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HARUKA URASHIMA-

Keitero's sunt and owner of ihe
leashop Hinata. She acls like 8
big sister and advisor for the
Hinats House residents.

A huperacfive, heslihy uoung lady of
sn unknown nationalify. Room 301,

SARA MACDOUGALL-

Feishy and mischievous. Suu's
partner in crime.
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ONSEN TAMAGO-

Mol spring turlle that dwells in the
Hinnta House. His nickname is Tama.

3 ] HINATA URASHIMA-
, 4 - 4 : = \ 3 Keitaro's grandmother and the

4 ! § Hinata House owner. Currenfly, she's
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— new love,
d b = ! -

)
J A ot
MITSUNE KONNO-

lulnl [reeloader, tis young
nmen loves alcohol and
(embling. Room 205.
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MOTOKO ADYAMA-
Graduate of a Kendo dojo, she

has secret sword skills. Her only
weakness: furtles. Room 302.

SHINDBU MAEHARA-

A shy, innocent, domestic
engineer. Room 201




KEITARD URASHIMA- || NARU NARUSEGAWA-

Hinats House manager. Sole male A bright, energelic, prelfy young
among the femsles. He's studying Iady, also aiming fo enfer Tokuo
to enter Tokye University. University, Room 304.







¥ The Preface

Which Might Give the Story Away:

T
'/

Thank you for waiting patiently, Love Hina fans! We
are finally able to present to you the novelized version of
Love Hina! k

I am the scriptwriter for the anime, but this novel is
based strictly on the original manga, so please understand
that none of the new, original characters that were created
solely for the anime will be used in this story.

I tried to stay as true to the original setup of the
manga as possible, but nevertheless, I’'m sure hardcore
fans of Love Hina will find many inconsistencies. But,
please understand, writing this was really tough!

Even as I plotted out the novel, the manga series

continued on. I had to diligently avoid similar plot points
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and changed settings, particularly regarding making the
Hinata House a hot springs inn, and the secret of the
inner lawn’s old annex, etc. etc. When things got sticky,
I called Akamatsu-sensei to resolve any overlapping issues
and timeline inconsistencies.

“Akamatsu-sensei, in the first volume, Haruka refers
to Keitaro as her nephew, but isn’t she Grandma Hinata’s
granddaughter? Shouldn’t they be cousins?”

And then Akamatsu-sensei would laugh and say,
“Well, ’m not sure why she called him her nephew. Ha
ha ha!”

We were going around in circles!

With so many unsolved riddles in Love Hina, some
of the story elements shifted around, and things got lost
in the gray zone. There’s a good chance that certain parts
of the novel will differ from the later manga volumes.

The premise I'm operating on now is that all
of the characters and settings adhere strictly to the
original story.

And so, without further ado, it’s show time!

>
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KEITARDO LUAASHIMA







Dkay, I have a confession: I don’t get girls.

No, wait—I don’t mean I don’t ger girls, even
though that’s technically true, it's not like I've ever
had one or anything—] mean I don’t understand
them. I don’t understand the way they think or feel. I

. have no clue what they think about me, except maybe
that I'm a giant pervert.

Okay, now you're looking at me funny. Let me
explain.

Ever since I was a little kid, I never really talked to
girls much. The only woman in my life at that time was

my mom. She was the head of the family and she also ran

our old, traditional Japanese candy store.
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I don't mean to disrespect her, but she ran that shop
like 2 Marine drill sergeant. (And come to think of it,
she kind of looked like one, too.) So, it was extremely
difficult to wrap my young mind around the concept of
femininity, based solely on her example.

Of course, all the schools I went to were coed, so
there were plenty of girls in my classes. But I was way
too scared to talk to any of them. And if any of them
ever bothered to talk to me, it was to say things like,
“Keitaro, go sit over there!” and theyd point to the
farthest seat in the cafeteria. Or they'd say, “Keitaro,
give us your homework!” usually followed quickly
with, “Keitaro, the answers are all wrong!”

Then they’d punch me in the nose.

Well, no, wait . . . that wasn’t the only thing girls
ever said and did to me. I mean, if that was the sum
total of my experience with females, that would be
just too pathetic, right? So, there had to be some-
thing nice that a girl said to me, at least once. Right?

Gimme a second . . .

I'm thinking . . .

BroosUm s
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Hey, no pressure, okay?

Nope, I got zip. My only memory of the female sex
involves tears, bruises, and the scent of floor wax (due to
landing face-first one too many times).

Story of my life, folks.

Hang on—something’s coming to me. It’s real faint,
like a flashlight flickering on and off in my mind. There’s
agirl . ..shescrying . . . and there’s a scarf . . .

Ah, yes. It was in third grade, right after winter
break. The back of the classroom had these little shelf
spaces, aligned in alphabetical order, for each student
to put-gym clothes, books, and craft tools in. My shelf
space was usually empty, but that day I noticed a gift.
It was wrapped in Liddo paper. Liddo was a popular
television anime character back in the day. I really
liked the tenacity of his personality, but my friends
always made me pretend to be the professor, because

I had glasses.
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I digress.

Back to the wrapping paper. Inside was a typical
hand-woven scarf. It was kind of nubby, like something
your granny would give you. But it came with a little card,
on which the words 7 made this just for you! were scribbled
in girly, looi)y script. There was even a little heart at the
bottom.

At first, I thought someone left the present behind by
accident. I looked around the classroom, but no one seemed
to pay any attention. Then some of the boys notided, and
they said, “Oooooh, Keitaro got a scaaaaaaarf!”

And then I wondered: did this mean I was popular
with girls? i

Could I possibly have—gasp—a secret admirer?

I was totally psyched! I kept the scarf wrapped
around my neck the whole day. Of course, the heaters
were running full-blast, and so in retrospect, that probably
wasn't the smartest move . . . I was going for “dashing,” but
pretty soon I was sweating like day-old cheese. But I just
figured it was a small price to pay for being studly.

I kept it on no matter what the teacher said, or how
much I dripped. When I went to the restroom, I tied it on
extra tight, so it wouldn’t fall off. I almost choked to death,

e
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but it didn’t matter. I was a stud muffin. I was the man.
Someone seriously dug me.

But who? ‘

By the end of the fourth period, I could feel someone’s
eyes boring into the back of my head. It was a little girl.
She never really talked to me (just like all the other little
girls) but now she was glancing at me a whole bunch. I
reasoned tha the scarf had to have come from her.

So, you were the one who gave me this present, 1 .
thought. I/l treasure it, and even though I never noticed
how cute you were until just now, Tll care for you, starting
today . . . !

I looked deeply into her eyes, and it was like I could
almost hear her say, Thank you, and please take good care
of my heart!

After school, I stayed behind, looking for that
little girl. Suddenly, I heard someone cry behind me,
“You thief!” ;

/]
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Then, crunch!

A fist whacked me, right in the nose!

I turned around, and saw the little girl had tears
glistening in her eyes. For a moment, I thought she was
worried about me, but she frowned. She hid behind the
boy that had decked me—Urasawa, whose shelf was
right next to mine.

Urasawa glared at me. “How do you think she
feels?” he barked.

Oh. The riddle was solved. This little girl had put
the gift in my box by mistake. Now Urasawa was sticking
up for her. It was clear from the way she clung to his coat
that she really liked him.

Of course, she could have just said the scarf wasn’t
for me, or told me to give it back. Why did she just look

“at me silently all day? How could I have possibly known
what had happened? Was I supposed to be psychic?

Kids, myself included, could be so cruel at times.
What Urasawa said sounded so grown-up and totally
righteous that I instantly got labeled as the school villain.
Other kids in class spread rumors, and from that day on,

I was the boy who “didn’t get girls.”

e
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Sometimes even the teachers would nonchalantly
comment in classes, “Keitaro, now I heard you
don’t get girls. You can’t become popular like that,
you know.”

Like they'd know popularity if it bit them on
the behind!

After that, I just took it for granted that I didn’t
get girls.

But that didn’t stop mefrom trying! I even took the
entrance exams for Todai (Tokyo University) three times
(to major in literature) all bécause of a promise I'd made
to a girl before I ever entered kindergarten.

See, once I'd met a beautiful little girl. We played
together in the sandbox.

“Did you know?” she asked suddenly. “If two
people who love each other very much go to Tokyo
University . . .

“Love?” I interrupted, confused. I gulped.




Lﬂve Hiﬂa 7 the novel

“They’ll live happily ever after!”

I paused, mulling that over. Happily ever after
sounded good. “Hm.”

She smiled at me. “When we grow up, let’s go to
Tokyo University together!”

Before I could say anything, she kissed me!

My mind went blank at that very moment, and
it stayed that way. I don’t remember anything about
that kiss, except the slight sound of lips smooching
my cheek. (That was a sound I wouldn’t hear for the
next twenty years of my life, you see.) /|

The idea of Tokyo University was planted in my
brain that day, and it took root. Once I figured out
that Todai meant Tokyo University and not to-dai; a
lighthouse, getting into Tokyo University became my
life’s goal. It wasn’t because I'm completely lame and
think that all childhood promises should be kept.
It’s because I’'m too lame to think of anything else to
aim for.

I never saw that little girl again. I can’t remember
her name, or what her face looked like. She’s probably

forgotten all about that promise. But I remember.

e
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I’'m still a guy who doesn’t get girls. And I'm still -

here, at the very place where I'd made that little girl

ur promise—at the Hinata House.
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I had a dream. The kind of dream you might hesitate to

Il others about.

Tama, the Hinata Housc’s pet turtle (some might say
resident) clung to me. He ching, and then he slithered
. all over my body.

“Whoa, whoa, stop!” I cried. “That tickles, Tama!”

But he ignored me and continued on his journey,
releasing some sort of squishy substance as he moved.
The tickling sensations turned into something more . . . ;
um . . . serious. As Tama slipped past my armpit
‘and slid-down my side, I thought, No, don't go, stay there and
the squishy-squishy like that . . . Oh well. It was weird, but
felt kinda good, and this was just a dream, okay?
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Tama kept moving, slithering across my chest, my
stomach, and down toward . . . well . . . here. I was lost!

Please don't go down there! If this continued, I'd get

- labeled as the only guy in the world who ever got off
on a hot springs turtle. I pictured my name, Keitaro
Urashima, in the Guinness Book of World Records under
“Weirdest Crazed Sex Fiend.”

Now, all I had to do was move away from Tama, but
I couldn't make myself budge. Tama kept crawling lower,
and I started getting a little hot. I convinced myself that
it was only because Tama’s squishy substance was heating
up. When Tama’s nose was just about to touch me—wait,
this is getting gross, right?

Hey, 1 thought of a stupid pun: “The hot springs
turtle was about to touch my hot turtle!” I pictured that
as the front-page headline of tomorrow’s paper.

- “Tama, no!” I pleaded, yanking the waistband of my
pajamas back. But it wasn't Tama down there after all—it
was Naru!

Naru Narusegawa was an eighteen-year-old gitl, two
grades younger than me. She was way cute, with long

brown hair (a few strands of her bangs stuck out like

P
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little antennae; she was so adorable!) and big brown cﬁres,

reason, she failed the actual entrance exam on her first try.
My feelings for Naru were . . . well, secondary,

i

 really, because, at the moment, instead of Tama slithering

| around in my pants, there was a pint-sized Naru

down there! i

She smiled up at me and said, “Myu!”

I woke instantly, and then cursed myself for missing
ut on what could have been a damn good dream. I was

50 shocked by the teensy Naru in my pants, that I hadn’t

ally taken a good look at her, but now I remembered,

e was naked!

Maybe I can see her again if I go back to sleep, 1

reasoned. But then, T felt a distinctly odd sensation.

here really wias something crawling all over my body!
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Whatever it was, it felt both painful and ticklish at the
same time.

“Am I still dreaming?” I mumbled. -

But no—1 looked up at the ceiling panels and saw
some light leak through the cracks. I lived in Room 204,
the manager’s room, and Naru’s room was right above
mine. There was a giant hole in the ceiling, always had

" been, and when she moved in, Naru patched it up with
wooden boards, but sometimes, late at night, I could see
her lamps’ light filter through the cracks. Those times, it
felt like we were the only people in the whole world, and
that made me happy.

So, the fact that I could see the ceiling in such detail
and remember all that about Naru, I figured I had to be
awake. But what the hell was crawling around my back
and calves? »

Finally, I peered down and noticed a bulge in my
futon. Well, naturally—that dream was kind of exciting.
Unfortunately, this bulge was too big for #ar. While I
was thinking about bulges, the crawling sensation turned
into scratching. It felt like someone was plucking the fine

hairs off my legs!

P
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“Ouch!” I yelled. I tucked up my legs and winced.
Then, I heard girls’ voices: “Oh no, he’s awake!”
“Almost there! We need to go up!”

I recognized those voices! I watched with something
akin to horror as the bulges in my futon grew. “What are
you doing?!”

I ripped back the covers and saw two girls, each
one holding magnifying glasses, infrared scopes, duct
tape (with some of my freshly blucked hairs attached), a
laptop computer, and various other gadgets. They clung
to my legs.

“Suu? Sara?” 1 called. “What are you doing
in here?”

Suu Kaolla and Sara MacDougall were Hinata House
residents. Of course, they didn't room together. Sara lived
by herself on the second floor of the Hinata teashop, in
fact. At the moment, it was well past midnight, so I

couldn’t fathom what they were doing here.
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“Suu, you're not sleepwalking, are you?” I asked.

Suu was a light sleepwalker, and without (her
roommate) Motoko Aoyama’s supervision, she could
sometimes wander into other people’s rooms and fall
asleep there.

The mischievous duo seemed reluctant to spill the
beans, but finally Sara said, “We were actually . . .

“Actually, what?” I pressed.

“We came to yobai.”

I stared blankly at them. I was trying to make sense
of Suw’s Japanese (she had a very thick accent). Possible
kanji combinations of the word yobai could mean good
multiple, four times, drunk-crawl (were they crawling
around because they were drunk?) . . . And then the
final meaning for yobai—to have sex—flashed through
my mind like a giant, blinking, neon sign.

| “What?” I screeched.

“No! We were really trying to—mmphmmt!”

Sara quickly covered Suu’s mouth and hissed, “Don’t
tell him, stupid! Just say we're here to yobai.”

When Sara eventually pulled her hand away, Suu

immediately asked, “Does a yobai taste good?”

»
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Sara grimaced. “Forget it. Just use that thing while
I distract him!”

“Roger!” Suu agreed.

They whispered to each other. I couldn’t make it
out. I was too busy thinking about yobai. Suu was still
in junior high, and Sara was in elementary school. There
had to be a misunderstanding. They probably didn’t even
know what yobai really meant, the silly gitls. I mean, Suu
always said she really liked me, and even though Sara
punched and kicked me all the time, that was just her
way of letting me know she cared. Whatever they were
doing to my legs probably caused me to have that erotic
dream, but, honestly, I couldn't really have feelings for
girls their age (although, admittedly, Suu’s arms, legs, and
breasts were developing nicely).

But I knew better than to even go there or think
that! I mean, sure, it was entirely possible that I'd
never be approached this way by another girl in my
entire life . . . and Sara was from the open-minded
United States . . . and Suu was from somewhere south

. maybe these girls were more sexually aggressive

than Japanese girls? I mean, if they both pounced on
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me and I accidentally responded to their seduction, it

wouldn’t be my fault, right?

Suddenly, .arms wrapped around me. Sara clung
to me!

I could feel the blood drain from my face. I twitched
and mumbled to myself, “Stay strong. Stay strong.”
“Hey, he’s saying something,” she said to Suu. “His
eyes are glazing over.”

.“Sara, the secret weapon is all set up!”

“Oh! Ready, set, go!”

Suu pulled out an odd machine with a do#i (a large
ceramic piece) that twirled around. (She was always
~ inventing cockamamie machines.) She released it, but
- the ceramic piece kept twirling. It headed straight for me,
'\ going GWOM-GWOM-GWOM.

Was yobai supposed to involve machines? If that
5:"“ contraption machine hit me, I had a feeling it would hurt.
“Hey, this thing’s safe, right?” Sara asked, worried.
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“He'll just pass out,” Suu replied.

I won’t just lose consciousness, 1 thought, I'd die!
“Eeeek!” I shrieked.

CRUNCH!

Naru lifted up the wooden boards, jumped down
the hole, and crushed the machine with a flying kick.

. The whirling doki machine sprawled along the tatami
mat, little pieces bouncing over her feet.

“Oh, no! My invention,” Suu said wistfully.

“Forget about the invention!” Naru said,
frowning. “Sara? Suu? What are you two doing here
so late at night?”

The gitls solemnly bowed their heads. That was a
tad strange, because they usually didnt calm down when
Naru scolded them.

“Oh, thank God, Naru!” I said, relieved. I stood up
and brushed some debris off my shoulders. “I was about
to get killed!”

Naru just glared at me. I looked down and realized
why—my pajama pants were halfway down!

She raked me with her gaze. “So thats what’s

going on.”
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“Wait, you're getting it all wrong,” I blurted out.

. (This is what always happens.) “Look, I was just about

to get killed—"

“So you dragged two girls into your room,” she

b

interrupted, “pulled your pants down, and turned on
some strange machine! I see how it is!”

“Na-Na-Narusegawa . . .” I stuttered.

“I've had enough of you!” And then, WHAM! Naru
lashed out with her Naru Punch—a killer right hook that
broke the speed of sound and sent me soaring through
the sky. “Pervert!” i

The next thing I knew, I flew so high up into the air
that the Hinata House looked like a distant star.
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The Hinata House had a hallway that connected the
south side to the north, where the baths were. It was
the end of August (much too hot to concentrate on our
studies) so we had agreed to take a swim in the outdoor
pool to try and cool down.

I tried to explain to Naru once again what had
happened last night. This time, she actually listened, and
when I was done, she just said, “What a strange story.”

She took off her glasses (she only ever wore them to
study) and smiled. She looked fabulous no matter what
she wore, but when she took her glasses off, I thought she
was stunning. I considered all the Hinata House girls my
friends, but Naru was special. She was the cutest, and we
got along well (when she wasn’t punching me) but that
wasn't the only reason she was special to me.

Anyway, it was really important to me that Naru
didn’t get the wrong idea about me. I didn’t want to be
cast as the villain all over again. And Naru, well, she was
always really quick to judge me, instantly assuming the
worst. “Keitaro is up to no good again,” shed say, and
then dish me up a Naru Punch or a Naru Kick or, my

personal favorite, a Naru Backhand.

>
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I honestly believe that Naru was just trying to keep
the peace. But she didn’t really trust me. The last time we
went to the beach, we seemed to have such a good time
together. But last night, she looked at me like I was some
sort of disgusting maniac. I just don’t get girls.

I did my best to tell her my side of the story, but she
still had some questions.

“If Sara and Suu wanted to mess with you, they would
have come in and barreled st;aight at you, right?”

Barreled was right. But Suu’s Flying Knee Kick and
Sara’s infamous ambushes had me sporting bruises and
scratches year-round.

“And if the girls were really messing with you,” she
continued, “they would have just come out and said so.
I think they might be hiding something.”

Naru stared at me. I couldn helpy but think of the
dream last night, when the pint-sized Naru sucked on

my body with her soft tongue, and slithered . . .
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“Oh, not here, Naru, everyone can see . . . I
murmured, lost in dreamland.

“What?” she asked. “Are you even listening to me?”

I shook my head, banishing that particular fantasy,
and nodded furiously. “But, other than messing with me,
why else would they come to my room?” I scratched my
head. “Maybe they really did want to sleep with me.”

“Naru folded her arms and raised one eyebrow. “You
think you're such a stud, huh?”

I blushed. “Sorry.”

“Did they do something to you?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “They were using infrared
scopes, so maybe they were looking for something. They
plucked my leg hairs, so, I dunno, maybe they were trying to
make a clone? I wouldn't put it past Suu, that’s for sure.”

Naru laughed. “Why would they want to clone a
perverted freak like you?”

I bristled. “What are you so worried about anyway?
It’s not like you care,” I said.

Suu and Sara always played tricks on me. This was
the first time it ever turned me on, though. It was just

weird to have Naru so obsessed with the subject.

>
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Her expression hardened. I wondered if I'd said
something wrong. She started walking, and I followed,
trying to think of something to say.

“Just how far are you gonna go?” she asked, spinning
around.

“Huh?” Wed reached the entrance to the Hinata
House’s main bath. It was for women only. (But as
manager, I have to clean it, mind you.)

“Ah ha ha, I thought we'd do a few laps together,
you know.”

Naru ignored my jokela.nd disappeared into the
changing room. ;

I worried I had made her mad, but, hey, it wouldnt

have been the first time.
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A set of stairs led up to the men’s bath. Actually, it
wasn't a men’s bath, but a small, old drying room
(used to air out futon mattresses from the north
tower) that had a little wooden tub, barely big enough
for one person.

From here, you could almost make out the main
bath, which had big, beautiful rocks and waterfalls
and reflecting pools, but most of the view was blocked
by large trees. Once, when I was trying to get a peek,
I leaned too far off the edge of the balcony and fell.
Why am I telling you that?

The reason the men’s bath is banished so far away
from the main bath is simply because I'm the only man
around. I moved here over a year ago, when my parents
stopped financially supporting me (I'd just failed the
Todai entrance exam for the third time). I was flat broke,
so I rolled into Grandma’s Inn. I'd had fond childhood
memories of the place, and I couldn' think of anywhere
else to go.

But when I dropped by, Grandma Hinata wasn’t in.
She was on vacation, traveling the world in search of new

love. The old Hinata Inn transformed into the Hinata

>
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House, which became an all-girls dormitory.

My aunt, Haruka, ran the Hinata teashop, and she'd
told me then about the plight of the Hinata House. The
place was in desperate need of a manager. It so happens,
I was in desperate need of a place to live. So out of great
sympathy for the girls' plight, I agreed to become the
resident manager.

Hey, it’s a paying job and a place to stay, and I'm
surrounded by beautiful ydi;ng ladies. The only bad
thing is, and ’'m not making excuses, but . . . the girls
here loved to party, and that really cut into my study
time. Oh, it’s not like I was ever invited to the parties
or anythlng, bt being surrounded by a bunch of loud,
happy, gorgeous girls is kinda distracting.

Once again, I failed to get into Todai. I didn't just fail; I
ﬂén/eed Somehow, Naru managed to flunk too. So we both
bad to study for an extra year. A whole year. Sometimes I

wondered if the little girl who I'd made the promise to even
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 existed, or if she was a figment of my imagination. But, it
didn’t matter so much anymore. Getting the chance to go to
Todai with Naru was fast becoming my secret desire.

Of course, if I ever said that to Naru, she'd say she
wasn't studying just to go to college with me, and then
she'd probably punch me.

I couldn tell if she liked me or hated me, half the time.
And why was she so stuck on whatever Suu and Sara were up
t0? “Gosh, I really don't get girls,” I blurted out.

“Want me to teach you, pal?” said a sultry voice.

I jumped up. I krew that voice.

It was Mitsune Konno, but everyone called her
Kitsune (fox) because she was so foxy. She placed her
hands on the tub and peered over the edge at me. “Oh,
you're so naughty, you'll get me all wet!”

She was only a year older than Naru. Theyd known
cach other since elementary school. They were polar
opposites. Naru was a perfectionist, a very serious honor
student, and a modest girl. Kitsune loved men, dirty jokes,
alcohol and gambling. Plus, she was a total free loader.

Once I had remarked on how she and Naru were

totally different, and Kitsune had commented that they

>



) ) ) Part I / Chaplzr‘l

were both similar in that they had killer bodies.

It was true; they were hot. But Naru was nice, and
Kitsune was nasty (the kind that keeps you awake and
leaves you frustrated).

Naru’s moods were easier to gauge—she yelled or
cried openly. I never could figure out Kitsune. I had no
idea what she was doing here, and it made me nervous.

“Kitsune . . . th-th-this is the mens bath,” I
stammered.

“I know that,” she whispered. “I thought I'd scrub
your back for you.” i

She raked me with her gaze. She'd probably
rake me with her rongue, if I wasn’t careful. I stood.
up—then covered my privates and ducked back down
into the bath.

We stared eye to eye. Kitsune batted her eyelashes.

“What’s up, Kitsune?”

“Nothing. I just can’t hold back anymore.” She
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stood up and stripped off her tee shirt. Her breasts
almost bounced out of her bra. “My clothes are all wet.
But if I take off my bottoms, I'll be naked.”

“W-w-wait! Please don't do that!” I panicked.

She smiled. “Will you let me scrub your back?”

“Um. Okay?”

As soon as I saw Kitsune strip down to her
underwear, the lower half of my body got excited. I felt
flushed and dizzy.

“I can stay in the tub, right?” I asked. I wasn't about
to get out just to get scrubbed down.

“My, my, already?” she murmured. “Oh well.” She
chuckled at my predicament, then grabbed a washcloth
and started to scrub my shoulders.

“Um, Kitsune?”

She didn’t reply. I could feel her hot breath on the
back of my neck. It shivered down my spine and gave
me goose bumps. Originally, my arousal had been kept
in check because I was nervous, but now . . .
I shuddered. .

Kitsune was very pleased with herself. And had to

be excited as well, she was breathing so heavily. Was it

D
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possible that a girl could get aroused just from the sight
of my naked back? Her breath felt like a long fingernail
stroking up my spine; it drove me wild!

“Can you stand up?” Kitsune’s voice sounded so
... normal.

“It’s already up.”

“What a lame joke,” she said. “Just stand up!” She
grabbed me under my armpits and hauled me to my feet.

i ‘th, it’sembarrassing!” TI'éovered myself, but Kitsune

just squatted down, her face almost brushing against my

butt. I mean, I'm talking just a few millimeters of space

~ between us, here!

I turned my head, and saw she wasn’t aroused in the
slightest bit.

“Kitsune, what are you looking at?”

She startled and hastily looked up. “What do
you mean?” ‘

“Youre looking at me so hard. Do I have a mole or
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something there?”

She gasped. “I don’t see any, but . . . I can tell your
fortune by reading moles!”

I just stood there, very confused. “Uh huh.”

“Let me read your future for you, Keitaro,” she said.
“Turn around, show me your front.”

“Whait! Front, as in . . . fron#?” I gulped. I started
babbling.

She just whipped me around. “Don’t worry. Just let
me look.”

“But 'm naked,” I whined.

“I can't see your moles with your clothes on, silly! I
already said, I cant hold back anymore!”

Just then, I heard the voice of a goddess. (My
goddess, at least.)

“Kitsune, is that you?” Naru called.

“Yeah!” Kitsune called back.

I felt faint. Naru walked into the men’s bath and my
goddess transformed into a demon from hell. “What the
hell . . . ? Keitaro, you dirty little weasel!”

“No! No, Narusegawa, I—

Kitsune tried to make a hasty exit, but Naru stood in

>
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the entrance (wearing nothing but a towel, I might add).

“What are you doing here?” Naru asked Kitsune.
“Did Keitaro drag you in here?”

i Kitsune hid behind the tub, using me as a human
~ shield. I wobbled a bit.

‘ Naru covered her eyes and screeched. “You freak!
Don’t show me that dirty thing!”

I frowned. “Dirty? I'm in the bathtub, for crying
out loud!”

“Don’t get near me, you pervert!” Narus face
turned bright red. She grabbed the lip of the tub and
pushed it over.

KER-SPLASH!

The tub flipped. Water poured down onto the

lawn below, taking me along with it.







CHAPTER 2:
LEGEND OF THE HINATA
HOUSE TREASURE!

(14
Ah-ah-ah—CHOO!”

Shinobu watched me sneeze, a worried expression
on her sweet face. “Are you okay?” she asked.

Not really. T had been left out on the lawn for
some time. Even though summer wasnt over, my
body was thrown out of whack from being naked,
wet, and exposed to the open air.

Now I lay in my room, helpless, certain I was
coming down with a cold.

The only girl who spoke to me on a regular
basis was Shinobu Machara. She attended the junior

higH school nearby. She was somewhat shy and a
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little nervous, but man, when it came to household
matters like laundry and cooking, she was a real pro.
She made the Hinata House feel like a home. Shinobu
was definitely the type you'd want to bring home to
meet Mother. ;

At first, she was a little wary of me, but now she was
kind to me. She smiled easily now. I came to think of her
like a baby sister.

“Shinobu, did you hear anything?”

“About what?” She couldn’t look me directly in the
eyes; she seemed so flustered.

“Do you know what Kitsune and the others are
up to?”

She shook her head emphatically. “I dont know
anything about the secret treasure hidden somewhere
in the Hinata House!” she blurted out, then clasped her
hand over her mouth.

“Treasure?” [ repeated.

She bit her lip and looked extremely regretful.
“Kitsune and the girls said it.” She leaned forward
and whispered, “There is a hidden treasure on these

»

grounds
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“That’s impossible,” I told her gently. “If there was
anything buried here, this old inn would have been torn
down years ago to get to it.”

Honestly, I had no clue what all the fuss was
about. Grandma Hinata was vacationing around
the world, so she had to have some sort of fortune,
I supposed. But these old buildings and the idea of
“treasure” just didn’t mix.

“Anyway, what does treasure have to do with me?”
I asked.

“I don’t know,” Shinobu said, shrugging.  “They
didn’t tell me anything other than not to tell you.”

This was mighty puzzling. “I wonder if they thought
I'd take it away from them or something? Are they trying
to seduce me so T'll let them keep it?”

Shinobu looked at me like I was a specimen under
a microscope. “Did Kitsune do something odd to you,

Keitaro?”
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“Yeah! She stared at my naked butt, for one!”

Shinobu flushed. She wrung out the damp towel in
her hands. Water droplets splashed on the tatami floor.
“You showed her your . . . your . ..

“I didn’t show it to her. She looked at it all by
herself”

“No way! That’s just so filthy!” Shinobu screwed up
her face until she looked like a little pink raisin. “I didn’t
know you and Kitsune had the kind of relationship
where you'd show each other your .

“We don’t,” I scolded. “Don’t get any ﬁmny ideas,
Shinobu.” I reached out to pat her on her knee, but she
inched back. She leaned so far back that I could see her
panties (pink, with teddy bears on them).

“Keitaro?” Shinobu looked at me, worried again.

I felt something warm drip down my upper lip. I
had a nosebleed!

“You're not doing so well, Keitaro.”

“No, I'm all right,” I insisted. “Perfectly fine!” Ob,
man, I'm going to hell for thinking bad, bad thoughts.

“Oh dear,” Shinobu said. “I must have said something

troubling to you! It’s all very shocking.”
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Shocking? What was she talking abour? “Why?”

She blushed beet-red and flailed her arms a
bit, looking adorably flustered. “You and Kitsune, I mean. . .
Naru probably didn't like that, so she flipped the tub . . .”

I shook my head. “Naw, Naru just got pissed that I

exposed myself to her, is all.”

She frowned. “I don’t think that’s the case.”

Man, I really don’t get girls. I had no clue what
Shinobu was talking about. Why would Naru care if I
showed my body to Kitsune?

Something caught my eye. I crawled slowly toward
Shinobu to get a better look. -

“No, Keitaro!” She backed away. “What if someone
walked in? Your body . .".” She froze, looking horrified.

I hugged Shinobu and said, “Please scoot over.”

She lunged to the side, and I stepped forward to
examine a black spot on the wall. At first I thought it was

a bug, but it was too shiny. It was a tiny camera lens!
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Shinobu and I spent the next half-hour debugging
my room. There were over a dozen CCD cameras—each
e B Smive e imat o it, so there was no doubt in
my mind who was the culprit.

But why would she want to spy on me? This was the
sort of thing perverts put in the stalls of women's restrooms,
or the paparazzi use to get pictures of famous stars. I knew
that Kitsune, whose room was next to mine, had poked a
hole in the wall to check me out while I studied with Naru,
so I figured she was up to something. ButI had no idea if she
dragged Suu and Sara in on the spying scheme.

Then again, maybe I'd turned into a stud, and
hidden videos. of me had become a must-see Internet
item . . . Keitaro Uncovered! Keitaro After Dark! Keitaro
Gets a Naru Punch!

Um, okay, maybe not. Maybe I should just ask what
was going on.

I left the room in search of Kitsune, but only got
about three feet before I stopped short. A long, sharp
blade gleamed under the hallway lights.

“Urashima. Quit sniveling and accept my challenge

to a duel?”

>
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I recognized this blade—it was the sacred sword
of the Hinata House, Shisui. Motoko Aoyama wielded
it. She was a one-of-a-kind character, extremely unique
even among the girls at the Hinata House. She carried
a katana replica, and wore ceremonial Japanese
clothing (actually, she wore the hakama, the traditional
samurai outfit) all the time, except when she went to
school. And she hased men. Or at least, she hated me.
I was the only man at the Hinata House, and so I did
the math.

She would resolve even the most minor incident
with her sword, no questions asked, and no quarter
given. Rumor had it that Motoko had studied the shin
mei ryu, the secret sword fighting style. She could do
serious damage, no doubt about it.

From what I could see, Motoko was as tall and
slender as a supermodel. She had long, jet-black hair (a
rarity these days) and a pretty, angelic face. If she'd allow
it, guys would fall all over themselves for a girl like her.
But she insisted that she was studying the ways of sword,
and therefore she refused all worldly pleasures, including

love relationships. Especially love relationships.
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Last time we went to the beach, Motoko stopped

being so formal, and opened up to me a little. But now

.. well, T was one of those wimpy males she despised
the most, anyway.

When Motoko pointed a real katana (not a replica, like
she used for practice) at me, wimpy male that I was, I obliged
* her request to go to the large drying room upstairs. (Unlike
the small drying room that doubled as the men's bath, this
was a bigger room at the other end of the hall.)

Motoko stood next to some sheets and towels that
were hung up to dry; they wavered gently in the breeze.
I stood next to the doorway, so that I could run for my
life, should the need arise.

“Urashima.” :

I shivered. “Did I piss you off? Let me tell you,
the thing with Suu and Sara was 7oz my fault! They
attacked me! And Kitsune? I had no idea what she was

up to ce
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Yeah. I was babbling. You try keeping your cool
when Motoko points a katana at you.

“Urashima!” she yelled loudly.

I shut up.

“I have no wish to waste lives,” she said harshly. “So
take your clothes off;” she mumbled.

G Huher

She swore under her breath. “Just do as I say and
take off your clothes. All of them!”

I frowned. “What’s wrong, Motoko? I'm not hiding
anything . . 7

“Don’t make me say it again, Urashima.”

I whimpered. “But ’'m catching a cold . .

“Take them off!” She waved her sword around. She
was so wound up I worried she might explode.

What's a man to do?

“Okay, okay! Sheesh. Everything, right?” I un-

buttoned my shirt.

Motoko stared at me the whole time, which

was mortifying. I unzipped my pants and dropped them
unceremoniously to the floor. Finally, she looked away.

“Hurry up. What's taking you so long?” she hissed.

>
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“Im done,” I said.

Technically, I wasn’t completely naked. I didn’t
take my underwear off, and my feet were freezing
so I kept my socks on, but I was ready to die of
embarrassment.

Motoko rolled her eyes. “How dare you show that
to me!”

I frantically ran behind the sheets, shouting, “But
you insisted I take my clothes offl”

Zanma ken!”

I gulped. Zanma ken was a technique used to
dispel demons,r wasnt it? “Is my body some sort of
monstrosity?”

SWASH!

Motoko swung her sword, slicing the sheets to
shreds. I freaked out.

“Calm down, Motoko, calm down!” I slipped

behind more sheets, but Motoko drew nearer with
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each swing, reducing all the linens in her path to
white confetti.

I was cornered. The only place I had yet to go
was the roof, but Motoko would kill me before I
could ever reach it.

“Get a hold of yourself! Are you seriously trying to
kill me?!” I bellowed.

Motoko had a blank, hollow expression. It didn’t
matter what I said, she wasn’t listening to a word of
it. She had demanded I remove my clothing, but she
couldn’t stand the sight of me, and just lost it.

I had to find a way to snap her out of it, but words
were no good, so . . . I distracted her by throwing my
underwear at her.

“Ura...shi...ma...What...?” Motoko froze. As
if she were a puppet on a string, her left hand jerked up and
removed my underwear from her face. She inspected them,
and then turned purple and screamed, “URASHIMA!!”

I'd never seen anyone so furious.

She rushed toward me, her sword swinging down—
suddenly a shadow passed between us. Someone stood in

front of me.
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“Narusegawa?” I squeaked.

For a second, I thought Naru had come to save me,
but she immediately turned around and cried, “Die, you
perverted scum!”

She whacked me a good one. Once again, I flew

into the sky.

Later, Naru actually took pity on me. We sat in
Shinobu’s room, eating some manju (sweet bean
cakes) that Shinobu had prepared. Without a doubt,
Shinobu was the best cook in the house, and I was
starving, what with all the energy I'd used up the last
few days just trying to survive.

As we munched, Naru grilled me mercilessly.
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“And then what did Motoko say?”

I shrugged. “She refuses to come out of her room. I
heard her reciting some sutras.”

“Well, that makes sense, since she saw that thing.”
Naru sighed.

“What do you mean ‘that thing?’ ”

“You know. That thing is that thing. 1 sure didn’t
expect to have to see that thing twice in one day.” She
shuddered.

Oh. Tha: thing. “You jumped into those situations
all by yourself! For all I know, you were trymg to see
my thing!”

She wrinkled her delicate nose. “Knock it off!
Why would I want to see your filthy naked body
anyway?”

“Then . . .” I scratched my head. “Then, why did
you come? First you walked in on me with Suu and Sara,
and then later with Kitsune and Motoko. Why?”

Naru paused. She exchanged glances with Shinobu,
then turned back to me and glared. “Because those girls
were all in danger!”

I folded my arms and sighed.

>
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“If I let a horny animal like you all alone with those
girls, naked like that, who knows what kind of trouble
they'd be in!” she said.

I wasn’t about to argue that, technically speaking,
I was the one in danger, with my butt hanging in the
breeze each time. I figured Naru was trying to preserve
the peace and protect the other girls. She didn’t care if
anyone saw my naked body. I guess I sorta hoped she'd
be a little jealous and possessive of me, but that was just
a silly fantasy.

Shinobu looked like she wanted to say something,
but she just shook her head and asked, “Why do you
think everyone’s acting so strange lately?”

That’s the reason the three of us had gathered in
Shinobu’s room—to figure out what had gotten into Suu,
Sara, Kitsune, and Motoko. Even as we wondered, Suu
and Sara lurked just outside Shinobu’s window, waiting to

pounce on me. It was starting to get really creepy.




LUVE Hina / the novel

“First I thought Suu and Sara were just messing
with me, but if Kitsune and Motoko are involved, it goes
deeper. The objective always seems to be—"

“Your naked body,” Naru finished, disgusted.

“You don’t have to say it like that,” I told her. “I have
no clue what they want with me.”

“I can’t imagine,” Naru muttered.

“So, you're saying you wouldn't want to look at my
naked body, Narusegawa?”

“No way!”

I was frustrated, but there didn't seem to be any
recourse, so I reached for another one of Shinobu’s
manju. Unfortunately, Naru had the same idea, and she
snatched it up first and took a big bite.

“Aw, that was mine,” I complained.

“Hush,” Naru said. “You hear that?”

We all went quiet, listening intently. Voices were
whispering just outside.

“I've had enough,” I said loudly, like a bad actor.
“Im going to take a walk outside!”
“Why are you raising your voice like that?” Naru

asked, frowning.

3=



) ) ) Part | / Chapter 2

I winked at her. “Let’s go for a walk, you
guys.” I pulled both girls out into the hallway and
acted like we were walking away, then quickly hid
behind the door. Shinobu and Naru caught on, and
stayed quiet.

Less than ten seconds later, the window opened. Suu
and Sara snuck in. Sara carefully looked around, but Suu,
in typical Suu-fashion, went straight for the manju.

“There’s almost none left!”

“Forget that,” Sara said. “We have to follow them!”

“No need,” I said, emerging from my hiding place.

Sara pulled Suu up short. “Oh no! We gotta go!”

“But . . . manju!” Suu pouted.

“Suu,” I said pleasantly. “T’ll give you some manju,
but first, you have to tell me what you're up to.”

© Suus eyes lit up at my promise, but she hesitated.
“Kitsune warned us not to tell you .. .”

“I’ll give you as much manju as you want!”
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“Deal!” Suu, predictably, switched sides without
hesitation.

“Oh. I didnt think that would work,” Shinobu
whispered. “Well done, Keitaro!”

Naru huffed. “It’s not hard for him to think on
her level.”

We traded seven manju cakes in all, to learn that
the Hinata teahouse was at the root of this whole
mess. So the three of us decided to get to the bottom

of everything by speaking to the teashop owner—my

b 4

“Well,. supposedly we had an incoming phone call”

aunt Haruka.

Haruka held a cigarette between her fingers as she
casually explained.

Aunt Haruka was pretty cool, and usually nice
to me. Sometimes she acted like a referee between the

girls and me.
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“Yesterday, I left the store for a while and had
Kitsune cover the phone, and that's when Grandma
called.”

“Grandma Hinata?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “Anyway, Grandma mistook
Kitsune’s voice for mine and told her something. Kitsune
got all excited and starting yelling words like ‘treasure’
and ‘riches’ and ‘important thing’ . . . She had kind of a
crazy look in her eyes.”

“Treasure?” Naru and Shinobu repeated
simultaneously.

I was astounded. Grandma Hinata started this crazy
treasure rumor? That was just so weird.

“What's all this about?” I asked, folding my arms.
What did Grandma say to Kitsune, exactly?

Haruka just looked at me like I'd grown two heads.

“Do you know what she was talking about?” I
pressed her.
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“How the heck should I know?” She shrugged. “If
there really was treasure, she'd have told me by now.”

Knowing Aunt Haruka, I'm sure Grandma would
have been hesitant to share assets with her, since Haruka
had a tendency to make dangerous investments. But
I chose to sip the coffee she'd given us, instead of voice
my thoughts. :

I gulped. The coffee tasted really strange.

“Is something wrong, Keitaro?” Shinobu asked.

“Kaaaaah!” I'said, coughing. I felt like I was breathing
fire. Sweat gushed off me in torrents. My stomach started
convulsing wildly, burbling ominously.

I jumped up and ran to the bathroom. I barely
made it to the toilet in time. I ripped off my clothes,
but still felt feverish. My tummy made weird boogly
boogly noises.

In the midst of my agony, I had the funny feeling
someone was watching me . . .

“Tsk, tsk. Gotcha!”

I looked up. Kitsune was braced up on the ceiling
like a ninja. She jumped down nimbly and kicked my

clothes into the corner.
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“Did you make that coffee, Kitsune?” I asked,
pained.

“No, but I tossed in tons of hot bpeppers and
laxatives, along with Suu’s medicine,” she said simply.
“I figured if I made you hot and sick, you'd take off
your clothes whether you wanted to or not!”

I grimaced, covering myself. “Are you trying to
kill me?!” :

She waved her hand. “Oh, you'll be all right.”

“What makes you think that?” I asked th'rough
gritted teeth.

Kitsune ignored me, lifting up my legs to get a look
at the soles of my feet.

“What the hell are you looking for?” I
demanded.

“Well, you know,” she said absently, inspecting

" me closely. “It’s like I said, I love you so much, I can’t

hold back anymore.”

Y
)
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It was such an obvious lie, but I was stupid enough to
wish it were true. I guess most guys would feel the same.

“I want to know every inch of your body,” Kitsune
purred. “So, Keitaro, do you have any tattoos?”

I rolled my eyes. “No!”

“Hm.” She cocked her head to the side. “T've heard
about a white powder tattoo that only shows when you're
in a hot bath. But I don’t think that’s it.”

“What are you babbling about?” I asked tiredly.

Kitsune’s arms wrapped around my knees like two
slithering snakes. She forced my legs open and pressed
her face close to my thing. I flushed, embarrassed.

“That’s so funny. Where is it?” she mumbled. “Oh,
hey, maybe you need to get hotter. What makes you hot?
What if I do this?”

She straddled me, grabbing the back of my neck and
pushing my face into her cleavage. Her soft bosom and
heady perfume were, I have to say, heavenly.

“How’s that? Are you getting hotter? Maybe itll
show up now.”

“What the hell?” T said, but my voice was muffled
and it came out more like, “Whuddahellmmph!”

>
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Kitsune wriggled. “Quit talking! It’s really ticklish—
and T’ll get hot too!”

She bounced up and down playfully, but for
me, it was just excruciating. I yanked my face away,
gasping for air, and said, “I have no idea what’s
going on!”

“Like that makes a difference!” she said, grabbing
my head and pushing it farther into her cleavage. I was
going to choke to death (and I have to admit that it
would have been a happy way to go) but I wasn't réady
to die just yet.

Kitsune continued to purr and coo. “Say, Keitaro,
you know about your grandmother’s call, don't you?”

“Mphmagamcalmmph?” It was really hard to hear,
my head half-buried in her bosom like that.

“Your grandmother said she forgot a really important
treasure that she'd hidden long ago. She asked me to find

it, so I asked her where it was.”
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Kitsune moved my head around, rubbing against
me. It was torture, I tell you.

“She said it was ‘Keitaro’s secret’ but then Haruka
came back, and T was so startled that I accidentally hung
up the phone!”

Suddenly, someone knocked loudly on the door. I
heard Naru say, “Hey, Kitsune, are you in there?”

“Hold on, 'm almost finished,” Kitsune cheerfully
called back.

She continued to move my head around as she said,
“Your grandmother’s treasure was a secret, and she hid it
somewhere inside the Hinata House. But she forgot to
take it with her on her trip. And since the treasure is your
secret, I figure its whereabouts have to be written on your
body somewhere!”

I finally managed to escape her clutches and raised
my head to gulp in some air.

She pouted. “You didn't have to stop!”

I huffed. “What do you mean, my secret?” I had
no recollection of anyone writing anything on my body,
ever. Granted, my memory wasn't the best, but that’s not

exactly something I'd be likely to forget.
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Kitsune bounced up and down on my lap,
her breasts jiggling right in front of my face. “Let’s
find the treasure together! If it belonged to Grandma
Hinata, then it must be really valuable! How about
we split the fortune, and run off to a foreign
country!”

I wasn't really interested in treasure. I kinda liked
living like a bum at the Hinata House. If I was going
to fantasize about running off to an exotic place (like
New York, Shanghai, or Rio de Janeiro) I'd only want
to go with one other person. I could see it ‘all so
clearly—an expensive, lavish apartment. I'd sit on a
plush sofa, in my silk smoking jacket, a glass of warm
brandy in my hand. Naru would sit down next to me.
We'd gaze out of the large windows at the gorgeous
landscape. She'd be wearing a glamorous, low-cut
dress. I'd slip off her spaghetti shoulder straps, and

then lean down and . . .
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Okay, I had to stop. Fantasizing about sleeping
with Naru while Kitsune straddled my lap and Naru
banged on the door just outside was a life-threatening
situation. :

I forced myself to calm down. “Living in a foreign
country might be nice.”

“I know, right?” Kitsune winked at me. She pulled
me close . . . »

CRACK!

Naru had punched a hole in the wall, big enough to
stick her head in. Her face was red, and she looked ready
to kill me.

“What might be nice?!” Naru yelled.

I tried to wriggle out of Kitsune's grasp, but she just
held me tighter.

“Don't bother us now, Naru, it’s just about to get

”

better!” Kitsune giggled.
There I was, my pants around my ankles, Kitsune
sutured to my waist, and Naru about to kill us all.
Suddenly Aunt Haruka came up behind Naru and
said, “Whatever. But who's gonna pay for the damage to

the wall?”

>
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Naru and Kitsune both froze.

Just then, my stomach rumbled loudly, and I cramped
up something fierce. “I think youd all better leave!”

Wisely, the girls fled.

b4

A little while later, we reconvened in the teashop, my
embarrassment now—pardon the pun—behind me.
We chatted about what to do with Grandma’s strange
request. Kitsune was convinced there was a map to
whatever “really important thing” Grandma had hidden
somewhere on my body.

Shinobu offered, “If you want to find the
treasure, Keitaro, I'll help.” (But help meant that she

had to check out my entire body.)




LU’VQ Hina / the novel

Haruka made the logical suggestion, “What
if we just call Grandma again?” She got up and
went to place an international call, but there was
no answer. She tried several different numbers, but
no luck.

“Hey, Keitaro, if you find the treasure, I get dibs
t0o,” she said, as if Grandma had passed away and we
were divvying up parts of the estate. (Money makes
people evil, for sure.) “I read in an historical novel that a
tattoo can appear when a person dies.”

I wondered if she would really kill me?

Naru glared balefully. I could sympathize—
anyone who had to see my naked body that many
times in one day would be upset. But since .none of
it was my fault, I thought she needed to chill out
a little. I tried to talk to her, but she was deep in
thought and ignored me.

She told Shinobu and Aunt Haruka that she was
leaving, and then stood up and made her way back
to the Hinata House.

I chased after her. “Narusegawa. Hey, Narusegawal”
I finally caught up to her. “What should we do? Do

>
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you really think there’s any treasure? I think Kitsune
misunderstood. But if there is a fortune, that would be
great! I could be a millionaire! If that happens, let’s go
somewhere fun!”

Naru turned around. “I guess going to Todai would
just be ridiculous, if that were the case.”

I sobered. “No, it’s not. I was just saying all that
stuff ’cause I know it'll never happen.”

Naru sighed. “Come on.” She grabbed my arm and
headed toward the cafeteria.

“Where are we going? Can't we talk in your room?”

“Just come on!”

Naru pushed me all the way to the cafeteria, then
locked the door behind us. All our rooms were built
in the traditional Japanese style, so we didn’t have
any locks. Motoko and Naru installed simple locks
when they moved in, however, and the cafeteria doors

were altered when the inn became a dorm, because
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knives and natural gas and other dangerous stuff was
kept here,

She turned the lock, and kept her back to me. I
didn’t know what to do, so I leaned against a chair and
waited. But several tense moments passed, so I said,
“Narusegawa? Are you okay?”

“Strip,” she commanded.

I couldn’t believe my cars. “What? You . . . Now?” .

“I said strip!”

My overactive imagination once again got the best
of me. I pictured Naru saying that to me, then throwing
herself into my arms. Except she was wearing'a wedding
veil, garter belts, and sexy lingerie, as if this was our
honeymoon . ..

All my memories of Naru flashed before my eyes at that
moment—the time we stayed in the same lodge during the
Kyoto trip—when we first met in front of Tokyo University
on that snowy Christmas day—the first time we kissed, at the
beach (okay, so that was accidental, but it still flashed before
my eyes) and then finally—the vision of Naru’s beautiful,
creamy skin, which I got to glimpse all those countless times

I entered the women'’s bath by mistake . . .

P






Love Hina / the novel

Everything had been heading in this direction . . .

I grabbed my pants, then pretended to hesitate.
“But Naru, why are you in such a hurry? There’s no
ambiance in the cafeteria.”

“You don’t need any ambiance.”

I was shocked. So, she was just after my body? You
don’t need my heart, Narusegawa? I don’t want that kind of
relationship, then. Yet, I still kept removing my pants.

“Narusegawa,” I said, gulping, “this is actually my
first time.”

“This is my first time too, looking at a guy
completely naked.” .

Naru was sooooo cute! “T'll do my best,” I
promised.

“You don'’t need to do a thing.”

Whaz? You're going to lead me the whole way through?
Hub, could be kinky.

“Are you ready?” Naru turned around. She had put
her glasses on. I was a bit disappointed, because she’s
much hotter when she doesn’t wear them.

As she approached, I asked, “Shouldn’t you remove

your glasses?”

>
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She cocked her head. “But I can’t see clearly with-
out them.” : ;

Oh, you want to see my face when we . . . You want
10 look into my eyes and . . . 1 placed my hands on her
- shoulders and thought, No accident this time. This will
be a real kiss.

I closed my eyes and went to hug her gently. But my
arms grasped thin air. Naru had squatted down and was
looking intently at my thighs.

“Narusegawa?”

“There doesn’t seem to be anything unusual there,”
she said, as if she were inspecting a Petri dish. She
frowned. “Never mind.”

‘But .. Huh:?

Naru looked up, and T finally caught on. She was
simply looking for the treasure map, like everyone else.

“Uh, you don’t have to look for the map, Naru,” I
said quickly, trying to cover my blunder.
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Naru remained emotionless as she examined my
legs. I was glad I hadn’t removed my underwear yet.

“You want to find the treasure, right?” she asked.
“Since you can't find it yourself, I'll do it for you.”

I shook my head. “It’s okay. We don't even know if
it really exists.”

Naru frowned. “What do you want to do?
Ask Kitsune or Motoko to check for it? Or Suu or
Shinobu?”

“l don’t know!” I flailed my arms. I didn’t
like this at all. T had imagined a thousand possible
scenarios with Naru kneeling at my feet, and none
of them were like this. I couldn’t stand the fact that
Naru could do this and remain so detached. I picked
up my pants from off of the floor and forcefully stuck
my right leg in.

Naru tried to stop me. “I haven't finished.”

“Yes, you have. Forget it.”

“Why? Why can’t it be me?” She looked like she was
ready to cry.

“I don’t want anyone to check out my body!”

“Do you hate me looking at you?”

>
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I sighed. “Do you want the treasure that badly?”

Naru’s entire expression changed. She just shut
down. I had no clue what she was thinking. But if all she
wanted was the treasure, then I would be hurt.

“T don’t need any stupid treasure,” Naru spat out.

I folded my arms. “Oh, is that so? But you were
checking me out real good.”

“You bastard!” Naru raised her fist.

I yelped and braced for a Naru Punch, but it never
came. When I opened my eyes again, I saw that Naru
had lowered her fist.

Slowly, T reached for the rest of my clothes and
put them back on. Suddenly, the door shook violently.
It sounded like grinding metal . . . A sword tip poked
through the crack.

SNAP! The lock broke, the door flew open, and
Motoko barged in, Shinobu at her heels. ‘

“What's going on?” I asked.
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“I sensed you were troubling Naru, and I see now that
I was correct!” Motoko replied, blushing an angry red.

“No, no,” Shinobu quickly countered. “I just wanted
to start cooking dinner, but the doors were locked, so I
asked Motoko to open them.” She smiled, looking at Naru
and I. “Nothing bad happened, right, Keitaro?”

I quickly nodded, but Naru just stepped outside
without a word. Great, now theyll all get the wrong idea,
I thought. Luckily, Shinobu and Motoko let it drop and
left to prepafe dinner.

1 finished dressing, wondering how many times my
clothes were going to come off today.

Eventually, Motoko murmured, “I apologize,
Urashima.”

I'm sure Motoko couldnt stand the uproar over the
Hinata House treasure hunt, and she just wanted to find the
“important thing” as soon as possible so people would stop
talking about it and life could return to normal. Typically,
Motoko needed order and discipline in her life.

“Besides,” she said, her cheeks still red, “I'm sure it’s

gross to have people keep checking you out like that.”

>



. CHAPTER 3:
e NARU AND KEITARD, ALONE

That night, I checked my body from head to toe. I
didn’t believe Kitsune completely, but since we still
couldn’t reach Grandma Hinata, we had to pursue all
possibilities.

I'd never checked out my‘ body so closely before.
Weird creases and curly hairs stuck out in my mind. I
ended up ‘ﬁnding absolutely zip. I checked every crack
and crevice, but there was no tattoo, no moles, no odd
blotches, nothing on my skin. I decided I'd tell everyone
the news at breakfast, and so I just went to sleep.

But the next morning, I startled awake when
someone entered my room. I looked up. Haitani and

Shirai, my former schoolmates, stood over me.
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“What the hell are you doing here? And so early?”

“No biggie,” Haitani said, peeking closer at my legs.

I quickly tucked them up under my blankets and
narrowed my eyes.

“We're your friends, right?” Shirai said, grinning like
a cat ‘about to catch a canary. “It’s been a while since we
hung out with you, Urashima.”

“Yes, a while,” Haitani agreed, snuggling closer to me.

“We just went to the beach together, remember?”
I said.

“Oh, really?” Shirai asked and faked a laugh.

“No way.” Haitani looked me up and down.

I sighed. “There’s no treasure map!”

They both laughed. “What are you talking about?”

I just stared at them until Shirai broke down
and confessed, “Well, yesterday we bumped into Sara
downtown. She mentioned there might be a clue on
your body.”

Man, Shirai and Sara were both blabbermouths.

“We didn’t take that story seriously,” Haitani rushed
to explain.

“Uh huh”

3=
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About three seconds later, both of them pounced on
me and pinned my arms and legs down. “Help!” I cried.
“Someone, help!”

" Kitsune poked her face in the room and smiled. It
was really unusual for her to be awake this early in the
morning. She took one look at my classmates and glared
suspiciously.

" Haitani and Shirai let go of me immediately and
exclaimed, “Hi, Kitsune!”

“What's going on?” she asked.

“Oh, we thought you could help us with something
... Shirai started.

«

. . . So please make us your slaves,” Haitani
finished.

But Kitsune wasn't exactly impressed. She turned
her head and called out, “Suu? Sara? Do it!”

Like ninjas, the two girls jumped silently into

the room. Almost faster than the eye could see, they
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tied beanie hats with little turbo-powered propellers
to Haitani’s and Shirai’s heads. The propellers spun
furiously and the two guys floated up to the ceiling,
drifted out of the window, and flew away.

We ignored their screams. I was sure theyd
be fine.

Kitsune sat down with a serious expression
on her face. “If those two heard about it,” she said,
“then a lot of tourists visiting the hot springs will
probably want to come looking for the Hinata House
treasure t00.”

“I'm sorry. It’s all my fault,” Sara said sorrowfully.

“It’s in the past,” Kitsune reassured her. “We need to
think about how to deal with the here and now.”

Seeing how serious these girls were about finding
the treasure, I started to feel a bit guilty. Sure, it was
fun having them chase after me. Of course, all the
man-handling and having to constantly get naked was
annoying, but part of me enjoyed the attention. But it
was time to end this, once and for all.

“I checked my own body out last night. Didn’t find
a thing”
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Kitsune frowned. “This calls for emergency

b 4

Everyone except Naru had gathered in the cafeteria.

action.”

According to Shinobu, when Naru heard about the
emergency meeting, she just sat at her desk and continued
to study.

I took a deep breath. “Even if lots of people have
heard about the treasure, 'm sure most of them don’t
think it’s real. In order to rule out whether Grandma had
anything important hidden away or not, please, I need
someone to check my body out one last time.”

Everyone traded concerned looks. Aunt Haruka
raised her hand. “Ah, Keitaro . . . It would be pretty sick
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if all of us took your clothes off and checked you out
together.”

I nodded. “Agreed. You girls should do a drawing.
That way only one girl, picked at random, will check me.”

They all frowned. “Why?” Suu asked.

Suu and Sara were the only ones who opposed my idea.
Suu explained that she had made a new invention that could
scan my entire body. But, since it was nuclear-powered and
there was a high probability it would explode (like so many
of her inventions) we quickly rejected that option.

“Let’s stop wasting time. Just knock him uncon-
scious,” Sara suggested, lunging at me. But she accidentally
tripped over Tama, who flew up and bounced around,
landing on Motoko’s neck.

“The turtle! The turtle!” Motoko whispered, hor-
rified. “Get it off!”

Motoko hated turtles. She swung her katana around
like a crazy person.

Kitsune and Haruka just poured themselves some
sake and sat back to watch the show. Shinobu ran
around, trying to calm Motoko down, while Suu and

Sara just giggled.

o
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I rested my chin on my hand and smiled. No
stopping the party now.

The drawing took place that afternoon.

Haruka and Motoko had both gone to bed early,
and Kitsune was so drunk she couldn't see straight, so the
remaining three girls drew straws.

“Oh dear, it’s me!” Shinobu said, looking a little
queasy.

. Suu and Sara laughed at her and dubbed her
* “Keitaro Urashima’s Official Body Checker-Outer.”
I sighed. I was a tad worried about such a young,

innocent girl staring at my naked body, but what else could

be done? I led her to my room with mixed feelings.
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“Can you see anything?” Sara whispered from
behind the room’s partition.

“Hee hee, Shinobu and Keitaro look like they’re
going on a pre-arranged date.”

I opened the door, but they both hopped on one
of Suu’s inventions and bolted away. I glanced back at
Shinobu, who looked seasick.

“Shinobu, you don’t have to do this if you don’t
want to.”

“No, I'll do it,” she said, trying to be brave. “Please
let me do it.”

" I nodded and sat down beside her, We stared at
each other for almost ten minutes in excruciating silence.
Every time' I noticed someone behind the partition, I
shooed them away.

Shinobu’s face alternated between blushing red
and going stark white. I sympathized, and tried to
change her mind, but Shinobu just kept repeating,
il doiit.”

Finally she looked at me with tears in her eyes and
asked, “You don't want me to do it, Keitaro?”

What could I do?

>
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I finally understood why Naru tried to check me out,
yet seemed disgusted by the very idea. She was trying to
spare the other girls from having to look at me.

“I see,” I murmured. I stood up to go.

Shinobu hastily tugged on the hem of my pants,
and since my belt was loose, my pants slipped down to
my ankles just like that. Shinobu was so shocked, she fell
face-first onto the tatami mat. “Ow!”

“Are you all right, Shinobu?”

“Yes. But where are you going, Keitaro?”

‘Normally, I wouldn’t leave a damsel in distress
behind, but I had to get out of there. I'll be the first to
admit it—I'm a wimp. “I'm such a fool. I cant do this

- with just anyone. I'm sorry.”
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Somehow, I ended up going to Naru's room. She didn’t
even look up when I entered. I sat on the other side of
her desk, wondering how to strike up a conversation.

Naru looked like she could care less if I stayed, or
curled up and died on the floor. She simply continued to
write furiously in her notebook. The only sound in the
room was the scratching of her pencil.

“Well,” I began. “I really don’t get girls.”

Naru remained silent, scratching away.

I continued, “Why were you mad about Kitsune?
And why was Motoko mad about youand I.. . . ? Maybe
‘the reason was . . .”

Underneath the desk, my leg accidentally brushed
against Narus—it felt soft and silky and I goﬁ s0
distracted that I stopped in mid-sentence. I thought shed
give me a Naru Kick or a Naru Punch, but she didn’t do
a thing.

Maybe she just didn’t notice we were touching.

But her pencil stilled. Her hands didn’t move. We
both sat there, frozen.

" Finally she pulled her legs back and said, “What?”

“What ‘what?” ” I asked, confused.

-
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“Maybe the reason was what?”

Oh, she was asking me to finish my sentence. I
don’t even really remember what I was talking about.
I just didn’t have the right words to ask why the
Hinata House girls seemed to hate me, but acted a
little jealous over me. I figured I'd skip it and just
jump to the point.

“Can you look?”

“At what?” she asked.

“The treasure map.”

Naru threw her pencil at my head. “What a dope!”

I sighed. “Yep. I'm a dope.”

“You didn't want me to do it when I tried!”

“I know. I still don’t want you to,” I said.

She shrugged. “So just quit the whole thing.”

I cleared my throat. “I don’t want to show my body
to anyone, not even you.”

Naru looked hurt. She bit her lip.
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“But,” I quickly said, “if I 5ad to show it to someone,
you are the only person that comes to mind, Narusegawa.
I can only imagine it would be you. No one else.”

Naru stood up and yelled, enraged, “What do you
mean, ‘imagine it would be me?’ Youre telling me you
fantasize about me checking you out? Pervert!”

“That’s n-n-not what I meant!” I stammered.

“Oh really?” She stomped her foot.

I just shook my head and sat there, looking stupid.
I'm no good with words, and when talking to Naru, it
always turns into a disaster.

She stared down at me coldly, then sighed and
threw up her hands in exasperation. “Strip! Let’s just get
this ridiculous thing over with so I can get back to my
studies!”

I'd actually pictured Naru taking my clothes off, but
I knew better than to say that out loud. I didn’t have a
death wish.

This was weird.

I'd been checked over by Kitsune twice, and Suu
and Sara that one time in my sleep. Naru did all the

same things theyd done. But unlike Kitsune’s sexually
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aggressive style, or Suu and Sara’s painful explorations, Naru
stayed extremely calm and gentle. Her feather-light touches
titillated me, and I struggled to contain my excitement.

I stripped and lay down on the table. Naru checked
me over inch by inch. My whole body tingled. The
fact that I was naked and she wasn't kinda sparked the
situation even more. Several times I had to resist the urge
to embrace her.

Naru was sfrictly professional about the whole
thing. I'd hoped she didn’t want the other girls to see my
body because she secretly felt possessive of me. But the
more objectively Naru conducted her search, the more I
realized that was just a hopeless fantasy. :

Maybe shes really just after the treasure. Maybe she just
wants it for herself and was mad at the other girls looking at
me because she didn’t want to share!

It didn'’t really matter to me. I was in heaven with

her so close to me, and the pleasurable sensations of

HEBORE
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her touch dulled any anger or shock I might have had.
If anyone was going to discover the treasure, I'd want
it to be Naru.

I didn’t get girls. I don’t think I ever will. But if trea-
sure would make Naru happy, then I'd be happy too.

“There. Isnt this it?” Naru asked. She pointed at
something between my shoulder blades. I couldn’t quite
reach it. !

“There are a few bumps here,” she said. “It looks
like the layout of the Hinata House complex.”

“Really?”

“Here’s the south building, here’s the north one.. . .
and this large bump between those two—isn't it the old
annex?”

I pictured the Hinata House grounds in my
mind. Naru was talking about the small additional
building that was situated in the gap that was shaped
like a “V.” The annex had been boarded up ever since
I was a child.

“There? But it’s dangerous. Grandma said never to
enter it. The floors are probably rotten . . .”

BAMI BOOM!

o
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A dull pain bloomed at the back of my head and

then I passed out.

I don’t know how long I was unconscious, and I didn’t
bother looking at my watch. I ran out of Naru’s room,
cut through the inner lawn, and raced past the pond and
to the old annex.

The wooden panels that normally covered the
entrance had been peeled off, and the dusty foyer had
footprints leading inside. I fainted again.

Shinobu eventually shook me awake. “Naru is
gone,” she said.

I felt a large, gnarly bump on the back of my head.
Naru must have whacked me with one of her big, thick

schoolbooks.
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“I wonder if Narusegawa wanted the treasure badly
enough to kill me?” T joked, rubbing my aching head. I
never thought Naru would actually knock me out.

I told Shinobu my story and she reluctantly looked
at my back (her cheeks blazing all the while, of course.)

She tilted her head. “Keitaro, I think this is just a
heat rash.”

“Huh??

She handed me her compact mirror. I twisted
around and peeked—sure enough, there were a bunch of
little hives just under my shoulder blades. But . . . Naru
had said the bumps looked like the layout of the Hinata .
House . . . [ guess that’s just what she wanted to see.

Besides, Grandma could do a lot of irritating things
to me, but she couldn’t give me a permanent hear rash.

Nevertheless, Naru must have thought shedd found
the true map.

The sun started to set. There wasn’t any more time
for idle speculation. If I didn’t get to Naru scon, shed be
stuck in that dangerous building, lost with no lights.

I started toward the annex when Shinobu said, “I'm

going t00.”

D
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“Oh, no you're not,” I insisted. “If I don’t come out
soon, you have to go get help.”

Shinobu looked disappointed, but nodded.

As I expected, the annex smelled like earth and wet,
nasty mold. The hallway was dark and eerie, practically
buried in dirt.

“Naru? Hey, Narusegawa!” I called out. “Are you
- there? It’s really dangerous in here!” There was no answer.

I searched every room on'the first floor. They were
all builc Western-style and it reminded me of an old
European hotel.

I didn’t see hide nor hair of Naru.

“Narusegawa!” I hollered as loud as I could.

SHOOM! SMASH!

The chandelier came crashing down, slightly
grazing my side. I squinted up at the ceiling. The
fastenings must have rusted over time and just couldn’t

support its weight.
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This place was honestly dangerous. I quickly dashed
back to the foyer. Then I noticed an obscure set of stairs
behind a thick column. It had to have been the back
steps for employees.

As T climbed the staircase, I heard a faint giggle. Tt
totally creeped me out. This place was an ideal horror
movie set, [ swear.

“Na-Narusegawa?” I tried to sound manly, but it
came out in an embarrassing squeak.

The giggling suddenly stopped.

Then I heard Naru. “Keitaro, you are such a dope!”

I ran up the stairs. Naru was in the room on the
right. She looked down at the floor, where dozens of
papers were strewn and scattered around her feet.

She laughed so hard, she looked possessed. I
couldn’t keep my eyes off her. I'd never seen her giggle
so much.

“A real dope,” she said, pointing at me.

“Ah, yeah . . . I guess 'm not all that smart, but . .".”

“Keitaro Urashima!” Naru said happily, her voice
echoing strangely. “Third grade, second quarter, science

test score—twenty-three points!”

>
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“What? What's that?” I asked, stepping forward.

Naru ignored me and picked up another sheet of paper.
“Third grade, first quarter, math test score—thirty points.”

She picked up another. “Second grade, second
quarter, literature—twenty-five points!”

I picked up one of the stray papers. At the top was
my childish handwriting: Keitaro Urashima. There were
about a bazillion red marks and a devastatingly low score
emblazoned on the bottom.

Naru cupped her check and tried to stop laughing.
“These are all your old test forms. You sure had terrible
grades, even as early as elementary school!”

“Not all of them,” I protested. “T just hid the really
bad ones . . . But what are they all doing here—ah ha!”

I remembered. During my elementary school years,
I had a bunch of bad grades I didn’t want my parents to
see. I used to hide them in my desk drawer, but I was

~ afraid my folks would find them. So one winter when I
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visited Grandma, [ showed them to her, and asked her to
keep them secret.

Grandma had smiled and said shed hide my
precious things in a safe place.

I never expected that shed put them here, though.

“So, this was the treasure?” Naru asked. “ ‘Keitaro’s
secret, important thing?” ”

I nodded. “When Grandma called, it was probably
about these. She probably wanted Aunt Haruka to get
them out of the rubble, since this place is falling apart.”

It still didn’t make sense though—Naru figured out
coming here just by looking at my totally random heat
rash. It was like . . . fate.

“Maybe it was just dumb luck,” Naru suggested.

“Lucky or not, we finally found the treasure.”

Naru chuckled as she picked up all the papers.

I was relieved, but a little disappointed. It was like
finding out Moby Dick was really a goldfish or something.
All that hype for nothing. “Maybe we shouldnt show
these to Kitsune. She’ll probably flip her lid.”

I imagined I'd have to wait on her hand and foot

until she forgave me.

>
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“Or Shinobu,” Naru said. “She’ll be crushed if she
learns you were such a bad student.”

I could just see Shinobu struggling to hold back her
tears when she heard.

“What should I do with these?” Naru teased,
holding the papers just out of reach. “Think I should just
show all the girls?”

“Give them back,” I demanded, reaching for them.

“No way,” Naru said playfully, snatching them
away. She hid them behind her back. “I found them. If
you want them back, you'll have to pay. Or else, every
time you do something perverted, I'll show everyone
one of these!”

“I won't do anything perverted!”

“You peep at us in the bathtub.”

I blanched. “Not much . . .

“You've actually jumped in the women’s bath!”

“That wasn’t my fault!” I insisted.
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“If something like that happens again, I'll post one of
these tests up at the front entrance!”

I looked closely at Naru. She was smiling, but I could
tell she was kinda upset that this whole mess had been
over something so silly. It wouldn’t take much to make her
vengeful, I figured.

“Please, give them back,” I pleaded. ;

“Not on your life! Stay back!” She sidled away,
scooping up bunches of papers.

“They belonged to me!”

“They’re mine now!”

“Give them back!” I lunged forward to grab my tests,
but I accidentally grabbed Naru’s breast instead . . . It felt
like I was squeezing a soft marshmallow.

Naru’s face turned fire-engine red.

“Pervert!” she bellowed.

Just as she was about to attack me, the floor beneath
us cracked and split. Naru fell flat on her rear. She pulled
me down with her, and I landed with my hands full of
primo-Naru-booby.

“Narusegawa, are you hurt?”

She groaned. “I twisted my ankle . . . Hey! How much

longer are you gonna grope me?”

»
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I realized I was still fondling her breasts. Normally,
I would have let go and headed for the hills, but I didn
want to today. I wanted to stay close like this for a little
longer, touch her some more . . .

“Na-Narusegawa . . . 'm sorry,” I whispered. I still
didn’t let go.

“So shove off already!” she demanded, pushing
me away.

We sat up. I blushed. “I meant, I'm sorry that this
wasn't the treasure you were hoping for.”

Naru looked at me like she was really peeved.
“Did you really think I was just after some stupid
treasure?”

I fidgeted. “Ah, well . . .” She had checked me over so
seriously—and even bonked me on the head to knock me
out, just to get to the treasure.

“You think I'm that kind of girl? Youd think I'd strip

you naked just for a fortune?” She glared at me. “I'm glad
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the only thing here are these stupid papers! That way,
you can’t leave!”

I blinked, totally confused. “I was going
somewhere?”

“I heard you talking with Kitsune in the bathroom.
If you guys had found a fortune, you were going to run
away together, remember?”

“Naru,” I countered, “a man being smothered by
giant breasts is liable to agree to any crazy scheme!”

Naru looked furious. “Maybe you were just playing
around, but the only reason you're staying at the Hinata
House is because you're broke, right, Keitaro?”

I shrugged. “Yeah.”

“So, it stands to reason that if you found a large
amount of money, you could live anywhere else you
wanted, right?”

“Uh, sure, but . . .” I was totally flummoxed.

“Ah! Who cares?! Stay here or not, no great loss!” She
threw the'papers high up in the air. They fell to the floor
like little white clouds. “But it would be really tough on
us girls without a manager, and Suu and Shinobu would

actually miss you, and . . 7
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I was such a dope. This whole time, I'd had no clue.
Naru wanted me to stay. ; ‘

“Narusegawa. The reason I stay here isn’t because
I'm poor. It’s because . . .

iNeahis

My heart pounded in my ears. I moved closer to her.
Her lips were slightly parted, and her eyes sparkled, and she
smelled like cherry blossoms. If you could forget the dark,
wet, moldy surroundings, the mood was pretty romantic.

Naru’s eyelashes fluttered. Swallowing I moved
closer. “I stay because of y—

Just then, the ceiling crashed in around us.
Of course. ;

Sara whooped as the Mecha Tama (Suu’s
flying turtle machine) broke through the roof
and crash-landed into the second-story floor.
Motoko, Suu, Shinobu, and Sara all rode on its giant

metallic back.
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“Hey, you guys, get out of the way, will ya?” Suu
shouted.

But it was too late. The mechanical turtle pulled
Naru and I along as it crashed through two floors and
finally burrowed deep into the basement.

The machine wheezed and then finally broke. We
were all trapped inside the hole it had created when it
landed. We couldn’t budge the machine an inch, and if
we moved around, the walls could crumble down around
us at any moment.

“Thanks,” Naru murmured. “What the hell were
you doing?”

“Motoko said we had to hurry,” Kitsune explained.
“So we may have been a little careless.”

“I said ‘hurry.’ I didn’t say to barge in on the back of
a giant turtle!” Motoko insisted.

“Oh dear,” Shinobu said. “Look. The sun is already
down.”

I looked up. It was going to be a very long, dark,
hot summer night. :

Most people would probably consider this a

crisis. But this is just normal for the Hinata House.
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I usually would have panicked, but I was too
preoccupied.

Naru was pressed up against me. We both squeezed
together in the small space, our limbs entangled. I
noticed that Naru pointedly hid my test papers behind
her back, so the other girls wouldn't see.

Why is Naru keeping my secret? 1 wondered.

If I believed what she'd said, then Naru probably
wanted to find the treasure before I did and hide it
to prevent me from leaving. She'd threatened to use
the test papers against me, but now she was keeping
them safe.

In my whole life, I'd never had a girl care about me,
or do something nice for me. It was hard for me to trust
Naru. After all, I didn’t get girls. This was probably just
another one of my dumb fantasies.

But I kinda wanted to believe it. If it were true, if
Naru really did care for me, then, I'd be really happy.

I don’t get girls. But I still keep hoping . . .

>









CHAPTER 1:
THE HINATA HOUSE

When I was little, the Hinata House was called the
Hinata Inn. It used to be a little tiny lodge. I played
there often as a child.

Since my family ran a store year-round, they
couldn’t take me on trips during summer vacations,
so they just sent me to the Hinata Inn. Grandma
was the manager. Now, she’s traveling around
the world, but back then, she stood at the front
counter as if shed been planted there, welcoming
new guests.

The Hinata Inn’s teashop used to be managed by
Grandma’s eldest daughter, Aunt Yoko. (Aunt Yoko was

my mom’s older sister.)
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Aunt Yoko's daughter, my Aunt Haruka, came back to
run the teashop after she finished with college. (Technically,
Haruka and I are cousins, but because she seemed so much
older than me, I started calling her “Auntie” when I was
litele, and it just sort of stuck.) In my family, older relatives
all get nicknamed “Uncle” or “Auntie” and that’s that.

Of course, every time I called Aunt Haruka “Auntie,”
shed box my ears and tell me to shur up. As a child,
didn’t understand, so I kept repeating the same mistake
over and over, until Aunt Haruka just gave up.

You know, now that I look back, even though
I sucked at gym and wasn especially strong, I took
enough beatings (especially since I've agreed to manage
the Hinata House, what with Motoko’s sword skills,
Suu’s weird inventions, Sara’s full-body tackles, and
Naru’s punches) that nowadays, no matter how many
deathblows I receive, I still manage to avoid hospitals.
I’'m tough mostly because Aunt Haruka beat me to a
pulp for so many years.

When Aunt Haruka returned to open the teashop
again, Grandma Hinata recorded her into the family

registry as her adopted daughter. So, based on the
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official registry, as the grandson of Grandma Hinata, I
technically could call Haruka my aunt. But every time
I say “Auntie,” she yanks my cheeks apart or elbows me
in the face.

Boy, I've really gotten off track here. My point
was, back when the Hinata House used to be called the
Hinata Inn, I remember Grandma yelling at me anytime
I got near the annex or the pond. i
‘ At that time, there were three buildings strictly
off limits to me. One was the teashop. The other
was the old tower with the dangerous walkway. And
finally, the annex itself. It was a small, two-story
building with Western-style architecture—stained
glass windows, a weathervane, slanted roofs—it was
just really unique. It reminded me of the kind of
mansions youd see in movies or read about in novels.

In later years, as it got more run down, it looked like

a haunted house. But when I was growing up, the
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annex simply beckoned a young child like me to go
exploring.

One day, I got bored. My four-year-old heart
yearned for adventure. I sang the theme song to
the TV show Liddo, and marched straight to the
annex. Back then, it was just an abandoned building.
It wasn’t covered in rubble or mold. When I ventured
into the foyer, I recall it being kinda new-looking
and rather clean. It looked like somebody actually
lived there.

On the first floor, at the far end of the hallway, a
door was slightly ajar.

I peeked in, but someone from behind me called
out, “Stop!”

Grandma grabbed me by the shoulders and dragged
me out. It was a long time ago; I couldn’t remember what
it was that I'd seen.

Grandma Hinata took me to her room on the second
floor of the south building and warned me, “Don't ever
go in the annex, because it’s dangerous!” Her eyes burned
intensely—more so than if she had been angry. It left a

really strong impression on me.

>
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I distinctly remember calling out for Auntie Haruka,
but I dont know why. Maybe my memories were starting
to surface because I'd so recently gone into the annex
with Naru—I have a really hard time remembering
much from my childhood.

But beyond that, something else was bothering me.

I felt like . . . like whenever I was in the annex . . .
I wasn’t alone.

The Hinata House had countless fairy tales attached
to it. Theres a legend that if a couple stays overnight
in the tower, theyll get married and live happily ever
after. In the main building, there are dozens of secret
passageways that connect to unknown places. Plus,
Grandma collected occult trinkets as a hobby. So, the
whole place had kinda a weird aura to it.

Plus, the old inn used to host annual events like
cherry blossom viewing parties, and stewed sweet potato

cookouts. Some of the guests Grandma told me about




Lﬂvz Hiﬂa / the novel

were pretty strange. And all the girls who resided here
now, at the Hinata House, had peculiar quirks and odd
histories.

Of course, the biggest mystery was the annex.
Grandma would never give me a straight answer, and
Aunt Haruka never wanted to talk about it either.

Don't get me wrong. Despite the weird aura, I never
thought the Hinata House was a strange place. After all,

it's home.




e CHAPTER 2:
OPERATION: HOSPITALITY!

“s
o, that’s basically it, Keitaro. It’s all yours.”

Aunt Haruka handed me a notebook. I read her
handwriting: September 12, 4 people, 2 nights. September
13%, 1 person, 1 night. Lots of other little details were
written in the margins.

I had no clue what any of this meant.

“What's this? Your vacation plan?” I asked.

She glared at me, her cigarette dangling from her
lips. “They’re inn customers. They’ll be staying here for
a few nights.” She flicked her ashes away. “Grandma
asked me to take care of them, but I can’t just leave
the shop unattended.”

“Inn? Customers? Where exactly are they supposed

to be staying?” I asked, disbelieving,
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“At the Hinata House, of course.”

I held my head in my hands. The Hinata House is a
dormitory. I had my hands full just trying to keep things
running smoothly with a couple of wacky girls; I really
couldn’t imagine taking care of guests.

Haruka, are you crazy?

But she wasnt kidding. She towered over me and
said, “Look. You are a pathetic, three-time entrance
exam loser. You're going to cram school, and you're the
manager of an all-girls dorm.”

“Please don’t remind me.”

“Just shut up and listen,” she snapped. “When
Grandma decided to make this place a dorm, several
inn customers were saddened by this. They thought
the place was really nostalgic. Grandma tried to
recommend a few nearby hot springs’ hotels, but
they'd been coming to Hinata Inn for years, and they
prefer to keep coming here . . .

So it appeared that Grandma appeased her regular
customers by promising to open the Hinata Inn once in
a while, to take them in. This autumn, it was to open for

four days.

>
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“So, don’t we need to call Grandma Hinata and
have her come back for a week?”

“A woman’s feelings are complex, Keitaro.”

“What do you mean?”

Aunt Haruka sighed. “Most of the customers will be
retired folks. Some of them have even been coming here
since before the war.”

Sott

“So how old do you think Grandma was back
then?”

I shrugged. “Um . . . Lets see . . . How old are you,
Auntie?”

She slapped me on both cheeks and continued
on as if T hadn’t spoken. “Back then, Grandma Hinata
used to be the town beauty. She attracted customers
to the inn.”

I couldn’t imagine Grandma Hinata without tons of

wrinkles. When I tried hard to picture the town beauty,
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I kept seeing Naru in a silk kimono, during New Year
celebrations. “I'm having a hard time believing it.”

Aunt Haruka just shrugged. “Everyone was young
once. Anyway, in order not to crush the regular customers’
dreams, Grandma decided she'd stay away on her vacation.
She doesn’t want them to see her looking old. But some
of these guests . . . well, they made their reservations ages
ago. We can't refuse them now. We need to run Hinata
Inn without Grandma, okay? So, good luck!”

Dude! There’s no way I could run the Hinata
Inn, even for a few days. I tried to protest, but Aunt
Haruka just barreled past me, saying, “I turned in
the paperwork to the city office. I got you a culinary
license, so there shouldn’t be any problems!”

“Paperwork is not the point!” T said. “How many
customers are coming?”

“About thirty;” she said nonchalantly.

I flipped out. “How can I take care of all those
people all by myself2”

“I didn't say you had to do it alone, Keitaro.” She lit up
another cigarette, smiled, and pointed at the Hinata House.

“You have a good group of employees right there.”

>
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“T'll help! Il help!” Suu shouted, bouncing around. “You
serve the guests food and alcohol, and then sleep with
them, just like the geisha in the old samurai movies,
right? I saw one on TV!”

I pressed the bridge of my nose between my
fingers.

“Suu, don't learn weird stuff from TV!” Shinobu
said, then looked at me. “Um, Keitaro . . . I think I can
help with the cooking.” ;

Shinobu was always so sweet. “Thank you,” I said.

“T'll help!” Suu said again. “And Sara too!”

“Don’t volunteer me,” Sara said.

I sighed. “Thank you, Suu. But Sara is still in grade

school, so, I can’t make her work.”




Lﬂve Hina / the navel

“Oh, it’s all right!” Suu insisted, clutching Sara
close. “This new invention of mine is a growth tonic.
The blue pills make you age, and the red pills turn
you back into a kid. So, no worries about those
pesky child labor laws! Come on, Sara, take . . .
Wit . . .” She frowned. “Was it the blue pill that made
you grow? Or the red? Oh well, just try one and see.”

Sara paled and tried to escape, but Suu held her close,
attempting to pour the pills right into Sara’s mouth.

Shinobu’s eyes glazed over. “Oh dear, if only I could
become a grownup t00.”

Suddenly, Kitsune bounced down the stairs and
plucked the bottle right out of Suu’s hands. “Hey,
quit it.”

“Aw, but . .. Suu whined.

Kitsune interrupted her, saying, “Tll help too,
Keitaro. ’'m more useful than Sara, anyway.”

“Quit acting so high and mighty, Kitsune!” Sara
said, pouting.

I couldn’t believe my ears. “Kitsune? You're actually
going to work?”

“Yeah. Is that a problem?”

>
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“But, Kitsune,” I said, “you like naps, and drinking, and
gambling. You've never had a real job. You barely graduated
high school and your favorite phrase is, ‘marry wealthy.’ So,
working at the inn might be a bit too rough for you—”

“You didn’t have to go that far,” Kitsune muttered.
“Look. 'm a Hinata House resident. I've been here the
longest, in fact. I remember when this place used to be
the Hinata Inn. I'll be glad to pitch in.” She gathered up
her hair. “And offer . . .” she unbuttoned her blouse to
expose more cleavage. “ . . . my services.” She licked her
lips. “You doubt my sincerity, Keitaro?”

She grabbed my head and pushed my face right into
her cleavage. I couldn’t see a thing, but sweet softness
surrounded me.

“What are you ffmmmm Kitsuneeee.”

“Oh, Keitaro, if you breathe so hard like that, if’s
going to drive me wild!” she said in a lusty voice, and

hugged me closer.

mOorTaoKko AOoYama
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“Hey, Keitaro! You'll let me work, right? Please say
yes!” Sara started begging.

I almost lost my mind, right then.

Suddenly, a voice called out. “Enough already!”

KICK!

My spine almost cracked in half under the blow.
Kitsune and I fell to the floor together.

“Whoa!” 1 yelped. Suddenly I couldn’t breathe—
my mouth was full of something soft. Tt felt . . . kinda
good. ‘

“Keiraro is sucking Kitsune’s boob!” Sara squealed.

I snapped back like a spring.

“You went too far,” Kitsune said darkly.

“You jerk!” Naru said, approaching me with her fists
clenched. I could see flames in her eyes.

1 thought it best to beg for my life. “No, Narusegawa!
It was totally an accident! You're the one who kicked me
Sk

Naru kicked me in the mouth. She continued to
stomp on my face like she was squishing the life out
of a cockroach. My head slammed back onto the floor

and I saw stars.
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“Get it together,” Naru said, glaring down at me. “You
have less than a week before the customers come, right?”

I looked up, surprised. “Naru? Are you going to
help me?”

“What? You don't want me to?”

“No, that’s great.” I expected Naru to be too busy
studying to help out.

She nodded. “Your grandmother promised them,
righe?”

iYes 2

“Maybe some of the guests had a crush on her when
she was younger.”

“Grandma was married!”

“I'm talking about before that!” Naru said. “Who
knows? Maybe she was in love with one special customer,
but he was drafted. He came to the inn to say goodbye
for the last time, but neither of them could express their
true feelings!” Her eyes twinkled.

“Yeah, that’s gotta be it,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“But after the war, he never returned. Grandmother,
in order to keep the inn in business, was forced to marry

; »
some rich guy.

>
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Wait, wait. Rich guy? Forced to marry? So my mom
and Aunt Yoko were products of a loveless marriage?

#lm .2

“Then one day, he was finally released from a POW
camp in Siberia. He traveled all the way back here, and
stood before the inn, anxious to see his one true love.”
She sighed. “But life is cruel. Grandmother was married,
with children. They didn’t speak a word, but only gazed
into each other’s eyes and wondered what might have
been.”

Naru stepped closer, straddling me. “Grandmother
stepped toward him, but she couldn’t speak. She couldn’t
keep her promise, so instead she remained behind, and
turned the inn into an all-girls dormitory.”

“Um, that was a pretty recent development,” I
reminded her.

“Oh, that’s right.” Naru snapped out of her fantasy.
She scratched her head. “But, you don’t know. Maybe
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there was some kind of romantic promise, and that’s why
Grandmother wont come back from her trip—she cant
bear to face him. Oh! These kind of stories make me
swoon!” She sighed. “That’s why T'll help you, Keitaro.”

I looked up at Naru's sweet face, but along the way, my
eyes sort of got sidetracked by her silky legs, her little plaid
skirt, and the tantalizing view of her tiny, white panties.

My brain fried.

POW!

Naru jumped up and pulled her legs together.
Her feet landed right on my crotch. It was the kind
of move that would have made a pro-wrestler proud.
It crushed my manhood like 2 worm in a winepress,
let me tell you.

I couldnt even make a sound. I just squirmed
around, tears streaming down my face.

Naru grabbed me up by the collar and screamed, “I
was talking about a good story and you were staring up
my skirt!” ‘

“You're the one that showed—!”

“Showed? Me? Why would I show that to you? You

dirty pig!”

>
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I couldn’t move. I knew she was going to punch
me into the stratosphere, but I was paralyzed with
pain and fear.

Suddenly, someone screamed, a shrill feminine
voice that cut through the inner lawn of the Hinata
House.

We ran toward the scream. When we arrived, we
found Motoko lying unconscious on the inner lawn.

She was wearing a pure white hakama, her samurai
kimono. She had a white headband around her forehead,
and Shisui in her hands. (Normally she practiced her
katas with a sword replica; I had to be careful when I
moved Shisui or I'd cut my fingers off.)

“What’s wrong, Motoko?” I whispered as she blinked
awake.

“Uh . ..ah ... Slowly, she opened her eyes.
Suddenly, Tama the hot springs turtle waddled out of the
folds of her kimono.
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Motoko writhed. “Get it, get it, get it! Urashima,
get itl” She broke out into a cold sweat and clung
to me.

“How am I supposed to . . . 27

Even as we spoke, Tama crawled back into the folds
of Motoko’s kimono.

“Ah! Stop! Please! Get it, get it, please!” She
clung tighter to me, panting slightly. Her hands
tightened on my shoulders, and her eyes glistened
with tears.

I knew she hated turtles, and she was really upset
right then. I wanted to remove Tama, but at that
moment, she was squirming and clinging so much, I
couldn’t really move my hands. In order to get Tama
out, I'd have to touch Motoko’s breasts, and frankly, 'm
stupid, but not #hat stupid.

But Motoko was seriously starting to freak, so- I
reached my hand inand . . .

”

“What a lame excuse to grope a girl!” Naru said,
disgusted. She pulled me away from Motoko and threw
me in the pond.

“Why me?” I whined.

>
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“Myu-myu,” Tama squeaked. He jumped out of
Motoko’s kimono and, as only Tama could, flew toward
the Hinata House. '

Motoko was still.in shock. Her chest heaved as she
took gasping breaths. It was kind of adorable. When she
finally got herself under control, she insisted, “I didn’t
scream because of that stupid turtle! I'm used to living
with that thing by now, you know.”

She really can be adorable.

“Sure, Motoko,” I said, nodding.

“No, I mean it. I screamed because of what I
sensed.”

We all stared at her. “What do you mean?” Naru
asked.

“Just recently, you and Urashima were drawn to the
aniex i

I tried to explain that I had actually just followed

Naru to the annex, and she wasn’t drawn there, she
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decided to go there because of my stupid heat rash, but
Motoko just plowed on.

“We went there to save Naru,” she said.

TI'wanted to remind her that they actually barged in
on a giant Mecha Tama, but Motoko was on a roll.

“And the moment we stepped foot inside, it felt . . .
familiar. Nostalgic.”

She looked far away, then continued. “After a few
days, I was able to figure out why it felt so familiar. It’s
very similar to the jiryoudo at my house.”

“Jiryou . . . do?” Shinobu asked.

“Is that some kinda food?” Suu asked.

Motoko remained serious. “It’s a spirit-containment
temple,” she clarified. “You all know that my family uses
the traditional secret sword skills of the shin mei ryu.
The most skilled swordsman in my family traditionally
undertakes the responsibility of exorcising bad ghosts—
you know, demons and evil spirits and the like.” She
searched the girls’ faces. “You don't believe me?”

Sara blushed. “It’s so unscientific.”

Mortoko coughed, choosing to ignore that line of

reasoning. “Some evil spirits wouldnt perish, so we had

>
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o' choice but ta contain them. Over the generations, the
temple became a place to imprison evil spirits. We called
it the jiryoudo.”

I nodded, like I had any clue what the heck she
was talking about. Bottom line: the annex had the same
feeling as a prisoﬁ for bad ghosts.

Everyone gulped.

Shinobu covered her ears and shifted her weight
uncomfortably.

“I had to wonder why the annex felt the same as the
temple,” Motoko said. “To tell you the truth, I felt a strong
spiritual power from Grandma Hinata. I'm. not sure of
the details, but I believe the shin mei ryu ancestry and the
Urashima family line were somehow connected in the past.
It was my destiny to study martial arts at this place.”

I just stared at her.

“So, maybe there was an evil spirit that the Urashima

family has trapped here. Maybe it was attracted to
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Keitaro and his amazingly bad luck. Maybe it wished to
resurrect—"

“Forget it,” I mumbled. “No way.”

Annoyed, Motoko pointed her sword at me. “Shut
up, Urashima.”

I flinched. “Don’t hurt me!”

Motoko sighed. “In preparation for going into the
annex, I cleansed my soul, wore pure white, and brought
Shisui, but . . .” She hesitated.

“What happened?” Kitsune asked, curious.

Suu was bored by the story, and had fallen asleep in
Motoko’s lap. Shinobu was still covering her ears. “Is it
over yet?” she kept asking.

“Come on, Motoko, what happened?” Naru
pressed.

V“Actuaﬂy ... Motoko swallowed. “When I opened:
the door, it looked different. The rubble was goné. The
interior was clean and airy. As if someone were living
there.”

Somehow, this story sounded familiar to me.

“For a moment, I thought Shinobu had cleaned the

annex,” Motoko said, “but the ceiling and walls looked

>



) ) ) Part 11 / Chapter 2

brand new. That made me suspicious. I climbed the stairs
and was astounded. The hole we made in the ceiling
wasn't there!”

I started feeling afraid. Just last week, the Mecha
Tama crashed through the ceiling, two floors, and
buried itself in the basement. Haruka really laid us
out because there wasnt enough money to fix the

damage.

“Is it over now?” Shinobu squeaked, her hands still
over her ears.

Everyone ignored her. The only sound was the
clattering of Sara’s teeth.

“Then, I heard a noise on the first floor,”

Motoko continued. “Someone was there. I quickly ran

| >
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downstairs. There was something near the entrance.. . .
I saw someone on the other side of the door . . .”

Okay, I was ready to pee my pants.

“Or at least, that's what I sensed,” Motoko told
us. “But then, my vision went dark. It smelled raw and
moldy. I squirmed and coughed.”

Shinobu whimpered.

“What happened then, Motoko?” Kitsune urged.

“Let’s just forget this story,” Sara suggested. Sara was
usually the first one to make a joke out of stuff like this,
but now she was pale and tense.

“Everyone just calm down!” Naru said, but she
looked like she was ready to bolt, too. :

“Narusegawa, where do you think you’re going?”
I asked.

But then I realized my own feet were leading me
back in the direction of the Hinata House.

“You guys,” Motoko said, anguished.

“Was it Tama? Did he scare you?” Suu asked,
rubbing her sleepy eyes.

Motoko’s face gradually reddened and she hunched
her shoulders. “Yes. My apologies.”

>
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So . . . So, Motoko hadn* seen anyone in the
annex—she'd just mistaken Tama for an evil spirit.

I don’t get girls.

We all headed toward the annex, but it looked
exactly as we had left it. There was a hole in the ceiling,
and rubble all over the floor.

Motoko looked confused. Finally, she said, “I must
have hallucinated. I must redo my training from the
beginning.”

She went back to her room and tried to pack her
things to return to the temple, but of course, we stopped

her and managed to convince her to stay.

b 4

That night, Naru and I whispered through the hole that

connected our rooms.

W%H |
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“If Motoko said she hallucinated, then that’s
probably what happened,” Naru said.

I wondered. “Motoko has special spiritual powers,
though. Maybe she did see something strange.”

“Knock it off.”

I couldn’t see her through the hole, but I could tell
just by her voice that she was a little angry. “I was there
all by myself, remember? There were no creepy spirits.”

I sighed. Just the thought of Naru all alone in that
building, poking around dangerous places for treasure.. . .
it made me shiver.

“Keitaro, please dont make me think something
was in there with me,” she pleaded. She sounded really
weirded out.

I teased her, “Who-0-0-0-0 kno-0-0-0-ws? Maybe
something creepy followed you back and is going to
watch you while you sleep!”

There was no answer. Was she too scared to speak?
Maybe she'd be too afraid to sleep by herself, and she'd
jump-down through the hole, and cuddle up to me for
the rest of the night. (Hey, a guy can dream, right?) I

‘kept waiting for her to say something.

D
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I didn’t like the strange silence.

To tell you the truth, I couldnt just brush off
Motoko’s story. I don’t really remember everything
clearly, but I had a similar experience. When I wandered
into the annex as a small child, the interior was pristine.
Even then, it was an abandoned building. But it was tidy.
And I met someone. I don’t remember her face, but I do
remember it was a woman.

I paced my room, trying to recall that lady’s face. I
drew back my curtain and stared out at the old annex.

What if I saw that woman in there?

Okay, I was wigging out.

Instead of worrying about the annex, I should have
been worrying about Naru. Iin not really afraid, but if
little things bother me, Naru must be freaking out. Shes
been so quiet. Maybe shes waiting for me to come to her.
Gosh, she’s so adorable. If she wants me to take care of her, I

guess Tl have to . . .
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I stacked a bunch of books together, used them as a
stepladder, and pulled myself up through the hole. “Hey,
Narusegawa?”

I saw her wriggling on the floor, her loose robe
almost completely open. She was tangled up in a kimono.
Her thighs, chest, belly . . . practically everything
was exposed. Only tiny scraps of cloth covered her
intimate parts. |

I gotta tell you, this was way sexier than seeing her
totally nude.

Most of the kimono bunched up at her feet, and
somehow her 0bi belt was wrapped several times around
her slender waist, down around her thighs, and up over
her bulging breasts. She looked like she'd been tied up. It
was really erotic.

Naru struggled to remove the 06:. She glared at me.
“What the hell are you looking at?!”

CRASH! RUMBLE!

Naru Body Tackle! I tumbled headfirst back down
into my room.

“Dor’t just peck in a girl’s room like that!” she yelled
through the hole.

>
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“I'm sorry! I had no idea what you were doing!” I
said. “T thought you were in danger!”

“Danger? What do you mean?” She peered through
the hole. “Quit blushing. You better not be having some
weird fantasy!”

I noticed Naru was blushing, herself.

“I was just trying to practice wearing the hot springs
kimono.”

I laughed. “Tt looked like the kimono was wearing
you. Why don’t you just have Aunt Haruka help you?”

She huffed. “It’s embarrassing for a girl not to know
how to wear a kimono,” Naru confessed. “T'll have to
wear it every day next week, so ...

I smiled. The younger girls offered to help, and Kitsune
too. Motoko said helping out was the least she could do
after the annex incident. Aunt Haruka had agreed to take
care of Sara while she minded the teashop. And now, with

Naru at my side, I knew next week would go well.
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Only one problem remained. I needed to study like

mad before the guests came. Sigh.

4

“It’s delicious!” I blurted out.

Shinobu looked down and covered her blushing
cheeks with her hands. She looked so happy. “Thank
you, Keitaro.”

I poked my chopsticks at all the little dishes of food
laid out on the cafeteria table. Shinobu had made all
sorts of things to serve the inn customers. Each delicacy
tasted great, like home-cooked meals.

“Food was my biggest concern, but now, there’s no
problem!” I said. “When we open, Naru and I will help
you cook and serve the guests. ’'m sorry you have to wake
up early in the morning to make breakfast, though.”

“That’s okay,” Shinobu said. “But, Keitaro, are
you sure we don't have to move out of our rooms?” She

» fretted, even as she prepared the next dish:

>
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“Don'’t you worry,” I told her. “The most we'll get
is three groups in one day. We can just put everyone in
the north building’s vacant rooms. Besides, if we tried
to clean up the south building, Suu’s room alone would
take about a thousand days.”

Suu’s room was like a tropical jungle. She had a
bunch of plants and trees growing everywhere. Steam
from the boiler room leaked over into her bedroom. It
was practically a sauna. Cleaning up the mold and plants
and all that would require a lot of effort. /

“That’s true,” Shinobu agreed.

Suddenly, an arm popped out of nowhere. A greedy
hand stole some food.

“Eeck!” Shinobu squealed.

“Suu?” I gasped. She'd climbed up next to the
cutting board, and was stealing some of Shinobu’s
samples.

“I heard you guys mention me,” she said.

“Well . . . I trailed off.

“As punishment for your gossiping, I will confiscate
Shinobu’s yummy food!” She chortled. “Oooh, this
heart-shaped rice ball looks good!”

>
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She swiped the rice ball up. It was covered in pink
sprinkles. It looked like it took a long time to make.

Vaguely, I wondered who Shinobu wanted to give a
_heart-shaped rice ball to.

“No! Suu! That’s not a sample item!” Shinobu
pleaded. “No, please!”

But Suu gulped it down and grinned.

Shinobu dropped to her knees weakly. “Oh dear.”

“That was tasty!” Suu patted Shinobu’s head. “But

now it’s my turn with you, Keitaro!”
She pushed me out of the cafeteria. I saw Shinobu

sit there, still in shock, watching us as we left.

b 4

The women's bath and the main pool area was drastically

different. Suu had planted a bunch of exotic, mysterious
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flowers and plants. There were banana and coconut trees,
papaya and kiwi sprouts, etc. In addition to Tama, other
tropical creatures I'd never seen before were crawling
about. In the middle of one pond was a statue of a
goddess.

“Do you like what I've done with the place?” Suu
looked up at me with puppy dog eyes.

But I said, “Rejected!”

“Why?” she whined. “Why, why, why? It looks like
a theme park! Isn’t that cool?”

Suu jumped on my shoulders and wrapped her legs
around my neck. She pulled my hair. (In case you were
wondering, I am not, in fact, a horse, and I don’t like
being treated as such.)

“Suu,” T said, struggling not to drop her. “All the
customers are grownups. They're coming to the hot
springs to relax and wash away the grime and fatigue of
everyday life. A theme park isn’t exactly—"

“I know all that!” Suu insisted, pulling my clothes off.
She pushed me face-down into the wash area. “Keitaro, your
skin is so soft,” she cooed. “And you have a cute butt!”

“What?!” I cried.

>



) ) ) Part 11 / Chapler 2

“Okay, act like a customer about to receive my
special services! Ready? Go!” She started to massage me.
Thank God I wasnt completely naked. Look, Suu was
a junior high school student. She was just innocently
playing with me. But I'm a red-blooded male. It was very
hard for me not to get carried away.

~ “Okay. We're gonna get the grime off you in no
time!” Suu said. She slowly began to wriggle against me.

I've only ever seen this sort of thing in magazines
and videos. It was the kind of dance girls did in certain
“specialty stores.” You know, where the girl uses her own
body to massage and wash the guy’s body?

Oh wow. It5 heaven. Where did you learn this trick,
. Suu? 1 thought. My, how you've grown . . .

BROOOOOM BROOOOOM BROOOOM!

I heard an engine start. Suddenly, my back felt like
it was on fire. Something scraped against me—it felt like

sandpaper!
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“OW! Suu, that’s too rough!” I screamed.

“Does it feel good, Keitaro?” she shouted over
the noise.

I glanced over my shoulder. Suu was squatting
down, a maniacal grin on her face. She'd placed some
sort of mechanical invention on my back.

“This is the Uki-uki Aka-suri Machine. I call it Asura!”

I squealed.

A strange robot, which had three faces and a zillion
little appendages, was clinging to my back. The engine
roared.” Scrubber brushes attached to the appendages
twirled at a super speed. This thing looked like it could
take off a layer or two of skin!

“Help meece!” 1 tried to stand up, but Asurd’s
appendages wrapped around me and pressed me down
harder. “Ugh!”

I squirmed, rolling around like a potato worm,
trying to make it to the bath.

SPLOOSH! Asura and 1 splashed into the pool.
Asurd’s grip loosened and I freed myself. Gasping, I
clawed my way to the surface.

“A-a-achoo! I'm safe, right?”

=
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Suddenly, something poked me, right in the crotch.
“Huh? What . . . ?” It wasn’t Asura. It was a fish!

Suu came to the edge of the bath and bragged, “I
studied a book about fish! The bream and flatfish will
dance for you!”

“Oh. The bream and flatfish are harmless, but . . .
But, Suu! If you put a fish in a hot spring, itll get cooked
in no time!”

I grabbed a fish and pulled it out of the water. But
then I realized, it wasn’t a bream or flatfish at all. It was
long, with a large mouth and shiny black eyes.

“Well,” Suu said, “bream and flatfish were expensive,
so I got some hot springs fish from my homeland!”

“H-h-hot springs fish?”

She nodded. “They can live in hot water. I'm sure
the customers will like them. There’s just one tiny
problem . . "

POKE! POKE! CHOMP! CHOOMP!
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“Ow!” I pulled one of my legs out of the water—a
bunch of hot springs fish were biting down on me!

“Dont tell me these little buggers are carnivorous?!”

“Bingo!”

“Yaaaah!” 1 scrambled out of the bath and checked
to make sure I still had all my toes. “Freaking man-
eating fish!”

Suu looked disappointed. “They’re no good?”

I was about to reply, when the goddess statue
wobbled from side to side, then started to slowly walk
toward us.

“Awesome!” Sara said. She waved her hands out of
the goddess’ mouth. “How about this, Keitaro? It’s the
Otohime Robot! I modeled it after that turtle-girl in
Okinawa!”

(This past spring, after I failed my entrance exam
yet again, I took a trip to ease my grief. I met a girl
named Mutsumi Otohime. She kissed me . . . but why
was [ thinking about all that right now?)

I was speechless. The Otohime Robot approached
me. It suddenly lost its balance. I stood there as the

mechanical goddess tumbled toward me.
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“Wow, talk about bad luck!”

Kitsuﬁe, who was sitting next to me, roared with
laughter.

I stared at the food tray in front of me. After
I told Suu and Sara that they would have to clean
up the bath area, I informed them that I wanted to
practice my customer service, and I returned to the
manager’s room.

“Aw. Are you tired?” Kitsune asked. “Shall I rub
your shoulders?”

“No! It’s okay, really,” T said quickly. After being
massaged by a psychotic robot, gnawed on by hot springs’
piranhas, and almost squished by a statue, I wasn’t really

up for any more physical contact.
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“Relax,” Kitsune Whispered. “Today, you're playing
the role of a customer, right?”

Slowly, she massaged my shoulders. I grumbled,
but it actually felt kinda good. “It’s nice,” I
mumbled.

“Really? I hope the customers enjoy it too.”

I nodded. “They will, P'm sure. But do we really
want to offer massages?”

“What are you saying?” Kitsune asked, stopping
cold. “A business is a business, even if its only for four
days! And most of the folks are elderly, trying to enjoy
their retirement life! 754, zsk!”

Kitsune’s comment made me a little uneasy, but I
just concentrated on the soft sensations of her touch as
she resumed massaging me.

“Please, have a drink.” She poured me a glass.

“Wow. You're a pro at this.”

I took a sip, but immediately spit it out. “This is
real alcohol!” :

“Of course. I was planning on sharing that!”

I sighed. “This is just practice, remember? What's

the point of making me drink real liquor?”
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“Quit worrying so much,” Kitsune said. “Here,
have some more.” She poured another drink, then
leaned close to me.

I confess T was getting aroused. In an effort to
calm down, I kept drinking until my eyes started
glazing over. ‘

Kitsune was wearing the employee kimono, but
the front was wide open, accenting her ample cleavage.
Occasionally, I glimpsed her legs, too. It was kind of cool
to see a girl in an authentic kimono.

When Kitsune noticed I was checking her out, she
chuckled and took my cup away. Then she took my right
hand and brought it to her left sleeve. “Did you know?”
she whispered.

“Whar?”

“When you wear a kimono formally, youre not
supposed to put on any underwear.”

I gulped. “Oh really?”

AELOSE

SHINOBL MAEHARA
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“You wanna check for yourself? It’s pretty exciting,
isn't it? To put your hand in here.” She guided my right
hand inside her sleeve . . . farther . . . farther . . . farther up.

“That tickles!” she said, giggling. “You need to go
deeper, Keitaro. Come on, almost there.”

“Ki-Kitsune . . .” I dido’t know what to do, so I just
wiggled my fingers. “I wonder, as your friend, if I should
really continue . . . 27 ‘

Just then, the door sliced diagonally into two halves
and crumbled apart.

“Whoa!” I yelped.

Motoko and Narusegawa stood outside. Naru glared
at me with dark, shining eyes. “Urashimal” she hissed.
“Having yourself a blast?” ;

“No, it was Kitsune’s idea!” I babbled.

But Kitsune had taken cover in a corner. She called
out, “I told him how I was trying to earn money from
the customers. 1 was showing him stuff worth five
thousand—no—ten thousand yen!”

I looked at her like she was crazy. What the hell was
she plotting? Why was she trying to make all this out to

be my faule?
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“Oh, we totally understand, Kitsune,” Motoko said
coldly, turning on me. “Urashima. I want to show you
something.”

I swallowed. “What's that, Motoko?” Please not
Shisui. Please not Shisui.

“I was thinking I could please the customers,”
she said, drawing Shisui high over her head, “with a
traditional sword dance.”

“Ah . . . T t-t-think t-t-thats a litde hardcore,”
I said.

“You will watch me perform!” Motoko commanded.

She swung the blade down, and an eerie energy aura
surrounded it. I tried to run away, but Naru grabbed my
arm. I hid behind her.

“Narusegawa, help!” I whispered.

“Keitaro?” she said sweetly.

iii¥eseH

“Die!” she bellowed.
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She swung me around and sent me flying straight
toward Motoko. The sword swiped sideways and hurled
me out the window. “Ahhhhhhh!”

As I fell back toward Earth, I wondered if I'd manage

to survive until the inn opened.



~ CHAPTER 3:
CUSTOMERS, RUNNING AWAY!

N
/

“Thank you for coming! Welcome to the Hinata Inn!”

Our customers were elated. No wonder—the
Hinata girls in their cute little kimonos, lined up
at the tidy front entrance, were nothing short of
a vision.

Naru looked so elegant in her outfit. Shinobu
had put her hair up like she was undergoing her
shichi-go-san, the celebration for third, fifth, and
seventh year students. Motoko was tall and regal;
her feminine frame accentuated by the kimono. Suu’s
tanned skin matched her kimono—she looked healthy
and happy. And, of course, Kitsune looked really sexy.

Even Sara had somehow slipped into the lineup . . .
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Wow. Everyone looked so grown up. I got a litdle
choked up, like a father on his daughter’s wedding day, or
something. T was just brimming over with pride.

Show time!

I took the lead, and guided the customers to their
rooms. ;

From that point on, the peace and quiet ended.

Looking back, the customers were all elderly couples,
besides one group of old fellas. These people had traveled
a lot; they were practically professional critics.

As the Hinata Inn supervisor, I received all sorts of
complaints.

“Son, I want to change my room,” one said. “The
window is facing northeast.”

“Can I take a bath now?” an older male customer
asked.

I smiled and explained that the bath was females-
only until seven o’ clock, and then it was open to
males-only.

“Pemales as in grannies, right? I won't do anything
to them,” he said, “so come on, now.”

«p s
I’'m sorry, sir.

>
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“We' can do mixed bathing, cant we fellas?”
he called out to his bachelor friends. They came
over and tried to gang up on me, insisting they had
no problems with co-ed bathing. (As if the ladies
desperately wanted to bask in the glory of their
wrinkly old butts.)

And that was just the beginning.

They asked us to adjust mealtimes. They asked the
teashop to lower its prices. People barged into our private
rooms and took pictures. Generally, the guests treated us
like slaves.

Everyone kept saying how nostalgic everything
was. 1 had to bite my tongue about a million
times. They complained about the food, the hot
springs temperature, the size of the rooms, the dust
on the windows, and the lack of luster on the hall-
way floor.

I almost passed out.

Every time I climbed the stairs, I made a mental
list of things to do, like retrieve extra towels, wake Mister
Shibata in Room 3, take out the trash, then go buy

cigarettes . . .

3=



) ) ) Part I1 / Chapter 3

Suddenly, someone kicked me down the stairs. Both
of us tumbled down the steps. I blinked and struggled to
get my bearings.

“Narusegawa!”

“Watch where you're going!” She looked peeved.
She covered me, facing away, her thighs on either
side of my face. I got a nice view of her rear.
Ordinarily, finding myself in this position with
Naru would be a dream come true, but at the
moment, | was just plain cranky. I gently pushed
her off.

“You're so heavy, I can’t breathe!”

“What did you say about my weight?” She tried to
stand up, but fell back down on me. “Ouch!”

“Ow!” I raised my head, and accidentally peered
right into the bottom opening of Naru’s kimono.

Oh gosh, I need to get out of here pronto. Shéll
kill me!
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I tried not to look, but I ended up secing—well,
there wasn’t the normal flash of white cotton panty that
I normally saw, so that meant . . .

I jerked back. Naru stood up swiftly, dusting off her
kimono, and blushed.

“Narusegawa . . .7

“Did you see?”

“No,” I said quickly. “It was dark.”

“So, your eyes were open?”

“I couldn’t see anything!” I insisted. “Like, usually I
glimpse your panties, but . . .7

Naru’s lips quivered. She covered her face with her
hands. “You saw!”

“No!” ]

She sniffled. “Kitsune told me I had to wear the
uniform in a formal manner, so . . 7

So that meant no underwear. “Narusegawa . . .”

“So, 0, 50, y-y-you . . .” she blabbered.

“I didnt!”

She sobbed and punched me so hard T saw
stars. It hurt, but maybe it was worth it, because an

embarrassed Naru is definitely a cute Naru.

>



" ))) Part 11 / Chapter 3
b 4

I went to the cafeteria, deep in thought. There, I

saw Shinobu in tears. Her apron was about to fall
off, and her kimono was wrinkled. Suu stood next
to her, trying to cheer her up by making funny faces,
but it wasnt working. Kitsune stood there, patting
Shinobu’s back. .

“Shinobu?” I asked. “Why are you crying?”

She quickly wiped the tears off her checks, but new
ones spilled down.

“What happened?” I pressed, worried.

“She was bullied,” Suu replied.

“Bullied?” i

“No,” Shinobu said. “They got mad because I

couldn’t answer their questions.”

s
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Shinobu had gone to serve Room 2—a group of
four bachelors. When she went to retrieve the dishes and
trays, they were fighting,

“They kept asking why Grandmother Hinata wasn't
here. I told them she was traveling around the world. I
also mentioned what you said, Keitaro, about her not
wanting to ruin their image of the past by greeting them
as she looks now.”

I sighed.

“When I said that, they started taunting each other,
saying, ‘Oh, Hinata was in love with me, and ‘No, she
wanted me, not you, and so on.”

When Shinobu had tried to stop their quarrel, they
demanded she tell them which one she liked best. When
she couldn’t answer, they accused her of making fun of
them, and caused a ruckus.

I understood Shinobu’s predicament. Those four
guys had a crush on Grandma Hinata; she must have
been their goddess. Even now, they were still fighting
over whom she liked the most.

Shinobu finally quieted down. “They asked me who

was the most attractive. What could T say?”

>
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“The richest guy is always the most handsome,”
Kitsune quipped.
Everyone laughed, except Shinobu.

b 4

I figured I'd better say something to those guys, so I
headed toward the north building. On the way, I saw two
men running away from Room 3. They rushed past me
and made for the front entrance.

“Um, gentleman?” I asked.

From the hallway, I heard a voice thunder, “DIE!”

Motoko’s energy wave (the blast of spiritual power
that surrounds the blade of her sword) came right
at me.

‘Why was she attacking customers?

WHOOM! WHOOSH! WHIZZZZ!
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I didn't have time to react. The energy force struck
me so hard that I slammed into the wall. Motoko dashed
in front of me, her eyes burning a bright red.

“Um, what—?” But she ignored me, chasing after
those two men.

I pulled myself together and rushed toward the
front entrance, but the guys from Room 3 were long
gone. The four guys from Room 2 and the elderly couple
from Room 1 had packed up and were waiting to check
out as well.

Naru and Shinobu, both near tears, bowed in
apology, but the customers were adamant about leaving.

“Please stay?” Shinobu pleaded.

“Everything is under control now,” Naru promised
regretfully. She looked up at me and said, “Everyone says
they’re leaving carly.”

“But i’s almost midnight!” I exclaimed. I approached
one of the bachelors. “Sir, what happened? Is something
the marter?”

“Definitely. T heard one of your staff swung a sword
at a customer,” he complained. “And the hot springs is

full of weird fish!”
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I was taken aback. I looked down at Suu, but she
just scratched her head and laughed.

One lady complained, “The food trays flipped
over. And also, one of your employees came on to my
husband—right in front of me! Then she asked for fees
for extra services!” She looked livid.

I glanced at Kitsune and sighed. I walked over to
the front entrance, got down on my knees and said, “I'm
really very sorry. I understand your frustrations. Please
give us another chance. We will do our absolute best!”

It was embarrassing, but it seemed to convince
them. They calmed down a little, at least.

“Keitaro,” Shinobu said, smiling softly.

Naru placed her hand on my shoulder.

An old man with a white beard (the husband whom
Kitsune had hit on) said, “It’s our fault, too.”

I tried to assure him that wasn’t the case, but

he wasn’t paying any attention to me. Instead, he
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stared off at something far away. “We ended up
comparing everything to the old Hinata Inn,” he
explained. “Hinata’s strong leadership, the very pretty
Miss Yoko, the well-trained staff.” His eyes became
misty. “There was something very special about the
Hinata Inn.”

The four bachelors nodded.

“This was a strange place. Every time we came here,
something good would happen. To tell you the truth, I
met my wife at this inn.” He gestured to'the elderly lady.
“We were staying in separate rooms, but somehow, we
were drawn to each other. Here, I was able to say and do
things I'd normally be too nervous for. At Hinata Inn, I
could open up to a total stranger.”

The elderly woman glanced down, her face
softening.

“But maybe that’s just my imagination,” the old
man concluded. “People tend to embellish the past.”

“No,” one of the bachelors said. “When I came to
the inn, my main reason was just to see Hinata once
again. But to tell you the truth, whenever I stayed here,

one of my fallen war buddies would come visit me in my

p-
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dreams. Or the person I shared rooms with had success
with their business soon after . . .

“Whenever our marriage was on the rocks, we'd
come here to make up,” the elderly lady said.

“Any business idea I came up with while here
became an instant hit!” another said.

“I was able to reunite with someone I hadn’t seen in
a long, long time,” offered yet another.

Someone else said, “No matter how bad things got,
we could forget our troubles here.”

Everyone nodded.

_ “Well, that's true for any vacation,” Naru said softly.
“Isn’t it?”

“Yes,” the old man conceded. “But we consider the
Hinata Inn to be more than just an ordinary hot springs
lodge. It was our mistake to expect this place to be
as special as it was back in the day. I think it’s best

if we left.”
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“No one is to blame,” I said. “Thank you for
everything.”

The customers paid their bills and headed off for the
train station. We couldn’t keep them there any longer; we
had no right to try and stop them.

What theyd said about the Hinata Inn stuck out in
my mind.

To me, the Hinata House was my home. Just a very
noisy girls' dorm. An everyday reality. Suu’s inventions
were fascinating, Motoko’s sword skills were amazing,
and Tama was just slightly odd. But we were a family, in
a way. Id never seen anything strange about this place.

I never sensed any special energy here. I couldn’
understand what had attracted all those people to the Hinata
Inn, and [ doubted I'd figure it out any time soon.

Suddenly; T heard Kitsune scream, “Help, everyone!
Come quickly!”

We dashed up the stairs to Motoko’s room. Motoko
was clad in pure white. Kitsune and Suu had pinned her
down, but she was writhing on the floor. ‘

At first glance, it was pretty obvious that Motoko

was trying to commit seppuku (ritualized suicide). The

>
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tatami mats were flipped upside down. and Shisui
was wrapped in white paper. I knew she practiced
bushido (the samurai code of chivalry) but this was
ridiculous.

“I have no excuse to offer you, Urashima,” she said
sadly. “I, Motoko Aoyama, have disgraced the Hinata
Inn. I must pay for it with my life!”

“Don’t even joke about it!” I told her.

“I'm not joking!” she insisted.

“Motoko feels responsible for the guests leaving,”
Shinobu said.

Well, she did instigate the mass panic, but honestly,
after everything the old man had told me, I don't think
it made that much of a difference.

“Is not your fault, Motoko.” I sighed. “It’s not
good to swing your sword at people, but the customers

left for their own reasons. It had nothing to do with how

inexperienced we all were.”
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Motoko looked at me with teary eyes. It grabbed my
heart. She looked so feminine and vulnerable right then.
I was drawn to her . . .

“What the hell are you gazing at?” Naru asked.

“Nothing!” I said quickly.

Naru folded her arms. “Why did you chase after
those guys anyway, Motoko?”

“Well,” she began, “it was because they started
talking about the treasure.”
 “Treasure? There’s treasure?” Kitsune said, perking
up. Her eyes sparkled.

“The Hinata House treasure, I mean,” Motoko
replied. “They said it had to be here.”

“Didn’t we just put that rumor to rest?” Shinobu
asked.

Everyone looked at me. Or rather, tried to look at
my back. The heat rash had long since disappeared.

“They knew the story about Urashima having a
treasure map on his back,” Motoko said. “I tried to laugh
it off, explain that it was all a mistake, but they were
really persistent. They swore theyd find the treasure.”

“Did they have any proof?” Kitsune asked.
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Motoko wrinkled her nose. “No. But, I mean,
these customers had been coming here for twenty
years. Back then, the old tower and the annex were
off-limits. Still, they mentioned the treasure was
supposed to be there.”

At that time, I was barely a year old. Grandma Hinata.
warned me about the annex and tower when I was four, but
she warned everybody about it long before then.

“They didn’t state their source,” Motoko said.

“That’s not a lot to go on,” Kitsune replied, losing
interest. ;

“Why did you get so upset, Motoko?” Naru asked.

“It was such a ridiculous story. They were drunk,
and kept bragging about how they were going to solve
the riddle. I told them it was too dangerous to go there,
especially since I sensed eerie energy. I tried to tell them
there’s nothing hidden in the annex, and that wed
already looked.”
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“The real treasure was Keitaro’s crappy test scores!”
Naru blurted out.

I was so embarrassed.

Naru shrugged, looking a little regretful. “So, then
what?” she asked Motoko.

“They refused to believe me. They accused me of
having found the treasure and said that I'd hidden it.”
She clenched her fists.

“We went back and forth about it, and then one
of them reached out and grabbed my . . . rﬁy Jemy
breast!”

Well. No wonder Motoko lost it! At this point,
there was nothing we could do to bring the customers
back, but I was starting to think that might not have
been a bad thing.

What do we do now? I wondered. Everyone looked
to me.

“What shall we do?” Naru asked me.

I shook my head.

Just then, the phone rang. I ran to the front entrance
to answer it. It was Aunt Haruka. I had to wonder why

she didn't just come on over from the teashop.
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I figured she'd be angry about the guests leaving, so
I said, “I'm sorry for letting you down. We really cant
run an inn.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked.

“Um . . . I thought you were calling because all the
customers left.” ;

“Oh, I noticed that. But never mind. Fresh start
tomorrow! We still have other reservations.”

I liked her tenacity, but I had to wonder what
was up.

“So, I was wondering,” she said. “Could you check
out the front of my store?”

“You mean the teashop?”

“Yep. Since this afternoon, there’s been a weird man
lurking around. He sometimes stares into the shop window.
I just want you to check it out for me.”

“Are you sure it isnt an old acquaintance or
something, Auntie?”

Aunt Haruka gritted her teeth and said, “Don’t
call me that. It’s a much older guy. I've never seen him
before. He looks a little familiar but—look, just in

case, will you check it out?”

3=
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I decided to tease her a little bit. “Are you scared,
Aunt Haruka?”

“Me? Of course not. But you've got a lot of pretty,
young girls in the Hinata House. I worry about them.”

She hung up the phone. I instantly felt guilty and
decided I'd go take a look.







CHAPTER 4:
STRANGE MAN OR
HANDSOME STUD?

e
/

I wore my wooden sandals when I went outside. There
were stone steps leading from the Hinata House to the
teashop. I clacked my wooden shoes as loudly as I could.
If there really was a weirdo out there, I didn’t want to risk
any chance encounters.

The teashop’s shutters were closed. The whole
building was wrapped in darkness. There wasn't much
light coming from the Hinata House or the lamppost
along the stone steps.

No one was there. I sighed in relief. I wasnt about to
go searching through the vegetable garden behind the shop.
It was dark and I was liable to break my neck. Now I could

- return, report that I'd seen no one, and just get some sleep.
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Just then, a shadowy figure appeared.

My scream died in my throat.

A man stood on the stone steps. He was skinny,
maybe fifty years old. He had sunken shoulders and
slightly bent knees. Despite the warm season, he wore
a dirty coat and a plain tee shirt underneath. He looked
at me with sad eyes. His face had deep wrinkles. I'm not
kidding; he looked like a zombie.

His fingers and shoes were covered in dirt. Like hed
just crawled out of his grave.

“Hi,” he said.

Okay. Zombies? Not big on the casual salutations.
Weird.

“Where did you come from?” I asked.

He sighed, looking back and forth between the
Hinata House and the teashop. “I didn’t know where the
entrance was, so I kept circling the area.”

“Oh. Are you a customer? For the Hinata Inn?”

The man nodded.

I finally put two and two together. There was
a gap in the vegetable garden that led to the stone

steps. He was probably covered with dirt because

P
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he'd acadentally stumbled into the garden and lost
his way.

I had almost freaked out, thinking he was a ghost.
But seriously, Wthh is scarier—a ghost or a stalker?

I knocked on the teashop’s door.

Aunt Haruka said, “Was he there?”

“He’s a Hinata Inn customer,” I replied.

The storm shutter opened an inch. Haruka looked
suspiciously at the strange man. His eyes were fixed right
on her. :

“This is the teashop,” I said. “Not the inn.”

“Oh.” He chuckled. “I thought it was the entrance
to the inn!”

I nodded. Hed have to be practically blind to get
the two confused, but I didn’t feel like arguing. Aunt
Haruka slammed the door shut without reply.

I led him to the inn’s entrance and logged his name
(Soujiro Natsuki) into the guest book. Hed made a
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reservation, but arrived a day early. I called Naru to make

sure Room 1 was clean, and then showed him to the

) 4

“Are you mocking me?” Motoko demanded. She strode

north building.

up to where I was sitting in the cafeteria, a tray of food
poised precariously on her right hand.

“What's wrong?” 1 asked. “Mister Natsuki is in
Room 1, waiting for his breakfast.”

«] went to deliver it as youwd asked, but the customer
was nowhere in sight!”

“Huh?” I scratched my head.

“Youre taking advantage of my guilt about
making the customers leave, aren’t you?” Motoko said
suspiciously. She added, “You're trying to fool me by
making me run errands for imaginary guests, aren’t
you? I'll—”

Motoko somehow pulled out her replica sword with

her left hand and held it over her head.

B
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Fantastic. 1 can't even get breakfust before the
beatings begin. ;

“What are you saying?” I swallowed. “Natsuki
checked in late last night,” T told her. “Narusegawa saw
him too. Where’s she? Ask her.”

Shinobu answered, “She’s cleaning the bath.”

“Oh man. Come on, Motoko. Let’s get to the
bottom of this.”

We went to Room 1. Just before we opened the
.~ door, T wondered if maybe I'd just imagined Natsuki.
. Maybe I'd dreamt up a false customer. These days, it was
. getting harder and harder to tell reality from my weird
. fantasies.

I hesitated, so Motoko opened the door instead.
Strong sunlight streamed in through the blinds.
i Natsuki was seated in the wicker chair next to the
window. The air conditioner was on, but he was sweating

' something fierce. Had he been sunbathing?
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I smiled at Motoko. She relaxed a little and bowed
before our guest. “I apologize for the delay. Here is your
breakfast.”

“Thank you. I was really hungry,” Natsuki
happily replied. He sat on the cushion at the break-
fast table.

“Were you outside?” she asked, studying him
closely.

“No. I've been in here the whole time.” He slurped
his miso soup loudly.

“But—" Motoko said.

I interrupted her, saying, “Sir, did you know we
have yukatas in the closet? They're much cooler in the
summer . . . I stopped in mid-sentence.

Strangely enough, a yukata had been thrown over

‘ the futon—Natsuki had slept in it and then changed into
| his own clothes this morning. Well, it wasn't my place to
question the odd habits of our guests. After all, he was
the only customer we had right now, and I didn't want
to run him off too.

We left. Motoko and I both stood in front of Room
h 1, staring at the door.

>
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“See?” 1 said, breaking the sdence “Natsuki was
right there.”

“But he lied about going outside.”

I shrugged. "‘May‘be he went to the bathroom or
something. He doesnt need to explain himself to us.”

Motoko shook her head. “There’s something strange
about his aura.”

His aura? What, did he smell bad?

“Did you not sense it?” she asked me. “It felt the
same as the old annex.”

Natsuki’s sudden appearance last night came
instantly to my mind. He didn just look tired—he
seemed eerie and otherworldly when I met him. Maybe
Motoko was right . . .

There was the sudden sound of rapid footsteps. Suu
and Sara ran up to us, laughing. I braced for a full-body
tackle, but instead they stopped in front of us and yelled,

“The customers are here!”

/

KAOLLA s1



ane Hina / the novel

4

Today was the exact opposite of yesterday. Instead of
a few guests, there was a mob crowding the Hinata
Inn entrance. (Roughly thirty people, maybe more.
Some of them couldn’t fit inside the foyer and so they
waited on the steps outside.)

“Wow! This is amazing,” Kitsune said. “Come
on!” Still clad only in her underwear, she tried to pull 2
handsome young man to the front of the line.

“What are you doing, Kitsune?” I cried. I turned to
the customer. “I'm sorry, sir. Please wait your turn.”

Naru and Shinobu split up and took the customers
names. Unfortunately, none of these people had a
reservation.

Shinobu looked worried. One customer grinned
down at her. “Gosh, I've never seen such a cutie before!”
he said, grabbing Shinobu’s hand.

She shrieked. Motoko cut between them and pushed
the guy back outside. She turned around and glared at

>
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all the customers, but they just locked eyes on her and
started drooling.

“Ooooh!” they all said, pulling out their dlsposable
cameras and snapping pictures of her.

“So, the rumor was true,” one customer said.

“Yep! They’re really hot!” another marveled.

“Do you think they perform special services?”

“They're promotion models, they ought to!”

“Heh heh, oh man!”

Something was seriously wrong with these guys.
Suddenly, I saw my old classmates. They were in disguise,
wearing knit caps and dark sunglasses, but they couldn’t
~ fool me.

“Shirai! Haitani!” I called. “T 70/d you, there’s no
treasure!” )

“We know,” -Shirai said. “But we're here for a

different reason.”

Haitani thrust a flyer at me. “Here, look at this.”
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It said: The Inn with Beautiful Girls—Four Days
Only! and there were hand-drawn caricatures of Naru -
and Motoko.

Who drew this crappy ad for the Hinata Inn?

If T was a clueless guy that had heard about a bunch
of hot babes working for four days only at an inn with
special services, I'd zip right on over here, too. Did all
these guys come here just for the girls?

“Why couldn’t you give us a heads-up on this, man?”
Haitani asked. “We're big fans of Naru and Kitsune, you
know—"

“And Haruka, too,” Shirai added. (I think he had
a thing for older women.) “Will they scrub our backs?
They'll eat with us, right?”

“You guys!” I groaned. I had no clue what was going
on. “Kitsune!” I called out.

She was posing in front of the crowd. When she heard
me call her name, she sped away, quick as lightning.

“Somebody, catch her! Naru, get her!” I shouted.

“What about the customers?” Naru calmly asked.

“.Théy dor’t have reservations, so, we need to make

them move along.”

>
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The crowd didn’t like that very much. I couldnt
blame them. If I'd found a cute girl willing to provide
special services, I'd jump at the chance, too . . .

I took a deep breath and addressed the group,
“Excuse me, everyone! Please, you must leave!”

Nobody moved an inch. They kept trying to squeeze
through the foyer.

I raised my voice and implored them, “Pleasc
understand, this isn’t really an inn!”

“It’s an inn, all right,” one of the men said. He was gruff
with huge muscles. “If not, how come you guys are dressed
like that?” He pointed at Shinobu’s apron and kimono.

“Please leave,” 1 insisted.

The big guy took off my glasses and grabbed me by
the hair. “Shut up, you little weasel! Let us stay!”

I was paralyzed with pain and fear.

Naru called out, “Keitaro!” She rushed forward and

tried to yank me away from the man.
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“Narusegawa,” | murmured. “Ow ow ow ow; stop
it, Naru!”

The guy clutched my hair, and she clutched my
hips, and both of them tugged until I was ready to cry.

“Let go of Keitaro!” Naru ordered, placing her hand
on the guy’s arm.

He raised his left hand to punch her. I screamed,
“Naru, run!”

BONK!

The guy that had me by the hair fell over on top
of me. I was almost crushed under all that weight.
I could just barely make out a guy in a suit. Two other
handsome boys stood behind him, ready to back
him up.

Apparently, Suit Guy had kicked Mister Muscles in
the back.

Judging by their faces, they seemed to be in their
carly thirties. They had expensive suits and watches. Suit
Guy looked foreign. He was really handsome. He dressed
like a corporate businessman, but he didn’t wear a tie, and
his hair was a little long and wavy. To be honest, T had no

clue what such a guy would do for an occupation.
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“Don’t lay your hands on the lady,” Suit Guy told
Mister Muscles. He reached out his hand and helped
Naru up.

Naru blushed. I wondered why her eyes got all big
and sparkly. She never shows that face to me. Never.

“Thank you very much,” Naru said in a soft voice.

“No problem,” Suit Guy said. He turned to the
mob. “What's all this anyway? You guys are troubling the
ladies. They've told you they cant lodge you. If you
consider yourselves men, leave! This is a hot springs
resort town. You can find rooms someplace else!”

The crowd readily obeyed.

I hated Suit Guy instantly.

He said just the right things at exactly the right time,
in a calm and dignified manner. The crowd shuffled out
and order was restored. I should have thanked him, but
it was all I could do to find my glasses and keep from
babbling idiotically.
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Kitsune, Shinobu, even Motoko stared in awe
of Suit Guy. Even Suu said, “He’s a stud, ain’t he?”

Yeah. Regular stud muffin deluxe. Even I had to
admi it.

I always knew that girls never considered me, but to
see them respond to Suit Guy like he was God’s gift to
the world, well . . . It made me want to crawl into a hole
and pull the hole in after me.

“Hey, Urashima,” Haitani said. “We can stay, right?”

“We're friends, right?” Shirai asked.

I ignored them. Losers.

Suit Guy said to his companions, “Well, we should
g0 too, gentlemen.” They started to leave.

“Whit! You're our customers!” Kitsune said, rushing
up to them.

Suit Guy smiled. “We heard there were beauties
on the staff here, but I never expected anyone so lovely.
Unfortunately, we didn’t make reservations, so . . .”

“Oh, we can take care of that, can’t we, Urashima?”
Kitsune asked sweetly, her eyes pinning me to the floor.

In fact, everyone stared at me. Man, talk about

pressure. “The other customers’ reservations—"
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“Most of them already left, remember?” Kitsune
countered.

“The next customer will arrive soon,” I said weakly.

“Natsuki only made a reservation for today,”
Shinobu offered politely. “The other reservations aren’t
until tomorrow!”

Thanks, Shinobu, 1 thought. You're so honest.

“But—" I was running out of counter-arguments. I
looked to the other girls for help, but everyone seemed
to really want these guys to stay.

“Let’s put them up for the night, Keitaro,” Suu said.

“We have plenty of food,” Shinobu encouraged.

“And we owe them our gratitude,” Motoko
reminded.

Then Naru looked at me with pleading eyes and
said, “Isn’t it all right, Keitaro?”

I gave up.
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Suit Guy’s name was actually Takeshi Kodaira. He told
me he ran a small company in Hinata City. He was
supposedly a young bﬁsiness owner. His companions
were his employees.

Kitsunes eyes were glinting like a hunter watching
a herd of game.

I didn’t like these guys, but they were clean cut and
polite, I had to admit. I’'m not sure Kitsune would be
able to seduce them so easily.

Kodaira complimented Motoko as she guided them
to the cafeteria, and then chatted to Naru about her choice
of tea. They teased Kitsune about her Osaka accent, and
softly patted Shinobu’s head as she served them.

Aware that they didn’t have a reservation, after their
light meal, they just stayed in their rooms and hung
out. Suu finally urged them to come out, and then
Kitsune and Motoko argued over who would give them

the tour.

>
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_ Watching the girls get so worked up made me

uncomfortable. I kinda got distracted, thinking about
it. I went around the inn, doing my chores, trying
to figure out why these guys in suits bothered me so
much. When I went to put the shampoos and soaps in
the main bath area, I'd totally forgotten that it was the
specified time for employee baths, and I just threw open
the door.

YEEEEEEK!™

There were four silhouettes in the steam—Naru,
Shinobu, Motoko, and Suu. The mist and the towels
didn’t completely shroud them from view, either. I could
tell they were all in their birchday suits.

Naru and Motoko’s eyes blazed. Shinobu started to
cry. Suu looked like she was ready to jump all over me
(in her usual manner of greeting me). I turned around
immediately, but the image was burned forever into my

brain. I'm a guy, okay? I can’t help it.
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Suu ran around Motoko and Naru and then hurtled
toward me. “Keitaro, are you gonna join us?”

She was a spunky kid, thats for sure. And she
was developing nicely. But ¢mon, ’m not #hat sick.
I stammered and froze up as she pushed me toward
the bath.

Shinobu had turned red from head to toe.” She
submerged herself almost completely underwater.

Motoko used her energy wave to stir the hot
bath water up into a whirlpool. Suddenly the water
convalesced and came at me in one big giant wave.

“You pervert!” Naru yelled.

“I will punish you!” Motoko swore.

Both girls punched me in the nose, and then the
wave carried me back to the baths’ entrance.

“Get out right now!” Naru yelled.

The door slid open. Kodaira stuck his head in. “Are
we not allowed in yet?”

Couldn’t they read the sign? I wondered.

I smiled. The girls would accuse these guys of being
perverts too, and then I wouldn’t have to take the brunt

of their anger alone.

>
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I waited for the infamous Naru Punch, but instead,
Naru calmly said, “Oh, sorry. We'll be out soon.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. No Naru Punch? No
screaming? No tears?

Kodaira played it cool, bowing. “Please forgive us.
I'm very sorry.” .

Motoko quickly replied, “Well, it wasn’t
intentional.”

“We were the ones taking too much time,”
Shinobu said.

“How about you join us?” Suu said, running
toward them. A !

But they didn't freeze up like I had. They simply
turned around and headed for the changing room,.
ignoring Suu completely.

I was confused. All healthy males would stop dead
 in their tracks if a naked girl ran toward them. And it was

absolutely fitting that they get a Naru Punch or two.




%.
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“Come on, Keitaro, get out already!” Motoko yelled.

“Idiot!” Naru screamed at me.

b 4

I wandered aimlessly around the hallways, my shoulders
slumped. I stopped short when I saw Natsuki outside,
sitting on the stone steps. His shoulders were even more
slumped than mine. You know, he wasn’t that bad of a
guy. A little creepy, but . . .

Natsuki stared at the Hinata teashop. He was
looking into the store windows. At first, I thought he was
just relaxing in the sun, dozing off, but he didn’t move so
much as a millimeter the whole time.

Even though it was the end of the September, it was still
really hot. Youd think he'd want to stay in an air-conditioned
room, or at least lie back in the shade. But he just sat there in
the sun, looking at the teashop, staring at Aunt Haruka.

Natsuki must have come to the Hinata Inn at some
point in the past, since he was one of the guests that had

made a reservation with Grandma Hinata. But he hadn’t said
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a word (thankfully) about how nostalgic everything
was. In fact, he'd said very, very little.

“What are you doing?” someone suddenly
asked me.

I twirled around, surprised. Kodaira stood behind
me. He was alone. He must have taken a hot bath,
because under his yukata, he was slightly sweating.

“Watching over our customer in Room 1,
I explained.

“Ah, yes. I met him on the inner lawn.”

“The inner lawn?” I repeated.

“There’s an annex there, right?” Kodaira asked
intently. “Mister Natsuki keeps staring at that teashop.
Does he know something?”

“ ‘Know something?” ” I tilted my head to the side,
clueless.

“You should be careful of people like that.” Kodaira
patted my back and walked away.
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Well, he seemed like a nice guy. For a smooth-
talking stud muffin, that is.

I looked outside the window, but Natsuki

)

I thought Natsuki seemed odd, and it wasn’t just because

was gone.

Kodaira hinted at it. I went to go look for Natsuki, and
Shinobu told me that shed scen him head toward the
main bath.

I poked my head into the changing room. Natsuki
was there all by himself. I was cutious, so I disrobed and
‘joined him in the bath.

At first he didn’t notice me. He just kept fiddling
with the faucet and washing his fingers with lots of
soap. He washed his arms, then went back to his fingers.
Briefly, I wondered if he had OCD.

He must be a clean freak, 1 thought. He was so
intense about it. His hands were almost black with dirt.

I remembered that he was covered in dirt last night,

>
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too, but I thought it was because he'd gotten lost in the
garden.

Suddenly, Natsuki turned around. “Oh,” he said,
smiling. “You.”

“Um . . . I'm staff] sir, but I didn’t have a chance to
take a bath earlier. Do you mind me being here? Do you
want me to scrub your back?”

Natsuki waved his hand and politely declined.

We engaged in some small talk for a while, but then

1 blurted out, “You were looking at the teashop all day.”

Natsuki looked surprised, but he nodded. “There’s
a young lady there.” ‘

“You mean Auntie Haruka?” I shivered. (Every time
I say “Auntie” I immediately expect to get pummeled
afterward.)

“She looks familiar.”

“I heard she looks like my grandma. She'd probably
get angry about that if I told her, though.”
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“Oh, yes,” Natsuki said, nodding. “She does look
like the inn mistress. But I think she looks even more
like Yoko.”

I blinked, suddenly remembering that Aunt Yoko
was Harukas mom. “Did you know Aunt Yoko?”
I asked.

“A long time ago,” he replied. “And only for a few
months.”

I'd only seen Aunt Yoko in photos, so I was curious
about Natsuki’s story. He talked about when Aunt Yoko
was a student, forty-some-odd years ago. He said the
climate was mild at the Hinata Inn, and sick people used
to flock thete to recover. As a child, I saw a number of
guests come with different ailments, so that made sense. ‘

“Back when I was a student,” Natsuki said, “T failed
the college entrance exams twice.”

Wow. Hes just like me, 1 thought.

“Of course, I didn’t study much, but, I was also
pretty sick,” he continued. “My parents were worried
about me, so they forced me to come here and relax.”

According to Natsuki, the annex was used to house

long-term visitors and sick patients. It was kinda like an
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infirmary. Grandma Hinata left Aunt Yoko in charge of
the annex and its guests.

“At first, I really hated being there,” Natsuki said.
“The annex looked like something out of a horror
movie. Yoko was still a student, and she was too busy

to manage everything. I wanted to run away. Not just

1 ~ from the annex, but from my third time taking that

entrance exam.”
~ That hit close to home.

“One day, T actually tried to escape. I ran to the
train station with just the clothes on my back. My feet
wouldn’t take me any farther. I stood there, stuck on the
platform. I couldn’t think of anywhere to go. There was
nothing for me at my house. So I ended up returning to
the Hinata Inn. It was midnight by the time I got back”

He smiled. “A warm meal was waiting for me
when I returned to my room. I was surprised. It was

like Yoko was expecting me. She brought in a rice pot
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and quietly served me herself. I couldnt eat much, but I
was happy.”

Natsuki suddenly laughed. “When I finished, she
asked if T was done, and when I said yes, she slapped
me. Hard.” He held his cheek and chuckled.

I could picture Aunt Yoko slapping him the same
way I could see Haruka laying into me.

I waited for him to continue his story, but
Natsuki just stepped out of the bath and headed for the

" changing room.

I followed him. “What happened to college?”

“After I stayed here, I got better, studied, and
passed. Strange, isn’t it?”

Once again, someone was calling the Hinata
House strange. Maybe it was, but I'd never
thought so.

“Aunt Yoko passed away,” I said gently.

Nes,

Natsuki’s shoulders slumped again. Briefly, I
wondered if he'd actually died ages ago, and really
did crawl out of his grave every night, to haunt the

Hinata House in search of Aunt Yoko.

>
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i But that was impossible. I couldn’t see through him.
He ate real food. And would a ghost bother to log his
name in the guest book? ‘

Even so, as I watched him go, I thought

maybe there was something special about him, and

b

“Oh, we'll service you!” Kitsune said, trying to hug
Kodaira.

“Whoa, there!” Kodaira exclaimed. “No need to get

this place.

so excited!” He didn’t seem troubled, really, but he also
didn’t seem all that interested in Kitsune.

The man had to be a eunuch.

Motoko happily poured drinks for Kodaira and his -

employees. (I wondered if hell had frozen over.)
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Kodaira smiled. “Wow, a Japanese beauty pouring
me a drink. I've died and gone to heaven! I hope I don't
get drunk, off the sake, or your loveliness.”

Motoko blushed and murmured thanks.

Shinobu brought in a set of dishes. She seemed extra
perky. Bvery time someone said “delicious” or, “you'll
make a great cook,” or, “I wish I had a girl like you,”
she'd smile shyly. Sometimes she looked over at me, but
she never said a word.

Suu and Sara put on strange (and far too revealing,
if you asked me) costumes and sang and danced for
the guests.

And Naru . . . She was letting one of Kodaira’s
employees read her palm!

“Oh really?” she cooed.

“Yeah, it’s true. That's the life line, and this is the
love line.”

Even I could tell this whole fortune-telling thing
was just a ploy, an excuse to touch Naru. Why was she
letting him do that?

He told her, “You will meet a special person soon.”

I just about gagged. Palm reading was so bogus.

)
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But no one seemed to care. It was a regular old party
at the Hinata Inn, let me tell you. It was like Christmas, a
picnic, and Golden Week all rolled into one. The alcohol
flowed. The food was delicious. The girls wore pretty
kimonos. Oh, what a sight. Just like I'd always dreamed
it would be.

Except no one was paying the slightest attention
to me.

See, in my fantasy, the Hinata House was an inn,
and all the girls were fighting to hook up with me.
I was a brilliant Todai student, living the sweet life.
The girls would say things like, “I always wanted a
Todai boyfriend,” or, “Please be my mentor and teach
me everything you know,” or, “Do whatever youd like
with me!”

Instead, I just sat there, watching the girls fawn all
over Suit Guy and his lackeys. Every once in a while, I'd

mutter things like, “Kitsune, don’t get so close to them,”
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or, “Suu, don't spread your legs like that!” I sounded
like an evil mother-in-law or something. Not that it
mattered, since no one listened to me.

I couldn’t take it anymore. I stood up, grabbed
Naru’s arm, and led her out of the room. “Hey!”

“What? We're working.” Her smile faded and she
glared at me.

“You call that work?” I said shrilly.

“What do you mean? It’s not as if we're giving them
a lap dance or anything. And Kodaira isnt a pervert,
unlike some people I might mention.”

“What?” That had hurt.

Naru huffed. “We finally have well-mannered
customers. We need to give them our best service. And
Kodaira’s compliments . . . well, they make me happy.
What's wrong with that?”

“You know what will happen if you let him keep
going,” I said.

Naru blushed. “They won't do a thing. It's harmless
flirting. Let’s go back already.”

“No!” I gripped her arm harder. “Why? You're eager

to get back in there, aren’t ya?”
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Naru tilted her head. “Keitaro. You7e the one that asked

us to help you run the inn. Now you want us to just quit?”

“W-well . . 7 I didn’t know what to say. It’s
not like I could order her not to touch those guys.
Instead, I said, “Someone has to take care of Natsuki
in Room 1.”

Naru narrowed her eyes.

Just then, Kodaira poked his head out of the room
and chuckled. “Shouldnt you just let that old guy
~ alone?” He gently snaked his arm around Naru's waist
and led her back inside.

I could only follow. “What do you mean leave him
alone? He's a valuable customer.”

- “He’s suspicious,” Kodaira fired over his shoulder.

We sat down, and Kodairas employees piped in,
“His hands were dirty this afternoon.” _

“He kept staring at the teashop like he was casing

~ the joint.”
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Kodaira sighed. “I don't know. But maybe . . .
Do you girls know about the rumor concerning the
Hinata Inn?”

“You mean the treasure?” Motoko asked, irritated.

“Yes, that,” Kodaira said. “That rumor spread all the
way out to our store, and we're down by the train station.
There are tons of people who believe it.”

Shinobu looked depressed. I guess she didn’t want
to believe that a former inn customer would only come
here to steal treasure.

“That rumor is completely false,” Motoko said flatly.

Kodaira peered at her. “Really? Too bad. But you
know, the people that believe it aren’t the kind of people
that will listen to reason. Besides, you guys havent
checked the annex from top to bottom, have you?”

“Well, no, but . . .” Naru hesitated.

He nodded. “Anyway. You should be more careful
around that creep. He's posing as an old customer, but
he acts awfully strange.”

“I don’t think he’s a weirdo,” I jumped in. “When
I talked to him in the baths, Natsuki didn’t scem like a

calculating person.”
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“Oh?” Kodaira swept me with his eyes. “Well, why
do you think he was digging around and checking out
the buildings?”

Because hes a ghost, 1 thought. But I couldn’t just
blurt that out. So, instead, I drank a bottle of sake until
it was dry. Pretty soon, I got bored with the party, so I
went out into the hallway.

My vision narrowed. I felt like I'd already got
a hangover. I don’t usually get drunk, but I was
depressed.

Why did it have to turn out like this? 1 couldn’t refuse
Grandma Hinata’s request to reopen the inn. And it was
my idea to involve the girls. But this just sucked.

The first batch of customers had run away. The
- second group monopolized the girls. And worst of all,
 the gitls seemed to enjoy it!

4 I wasn’t as talented as Grandma; I couldn’t make

this inn famous. I couldn't even get it to run smoothly.
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Whatever magic used to be on these grounds, it was
gone now.

Things always turned out like this. I couldn’t stand
it anymore. I stormed off to Room 1. ;

Was Natsuki really here to dig up treasure? Did he
totally make up all that stuff hed told me about in the baths?
I needed to find out. ;

Angry and drunk, I barged my way into Natsuki’s
room, but he wasn’t there.

A used yukata once again lay on top of the futon.
I guess he couldn’t dig wearing the robes. He must
have been digging this morning too. That's why he was
wearing a ratty old tee shirt.

WHUMP!

I dropped to my knees. I couldn’t move my legs. I
tried to push myself up, but it was no use. Something
was terribly wrong. I'd never been this drunk before. I
tried to call for help, but my tongue wouldn't work.

My vision got dark. All I could make out was the
woven straw of the tatami mat. Then, everything went
totally black . . . '
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CHAPTER 5:
AUNT YOKO'S MEMORY

&6
eitaro, I'm sorry!” Naru said as she embraced me.

Her kimono melted away, but for some odd reason, the
apron stayed on. (She was so much sexier with just a few
articles of clothing on.) When we hugged, I could feel
her soft skin.
W kissed passionately, but I broke away, playing
hard to get. g
“Why are you apologizing, Narusegawa?” 1
whispered.
She looked embarrassed. “Because, even though
I have a wonderful man like you, I wanted Kodairas
attention!”
“I know,” I said, a little coldly.
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“Keitaro,” she pleaded.

I pressed my lips to hers, kissing her deeply, my
hands tangling into her hair.

This was only my third kiss, if you counted
Mutsumi in Okinawa, and my accidental kiss with Naru
on the beach. Still, I was an expert at it.

Naru slipped her tongue into my mouth. It was thick
and hard, pushing deeper and deeper into my mouth. I
tried to spit it out, but Naru had me in a headlock and
wouldn’t let up. T couldn’t breathe! T clamped my teeth
together . . .

“Myu!”

My eyes snapped open. Tama was glaring at me.

/

There were small scars on his neck.

I'd passed out in Room 1. My mouth tasted like salt
and smelled like turtle.

“Ugh. Tama, Pm sorry I bit you, but man, you
shouldn’t do that!”

Tama held up a little sign that said, “It hurt!” Then he
ran out into the hallway (as fast as a turtle could run).

I didn’t feel drunk anymore. I was able to move

about. I got up and went into the hallway.
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Everything was dark and quiet. I wondered how
long it had been since I'd fallen asleep.

Tama scurried past Room 3 and headed for the
stairs. I stopped and took a quick look inside. Leftover
food and drinks were scattered about, but aside from
Kitsune, who lay -there, snoring loudly, everyone else
was gone.

On closer inspection, she didn’t look quite right. T
~ shook her gently. “Kitsune? Anything vvrong> Where did
. everyone go?”

She murmured, “Go ahead, Keitaro,” and spread
her legs wide open. The kimono slid away and I could
see her milky white thighs.

I remembered that she wore her kimono in the
formal fashion, and I gasped.

Suddenly, Tama cried, “Myu!”

I fixed Kitsune’s kimono and closed her legs, wond-

ering where the heck Naru and the others had gone.

MSI13DHE
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Tama trudged out of the north building and headed
straight for the pond. He floated over toward the annex.

For a second, I worried that the party had gotten
really wild, and that everyone paired up and headed to
separate rooms. I checked each room just to be sure, but
the girls weren’t there cither. Plus, if anyone was going to
hook up with the guests, it would have been Kitsune.

Then I thought of something dreadful. What if
Kodaira was right, and Natsuki really was looking for
treasure? What if hed somehow drugged our drinks, made
us pass out, and kidnapped the girls? What if he left Kitsune
and locked the rest of them up somewhere?

I prayed for Naru and everyone else’s safety.

Tama got out of the pond and made for the entrance
to the annex. He kept going, “Myu myu!” so I decided
to follow him.

A thin ray of light shone in the foyer. I heard

mumbling and rustling. Someone was definitely

in there.

>
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Well, the front door wasn't the only way in.

A few minutes later, I'd climbed atop the roof.
(Tama rode on my shoulder.) Thick clouds concealed
the moon. It was really dark. I kinda felt like a ninja or
something. It was a long way down. I could just barely
make out the ripples on the pond below.

At this point, I was covered in scratches and
bruises, but it didn’t matter. I flipped back the blue
tarp that covered the hole the Mecha Tama had made,
swung my legs over the side, and carefully jumped
down the hole. Unfortunately, there were several feet
between the ceiling and the floor, and I crashed down
pretty loudly.

“Ow ow ow!” I bit my hand and tried to keep my
voice down.

Suddenly, in the darkness, I could make out a scary

face—a scrawny, wrinkled, leathery face. Dark eyes
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I almost fainted.

Then I realized it was Natsuki.

I backed away, but there was nowhere to run.or hide.
I was unarmed, and a little banged up, and way scared.
So I just grabbed Tama and pointed him at Natsuki like
he was a gun. Hey, it was dark. Maybe he couldn’ see
that it was a turtle.

“Don’t move!” I commanded.

“Shh!” Natsuki hissed. “Quiet.”

I inched forward and took a good look at Natsuki.
He was sitting on the floor, completely still. His hands
were tied behind his back with kimono belts. I instantly
forgot my fear.

“Are you all right?” T asked, going to him.

“For now,” he replied, smiling without mirth. Odd
noises came from downstairs. Natsuki nodded. “They’re
down below.”

“Who?”

“T don’t know. They were talking about treasure or
something.”

I untied Natsuki and helped him stand up. We

moved to the hallway and peered down the staircase.
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Several flashlight beams cut through the darkness,
casting human shadows on the wall.

Lheld my breath and leaned farther over. I recognized
one of the faces—it was one of Kodaira’s employees!

“What did they say about treasure?” I whispered to
Nartsuki.

“When I was in the hallway, they jumped me. It
happened so fast. They punched me and then tied me up.
Then they said, “We'll find the treasure all by ourselves!’
or something.” He looked at me. “Do you know what
they were talking about?”

“Its just a silly rumor,” I told him. “Tt doesn’t exist.
There is no treasure!”

I was now convinced that Natsuki didnt come to
Hinata Inn to find the treasure. But I still had no clue
why he'd come to the annex.

As if reading my mind, Natsuki said, “T was looking

for something else here.”




Lﬂva H‘na / the novel

“What? Did you leave something behind on your
last visit?” I asked.

“Perhaps I did forget something.” He sighed. “I
told you about how Yoko helped me get back on my
feet, right? Once I got well and entered college, I passed
the federal employee exam and went to work for the
government. Then one day, I received a letter from the
inn mistress.”

“Grandma?”

“It was a very short letter to inform me of Yokos -
death.” He looked so sad.

I knew Aunt Yoko married in her late twenties and
gave birth to Haruka, but soon afterward, she fell ill.
She didr’t live much longer after that. Her husband took
Haruka and moved away from the hot springs town.
After college, Haruka came back on her own. That's all
1 knew, really.

“ didnt even go to the funeral” Natsuki said,
agonized. “It wasn't because I was overwhelmed with
grief or sorrow ot anything like that. I was simply
too busy.”

I sighed deeply.

>
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“My job kept me really busy,” he said, hanging his
head. “Everything I did got me higher up the corporate
ladder. I wanted to expand my network, branch out,
become independent, and start my own business.
By the time I'd received the inn mistress’ letter, I'd
completely forgotten about Yoko and all her kindnesses
to me. What a jerk I was.”

I couldnt say anything. I was a starving student
whod never been out in the real world—it wasnt my
place to judge another person.

“I started thinking that I'd achieved everything all
by myself,” Natsuki whispered. “I took other people
for granted. People were nice to me because I worked
for the government office. My wife tried very hard to
manage the house, because I was almost never home. I
just figured it was her duty as my wife. I never thought

about what it felt like for her. I was an ungrateful ass. To

Yoko. To everyone.”
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He smiled bitterly. “Do you really think success
would last long, with that kind of attitude?”

Natsuki adjusted his collar. “When I set up my own
business, it dried up within two years. In order to remove
my wife’s name from the debt, I divorced her. Perhaps
that was the only favor I ever did her, really. ’'m alone.
All T have left of my fortune is this old coat.” -

I looked away.

“Then I remembered,” he continued. “I remembered
who got me on track in the first place. Who helped me
go to college. It was at this inn—it was a young girl
named Yoko. This place has a strange power. Whenever I
come here, I reflect on my life, and I see miracles.”

“Getting into college wasn’t a miracle, Mister
Natsuki,” I said. “You worked hard for that.”

He shook his head and looked at me. “To tell you
the truth, boy, when I heard that I could come back to
this old inn, I thought I might once again have a chance
to change my luck. I hoped my failed business and my
broken marriage would heal.”

He trailed off, looking far away. “But nothing’s
happened.” He sighed. “I thought, if T could just take

>
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something, a memento . . . so I dug through the rubble.
But there was nothing. I started gazing at Haruka,
who looks so much like her mother. But Haruka
isit Yoko. And this isn’t the past. T've been in denial,
wasting time.”

Suddenly it all made sense. “I'm sorry,” I said.

He looked at me quizzically. “Why? i the one that
caused you trouble.”

“Not really. This isn’t the Hinata Inn anymore,” I
said. “We all tried to do our best, but we're just students.
Whatever strange things may have happened here, it’s
just a regular dorm now. There’s no magic.”

“Are you so sure?” Natsuki asked me. “When I
lived in the annex, I never sensed any strange powers.
But when I grew up a bit, I realized . . . The day I didn't
‘take that train . . . the relief I'd felt when I returned to
the Hinata Inn . . . the meal . . . Yoko slapping me . . .
I didn’t think anything strange about that then. Now I
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realize—those things were special. They changed my life.
They meant someone cared for me.”

I wasn't exactly convinced that the Hinata House
had strange powers. I was a dorm manager, not a
magician. But now was not the time for such esoteric
thoughts. T had to make sure the girls were safe and get
Kodaira and his goons out of here!

“Natsuki, where are the girls?” I asked.

He frowned. “I thought they were back at the
inn . .. Well, now that you mention it, after I was tied
up, I heard those guys say something about sleeping
pills.” }
My heart raced. So thats why I passed out. And why
Kitsune wouldn’t wake up. They must have put drugs in
the drinks.

But did Koduira take the girls to another room, or did
he tie them up somewhere like hed done to Natsuki?

If they didn’t find the treasure, would they try to ger
ransom for the girls, or sell them off as mail order brides to
a foreign country?

NO WAY!

* “T won't let that happen!” I bellowed.

>
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“Whit! We have to call the police!” Natsuki said. He
tried to hold me back, but I wrenched away from him.

I bolted for the stairs. “Naru!”

CRACK! RUMBLE!

I tumbled down the stairs and sprawled out onto

the dirty floor. I hit my head hard and blacked out.

)4

1 woke, bleary-eyed and disoriented.

Kodaira loomed over me. “I guess the drugs were
too weak.”

I could see his men. They had picks and shovels.
Suddenly I understood why they bullied the other

_ customers away, and raised suspicions about Natsuki—

they wanted to draw attention away from themselves so

that they could check out the annex.
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“Where’s Narusegawa and the other girls?!” I
demanded, struggling to my feet.

Kodaira kicked me back down. “They’re dreaming
pretty dreams, boy.”

' “Where did you put them?”

“Where’s' the treasure?” he countered.

I sighed. “T told you. There is none.”

WHACK!

He slapped me upside my head with his shovel. Pain
blossomed behind my eyes.

“If there is no treasure,” Kodaira said, “then what’s
up with the annex and tower? Both are well built. How
come you never fixed it up and used it again?”

Because we didnt have the money to fix it, dumb ass,
I wanted to say. Instead, I told him, “Grandma Hinata
must have her reasons.”

Kodaira smiled grimly. “Nice try. Look, everyone
knows that old people don't trust banks. If they have
anything valuable, they hide it. There’s no other reason
for keeping the annex and the tower up—the taxes on

the buildings alone must cost a fortune.”

I was puzzled about that.
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Suddenly, Natsuki stood at the top of the staircase
and said, “There is no treasure!”

I looked up at him. He didnt look frail or lost
anymore. He came down the stairs, glaring at Kodaira.
“What' do you know about human hearts, Mister
Kodaira? The inn mistress probably kept these buildings
because she had fond memories of them.”

Kodaira snorted. “People will do a lot of things
for money, old man. They dont waste it on silly
memories.”

“Just because you think so,” Natsuki said caustically,
“doesnt mean everyone else acts like that.” »

“Shut up!” Kodaira’s eyes smoldered.

Natsuki continued down the stairs. “Why can’t you
leave things as they are? You shouldn’t dig up the past.”

“I told you to shut up!” Kodaira hissed. “I've had my
 eyeon this inn for years. My family ran the real estate agency

near the train station. We asked the inn mistress several times
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to sell us this land, but Granny never agreed. Dad always
used to joke that shed buried some treasure up here.”

Kodairas eyes narrowed. He gripped the shovel so
hard his knuckles turned white. “Dad died. There was a
recession. Our agency failed. I worked night and day, but
nothing helped. All I could think about was the Hinata
House treasure, how it could save our business.”

Natsuki paled.

In a way, both of them came to the Hinata Inn
to try and reverse their fortunes. This place seemed to
attract people who were down on their luck.

“There has to be treasure here!” Kodaira insisted. “If
there isn’t, then ’'m just a fool! I mean, I asked your staff,
and everyone in town—they’ve all heard of the rumor. So

. So, don't get in my way!”

“I understand how you feel,” Natsuki murmured.
“But there’s nothing here anymore.”

“Shut up!” i

One of Kodaira’s employees raised his pick and
made to swing at Natsuki I grabbed his legs, all the while
dodging the other employees shovel. I thought they

really were going to kill me.
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Suddenly, sparks sprayed from the ceiling. There was
an explosion. All the flashlights cracked and sputtered
out. The room went completely black. There was the
faint smell of burnt plastic.

Kodaira's employees dropped their tools and tripped
over each other, trying to run away.

“Turn on some lights!” Kodaira yelled.

Just then, a voice came out of nowhere: “LEAVE!”

It sounded like 2 woman’s voice, but it was so
strange.

Kodaira’s employees flipped out, terrified. (For the
record, if I hadn't recognized the voice, I probably would
have wet my pants, too.) ‘

“Where’s it coming from?” Kodaira demanded,
turning around several times.

“LEAVE!” the voice bellowed again, bouncing off
every wall in the annex.

FLAP FLAP FLAP FLAP!
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I heard something that sounded like the beating of
a bird’s wings. Then a portion of the wall cracked open.
Tt was like something out of the movies. Suddenly dozens
of bats flew out from the crack. They chased Kodaira’s
employees around.

“Aaaah!” Kodaira screamed. “Are they vampire bats?
Get rid of them!”

I almost felt sorry for him. By now, I'd had enough
experience with Suu’s crazy inventions to know when I
was looking at one of them. (Or dozens, in this case.)
Shed made a bunch of Tama-sized flying robots. In the
datk, they looked like scary bat monsters, but I could
easily tell the difference.

(On the floor, the real Tama was bouncing up and
down, trying to fly with the robots. Occasionally, hed
called out, “Myul” as if to say hello.)

The front door slammed open. The voice thundered,
SLEAVEN®

A woman clad all in white, with long dark hair
draped over her face, suddenly appeared from out of the
darkness. Blood trickled out of her mouth. In her hands,
she held a long, gleaming sword.

>
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That was scary enough all by itself. But it looked
like she had several arms!

“It’s a monster!” Kodaira’s employees whimpered.

The woman slashed out at them, and SNIP! Their
belts snapped off; their pants split, and the shreds fell to the
ground. Speechless, the employees grabbed up their destroyed
clothing and ran out of the building in their underwear.

I threw my head back and laughed. “Good job,
Motoko!”

She glared at me. I heard several voices whisper and
grumble.

Kodaira, who had overheard, stalked up to Motoko
and wrenched back the sheet she'd been wearing, revealing
Naru and Shinobu. Shinobu had a frying pan (I guess
that was her idea of a weapon) and she pointed it at
Kodaira.

He just smirked, pulled out a knife, grabbed hold of
Naru, and held the blade under her throat.
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“That's a dirty trick!” Motoko yelled.

Shinobu started tearing up.

“You had us fooled, little girls,” Kodaira said,
panting. !

“Aw, we almost had them,” Suu said, coming out
from behind the staircase. She held a remote control
device and wore night-vision goggles.

Natsuki nodded and said, “Oh, yeah. I'd forgotten
about the storage room under the stairs.”

I sighed.

Kodaira looked livid. “So, what? You all acted drunk
and beat us to the annex, huh? Tried to scare us away?”
He chuckled. “When did you figure it out?” He tapped
the flat of his blade on Naru’s throat.

“In the morning,” Naru said. “When we took you to
your rooms. The first thing you asked about was the annex
and the old tower. You weren't here because of those flyers.”

“We took turns watching you,” Motoko added.
“You mentioned the rumor about the treasure and tried
to make us suspect Natsuki.”

“We knew from the start, you creep!” Shinobu

" shouted.
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Wow. I guess the only clueless person in the room is me.
“You guys should have told me, too!”

“How could we?” Naru said coldly. “Youre a
blabbermouth. You would have blown our cover.

Besides . . .” She stopped, blushing a dark red.

“What?” : ]
“Keitaro,” she whispered. “How could you think
wed all fall for such jerks?”

I looked down ashamed. I'd underestimated everyone.

“The only person who was really into these guys was
Kitsune, so we let her drink all the sake, and then acted
the same way she did,” Naru explained.

Ob, that was their way of lowering Kodaira’s guard.

“I really hate how dense you are, Keitaro!” Naru
yelled.

I couldn’t think of any response.

“You can have this heartwarming chat later,” Kodaira

said. “First, tell me where the treasure is!”
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“There is no treasure, you dolt!” Motoko said,
furious. “Get your hands off Naru!”
She pointed her sword at him, but Kodaira just used
Naru as a human shield. ;
Now, Motoko had a special skill known as the
zanma ken, which could pass through a person and
obliterate whatever was behind them. But if Motoko
t_ried it, she risked accidentally hurfing Naru.
We couldn’t do a thing.
“No more denying the truth!” Kodaira roared. |
“You can't coerce us into making something up!” }
Motoko said indignantly. |
Kodaira wouldn’t listen. He turned to Natsuki
and said, “Hey, Grandpa, what do you think? You
came here for treasure. You probably already know
where to look.”
Natsuki didn’t answer. He was shaking. Slowly, he
pointed behind Kodaira.
I couldnt believe it. Was there actually a treasure,
and Natsuki was going to hand it over to Kodaira?

We all looked over to where he pointed. What we

saw was utterly unbelievable.
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The rubble in the hallway was totally gone: The wallpaper
was no longer peeling off; the chandelier was brightly lit,
back up on the ceiling. The annex looked brand new.

“What's going on?” Naru asked, trembling. Shinobu
gasped and Suu gulped.

Motoko took a step back. “This is exactly what I
saw yesterday.”

I'd seen it before, too. Back when I was four years
old and I'd entered the annex without permission. It
looked the same in every way. :

“What kind of trickery is this?” Kodaira asked,
stepping forward.

At the end of the hallway, a door opened. Until this
moment, it had been entirely buried in rubble. It was the

same door I had peeked in as a child . . .
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“No,” Motoko whispered, shaking.

Kodaira ignored her and pushed Naru toward the
door. They stepped inside . . .

1 snapped out of my daze and dashed forward,
desperate to get to Naru. But Natsuki beat me to it.

The door blasted open and Kodaira screamed. He
stumbled back out of the room, horrified. He fled down
the hall and out the front door. I kinda wanted to do the
same thing, but Naru was too important to me to just
leave behind.

“Narusegawa!” I yelled.

I entered the room, and the annex immediately
returned to its original state. The lights went out.
The walls were dirty. Piles of rubble cluttered the
hallway.

Naru stood there, looking blankly at me.

“Narusegawa, are you all right?” T asked. “Naru?”

She started crying. “No, I'm fine. 'm a little sad . . .
but also happy.”

I wanted to comfort her, but I couldn’t work up
the nerve.

“What happened?” Natsuki asked.

P
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“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “There was a
woman in here. I was scared so I closed my eyes. Then I
heard Kodaira scream. He left . . .7

“Well, that doesn't explain a thing,” Suu complained.
“Was the woman an evil spirit? Did you sense anything,
Motoko?”

But Motoko didn’t speak.

“It wasn't an evil spirit,” Naru insisted.

Natsuki nodded, looking satisfied. Shinobu smiled.

Suddenly there was a warm, white light coming
from the foyer. Everyone turned to look. A young
woman that looked a lot like Aunt Haruka stood there.
She smiled at Natsuki.

He tried to approach her, but she held up her
hands. ]

I suddenly remembered something, The day I'd
entered the annex and Grandma had scolded me, I'd

called out for Auntie Haruka. I'd seen this woman at that
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time. Shed raised her hands to me, motioning me to stop
back then, too. Like she was trying to protect me.

Natsuki stood stock-still. The woman lowered her
hands. Her body scattered like rain droplets and she
disappeared.

“Yoko,” Natsuki said, like he had to squeeze the
word out.

The entrance door opened. Aunt Haruka walked in,
wearing jeans, a tee shirt, and an apron from the teashop.
“What the heck are you all doing here at this hour of the
night? Your customers got caught streaking in public and
were arrested by the police!”

We all let out a big, relieved sigh.

b

The next morning, Aunt Haruka wrung her hands. “Are
you sure it’s all right?” she asked.

“He’s not really an oddball,” I said.

“Oh yeah? Only an oddball would want to take a

picture of an old woman like me.”

>
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I smirked. Aunt Haruka was far from looking
old, but even so, she didn'’t like having pictures taken
of her. I wasn’t sure why, but this time, I wouldn’t
back down.

“You look like Aunt Yoko. Thar’s how come he kept
staring at you. So come on. For old times’ sake? Think of
it as customer service,” I said.

I dragged Aunt Haruka to the front entrance of
the Hinata House. Natsuki was getting ready to leave.
Naru came up to us and handed me a disposable
camera.

I motioned for Aunt Haruka to stand next to
Natsuki. “Closer. Closer,” I said.

“Its not like were a couple, Keitaro,” she
grumbled.

“Just for the picture. Please?”

Natsuki blushed. “It’s all right, Urashima.”

I wanted to give Natsuki the picture of them
together as a gift. [ suppose Aunt Haruka could never
replace Aunt Yoko, but it was the least I could do.

Natsuki had decided to return home, rebuild his

business, and try to get back together with his family.

>
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I was certain this picture would help remind him of
his goals. i
“Come on, Aunt Haruka. Closer together now. And
put out your cigarette.” I stepped back, trying to get the
" best shot. {

“Don’t you think it’s strange, Urashima?” Natsuki
said, smiling. “Both Kodaira and I were saved by this
place.”

Natsuki had definitely felt renewed, but Kodaira?
I'm not sure he was saved, and I said as much.

“Well, he didn’t find treasure. But maybe what
happened last night changed him,” Natsuki wondered.
“And since you didn’t press charges against him, at the
very least, his luck is improving.”

I nodded and looked into the lens. The Hinata
House fit in the viewfinder. Several faces were looking
out of the windows—Kitsune, Shinobu, Sara, Suu, and
Motoko.
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“T'll just back up a little more and get all you guys
in,” I said.

“Be careful,” Naru warned.

“Keitaro!” Kitsune yelled. “Make sure I'm in the shot!”

Everyone laughed.

I smiled. I lived in a strange, but wonderful
building, with some strange, but wonderful girls. ’'m a
loser and a failure and a klutz, and probably no power
on Earth or from beyond the grave could change that.
But this was my home, and everyone accepted me here,
just as I was.

“Back up a little more!” Suu said.

I did.

“Oh dear!” Shinobu said.

“Keitaro!” Naru called.

I tumbled down the steps to the garden and landed
face-first in the dirt.

Naru ran out of the building and down to the garden. I
tried to get up, but wobbled so much that I almost fell over.

“Keitaro,” Naru said, grabbing onto me and keeping

me balanced.

>

“Thanks, Naru,” I said, reaching out to steady myself.
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Unfortunately (or perhaps fortunately?) my hand
landed on Naru’s left breast. I could feel her heartbeat in
my palm. The faint vibrations sped up. ‘

Her eyes narrowed. “Grow up already!”

KABOOM!

Her uppercut rocketed me into the sky. I could just
barely make out her face as I soared. She was laughing.
Maybe she was chuckling at how pathetic I am.

But, to see such a cute girl smile so brillianty,
well . . . even if T didn’t get girls, I did get one thing—the
Hinata House had some magic after all.

QY

See you again.... @






POSTSCRIPT

Good day! ’'m Ken Akamatsu, creator of Love Hina.

Did you enjoy the first novel? i

The author, Kurou Hazuki, is the scriptwriter for
the Love Hina anime. He's a key member of the “Ani
Hina” staff, and has probably read the Love Hina manga
a million times, so I trust him a lot,

By the time this novel comes out, the hlanga will
have taken a little break. I drew the novel illustrations
before I went on vacation. I wanted a different look
for the pressed art, so I didn’t use any pens (not
because I'm lazy), bur instead used compressed pencil
lines. I called my assistant to help me with zip tones,
~ so it was kind of new and fresh. Doing illustration jobs
can be fun.

Regarding Haruka’s mother, Yoko, please take her
character and situation as the official story, even for the
' Love Hina manga. However, the annex layout in the novel

s quite different from the one in the manga. For future
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things like that, I may need to invite Hazuki on a trip
to a hot springs inn and we can meld our thoughts and
visions! Of course, wed expense it as a business trip!

Anyway, the first novel is complete. The anime and
manga are finished.

Thank you for your support of Love Hina!




Love Hina -

When a crazy robot that looks exachly like Keitaro appears
out of the blue at the Hinata House, the tenants of the
all-girls dorm band together to fend off the out-of-control
“Mechs-Keitaro.”

Mesnwhile, Moloko stuggles to show off her special
skills in an effort to impress her sister, Tsuruko. But a secret
spell ends in disaster as Moloko accidentally switches
bodies . . . with Kitsune!

Don't miss the over-the-top hilarily and subtle romance of
this second volume of Love Hina, the Novel,
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COMEDY

Love Hina

Keilaro Urashima is the only
boy living al the Hinalta House,
an all-girl dorm. Despite the fact
that he's kind of a screw-up,
the girls are climbing all over
each other in an effort to tear
his clothes off. Bul if's not what
he thinks! Supposedly some-
where on his body is a map lo
Hinala's secrel treasure!

An already tumultuous living
situalion escalates into an
uproar when Keilaro and the
gifls must entertsin a8 group
of guests, as their dorm lans-
forms back into 8 hot springs
inn. Things keep going wrong
and the cuslomers have crazy
ideas of their own!

Join the gasng on a wacky
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frue mystery of the old annex!
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