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You might say it’s all in the past, that none of it matters anymore. And you would probably be right.

But, even so, I need to face what happened, to confront it head-on—the insane, almost unbelievable sequence of events that took place during my job hunt in 2011. These are the results of my investigation. I already know who the culprit was, though I don’t have any intention of going after them at this point. That’s not what this is about.

I just need to know the truth behind it all.

For my own sake.

—SHOGO HATANO
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PART ONE:

RECRUITMENT EXAM




1

“The final section of the recruitment exam will be a group discussion.”

The smile that crept onto my face wasn’t one of genuine joy, but I knew that any hint of a frown would be received poorly. Deep down, I wanted to let out a tired sigh and lean back in my chair to stare at the ceiling.

Don’t worry, the rest is pretty much just a formality once you get to the last part of the selection process. You’ll be greeting the board members, and that’s about it. You’ve as good as got the job. Congrats, Shogo!

That was what a friend of mine who had graduated last year had said, but I couldn’t take his frivolous optimism at face value. With all my preparation, I was ready for at least one, maybe two more hard-hitting interviews. But to be told at the very last minute I would instead be taking part in a group discussion? Well, that caught me on the back foot. But that was Spiralinx.

How were the other applicants reacting? I was curious, but something told me it would be unwise to let my gaze wander. Even the smallest gesture could sink the professional image I had worked so hard to build for myself. I hadn’t so much as scratched my cheek or loosened the clenched fists resting on my lap for the last hour, but that didn’t mean I was some bastion of self-control. No, it was just that I didn’t want to relinquish my ticket to success over something so trivial, not when I was this close to securing everything I dreamed of.

Today, Kogami, the head of Human Resources, was dressed in a navy suit with camel leather shoes, a combination that seemed to embody the company’s relaxed ethos. I wasn’t simply projecting—his dress style had become progressively more casual as the selection process moved from stage to stage. Slowly but surely, I sensed, HR was offering us a glimpse of daily life at Spiralinx.

Kogami moved his hand slightly, as if to adjust the position of his ring, when . . .

“However, the group discussion won’t be held today,” he continued with a meek smile. “It’s scheduled for a month from now, on the twenty-seventh of April. The participants will be the six of you currently gathered in this room, and the agenda will consist of projects similar to the ones Spiralinx is currently handling. We would like to see how you would all approach them.”

An HR representative, one of Kogami’s subordinates, nodded along from the side of the conference room. In fact, all the HR staff looked proud of themselves. In a way, they were our mentors, guiding us through the rigors of the recruitment process—but at the same time, they were the minor and mid-level bosses who kept us in check. Shoulder to shoulder against the wall, they stood before us like a condensed summary of the arduous journey we had undertaken to reach this point.

The conference room was made entirely of glass, offering an unimpeded view of Spiralinx’s employees hard at work. It felt like a display window, and it ignited a fire in me to be a small part of it. In the back, I noticed another conference room, this one equipped with board games and darts. Then there was the café space, run in partnership with a top-ranking coffeehouse, and the electronic bulletin board showing the number of Spiralinx’s registered users in real time, just like in the brochures.

One more step. One more step, and I could claim my place here. With that thought, I wiped the sweat from my palms on my suit pants.

“Rest assured, this last group discussion is structured differently to the ones in the first and second selection rounds,” Kogami continued in a soft voice. “We’ve already eliminated over five thousand applicants to reach the six of you. This is just the final screening test. Depending on how well you perform, it’s entirely possible for all six of you to receive job offers. But keep in mind we don’t want you to be tiptoeing around each other, too scared to touch on each other’s quirks, backgrounds, or limitations. What we’re aiming for is a setup where we understand each other inside out, play to each other’s strengths, and cover each other’s weaknesses. We’re talking about forming a real unit, a group, a team—basically, we want to see a true team discussion.”

With that, Kogami gathered up his materials and prepared to leave.

“So, between now and then, be sure to build the best team you can. If you do well, I’ll extend offers to all six of you. I’m looking forward to seeing you all come together as a solid team.”

Spiralinx’s office was located on the twenty-first floor of a large commercial building directly across from Shibuya Station. Even with the lingering exhaust fumes at street level, the outside air brought with it a taste of freedom. Any other time, I would have taken a deep breath, loosened my tie and started chatting with the other finalists—but not today. It was an unusual test we had been given, to be sure, but we had essentially been instructed to get to know each other and form a cohesive team unit ahead of the group discussion. In other words, the real challenge started now.

“Is everyone good after this?” “You can hang around?” “We should have a quick chat, right?” “We’d better, yeah.” “Why don’t we go somewhere?” “There’s a chain restaurant just around the corner.” “All right, let’s go there.”

Our exchange felt like a time challenge, completed in barely twenty seconds. Yep, if I fell flat here, it could be a fatal blow. Driven by that sense of urgency, I started heading toward the restaurant with the others, when I realized something—I only recognized one face among the five, the girl at the back of the line.

“Shima, wasn’t it?” I called out.

She broke into a faint smile, as if she had been expecting me to approach. “Hatano, right? I thought I recognized you in the conference room, but I didn’t want to stare.”

“Sorry. I was so caught up in my own little world I didn’t even notice. I know we haven’t received formal job offers yet, but I can’t believe we’ve bumped into each other again.”

“I know. It’s nice to see a familiar face.”

I had first met Shima during the second-round interview two weeks ago, and we had spent close to an hour chatting over tea afterward, when a small group of us ducked into a nearby Starbucks. We had half-joked about catching up again at the orientation ceremony, and I was pleased to see her.

I matched her pace and asked the other finalists to slow down a little. Shima flashed me an apologetic look, then pulled a bottle of jasmine tea from her bag. After taking a quick drink and screwing on the cap, she murmured, “I hope we both pass, now that we’ve come this far.”

Was she staring up at the sky, or was her gaze fixed on the upper floors of some distant building? Either way, her eyes sparkled.

She was a petite, fair-skinned woman with a tasteful air about her; the kind of person you wouldn’t expect to see outside without a parasol. I had only spoken to her for an hour, but that was enough for me to recognize the fierce determination, passionate drive, and sharp intellect that lay beneath her graceful bearing.

During job-hunting season, everyone always showed up for the seminars, the interviews, the exams, in identical black suits and with matching black hairstyles, almost like they all came out of the same old factory. But despite this, the students just throwing something together at the last minute to look professional always gave off a certain vibe. Their suits looked awkward, their dyed hair was a dead giveaway, their eyes were glazed over—so many small details. The bottom line was they just didn’t look the part.

Shima, however, was different. She was a natural-born job hunter, carrying herself with poise.

She spoke honestly, free from pretense—which made it easy for me to let my guard down with her.

“Let’s both pass this last test,” I said.

“Yes. It’s like a dream, isn’t it?”

We stopped at a traffic light, and the tall male student at the head of our group glared impatiently down the road. The other students shifted uneasily, tapping their feet, eager to move on. All six of us, myself included, stood tall and straight like young bamboo stalks bathing in the sun.

Two years ago, in 2009, the social networking service Spira had exploded onto the scene, quickly reeling in everyone from teens to thirty-somethings put off by Mixi’s cheesy tone and too reluctant to give their personal information to the likes of Facebook. Though late to the market, the platform’s number of registered users quickly shot past fifteen million. Instead of just imitating existing services, it offered a curated community-based experience, designed to encourage users to log in on a daily basis. Most importantly, everything from its corporate logo to its website design, the services it offered and its partner companies, were all cutting-edge and stylish.

This year, Spiralinx, the company behind Spira, had launched a recruitment drive targeting new graduates for career-track positions. That alone was exciting news, but what really caught nationwide attention was the unprecedented starting salary of five hundred thousand yen a month. Being a startup with fewer than two hundred full-time employees, only a limited number of positions would be offered, but that didn’t stop thousands of fourth-year university students—more than five thousand, according to Kogami—from applying. That being the case, it was only natural the selection process would involve so many steps.

The first was an online application, followed by an exam at a test center, submission of a paper application, making it through to the first-round group interview, then a second group interview, and finally a third solo interview . . .

Now, only six of us remained.

It was little wonder Shima saw our current situation as a dream come true.

After all, it was no exaggeration to say if we could land this job, it would literally change our lives.

“Do you have a table for six?” asked one of our cohort, a male student with a strikingly handsome face that would no doubt serve him well if he ever pivoted to acting.

When he wrote his surname, Kuga, on the waiting list, it was enough to make my head spin. He could probably secure offers from thirty companies or more just on the basis of his impressive surname.

“Why don’t we order something?” he asked, once we were shown to our seats.

I scrutinized the menu. Part of me wondered if taking too long would cause the others to question my decision-making skills. Would a parfait be inappropriate in a business setting? But if all I ordered was a drink, the others might think I was too frugal.

“Anyone for the drink bar, raise your hand.”

The moment Kuga finished speaking, another member of our group burst out laughing. Glancing about, my gaze landed on the tall male student who had stood out back on the street, his lips curled in an amused grin. I stared, stunned for a moment, when—

“I mean . . . Aren’t we all acting way too tense for a chain restaurant?”

The rest of us, myself included, straightened our backs like we were waiting our turn to be interviewed, clutching our menus as if they were precious award certificates.

“Please raise your hand if you’re ordering from the drink bar . . . Hah! No one actually talks like that, do they?”

“Nope. You sound like a parliamentarian.”

We all laughed, only then realizing how strangely we were acting.

“Let’s just order normally,” he said—an eminently sensible suggestion.

With that, we each decided to order what we actually wanted. As the smiling waiter worked through our requests, Kuga, looking a little more relaxed this time, suggested we introduce ourselves. The rest of us nodded in agreement.

“I’ll go first, then.”

Even the way he lifted his hand into the air felt like a scene from a movie. His chiseled face was reminiscent of a statue, while his deep-set eyes and thicker-than-average eyebrows gave off a dignified charm. Still, he didn’t have the kind of old-fashioned glamor you might expect from a Showa-era movie star. Instead, he struck you as a modern, up-and-coming man. His first name, Sota, only added to that impression.

Sota Kuga. Did his perfect looks come from his superstar-quality name, or did he have to put in a concerted effort to live up to it?

“I’m studying at Keio University’s Faculty of Policy Management,” he said. For some reason I felt like breaking into applause.

The way he spoke, his gestures and mannerisms—all exuded charm, the sort that made you want to listen to everything he had to say. And he was intelligent, too. You could be forgiven for feeling a twinge of envy, but I had nothing against him. No, his charm was such that I wanted to keep on talking with him and win his approval.

We decided to go around the table clockwise, so the tall man who had come out with the ice-breaking quip a few moments ago was the next to introduce himself—his name was Ryo Hakamada.

“You’re really big, Hakamada. How tall are you exactly?” I asked.

“A hundred and eighty-seven centimeters.”

The rest of us erupted with cheers, when he raised a finger into the air. “A hundred and eighty-eight on good days, though.”

Although initially intimidated by his boulder-like appearance, I could see now that he was a genuinely nice person. He had served as captain of his high school’s baseball team, he said, and he now led a volunteer club. He loved to work out at the gym, hence his broad chest.

“I’m attending Meiji University. I might sound like a musclehead when I say I’ve got the spirit and grit to beat just about anyone, but trust me, there are brains packed into this skull of mine as well. I hate it when someone stirs up trouble in the team, and I’m quick to lash out against people like that. But my outbursts come from a place of love, so I hope you’ll let them slide.”

Was he being serious? I couldn’t tell.

“Hey, don’t take me too literally,” he added, easing the tension with a soft, teddy-bear-like grin. “Let’s knock this team discussion out of the park next month.”

Just as our applause died down, the waiter reappeared carrying a roll cake filled with whipped cream.

“Ah, that’s mine,” exclaimed the woman who had just raised her hand now that it was her turn to introduce herself. “My name is Tsubasa Yashiro,” she said with a polite bow, her gaze locked on the roll cake before her. When she looked up, she swept a hand over her head to tuck her hair behind her ears—and in that moment, Hakamada flashed her a nervous, almost hesitant look.

“You’re gorgeous, Yashiro,” he said, glancing around as if urging the rest of us to agree. No one dared comment.

“Thank you,” Yashiro answered shyly, shielding her face behind one hand to hide the blush rising to her cheeks.

No, no, no, not at all, she might have demurred, but the fact of the matter was she was beautiful—so much so that any attempt to deny it might invite divine retribution.

Kuga was exceptionally good-looking, but Yashiro was in a class of her own. If you asked me, she could have easily been a front-page model on a fashion magazine. And yet—

“I work part-time at a chain restaurant—a different one to this,” she said.

Her hair was a little light-colored for someone out on a job-hunting mission, but if she told me it was her natural tint, I would have been inclined to believe her.

“I’m interested in global affairs, which is why I’m studying international cultures at Ochanomizu University. I also love traveling abroad. Last year, I spent five months exploring five different European countries. So I’m good with languages.”

Everyone learned the ropes when it came to self-introductions during job-hunting season, but the way Yashiro spoke was extraordinarily polished. She maintained eye contact with all five of us equally—and when it was my turn, I nearly blushed. She was so smooth, effortlessly flawless. I could tell that while we might be job-hunting associates, we would never be real friends. But just as I felt this invisible distance, she flashed me a smile so warm it caught me instantly off guard.

“Hmm . . . That was a little stiff, wasn’t it? Scratch that,” she said with the kind of carefree grin you might reserve for a close friend. With that, she tapped Shima, sitting next to her, on the shoulder and stared at the table in embarrassment.

If this display was part of some meticulous strategy, she truly was a master of the game—but something told me that wasn’t the case. Rather, I sensed she was the type to erect high walls when she was in work mode, so it was a relief to see her let her guard down now.

We all gave her a round of applause, and then it was Shima’s turn. Her introduction was nearly identical to what I had heard in the Starbucks a couple of weeks ago. Her full name was Iori Shima, she was currently studying sociology at Waseda University, and she worked part-time at a restaurant chain, Pronto. She didn’t come out with any new information, so I found myself staring at her profile. She was undeniably lovely.

After Shima, it was my turn. Half jokingly, I introduced myself as Shogo Hatano, a Rikkyo University economics major and a member of a casual walking group that occasionally took strolls around town. I admitted straight up I didn’t have any special skills or deep passions, but I was more curious than most when it came to trying new things. My goal in life had always been to be a decent person. I wrapped it up smoothly, stitching together bits and pieces of successful lines from my previous interviews.

Last up was a male student called Kimihiko Morikubo. With his intellectual appearance—rimless glasses and sharp eyes—I had assumed he must be from Tokyo University, but it turned out he was at Hitotsubashi. Either way, he was top of the pack. He had been the quietest of us since arriving at the restaurant, and his self-introduction was the shortest, as well, simply giving his name and university department and concluding with a polite Nice to meet you, before leaning back in his chair like he had no intention of saying anything more. No one dared ask any questions. Probably in an effort to keep the mood from souring, the tall Hakamada and the beautiful Yashiro gave him an exaggerated round of applause.

A quick aside—it isn’t unusual to bump into students from Tokyo University during your job hunt. Whenever I hear someone introduce themselves with that alma mater, a weird tension washes over me. But just because they go to a prestigious university doesn’t necessarily mean they’re a prodigy. More often than not, you realize once they start talking that they’re just a regular, ordinary person, which can be strangely reassuring in its own way.

The reason this crossed my mind was because out of the six of us chosen from a pool of over five thousand applicants, not a single one was studying at Tokyo. Academic background was just that—background. Knowing that Spiralinx saw something in us beyond our resumes and kept us for the final selection sent a wave of relief rising deep in my chest.

After chatting about a few safe topics—“Was everyone okay after the earthquake?” “I’m surprised they didn’t change the hiring schedule after such a huge disaster.” “Did you hear about that company’s HR department going up in flames?”—we finally got down to business.

“I think we should at least get a handle on the topics Spiralinx might throw our way,” Kuga said. “We need to have a solid discussion strategy ready, no matter what task we’re given on the day. It won’t be easy digging up the information, but without it, we won’t be able to come up with a comprehensive plan.”

“Right. Maybe we should all do some investigating and then come back together?” Hakamada suggested, crossing his bulky arms.

“That sounds like a good idea,” Yashiro nodded. “I think it would be best for us to set a regular schedule. How about we meet at five every Sunday afternoon?”

“Sounds good,” the other three agreed.

With that, we set up a mailing list and a small community group on Spira. We also decided to hold prep meetings twice a week, on Tuesdays and Saturdays at 5 p.m., with the understanding not everyone would be able to make it every time.

The discussion moved at a brisk pace, decisions coming together effortlessly. Impressed by the unusual speed of it all, I couldn’t help but think that these five were definitely destined to stay in the running.

“Let’s all pass this last hurdle. We can definitely do it,” I said without thinking.

“You said it,” Kuga nodded. “At first, I was thrown off by the final screening round’s unusual format. I even wondered if it was appropriate to ask students to give up their personal time. But then I gave it a little more thought—and honestly, it’s no different from asking us to fill out a paper application. And telling us about it ahead of time? That’s actually a pretty fair approach. So, let’s build a solid team and make it big at Spiralinx!”

To everyone’s surprise, Morikubo, who spoke the least during our first meeting and didn’t seem particularly eager about joining Spiralinx, was the one who prepared the most materials for our next get-together.

“Basically, the majority of Spiralinx’s revenue comes from subscription fees for Spira Premium. After that, the next biggest source is ad revenue, ranging from simple banner ads to more complex ads that take advantage of community features to drive engagement. I’ve researched as much as I could and printed everything out. I didn’t have time to summarize it or anything, though,” he finished under his breath.

Honestly, just gathering this much information in such a short period of time was impressive. I had only managed to put together five pages of materials, while Morikubo’s stack was easily three centimeters thick.

Kuga was the one who had found the rental conference room in Ueno for the bargain price of only five hundred yen an hour. It was a small room, less than ten tatami mats in size, fitted only with a whiteboard, lighting, wall outlets, and a few tables and chairs. For our purposes, however, it was more than enough.

“I couldn’t find much information on Spiralinx,” Yashiro said, pulling a stack of papers from her bag. “But I looked into social media trends overseas. I even got some information directly from contacts I know over there. I’m not sure how useful it will be, but I’ve translated it into Japanese, so it should be easier to read.”

“Whoa . . .” Hakamada exclaimed in astonishment.

“I might not look it, but I’m very industrious,” Yashiro answered with a smile.

“You look plenty industrious to me,” I pointed out, chuckling.

“Looks like I’ve said too much.”

Laughter filled the room, but the tense atmosphere quickly returned. We all knew we weren’t here to relax.

Kuga stared at the six sets of documents laid out on the table, pinching his chin with his fingers. “I think we should organize everyone’s notes first. Yashiro’s overseas information should be a useful bonus, but for now, we should focus on the projects Spiralinx is currently handling. Which means . . .”

“How about we take an hour to go through the materials?” I suggested. “We can split them up, summarize the key points, and jot them down on the whiteboard. Once we’ve covered all the projects, we can categorize them based on the trends we see and start planning our strategy. What do you think?”

Kuga gave a firm nod, then glanced around to make sure no one had any objections. That was our starting pistol, and so we set to work. First, we each wrote a summary on the whiteboard of the materials we had brought. After that, we split up to carefully read through Morikubo’s stack of papers. When I picked up one of the documents and flipped through a few pages, it was like a lightbulb lit up in my head. There was so much information—shareholder meeting commentaries, notes from the company’s quarterly report, a book by someone close to the founder, and even random articles from entertainment magazines. I felt overwhelmed, but beneath this, I was blown away by Morikubo’s efficiency and his obsession with Spiralinx. This wasn’t the kind of stuff you could gather overnight—he must have been collecting it, piece by piece, for ages.

Determined not to fall behind, I hurried through the different documents, when—

“Can I have some of them, Hatano?” came Shima’s voice.

I looked up in surprise. We had only been reading for twenty minutes, but Shima had already finished the materials assigned to her. Had she rushed through her stack? But any doubts I might have had about her cutting corners quickly vanished when I saw the summaries on the whiteboard, complete with concise headlines and detailed explanations.

“Wow. Are you a speed reader?”

“No, nothing like that. I’ve just always been good at this kind of thing. You know, picking out the key points and getting to the heart of a topic? I guess you could say I have keen insight—though that might sound a bit boastful.”

Grateful for the reprieve, I handed some of my documents over to her. In the end, she took a bit from everyone, reducing our planned hour of work down to forty minutes. She also reorganized the chaotic jumble of information on the whiteboard, classifying Spiralinx’s projects into four categories—product promotion, large-scale events, information gathering, and simple banner advertisements.

Her hand glided across the whiteboard with flawless grace, when—

“Maybe we could break the large-scale events category down even further?” was the only suggestion I had come to mind.

“Good idea,” Kuga agreed. “We might even want to downplay the simple banner advertisements category, seeing as it doesn’t really lend itself to a discussion, and focus elsewhere.”

“Right,” Morikubo chimed in. “I’ll go back and get more information on product promotion—that area clearly needs improving.”

“I might be able to help with large-scale events,” Yashiro said, her eyes widening in a smile. “I have a few contacts who work in event planning, so I’ll try to get in touch with them and see if they’ve had any experience with social media collaborations.”

Everyone nodded, their pens dancing busily across their notebooks. New words and phrases started filling the whiteboard as one person’s suggestion sparked another’s breakthrough idea. It was almost ridiculous how fast the time flew by. One after the next, fresh avenues for exploration took shape, and before we knew it, our booking in the rented conference room was almost up.

“Hey, hey, this isn’t good.” I looked up from my stack of documents to see Hakamada standing there with his arms crossed in front of his broad chest. He was staring at the clock, so naturally I assumed he was talking about the time. But then, pulling a comically bitter face, he said, “I haven’t contributed anything useful today.”

He was clearly trying to crack us up rather than looking for sympathy, and the rest of us broke out into a round of laughter.

It was true that Hakamada’s performance on the first day was somewhat more modest compared to the other members’. By the time of our third meeting, however, he had fully demonstrated his worth.

It wasn’t exactly a major issue or a full-blown argument, but there was a brief moment of tension between Morikubo, who suggested we focus on two specific areas for our discussion—product promotion and large-scale events—and Yashiro, who argued we should cover the other categories as well. It never came to physical blows, but they exchanged several sharp words, and neither was willing to back down. The air was thick with tension—someone needed to step in and hit the brakes. But even as Kuga calmly urged them both to cool it down, the debate only grew more heated. I wiped the cold sweat from my forehead—and that was when it happened.

“If we can’t resolve this, we’ll have to settle it through a display of strength.”

In a show of impatience, Hakamada cracked his neck and stood up. It was an intimidating sight, seeing a broad-bodied man like him jump to his feet. Morikubo and Yashiro, until that moment caught up in their fierce back-and-forth, fell suddenly silent. I couldn’t have been the only one thinking this might come down to fists.

A moment later, Hakamada started rummaging through his bag at the edge of the conference room. But instead of pulling out a spiked knuckleduster, he retrieved some tube-like object wrapped in cute gift paper—five of them, in fact.

“All right, I know this is sudden, but it’s time to announce the Hakamada Awards.”

“The Hakamada Awards?” I repeated.

He nodded to himself, then started handing them out without further explanation. “You’re first, Kuga. Congratulations on winning the Hakamada Award in the leadership category. This prize is given to someone who has demonstrated outstanding leadership and effectively brought the team together. Congratulations!”

Kuga, still not quite grasping the situation, gave an incredulous bow and accepted the prize.

“Next up, we have Hatano. Congrats on winning the Hakamada Award in the strategist category. This one is given to the team member who consistently sees the bigger picture and guides the group’s overall direction.”

The prize was much lighter than I had expected. After that, Hakamada presented Shima with the award for most valuable player, Morikubo with the prize in a data collection category, and Yashiro one for global networking.

“I was actually going to announce the awards at the end of the day, but I thought, why not move it up a bit? I had you all in mind when I bought them at the Takashimaya department store at Nihombashi . . . They’re not super fancy or anything, but please, open them.”

These Hakamada Awards threw us all on the back foot, but unwrapping them, we each found an Umaibo puffed corn snack inside. What was more, he had picked different flavors for every one of us. We burst into laughter, and it wasn’t long before the mood in the conference room started to lighten. Before we knew, the heavy atmosphere had completely abated.

“What the heck is this?” I chuckled.

“Honestly, I just bought them as a snack. But I don’t know, maybe I got carried away.”

“What about the gift wrapping?”

“That’s just me having a bit of fun with you.”

I laughed again, Hakamada himself joining in before shifting to a more serious tone. “Honestly though, I’m with Morikubo on narrowing down the categories we should focus on. But like Yashiro said, I don’t think we should neglect the others, either. So, why don’t we try coming up with a general-purpose strategy that can be adapted to any kind of situation they throw our way? At least, that’s my suggestion.”

It was a break in the tension at the perfect moment, and the rest of us nodded along in agreement.

“I think that’s a fair compromise,” Kuga said, giving his stamp of approval.

It occurred to me while I munched on the Umaibo stick, an old childhood favorite, that out of all of us, Hakamada might well have had the best read on the group’s overall mood.

I went to the restroom during the break, when Morikubo positioned himself next to me at the urinal. “Hakamada really saved us back there,” he murmured to the wall.

Before I could stop myself, I glanced over at him. Morikubo was generally quiet, any pronounced facial expressions few and far between. I had always figured he was the serious type rather than unfriendly, but I hadn’t expected him to be offering up praise.

I couldn’t help but break into a slight smile. “It’s all about give and take, huh?”

“Group discussions, you mean? Yeah.” Morikubo had a distant look in his eyes as he stared at the wall. “I’ve done them a few times before. There are always a few crashers, you know?”

“Crashers?”

“People with no real skills, or the kind that just read a manual and start trying to take charge for no reason,” he continued in a low voice. “They’ll waste everyone’s time saying things like, Let’s summarize what we’ve done so far, and repeat what other people have already said. They don’t contribute anything useful. All they do is bring the whole room down, dragging everyone else along with them. So, they’re crashers.”

“Huh . . . I hadn’t thought about it like that. But I guess you’re right.”

“I’ve never been in a group like this before. It’s like everyone’s got their heads screwed on right for once.”

That was probably the highest compliment he could give. He didn’t need to use simpler language. After tugging up his zip, he added, “I don’t like making a scene, so I might have come off as unapproachable before. Sorry about that. But I swear, I’ll do whatever it takes to get into Spiralinx. We’re all going to get those job offers—together.”

I stared at Morikubo’s back as he left the restroom, so sure of himself I almost wanted to break into laughter. My feelings mirrored his—I wanted us all to get into Spiralinx.

At this point, I was all but certain of it—no matter what challenges we had to face or how many unexpected situations might arise, they wouldn’t pose a problem. We were forming the best team possible, and there wasn’t a doubt in my mind that we would all get what we deserved.

Our fourth meeting was on the twelfth of April, a Tuesday.

Yashiro was giving this one a miss to interview an acquaintance from an event-planning company she had mentioned previously, and Morikubo couldn’t make it because of a critical shift at his part-time job, so it was just the four of us. Hakamada and Kuga left once we had settled most of the immediate issues, leaving just Shima and me. Since we still had some rental time left, I figured I might as well finish up my applications for other companies’ recruitment drives. As I scribbled away on the forms, it felt less like I was studying late and more like I was putting in extra hours of overtime.

After checking the documents three times over for mistakes, I looked up to find Shima fast asleep with her head on the desk. She must have been so engrossed in her work that she had pushed herself to the brink of exhaustion. An empty bottle of jasmine tea lay tipped over next to her, as if shoved aside to make room for her to rest her head. Beside it was a pamphlet for Spiralinx’s graduate recruitment campaign. At Spiralinx, you will push beyond growth and transcend into a new you. I had read it so many times I knew the words by heart. Had Shima been rereading it?

I didn’t know why, but I suddenly felt an overwhelming surge of emotion. Before I knew it, I was starting to tear up. My emotional instability struck me as borderline ridiculous. All I could do was muster a self-deprecating smile as I picked Shima’s lap blanket from the floor. It was past 7 p.m., and I could see a brightly shining half-moon from the third-floor meeting-room window. We had the room until 8 p.m., so I decided to let her sleep until then. After quickly dusting off the blanket, I placed it over her shoulders.

I had positioned it softly, so I hadn’t considered the possibility she might wake up
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