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The Final Six, translated into English from the Japanese thriller Rokunin no Usotsukina
Daigakusei by Akinari Asakura, pits six job-hunting university graduates against one
another as devastating exposures during a recruitment session challenge their integrity and
unravel their carefully constructed identities. Published in 2021 by Japanese publishing
house Kadokawa Corporation, Rokunin is Asakura’s most successful tryst with crime
fiction till date. An instant and phenomenal success, the book has been nominated for a few
of Japan’s prestigious mystery fiction awards while spawning manga, stage, and screen
adaptations. Rokunin has been translated into English by Haydn Trowell as The Final Six
and published by Sphere/Little Brown in June 2026.
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Akinari Asakura, now in his late thirties, is better known as the story writer of the manga
series, Show-ha Shoten! Fairly a newcomer to the domain of crime fiction, Asakura’s
idiosyncratic approach to crime writing prevents him from being pigeonholed as a
definitive thriller writer. Instead of chronicling violent crimes, his crime narratives evince
a proclivity for probing the fallacious interpretations of a situation by the characters
involved, pinning the flawed perspectives against the wider context of society. This
positions Asakura in the more expansive terrain of a mystery writer, a torchbearer of the
venerable honkaku tradition, which is a genre of Japanese detective fiction centred on a
puzzle convoluted by discreetly disseminated information, a constricted coterie of suspects,
clues with changing relevance, and retrospective revelations.

The Final Six centres around six university graduates vying for a dream job in Spiralinx,
one of Japan’s trailblazing corporate firms. The company has shortlisted them from over
five thousand applicants following a rigorous regimen of selection rounds. As assured by
the company, all six fortunate nominees stand a chance to land a job. They, however, must
engage in a climactic round of group discussion before the final recruitment. The cohort
hits it off instantly, engaging in a series of preparatory meetings in the weeks preceding the
group discussion, blissfully unbeknown to the rude awakening in the offing.

Soon, an e-mail from Spiralinx informs them that the company, hard-pressed by a recent
natural calamity, would be hiring not all but only one of them. The group discussion shall
be held as announced but will now be repurposed into choosing the one candidate most
eligible for the job. What makes the proposition even more precarious is that the nominees
themselves shall be voting for the most suitable one. The youngsters are suddenly rendered
rudderless: “It was like everything had come to an abrupt end, like someone had yanked
the battery out, and all that remained was an inexplicable, displaced intensity of emotion”
(Asakura 40). Things reach a tipping point. The bonhomie in the air evolves overnight into
rivalry. The job-hunting cohort appears for the group discussion in bated breath. Six
envelopes emerge out of nowhere, supposedly carrying damning revelations on each of the
six. Who planted them? What cataclysmic revelations do the dreaded envelopes hold?

The Final Six resists easy categorisation. Though generally positioned under the
thriller/crime fiction rubric, the book corresponds to both categories but with striking
deviations. It consciously avoids the convenient tropes that characterise both thriller and
crime fiction. No corpse, no murderer, nor any sleuth hell-bent on apprehending the
assassin appears between its covers. The setting too is divergent. Asakura converts the
swanky corporate boardroom into the notorious locked room, thereby upgrading the
conventional setting of the honkaku tradition to an ambience more relatable to the young
urban reader of the twenty-first century. As the fate of all six aspirants hangs in the balance
inside the ensnaring confines of the conference room where, eventually, the envelopes
ambush them, nemesis-like, Asakura’s setup resembles that of a Greek tragedy.

Kadokawa defines the Japanese original as a youth-oriented mystery, which is a
restrictive categorisation for a book that dares to speak to several genres of crime fiction
simultaneously. The book is a socially conscious mystery striving to probe an anomaly that
threatens to overturn the social construct. At the same time, it bears traits of the
psychological thriller that aspires to shed light on the turbid inglenooks of the minds of its
characters. It may be defined as a social thriller that critiques the recruitment scenario
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prevalent in corporate Japan, providing the uninitiated an insider’s peek into the boardroom
manoeuvrings. The book is a zeitgeist, mirroring the (im)moral climate that prevails inside
Japan’s corporate boardroom — a pressure chamber as well as a laboratory to conduct an
experiment over the future of an impressionable section of the populace. The young
graduate, ignorant of the squalid machinations that take place in the swanky interiors of the
coveted office, is hardly prepared for the shock they are bargaining for:

There were countless things that didn’t sit right with me, but how could I argue? How
could any of us? We were job-seeking university graduates—we didn’t understand
anything about the real world, and besides, we were dealing with Spiralinx, one of the
most cutting-edge and exclusive firms in all of Japan. For all [ knew, what I regarded as
amoral practices could be commonplace in the adult world, or at least in Japan’s top-
tier IT companies. Maybe it was all just the norm? (39)

Job chasing, as indicated by Asakura, is a component deeply entrenched in Japan’s
socio-economic ethos. The Japanese vocabulary bears testimony with several expressions
to designate the factor. Shitkatsu (a contraction of shushoku katsudo) means ‘job-hunting
pursuits’, shitkatsusei denotes ‘job-hunting students’, shinsotsu refers to ‘fresh graduates’,
naitei signifies ‘the coveted job/job offer’. On account of Japan’s severely competitive job
market, its students start applying for jobs in the final segment (the third and fourth years)
of their undergraduate days. Eligible candidates, based on aptitude, personality, and
adaptability, receive a tentative job offer long before becoming graduates.

For the last couple of decades, Japan has been facing an acute shortfall of young
professionals, caused by financial exigency, a gruelling work culture, gender bias, and
reduced immigration. As a result, students are bound to buckle under the immense burden
of balancing both academic responsibility and job interviews at a very early stage of their
undergraduate phase. They are under constant pressure from the companies to accept the
offer because the latter are apprehensive of losing the appointee to a more prospective or
renowned firm. The competition in Japan primarily concerns the choice of the firm by a
young job aspirant. A wrong selection means an unsatisfactory career and an uncertain
future. This generates a circle that holds the job aspirants and the companies in the
stranglehold of a suffocating catch-22:

It’s a sick cycle. Students lie to get into companies. Companies lie to reel students in.
HR can’t actually judge anyone, so unqualified idiots slip through. Those idiots get hired
and realize the company wasn’t what they expected. HR realizes they hired the wrong
people. And the cycle keeps going, day after day, forever. Lies upon lies, creating a
bigger and bigger system of screw-ups. Not just in job hunting—everywhere in Japan,
everywhere in this broken society. (207)

The Final Six is quintessentially Asakura. Bifurcated into two segments, Part One:
“Recruitment Exam,” which is larger, and Part Two: “Follow-up,” the book begins with a
shuddering peek into the noxious shenanigans behind the recruitment process at Spiralinx.
But the crux of the narrative is situated in the seemingly lesser (in terms of size) “Follow-
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up,” where Asakura is in his actual element, probing into the enigma called the human
mind. Though participation in shitkatsu turns the participants into open texts, the question
that Asakura ventures to find an answer to is whether the human mind is actually ‘open’ to
interpretation. Can the actions or reactions of an individual, placed in a laboratory-like
environment, which reduces these hapless jobseekers to mere rats, be adequate markers to
judge that person? Is what we think we are seeing at all true? Is the person whose actions
appear diabolical under a specific set of circumstances the same inveterate devil in another
as well? Asakura thus places an uncomfortable question mark on our supposedly infallible
criteria of judging others. The Final Six underlines the conviction central to Asakura’s
crime fiction ecosystem: people are more complicated than the situations they are placed
in and the actions occasioned by those situations.

The Japanese title, literally “Six Lying University Students,” perfectly locates the
book’s focal emphasis on lies, the component that problematises the narrative. It also posits
the book as the latest addition to the line-up of mainstream international thrillers invested
in that primal transgression of humankind, such as Liane Moriarty’s Big Little Lies (2014),
Karen McManus’s One of Us Is Lying (2017), Freida McFadden’s Never Lie (2024), or
Ashley Elston’s First Lie Wins (2025). Asakura, however, excels in these portrayals of the
damning repercussions of lies by making it a strategy exploited by the job market as well
as society at large. Asakura’s agenda of exposing this falsehood ingrained in the society’s
psyche shocks us in its fidelity to an appalling truth. But the English title has an inhibiting
impact, shrinking the novel’s expansive purview to the ruthless competitiveness at the core
of shitkatsu, thereby ignoring the novel’s philanthropic thrust.

The Massachusetts-based Haydn Trowell, renowned for his earlier translations of
Japanese literature, makes 7he Final Six an engrossing read. His blithe transliteration never
impedes the pace or pleasure of reading, delicately balancing the mystery with the novel’s
cathartic conclusion.

Behind its treacherously elementary premise, The Final Six works as a multilayered
expedition into the darkest alcove of the mind. The primary effect of the 288-page novel is
that of an abrupt shock, the ramifications of which include complicating the good/bad
binary that we tend to judge people and their actions by. Despite this, the book, in the final
reckoning, reinstates our faith in the essential goodness of the human heart through an
abreactive exposure to reality. And in so doing, The Final Six proves itself to be a book
with a rare magnanimity, for a crime thriller, to accept the flaws and frailties that make us
intrinsically human. Yet, deep inside, it leaves the nagging doubt: do we really know the
person we believe we know?
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