aimed at Celestia, but before she could get a clean shot, Pekoyama slammed into her; the two of them fell together to the floor. As they grappled, the gun went off, the sound of it sending everyone ducking (apart from a few who were apparently accustomed to that sort of thing).


‘Peko!’ Kuzuryu cried out as Pekoyama fell back, clasping at her shoulder where the bullet had gone through. Ikusaba was still supine, but she aimed her weapon again – except that something hit her first. Kuzuryu had thrown a knife.


The impact made Ikusaba drop her gun; before she could reach for it, Kuzuryu had pulled another knife, and he stabbed her in the throat.


Ikusaba lifted a hand, but not to pull out the knife – she stretched it toward Enoshima –


And died.


Komaeda felt sick.


Kuzuryu grabbed Ikusaba’s gun. He straightened and took one, two steps toward Enoshima. Not so close that Enoshima could have knocked the gun out his hands. Tsumiki had run over to Pekoyama’s side.


‘Give me one reason I shouldn’t kill you right now,’ Kuzuryu said.


‘Gee, that’s a hard one,’ Enoshima said. ‘Maybe because Mikan has your precious Peko’s life in her hands?’


Kuzuryu wasn’t so inexperienced as that; he didn’t take his eyes off Enoshima. ‘She’s the one who did in Kuwata, right? Figures she’d be on your side.’


‘I – that wasn’t me,’ Tsumiki wailed. She had her hands on Pekoyama, though, fingers tight against Pekoyama’s bullet wound. Pekoyama didn’t scream, but the grunt she made through gritted teeth was just as awful.


Harukawa had left their circle, and moved behind Enoshima. Enoshima must have sensed a threat, because when Harukawa shifted her weight, Enoshima threw herself to the side.


The gun went off.


But Kuzuryu hadn’t aimed it at Enoshima after all. He’d shot Tsumiki in the head. Blood and brain splattered the floor behind her.


‘Botchan,’ Pekoyama said, pale and panting with pain. Kuzuryu met her eyes, briefly. Then he directed the gun back toward Enoshima, whom Harukawa had pinned to the floor. Harukawa sat on top, Enoshima’s arm pulled backwards in her grasp.


‘Okay, okay!’ Enoshima said. ‘I surrender!’


‘You surrender?’ Kuzuryu said. ‘Why the fuck should we accept that?’ He lowered the gun but didn’t put it away. ‘You think anyone here will speak for you?’


‘We could wait for the authorities to turn up,’ Togami said. ‘We sent Naegi off with our true location, not the one she programmed into all our phones.’


‘I don’t like it,’ Kuzuryu said. He crouched by Enoshima and Harukawa, and he held the gun to the back of Enoshima’s head. ‘Anything could happen between now and then.’


‘Sh-she’s surrendered,’ Akamatsu said. ‘Is it really okay to kill her while she’s helpless?’


Akamatsu was too nice. Enoshima would have had her killed, and Komaeda hadn’t stopped her, but she was still too nice.


‘If they take her back to Japan for trial,’ Shirogane said, ‘it will all get covered up.’ She sounded sad, somehow. ‘The government won’t want it known that they funded this project.’


‘Hey, Tsumugi-chan,’ Enoshima turned her head on the floor. ‘What’re you getting at?’


‘I’m mad,’ Shirogane said, although her tone was placid. ‘You told Ikusaba-san to kill me.’


‘What about you?’ Akamatsu said to Shirogane. She was trembling. ‘Will your involvement be covered up too?’


‘I expect so,’ Shirogane said. ‘It’s not like I was involved in programming the deaths.’


‘You’re practically innocent,’ Togami said.


‘Should I tell them what your role was?’ Enoshima said. Kuzuryu jabbed the gun harder against her neck.


‘It’s fine,’ Shirogane said. ‘I’ll tell them. I’m the one who selected the participants. All of you are here because I chose you.’


Shirogane had chosen them.


Shirogane had chosen Komaeda?


‘So I’ll do you next,’ Kuzuryu said, without looking over from Enoshima.


‘I wish you’d get on with it,’ Enoshima said. ‘Just holding me down like this is starting to feel kinky, you know?’


Harukawa, who was the one on top of her, jerked back.


‘Don’t you move, Harukawa,’ Kuzuryu said. ‘Pekoyama, how you doing?’


‘I’m alright,’ Pekoyama said. She’d gathered some of the others to her side; Sonia was tending her wound. A princess who could deal with injuries in the field, apparently. Souda would be thrilled.


‘Tsumugi,’ Akamatsu said, ‘can you tell us how to disable the defences on the building?’


‘I don’t know how,’ Shirogane said. ‘I’m just another contestant here. We’d need Usami to do that.’


‘Where is Usami?’ Amami asked. ‘Shouldn’t she have reappeared by now?’


‘Maybe Fujisaki-kun’s virus worked properly this time?’ Komaeda said.


‘You got me,’ Enoshima said. ‘I knew I shoulda cleaned up the system instead of just doing a patch job. Too bad, huh? Like Tsumugi-chan said, Usami’s the only one who can let us out of here.’


‘Iruma-san, you can’t switch this one back on?’ Amami said.


‘Like I said, it wasn’t me!’ Iruma said.


‘Sorry guys, that one was me,’ Souda said. ‘I copied the device you made, Iruma.’ But when he pressed the button on his counterfeit, nothing happened. ‘Uh … why isn’t it working?’


‘Cuz you can’t copy genius, you idiot!’ Iruma said.


‘Don’t call me an idiot!’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Amami said, lifting his hands in a calming gesture. ‘I’m sure Enoshima-san programmed a back door.’


‘I guess you better leave me alive then,’ Enoshima said, ‘or you’ll never find out.’


That then, settled things in favour of leaving Enoshima alive (or perhaps it was more accurate to say convinced Kuzuryu not to kill her just yet). Kirigiri had produced a pair of handcuffs from somewhere, and she cuffed Enoshima’s wrists behind her back.


Which was weird, because it wasn’t as if Kirigiri was that sort of detective.


‘What about Shirogane-chan?’ Oma said. ‘Shouldn’t we slap cuffs on her, too?’


‘I’m not planning to run away,’ Shirogane said.


‘Sorry,’ Amami said, ‘but I don’t think we can trust that.’


‘I suppose I deserve that.’


Kirigiri frowned. ‘I only have the one pair of handcuffs. Saihara-kun, do you –’


‘I’m not that sort of detective!’ Saihara said.


‘I mean, I got a pair,’ Iruma said. She lowered her voice. ‘They’re kind of pink and fuzzy though.’


‘Pink and fuzzy will do,’ Kirigiri said, ‘if you wouldn’t mind.’


Iruma hesitated. ‘Uh, does someone want to come with me? Just in case there is one of those fucked-up Usamis still out there.’


‘Geez,’ Souda said, ‘if I must …’


‘I’ll go,’ Kiibo said. He was positively fired up at the idea. ‘I may not be much use if one of those things decides to attack, but I will do my best!’


‘Yeah, thanks, Kiibo,’ Iruma said.


Somehow, despite his professed reluctance, Souda looked annoyed to be beaten by a robot.


It was strange, because Komaeda would have sworn Iruma was more interested in Fujisaki than in either of them.


Beside him, Hinata sighed. ‘Does this mean it’s over?’


‘I don’t know,’ Komaeda said. ‘It might turn out there’s 100 Usamis waiting for them outside the door. Or 100 cops, depending on what Naegi told the police.’


After Iruma and Kiibo went, people began to drift back into their own groups. Kuzuryu made Shirogane stand by him – although he kept an eye on Enoshima as well.


Hinata sat down heavily in place. Komaeda sat beside him, feeling slightly awkward in the aftermath of Enoshima’s demands.


‘I can’t believe you said what you did,’ Hinata said. They were obviously thinking of the same thing.


‘Which part?’


‘When Enoshima asked …’ Hinata looked down. ‘You know. Akamatsu.’


‘Why would that be hard to believe?’ Komaeda said. ‘I mean, I know the value of either of our lives isn’t much in the grand scheme of things. And I wouldn’t be surprised if Akamatsu-san never talks to me again. But …’ It was fine if he never saw Akamatsu again after this. You could forge bonds under fire, and leave them behind as well. The one Komaeda wanted to hold onto was someone else.


‘It’s alright if Akamatsu-san doesn’t forgive me,’ Komaeda said. ‘I choose you, Hinata-kun.’


Hinata tilted his head against his folded-up knees. ‘If I’m meant to call you Nagito now, shouldn’t it go both ways?’


Nagito’s heart thumped in his chest. ‘You want me to call you Hajime? Is that really okay?’


Hinata gave a shaky laugh. ‘After what I had to say before, I don’t think my name should be the sticking point.’


‘Hajime.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Oh, sorry, I didn’t have anything to say; I just wanted to say it.’


He shouldn’t be so happy. They were sitting in a room with two corpses and the two women who had put them in this awful situation, but Komaeda couldn’t help feeling happy. Even knowing his luck might affect Hinata – would affect Hinata, there was no escaping the inevitable – he was still happy.


‘If we make it home,’ Komaeda said, ‘let’s do something really ordinary, like go to the supermarket to get dinner ingredients together.’


‘If we make it home?’


‘Well, you never know. We might get kidnapped by pirates before that happens. I was kidnapped once before, you know.’


‘By pirates?’


‘No, just a guy who wanted the ransom money. Except there was no-one to pay him. It’s a long story.’


‘Sometimes,’ Hinata said, ‘I can’t tell if you’re having me on or not.’


‘I know it seems unlikely,’ Komaeda said, ‘but it’s true.’ Somehow, he didn’t mind Hinata’s doubt. He knew Hinata would take him seriously either way. ‘I can probably find the news articles, once we have internet again.’


‘It is true,’ Shirogane said suddenly, making them both jump; Komaeda had forgotten she was in hearing distance. ‘I read about it when I was doing my research. There were quite a few articles about you, Komaeda-kun.’


‘Not for anything worth talking about, I’m sure.’


Shirogane’s eyes crinkled. ‘I thought it would be interesting, to throw someone as unlucky as you into the mix. Although I guess you’re not so unlucky with your love life.’


‘I think that remains to be seen,’ Komaeda said. ‘We’ve only known each other a week.’


Hinata gave him an annoyed look.


‘Well, anything could happen!’ Komaeda said. ‘We could get rescued and you fall in love with the tough but beautiful lady cop leading the investigation –’


‘That seems like it would be a problem for the investigation,’ Hinata said.


‘It could be a hopeless one-sided love?’


‘I can’t tell if I should be cheering you two on or not,’ Shirogane said. Feeling left out? Kuzuryu was listening too, which was awkward.


‘Don’t bother,’ Hinata said. ‘I wanted to ask, though. About Mioda. You were telling the truth, right? You didn’t know the whole rule.’


‘I was telling the truth.’ Shirogane looked uncomfortable. ‘I didn’t want Ibuki to die. If I had, I wouldn’t have said anything at all.’


‘I wonder if that’s true,’ Komaeda said. ‘Or else why did Enoshima-san lie to you?’


Shirogane glanced across the room, where Enoshima was stuck between Harukawa and Oowada, neither of whom were talking to her.


‘I think maybe Junko-chan was looking for something else this whole time,’ Shirogane said. ‘Not just to see people couple up.’


It seemed quite obvious to Komaeda that Enoshima hadn’t been doing all this for the sake of seeing people fall in love. If that was what she wanted, she would have been better haunting amusement parks and aquariums during dating hours.


‘What do you think Ibuki felt,’ Shirogane said, with dry lips, ‘when she learned she’d been tricked? That she wasn’t saved at all? Don’t you think that would be the ultimate despair?’ She laughed. ‘Junko-chan’s mind really is superlative. I could never have thought that far.’


‘Mioda’s dead,’ Hinata said. ‘Aren’t you sorry at all?’


‘Sorry? I already said I didn’t want her dead … but I do admit it made my heart race a little …’


Hinata looked disgusted. Komaeda was glad that look wasn’t directed at him.


‘You don’t have to listen to her,’ Kuzuryu said to them. ‘I’ll keep an eye on her till Iruma’s back.’


‘You should be glad,’ Shirogane went on. ‘Kaede too. If you manage to get a happy ending, shouldn’t you be grateful to the one who cast you?’


‘Do you think Mioda was grateful?’ Hinata said. ‘Or Owari? Even Tsumuki and Ikusaba, who were on your side …’


‘They had the same opportunity as you did.’ Shirogane stared at Hinata with wide, fervent eyes.


Hinata rose to his feet, and Komaeda after him. ‘It’s our lives,’ Hinata said. ‘It’s not a game.’ And he nodded to Kuzuryu, and he walked away – so that Komaeda had to hurry after him. Despite his stern words, Komaeda thought that he might have been about to cry. Which Komaeda didn’t want. But if Hinata did cry, then he wanted to see.


Komaeda wouldn’t have said it in front of Hinata, but he was glad. The way Hinata was determined not to be, Komaeda was.


Even if it did all fall apart as soon as they were rescued. Or even if it didn’t.


Maybe it was scarier if it didn’t.


Once they were away from Shirogane, Hinata said, ‘I should have walked away sooner.’


‘You want to think that something she says will make sense,’ Komaeda said, ‘but it won’t.’ To Hinata, it never would.


Hinata scuffed the floor with his shoe. He sighed. ‘Want to see if Usami’s failure mode means we can walk out the front door now?’ Looking for a distraction.


‘I’m not sure I want us to be the ones to test that out. Maybe Iruma-san should look at it first?’


‘What if we just take the door off its hinges?’


‘I don’t have a screwdriver or anything,’ Komaeda said. ‘Do you?’


‘I can ask Souda.’


‘You don’t have to do that,’ Komaeda said quickly. ‘Maybe there’s something else we can investigate. Now that Usami can’t stop us.’


‘Or,’ Hinata said, ‘maybe we should get some lunch.’


‘Lunch?’


‘Yeah. I don’t know how long our nap was, but it feels like it should be time for lunch.’


‘I guess if Usami’s broken, that means our meals won’t just appear any more …’


‘There’s still stuff in the kitchen.’


‘Do you think we should make something for everyone?’


Hinata looked startled. ‘For 40 people?’


It wasn’t 40 any more, but Hinata didn’t need reminding of that.


‘Just for us, then?’


Hinata nodded.


Komaeda didn’t know how long it would take for the authorities to find them. Or for them to work out how to leave on their own. Or how much food they had stored away. There had been a lot of instant ramen, but for 40 people …


Thinking of instant ramen reminded him. ‘Actually, can we ask Akamatsu-san too?’


‘Akamatsu?’ Hinata looked as if he understood. ‘Sure. Should I meet you down in the kitchen?’


Komaeda nodded.


It didn’t feel entirely safe, to let Hinata out of his sight. Komaeda would never feel entirely at ease, caring for someone with his luck.


He’d just have to get used to it.



Akamatsu, it turned out, had already left the hall and gone back to their room. She was sitting on the bed when Komaeda came in, her suitcase pulled out on the floor. She wasn’t doing anything with it.


‘You packing already?’ Komaeda asked.


‘Oh, Komaeda-kun … I guess I thought … but we still don’t know how long it will be, huh?’ She smiled weakly.


‘We might still be living here for the rest of our lives,’ Komaeda said. It probably wasn’t funny. ‘Hinata-kun and I were going to sort out some lunch, and I thought you might like to join us. That is … well, I’m sure you hate me now …’


‘I don’t hate you.’


‘No?’


Akamatsu held her hands in front of her face as if she might cry into them. ‘I hate that Tsumugi made me think she was my friend. When this whole time …’ Akamatsu shook her head and she stood up. ‘I’d like to get lunch,’ she said. If the cheer she’d forced into her voice rang false, it would have been unkind to call her on it. ‘Thanks for asking me.’


‘You could get Saihara-kun too if you wanted –’


‘No,’ Akamatsu said. ‘I think I’d like to leave that alone. It was just the stupid order that Oma-kun gave me … tell number 4 that you love them … I don’t even want to think about romance right now.’


‘There’s more kinds of love than that,’ Komaeda said. ‘Didn’t Mioda-san say something like that?’


Akamatsu gave a little nod. ‘Shall we head down? Did Hinata-kun come up with you, or …’


‘I said we’d meet him down in the kitchen.’


‘Alright.’ They left the room behind, Akamatsu walking in front of him. ‘There’s gotta be something more exciting we can make than just instant ramen.’ Her cheer might have been false, but it was still a relief to him. As long as she could fake cheer, she hadn’t lost hope of once again being cheerful. She could return to the person she was meant to be.


Maybe Komaeda could watch her on the new year’s broadcast again this year.


And then, because he was allowing himself the smallest bit of hope too: maybe he and Hinata could watch her on the new year’s broadcast together.


Probably it would never happen. There were a million things that could go wrong first.


But for now, with the villain identified, and with help (hopefully) on the way, and Komaeda hadn’t seen any more murderous rabbits around –


Well, Komaeda could allow himself to dream that much.


Every Day is a Honeymoon

It was after dinner, and Komaeda and Hinata had both settled on the couch for the evening. Hinata was trying to decide on a film to watch, and Komaeda was absently browsing his phone – until he was brought up short by a familiar face. Komaeda didn’t usually click through to gossip sites, but in this case he couldn’t help himself.


‘Say, Hajime, did you see this?’


Komaeda held up his phone. Hinata squinted at the screen.


‘Akamatsu and …’ It took him a moment to recognise the second figure. ‘Are they dating?’


‘Seems that way.’


The photo was of Akamatsu sitting in a café in a foreign city, sunhat on, laughing, a man’s hand on hers. The man’s face wasn’t in view, but it was definitely Amami Rantaro. The article only identified him as ‘the son of a wealthy industrialist’, but Amami’s hair and manner of dress were distinctive. The headline postulated that they were considering marriage.


‘Good for them,’ Hinata said, ‘if it’s true. You haven’t heard from Akamatsu lately?’


‘Not in a while. Should I send her a message? Congratulate her on her impending wedding bells?’


‘That might be jumping the gun.’


Komaeda looked at the photo again. Akamatsu seemed happy, he thought. He couldn’t see Amami’s face to be sure, but something had moved him to hold her hand.


In the same spirit, Komaeda put down his phone and turned to face Hinata on the couch. He folded his hands over his knees.


‘Do you think we’ll ever get married?’


It wasn’t something he’d been planning to ask; Hinata looked startled.


‘You want to go overseas?’ Hinata said.


‘No, not that,’ Komaeda said, although how easily Hinata asked the question made his heart beat faster. ‘I meant, do you think the law will ever change?’


Hinata’s expression settled into something more serious. ‘I think it’s possible. I mean, there’s only so many times it can be declared unconstitutional, right? Things have to change.’


‘Then …’ Komaeda reached out to take one of Hinata’s hands in his. Hinata squeezed his fingers, his eyes not leaving Komaeda’s face.


‘You want to?’


‘I mean … if it were possible, I would love to marry you. But, you know, I think sometimes it’s only because the world is like this that we can even be together. Otherwise … that would be too much happiness, wouldn’t it? For you and I to call each other husband.’


‘I’m pretty happy as it is.’


It struck Komaeda sometimes, how easily Hinata would cut through his words.


Their hands were still twined together.


‘Hajime …’


‘Yeah?’


‘I want to get married.’


Hinata nodded.


‘And then … I want to have our wedding night.’


Hinata’s expression grew suspicious. ‘What’s that meant to involve?’


Komaeda leaned in and kissed him, long and slow until he was half on top of Hinata. Hinata grabbed him and pulled him solidly onto his lap.


Komaeda slipped his hands between them to tug at Hinata’s buckle and pull his belt free. Komaeda tossed it ostentatiously to the floor (knocking a vase off the coffee table in the process) and kissed Hinata some more while he undid the zip of his trousers. When he put his hand down Hinata’s pants, Hinata let out a gasp that was quite satisfying.


Komaeda broke the kiss, and he said with his cheek against Hinata’s, ‘We’ll get a hotel and order champagne and then I’ll fuck you on the bed –’ He gave Hinata’s cock a rough stroke – ‘And then we’ll drink even more while we take a bath and then I’ll fuck you in the bathtub too –’


‘How flash is this hotel room?’


‘It’s the most expensive one, obviously. We wouldn’t skimp on something like that.’ Komaeda kept stroking him.


‘R-Right.’


‘After that I think I’ll just finger you for a bit and see if I can get you to come dry.’


‘You –’


Hinata had grown flushed, over his neck as well as his face. He was sexy when he got worked up. Especially when he hadn’t changed out of his work clothes and Komaeda got to enjoy mussing him up.


‘After that you can have a nap.’


‘That’s – so generous – of you.’ Hinata’s breathing was quite ragged, and his cock was leaking. Komaeda rubbed some of the liquid on his thumb, lifted it to his mouth and sucked. Hinata was beginning to get that out-of-focus look. Komaeda pushed two fingers into his mouth and let Hinata suck them shamelessly. He’d get Hinata to blow him after this.


‘It won’t be a long nap,’ Komaeda added. He took Hinata’s earlobe lightly between his teeth, and dragged his fingers from Hinata’s mouth to wrap back around his hard dick. ‘I think I’ll wake you up by eating you out.’


‘Nagito,’ Hinata said, and the sound was a groan.


‘You’re going to be extremely sloppy, Hajime.’


‘Why’d you – have to say it – like that?’


‘Because you want me to.’


Hinata was past talking, then. Komaeda was tempted to kiss him some more – Hinata always kissed so desperately when he came – but instead he watched his face, because Komaeda liked that too. Hinata’s O-face: his red parted lips; and how he tipped his head back so that his neck was exposed. Komaeda wanted to lick it. So he did, with Hinata panting beneath him, his hot spunk coating Komaeda’s hand. Komaeda wiped it on his shirt; it would wash, after all. Hinata didn’t notice.


‘Definitely,’ Hinata said. ‘One day, we’ll get married.’ He wrapped his arms around Komaeda’s back and squeezed him against him.


‘Hajime …’ Komaeda put his arms around Hinata’s neck and took a deep breath, taking in the smell of his skin and hair. And he put his tongue into Hinata’s ear so that he yelped and jerked back.


‘Not tonight, though,’ Komaeda said.


‘No.’


Komaeda dipped his mouth to Hinata’s neck, sucking lightly.


‘You know I have to go to work tomorrow,’ Hinata said.


‘So mean,’ Komaeda said. He hadn’t sucked that hard. ‘You think your workmates don’t know what you get up to?’


‘I really don’t want to think about my workmates right now.’


‘I don’t want you to think about your workmates either.’ Komaeda kissed Hinata, pushing his hands back through his hair while he sucked his tongue. And then he pulled back to say, ‘I want to come in your mouth.’


Hinata gave a nod. And said nothing but indicated for Komaeda sit back against the couch. Then he undid Komaeda’s pants and pulled them down far enough that Komaeda could kick them down around his ankles. Hinata leaned over, to bend his mouth over Komaeda’s cock, shaping his lips around him and swallowing him in, hot and wet. Hinata began to bob his head, his tongue pressing the base of Komaeda’s cock as he took him in deeper. With how he was angled Komaeda couldn’t see his face, but he could put his hand on the back of his neck, like the barest threat. He didn’t do anything else. He didn’t need to do anything else – Hinata did it all.


‘That feels so good,’ Komaeda found himself saying. ‘We’ll have to add it to the agenda.’ He ran his fingers through Hinata’s hair, because it felt nice. Everything felt nice, doing it with Hinata. Komaeda just wanted to touch him endlessly. It was continuously amazing to him that this was something he was able to do. And having got away with this much didn’t make Komaeda’s want any less – his desire could curse the both of them, but Komaeda had given up holding back.


‘Hajime, I’m going to come. Don’t stop, I’m going –’


He didn’t know why he said it like that; Hinata never did stop, unless Komaeda told him to. And when Komaeda came, Hinata swallowed around him; he took everything and let Komaeda stay in his mouth until he was soft. Then he sat up, and Komaeda kissed him some more, because he knew it embarrassed Hinata when he did. After that, they just cuddled.


‘You know,’ Hinata said, ‘we don’t need to wait for the law to change to have a wedding. We can just do it.’ He settled his head against Komaeda’s shoulder.


‘Is that really okay?’ Komaeda said. ‘Would you be okay with it?’ There was a part of him that couldn’t believe (wasn’t allowed to believe) that Hinata could mean it.


But Hinata said, ‘Yeah. I want to.’


‘You’ll probably get hit by a car the day before the wedding and leave me a widow.’


‘I’ll watch out for cars, then,’ Hinata said. Exactly as serious as Komaeda was.


‘I love you,’ Komaeda said.


Hinata didn’t say anything, but leaned in to kiss him again, more sweetly.


It meant the same thing.

