SURPASSING THE LEADER

[UPDATES TO THE INTERPRETATION]: There is a possibility that ‘The Alien' as we know it might have been destroyed when Hal achieved perfection. In chapter 454, we see the Alien crumble after Hal resists his erasure; the Alien is composed of all of Leader's past iterations and their raw memories, so by giving them all back, ‘the Alien’ ceases to exist and the superorganism becomes the ‘Aliens’ (hence we are Aliens). The Alien symbolism and Souichi's perfectionist trauma still remain however; he cannot make any mistakes, otherwise that would be imperfect. Please consider both interpretations of Alien and non-Alien when reading this analysis.

As such, keep this in mind whenever I mention ‘the Alien’ being behind some of Leader's actions or choices. This recontextualises Hal's first Near Dream a bit, so I have fully updated that individual section of the analysis to reflect that. The essence of the Friendship Trap remains mostly the same, but with the additional context that instead of being erased by the Alien to avoid the trap, Hal is actually erased due to his mistake (‘you slipped up’), meaning Baku purposefully hinted at Leap Second to Hal to make him gamble by interacting with the Leap Second, which in turn would trigger his perfectionist instinct where Hal is directed towards his past with Baku, where he figured out his mistake and was erased.]



(The main analysis should be read alongside the main images section. The other sections contained in this analysis are simply for some extra details/explanation, and are taken from previous posts I've made, hence there is a significant amount of repetition and overlap).

Pre-STL/Context:

(The rules of the gamble can be seen in image 1, please read over them carefully). Standing outside the Obelisk, Baku begins his plan immediately by giving Leader a stopwatch. Leader starts the stopwatch, before noticing a nervousness emanating from Baku as the watch is about to switch between 59-0 (image 2). Leader then stops the watch at exactly 9 seconds (image 3), before Baku destroys the watch. Leader then reasons that Baku's nervousness must be related to a trick he has prepared, related to time, or could be a way of manipulating him using a 'wedge' (image 4).

Notice how Baku smiles in image 4 when it is suggested that time may be used as a trick or wedge. Believe it or not, Baku had actually left himself open to being read by asking Leader to start the stopwatch in front of him. Why? In order to make Leader suspect a trick on purpose. It is no coincidence that Leader picks up on the fact that Baku is nervous during the interval between 59-0, as well as at 9 seconds, hence why he stops the watch and gives it back to Baku at that exact time, trying to read his intentions by forcing him to confront something that Baku seemingly wants to avoid to preserve his deception. 

The gap 59-0 refers to both nervousness around leap second since a minute involving a leap second would go 59-60 instead of 59-0 and Baku wanting to play as D at 8:59, as well as the 9 seconds referring to leap second occurring at 9:00 o'clock. Now why would Baku want Leader to uncover his trick? We've seen multiple times throughout the manga the lengths Baku goes to in order to avoid being seen through, i.e not counting his beads during TOK just to avoid Suteguma reading him. Surely Baku could've used another way to confirm that Leader doesn't have a stopwatch on him? Well, Leader said it himself. Baku could be using time as a wedge. And indeed he is. 

To understand this wedge, you have to understand the different components that make up Souichi's Perfection: Hachina, Hal, and over 100 different versions of Souichi that have been erased over the years by The Alien. This 'Alien' is the manifestation of his perfectionist desire, not necessarily acting as a separate personality, but more like an omnipresent overseer in the background of all of Leader's personalities, as seen in Air Poker (image 5). The Alien has access to all of Leader's memories (in terms of raw information; the significance of this will become apparent later), but not necessarily the perspectives of each personality.

All of these features are unified into one form, which I will refer to as Leader for the sake of simplicity, acting as a superorganism (image 6). However, like a fire ant (image 7), all of Leader's personalities have a great degree of individuality, and therefore anomalies can arise that do not suit the needs of the greater superorganism. This anomaly is Hal. 

Named by Baku due to his nature of always being one step ahead, this entire personality is basically engineered by Baku from the days he and Souichi spent together in their adolescence. Hal has the greatest knowledge of Baku compared to all other personalities, shares the deepest bond, and views Baku as his rival, while other personalities seem to view Baku as a threat or an addicted gambler.

So when I say Baku wants Leader to uncover his time trick, I actually mean that Baku wants Hal specifically to realize this. Given his closeness to Baku and desire to beat him, Hal will be the first to discover this potential trick, and obsess over it to uncover Baku's intentions. This is precisely what Baku wants. I will explain why Baku wants Hal to realize leap second despite seemingly blatant contradictions to this idea when I cover Leader's near death dream during Round 2.

Once Yakou arrives and the three enter the Obelisk, they encounter Oofuna and Kaji (image 8). Baku had asked Kaji to go to the Obelisk in advance in order to raise Yakou's suspicions that he has tampered with something in advance to win the gamble. 

This is important because when Yakou pulls out the clock from the drawer to use in the gamble, he recalls how Kaji and Oofuna had arrived separately, so may have prepared the clock in advance to make the match unfair. Baku already predicted this exact thought process in advance, encouraging Yakou to use the speaking clock connected by the phone line instead, which Baku had already checked in advance to ensure that Leap second would be displayed.

Something interesting I noticed is Yakou's references to 'luck' in regards to STL (image 9,10). Baku is seen to be an extremely lucky man by the end of the game, with everything falling into place perfectly. Yakou remarks how the game has an element of luck, and later how his luck was 'devilish' due to the date of the match aligning with Leader's monthly memory loss. 

Of course, we see just one chapter onwards from this that Baku had actually been to the Arizuka Building way in advance and discovered Leader's memory loss and planned around this. Furthermore, isn't it interesting how such a lucky man would lose Janken when played with Leader? The motif of 'luck' is incredibly ironic: it contradicts itself, showing that all of these instances of 'luck' are all a result of Baku's planning, and by giving off an appearance of extreme fortune, he has deceived everyone perfectly.

Now let's focus on images 11-13: Leader recalling the idea of Magician's choice, asking the exact questions that Baku wants to know but avoids doing so himself to avoid suspicion, then Baku blatantly eating his Kariume in front of Leader after the latter acts suspicious of the clock, confirming that everything is going according to his predictions. 

These all seem to be intentional, which Baku knows that Leader realizes. This is all to further plant the wedge of time into Leader. By keeping his actions and intentions readable, but still seemingly attempting to conceal them, Baku lures Hal inside Leader into trying to figure out his true intentions, and so is free to manipulate Leader in the process. 

One final panel I would like to address before the actual rounds of STL start is image 14. Pay attention to the idea of 'The loser dying in a dream in which they believe they have won'. This is foreshadowing the true meaning behind the hallucination round, but we'll have to wait a while before we get there.

Round 1, Turn 1: 

Baku: Accumulation 0M0S/Near-death 0M0S
Leader: Accumulation 0M0S/Near-death 0M0S

By looking at images 15-18, we can see both Leader and Baku attempting to read each other's minds, with Leader believing that Baku will turn his head about halfway through his turn. Baku sees through this and reads his mind perfectly, choosing to follow Leader's thought process to make him realise his thoughts are being seen through.

Baku wants to die to test out the intervals between rounds so that he can align himself with leap second. An instant check in the very first round would be too blatant and immediately raise Leader's suspicions, so Baku acts exactly how Leader expects him to in order to conceal his intentions. Image 19 establishes the idea of exaggerating an opponent in your mind in order to read them, which sets up a key context for image 20, where Leader stops exaggerating Baku in his mind, which will be elaborated later on. 

Image 21 also establishes the idea using 'senses' as 'superpowers' during a mind game, foreshadowing Baku's aura of determination during round 3. Image 22 displays Leader slowly leaning down before dropping the handkerchief in order to try and trick Baku's 'god-like' senses, causing Baku to turn around just before Leader let go and fail his check. 

Of course, Baku wasn't actually tricked by this; in fact this was precisely what he anticipated, and by turning around just before Leader was about to drop, he showcases his 'god-like' senses fully, indirectly manipulating Leader's future thought process. The reason why Baku is able to read Leader so well here during the first two rounds, but falls for his bluffs and traps past round 2 is all related to Hal. Simply put, Hal is still present inside Leader for now, and thus for now, Baku is in control.

Leader then attempts to induce fear into Baku, entertaining the idea that he might have tampered with the near death drug in advance to guarantee his victory (image 23). The purpose of this is to worsen Baku's chances of revival by demoralising him, therefore worsening his physical condition at the same time.

During Baku's near death, Hal emerges from Leader and regards the idea that a minute can feel like different lengths depending on one's feelings, showing that he suspects Baku using an altered version of a minute as part of his time trick, with Yakou also starting to believe that Leader has many different personalities at once (image 24). 

Hal then hallucinates the visage of a smiling Baku (image 25). This has a double meaning: not only does this serve as Hal subconsciously confirming his suspicions of Baku using an altered minute, but it also foreshadows the fact that this is actually part of Baku's plan, something The Alien inside Leader is starting to fear.

Round 1, Turn 2:

Baku: Accumulation 0M0S/Near-death 1M0S
Leader: Accumulation 0M0S/Near-death 0M0S

Starting from image 26, Leader is once again attempting to read Baku's mind by 'overlapping' his idea of Baku with the real one. Both Baku and Leader read each other perfectly: as soon as Baku drops the Handkerchief, Leader begins to turn his head, anticipating him targeting the accumulation of the drug. 

However, in the exact same instance, Baku once again uses his 'god-like' senses and steps in front of Leader during his attempt to check, introducing new information for him to consider (image 27). Leader's read was correct: Baku had dropped the Handkerchief already. But by standing in front of Leader and pretending to hold the Handkerchief, before revealing it was just his necktie, Baku introduces more and more variables to Leader's reasoning, forcing him to dwell on the possibilities for longer so that Baku can accumulate his drug. 

Image 28 shows Leader back at the Bookstore, representing the memories of Hal, showing Baku with a bloodied nose suggesting excitement, hence Hal confirms that this was according to Baku's plan and that the Handkerchief has already been dropped. Leader declares that he has seen through Baku and checks successfully.

Leader is now fully aware of Baku's extraordinary senses and ability to read people, so attempts to impede him by claiming that he in fact knows Baku better than the latter knows him, suggesting that Leader is aware that Hal is being seen through by Baku (image 29).

Round 2, Turn 2:

Baku: Accumulation 0M25S/Near-death 1M0S
Leader: Accumulation 0M24S/Near-death 0M0S

Baku remains seated even after his turn as 'C', testing whether he can delay the intervals between rounds to align with leap second (image 30). Images 31-32 show Baku regarding Leader's desire to win perfectly, claiming that he had mistakenly assumed that Leader was willing to die to win the gamble. 

Throughout the match, Leader gradually makes this perfectionist mantra more and more believable, with more and more accurate checks to compliment it, eventually convincing the Referees that he has achieved a 'god-like' state. Image 33 shows Leader testing echolocation once again, still finding the speaking clock too loud. Image 34 states that both Baku and Leader have missed different things. I believe this refers to Baku not noticing Souichi trying to lower the speaking clock for echolocation (he ‘should have noticed’ because he's seen Eko's tapes), while Souichi missed the bloodstain in Baku's jacket all those years ago. 

You might think the thing Leader missed must surely refer to failing to notice Baku trying to delay the round intervals, but this seems strange since he has noticed every other foreshadowing of Leap Second, and goes on to figure it out by round 2 anyways. I would like to point your attention towards the statement ‘however, some things can only be grasped by those who have been there'. 

At first, I believed this to refer to echolocation, like how Souichi is making himself blind to grasp his surroundings more accurately using echolocation. However, the statement just before this is ‘there exist some miracles that are only in reach of those who have polished what limited senses they have to the utmost’. Doesn't this also fit echolocation? ‘Miracles’ i.e echolocation, ‘limited sense' i.e turning blind, ‘polished… to the utmost’ like how in the absence of sight, your hearing develops beyond the normal to help visualise your surroundings. 

So here's how I see it. As discussed so far, Baku wants to play a mind game with Hal specifically. Only Hal has grasped Leap Second this early as per the friendship trap. To me, this all links back to how only Hal, who knows Baku best, and has ‘been there' i.e actually experienced life with Baku. And so what has Hal missed that he should have noticed? The bloodstain on Baku's jacket. I'll go into more detail on this when covering the significance of cognitive load in regards to Souichi's second near death dream, but essentially Hal ‘should’ have realised that Baku had been to the Arizuka Building, but due to cognitive closure/load, he came to the simplest conclusion and ignored this possibility.

I also find the quote "a predator will show its flaw when it goes to finish its prey" to be a nice bit of foreshadowing: once Leader begins to achieve his god-like state, how misjudges during round 8 and fails his check, showing how by assuming he had already won, Leader left himself exposed to be tricked by Baku. Conversely, the hallucination round after Baku believes he has won exposes Baku's absolute fear of Hal's revival, and how Baku still has the inherent fear that he won't be able to win forever. 

In terms of chronology rather than narrative, the next event that occurs is Leader performing an early check at 5 seconds and failing, recieving 1M24S of Near-death time, during which the first dream occurs. The reason why Leader checked at 5 seconds was to die on purpose and open the leap second route to Baku; if he had checked instantly it would have been too suspicious. 

As said before, Hal has realized leap second at this point, and The Alien believes that Hal is being manipulated by Baku, so there is an internal conflict within Leader. Hal wants to counter leap second, opening the route to Baku to make him predictable. On the contrary, The Alien wants to ignore leap second, not wanting to fall into a trap set by Baku. So when Hal fails his check and interacts with leap second, The Alien makes the decision (or perhaps more of a reflex, given that The Alien fundamentally is a trauma-based instinct) to remove Hal from Leader's consciousness. Note that the raw of information of his past with Baku (“traces of memories of the time we spent together”) still remains due to the Alien possessing all of Leader's memories, but Hal's perspective on those memories, and all the reasoning on Leap Second are gone.

Image 35 shows Hal's memory of attempting to replicate Baku's feat of jumping onto a moving truck, a gamble if you will. The panel briefly cuts away to a dark figure looking down, which is Yakou performing CPR on Leader (hence the ‘thmp’). The dream then cuts to young Hal and Baku discussing The Neck Man (image 36), a prisoner on death row who trained his neck every day in the hopes of surviving his hanging, and thus being granted a second chance at life (image 37). 

As shown from image 38 however, all the training was for nothing after all. Hal himself claims to have expected this outcome, while Baku questions why he was so interested in the first place if that was true. In truth, The Neck Man represents the appeal of gambling, the slight notion that one could change an apparently certain destiny. Hal is unwittingly enamoured by this concept of gambling (image 39), which is encouraged further by his friendship with Baku. Also note the image of a clock pointing to 9:00 in image 36, which dream Hal wants to ignore (relating to how part of Hal wants to avoid Leap Second so as to not fall for the Friendship Trap), further suggesting that Hal has figured out leap second. 

So who is Hal actually talking to in this dream? I believe that Baku actually represents the gambler side of Hal he wants to become like Baku, and dream Hal represents real Hal's caution and rationality. Incredibly convoluted yes, but somehow coherent once I've explained the details. As I have already said, the Alien wants to turn a blind eye to leap second to avoid being manipulated: like in Air Poker, Leader wants to erase this 'wedge' that Baku has planted inside him. However, this time, the wedge is Hal. 

Notice how in image 36, when Baku remembers something important and looks up at the clock pointing to 9:00, Hal immediately claims that he is not interested, and doesn't even look up from the Prince Bee book, aligning with the ideas of the Alien. This is also directly related to why Hal checking the 'ground' after his failed check is so strange to Yakou: he is making a conscious effort to avoid seeing Baku's expression, which could manipulate him further. Hal taking the form of Baku in the dream also makes sense thematically, since Hal also wishes to adopt Baku's gambling philosophy and immerse himself in those ideas, hence why The Neck Man is also brought up. 

Baku then mentions his match with Fukurou (image 39), inviting Hal to watch. Image 40 is extremely important to understand the overall analysis, with the result of The Prince Bee and Rival Bee's second clash seemingly being revealed: "The Rival Prince took advantage of their friendship to lay a trap". 

To briefly cover the significance of the Prince Bee book, Baku represents the Rival Bee and Leader represents the Prince Bee. The story is basically a prophetic telling of Leader and Baku's story: the bees were good friends, until one day they had to duel each other, in which the Prince Bee won easily (representing the first STL). The rival bee then regained his strength and later came back to re-challenge the Prince Bee (Second STL). 

The outcome of the second battle is intentionally left ambiguous to both Leader and the readers at this point. The true outcome of the second Battle is that the Rival Bee (Baku) wins; but The Alien, the one who designed this entire dream, purposefully obscures the true ending of the second battle from Leader, instead claiming that the Prince Bee (Leader) will win.

Now, let me explain the Friendship Trap set by Baku. We have already established the idea of Baku using the time wedge to manipulate Hal and by extension Leader. Skipping ahead to the end of the gamble, we are told that leap second wouldn't have succeeded if Leader didn't lose his memories, which is true. However, the true trap, while reliant on both Leader's monthly memory loss and the time wedge, is getting Leader to erase the wedge, Hal. 

As seen from round 9, even though Hal has lost the memory of figuring out leap second during round 8, it still has a subconscious influence over his actions. However, there is no such subconscious influence after Leader's near death dream when Hal's memories are erased (I will explain why round 3 Turn 1 is not an example of subconscious influence when we get there). Why? Because Leader hasn't just erased Hal's memories of STL, he has removed him from his consciousness/superorganism altogether. 

And who returns after Leader loses his memories during round 8? Hal. Hal is the leftover consciousness, the one that remains after all else is erased and Leader loses his perfection. During Round 7, once Hachina (he takes over Leader's primary consciousness after Hal is erased) has solved the mystery behind Baku's aura of determination, he begins to investigate the truth behind his missing memories about Round 2, suspecting that he might have missed something significant in his past that might explain it. As represented by the double Rubik's Cubes, Souichi would begin to search through his memories (including Hal's; note that these memories, while they do influence Souichi's behaviour, do not actually mean that Hal is re-emerging as part of the superorganism; the cubes act as a way for Leader to re-experience and manipulate his memories as seen from the tape of Eko’s death during round 4).

Anyways, back to the dream. Image 41 shows The Alien reminding Hal of when he 'slipped up', revealing his true identity to Baku and allowing him to find out about his memory loss. The Alien's message is clear: Hal cannot be trusted to lead him through STL, and so must be removed like any other wedge. 

Image 42 shows up and finally we have an explanation for image 35, with the figure of the Alien appearing once again. By turning into Baku during the dream, Hal has completely turned into him in real life, obsessing over the gamble and investing in it emotionally. If Hal continues to gamble, just like at the train tracks, his risks his life.

Hal is an anomaly in Leader's superorganism, a personality that strays from Leader's path to perfection (image 43) and in doing so, invalidates the existence of The Alien. Finally, Leader encounters Tatsuki on the Sanzu River, a place where one must die to arrive at (image 44), which represents Leader's current near death in the immediate sense, while also paralleling the third king from the Prince Bee, foreshadowing Leader's true destiny: he will lose the gamble and his perfection.

Leader is revived (image 45) and notices the blood from Yakou's hands, representing Leader noticing Yakou's worsening physical condition, which he will use to his advantage in the fifth round. Since Hal is no longer a part of Leader, he does not recognize Baku when he awakes (image 46). Image 47 states that Leader has stopped exaggerating his fear of Baku, which makes sense if Hal is no longer a part of Leader's consciousness. 

Naturally, Baku is worried that Leader has seen through leap second, and instead of erasing Hal, he is instead trying to counter it, opening the route to Baku to make him predictable instead, something Baku did not foresee. 

Round 3, Turn 1:

Baku: Accumulation 0M25S/Near-death 1M0S
Leader: Accumulation 0M0S/Near-death 1M24S

Leader wants to drop the handkerchief early into his turn to accumulate Baku's drug, but cannot seem to be able to overcome Baku's aura of determination, fearing he will be seen through as soon as he drops (image 48). There are multiple reasons behind this: since Hal is no longer a part of Leader, he can no longer read Baku as well, especially since he just recovered from his Near-death. 

Furthermore, since Leader erased his memories of the second round, he is trying to remember the reason for his failure at the same time as trying to read Baku, who overflows with a mad determination. All this comes together to leave Leader in a sort of mental block, unable to drop in time to make any significant accumulation. 

The reason behind Baku's determination is because in order to maintain access to the leap second route, Baku cannot accumulate too much during rounds 3 and 4. By manipulating the mentally unsteady Leader in such a way, he is able to guarantee that he can still use the safe strategy without accumulating too much drug.

Image 49 shows Leader recovering his memories of round 2, only with Hal's perspective crucially omitted, so he is only left to conclude that he wanted to challenge Baku but lost. 

Round 3, Turn 2:

Baku: Accumulation 0M29S/Near-death 1M0S
Leader: Accumulation 0M0S/Near-death 1M24S

From Baku's perspective, the best possible move would be for Leader to fail check and unknowingly allow Baku to enter the leap second route. As such, he baits Leader into failing his check for 24 seconds before dropping, accumulating a full 36 seconds on Leader, who took the safe strategy to avoid dying too close together and lowering his chances of revival (Image 50). Image 51 demonstrates Leader trying to see through Hal's perspective by looking through his memories in order to see through Usogui, but merely encounters some fleeting memories among the darkness, since Hal has been erased by The Alien (perhaps it would be more apt to say he has been 'cut off' from the rest of the superorganism).

Round 4, Turn 1:

Baku: Accumulation 0M29S/Near-death 1M0S
Leader: Accumulation 0M36S/Near-death 1M24S

Baku once again has to risk an early check to limit his accumulation and turns around at 10 seconds. Leader waits 7 seconds to bait Baku into self-destruction before dropping, allowing Baku to evade a failed check (image 52). However, despite only accumulating 3 seconds, this is actually all according to Leader's predictions. 

Leader dropped early to confirm whether or not Baku has a trick up his sleeve. Remember, Hal is gone, and therefore cannot influence his reasoning anymore. Leader no longer has the ability to see through Leap Second (see Round 6, where Baku says “Kiruma Souichi, if one cannot read their opponent, they can never win”) which is where the idea of cognitive closure comes in. The manga itself only explicitly refers to cognitive load, but gives the definition of cognitive closure anyways (image 53). 

Since trying to conclude leap second from limited premises and without Hal would be a burden on  Leader's cognitive capacity, he naturally accepts the simplest answer in the form of the 3 Near Death strategy, wherein Baku can die thrice to maximise his total accumulation in his body + cylinder without going overboard. While Leader doesn't properly figure out 3ND until Round 5, by checking early during this turn, Leader is convinced that Baku is planning something.

Leader then whispers for everyone to be quiet once again (image 54,55), addressing the referees directly this time, while still managing to manipulate them without suspicion. Finally the volume of the speaking clock is low enough for Leader to use echolocation. Furthermore, Leader's perfect state allows him to detect the heartbeats of others around him, extending even to the referees in another room. 

Using this ability, Leader is able to effectively read the minds of all the referees, as well as Oofuna, understanding their exact thoughts based purely on their heartbeats. From this point onwards until Round 8 Turn 2, Leader has basically planned everything in advance. Using a combination of echolocation, bluffing and his knowledge of 3ND to guide his decisions, Leader begins his Endurance Battle Strategy. 

The purpose is fairly self-explanatory; if Leader can force Baku into an endurance battle of the cylinders, so long as Leader has enough of a gap, he is almost certain to win. Pretty basic in premise, but very complex and layered in execution.

Also, notice how Baku reacts with astonishment when Hachina mentions destiny; it is also at this point that Baku begins to suspect that Hal has already been erased and that he has to now focus on concealing Leap Second from Leader. Hal does not believe in destiny in the same way that the rest of Souichi does, he has deviated from this mindset, hence why Baku is surprised. 

Round 4, Turn 2:

Baku: Accumulation 0M32S/Near-death 1M0S
Leader: Accumulation 0M36S/Near-death 1M24S

With his echolocation now available to use, Leader initiates his own time wedge. Leader will intentionally create a pattern of checking after making his clicking noise at intervals of either around 10 seconds or 30 seconds. This is a tactic that was orchestrated way in advance to make Baku believe that Leader will use echolocation as efficiently as possible: once at around 10 seconds, then around 30 seconds, then use the safe strategy (image 56). Imitating the mannerisms of Eko, Leader uses echolocation and checks successfully at 34 seconds (image 57).

Round 5, Turn 1:

Baku: Accumulation 0M32S/Near-death 1M0S
Leader: Accumulation 1M10S/Near-death 1M24S

In image 58, Baku is shown to be concerned about whether Leader has read his intentions or not, with the ellipsis showing his uncertainty. Baku is not sure whether Leader has figured out leap second or not, despite Hal being already gone.

Baku has also prepared Leader's monthly memory loss on the same date to ensure that after Leader erases Hal's memories, the rest of Leader's memories are lost as well, full on stopping any version of Leader from figuring out leap second in time for 9:00.

Baku makes an instant check (image 59), and is initially overwhelmed with joy to achieve a perfect check (image 60), but once he realises that Leader has seemingly figured out the intentions behind his instant check, he falls into silence. By dropping instantly, Leader prevents Baku from dying according to the 3ND strategy, confirming it from Leader's perspective. 

Additionally, this adds a Logical basis for Leader's bluff during the next turn: that he will die first (image 61). Leader manipulates Baku perfectly, drawing attention to Yakou's deteriorating physical condition and claiming that he who dies sooner has the higher chance of revival. This also works as reverse psychology on Yakou, bolstering his strength for Leader's next revival, making his bluff almost impossible to see through from Baku's perspective.

Round 5, Turn 2: 

Baku: Accumulation 0M33S/Near-death 1M24S
Leader: Accumulation 1M10S/Near-death 1M24S

Baku completely falls for Leader's bluff (image 62), dropping instantly to prevent Leader's death, only for Leader to avoid an instant check, instead waiting for a bit before using echolocation to check at 15 seconds. While it is true that Leader very likely could have achieved a perfect 1 second check, Leader's strategy is overall much more reliable if he maintains his Echolocation timing wedge to guarantee the success of his echolocation trap during round 7. 

Furthermore, there is another intention behind Leader's recent pattern of checks: as the gamble progresses, Leader's checks are becoming more and more accurate each time. This is on purpose. Leader very well could have done an instant check during round 5, but in doing so, he will make Baku desperate quickly. 

Leader wants Baku to believe that he still has a chance to accumulate his drug with early drops, allowing him to control Baku's actions and gradually give off the impression of becoming sharper and more accurate with his checks, reducing his accumulation until it is too late for Baku to overcome the difference in the cylinders. 

Round 6, Turn 1:

Baku: Accumulation 0M33S/Near-death 1M0S
Leader: Accumulation 1M25S/Near-death 1M24S

Baku once again makes an instant check (image 63), expecting to receive a one second accumulation once more. However, Leader actually refrained from dropping this time, allowing Baku to die for the second time during the gamble. While this isn't necessarily a blunder for Baku, as he still gets to access the leap second route, the fact that Baku still expected to make a perfect check shows that Baku is still being deceived by Leader. 

Both Baku and the referees feel that they are just 'dancing inside Leader's plan'. Just before Baku enters the near death, he senses the speaking clock getting lower and lower, which is foreshadowing behind Baku later noticing Leader's echolocation (image 64). Image 65 shows the beginning of Baku's near death dream, wherein he notices an altered version of the Prince Bee, detailing how Baku cannot let a shadowy figure 'find' him, or else he will die, foreshadowing the events of chapters 534-535 when teen Baku discovers the Arizuka Building.

An interesting detail referenced in both Baku and Leader's near death dreams is the Sanzu River, with Yakou claiming that only people who are mentally assured of themselves will not see the Sanzu River in death despite knowing about it (Image 66). Leader, the one who sees the Sanzu River, is actually still conflicted within himself; he isn't perfect after all, he still isn't able to reconcile his relationship with Baku and understand his overall goal, nor can he allow all of his personalities to work in tandem without interference. Baku on the other hand, is certain of what he wants, now only seeks the means to carry out his objectives.

Baku's dream takes place in the abandoned building (image 67), with a shadowy figure chasing him throughout the building just like during the real gamble. However, this shadowy figure is none other than Eba. Repeating many of Eba's prior quotes from Baku encountered with him a decade prior (image 68,69), this monster pursues Baku down the hallways. In image 69, we can see a reference to Greenland Sharks, which are symbolic of Eko, hinting at the fact that Baku has watched Eko's tapes. Finally, in image 70 Baku encounters a split between 60 and 0, relating to leap second, and so Baku chooses the one 'correct' route in order to win the gamble: he must continue on leap second route to come out victorious. Baku revives just in time after Yakou punches him, breaking his ribs in the process.

Round 6, Turn 2:

Baku: Accumulation 0M0S/Near-death 2M33S
Leader: Accumulation 1M25S/Near-death 1M24S

Leader anticipates Baku expecting him to to take a breather from his recent risky checks (image 71), and checks early knowing that Baku is targeting his accumulation. The symbolism of the parasites in the eyes of the Greenland Shark (image 72) represent Leader intentionally limiting his visual senses, manipulating his body to make himself essentially blind in order to exaggerate his echolocation as much as possible to allow him to make a very precise successful check at 8 seconds of accumulation, with Baku dropping instantly.

The scene transitions to Eko, in which she explains the gamble she made with Tatsuki (image 73,74). Not wanting Tatsuki to die early as per her predictions, she wagered that if either both her and Souichi die or survive, then Souichi would be an ordinary child, and Tatsuki would die at his forseen date. If Eko died but Souichi survived, he would be an extraordinary child (“If you really are extraordinary, you won't die”), but eventually bring about Tatsuki's death, since Baku needs Yakou to kill Tatsuki in order to challenge Leader to STL. This will be important later on.

Round 7, Turn 1:

Baku: Accumulation 0M0S/Near-death 2M33S
Leader: Accumulation 1M33S/Near-death 1M24S

Baku's aura of determination re-appears (image 75), with this resurgence of outwards confidence brought on by his need to use the safe strategy. Since Baku just died, it would be extremely risky to die again so soon, so he is forced to use the safe strategy. If it is obvious to Leader that Baku won't take any risks, he will simply drop instantly and benefit from a full 60 seconds of accumulation. 

Neither Baku nor Fukurou believe that Leader can overcome his own instincts (image 76) if Baku clings on to his determination and acts like he has a plan... but miraculously he does. Leader is free to accumulate the maximum amount in Baku's cylinder. Image 77 shows a solved Rubik's cube, symbolising how Leader has solved the puzzle behind Baku's aura of determination, and overcome the wedge that Baku has placed inside him. During the empty time provided by using the safe strategy, Baku figured out Echolocation and begins to devise a plan to counter it.

However, at the same time, Souichi begins to search through his memories, trying to find the reason behind his missing memory of round 2.

Round 7, Turn 2:

Baku: Accumulation 1M0S/Near-death 2M33S
Leader: Accumulation 1M33S/Near-death 1M24S

Leader begins to solve two Rubik's cubes simultaneously. As seen from image 78, one cube relates to his search through his memories (left hand), while the other in his right hand represents him trying to solve the Leap Second puzzle.

Images 79 and 80 show Baku's reasoning regarding echolocation, identifying the time intervals that Leader intentionally manipulated Baku to realize. Baku initially wants to use his necktie to trick Leader into failing his check (image 81), but feels his newfound determination and concludes that he will be seen through. So instead Baku chooses to flatten the handkerchief completely to avoid detection via echolocation (image 82). 

Since Baku expects Leader to take the safe strategy after he doesn't detect anything after 10 and 30 seconds respectively, Baku will be free to accumulate a full 60 seconds ideally. However, as soon as the clock sounds, Leader turns around instantly without echolocation (image 83), having already anticipated Baku flattening the handkerchief, accumulating only 1 second. Leader has achieved a 'god-like' state to everyone else, with more and more referees gradually believing that Leader is going to win.

Souichi is seen to be shaken by the immense pressure/stress of the instant check, but manages to keep his composure until no longer observed by Baku, with his trembling hands foreshadowing that Souichi is at his limits (as Eko goes on to explain during Leader's second dream) and will soon lose his memory due to cognitive overload (image 84).

The idea of gambling through a 'narrow thread' also compliments this idea, since if Leader has made even a slight error, his strategy may have fallen apart. As a result of being exposed to Hal's experiences, Souichi begins to be influenced, feeling as though he is 'changing' back into Hal (image 85) as he approaches the premises to conclude Leap Second.

Leader is poised to win the endurance battle, so even if Baku is manipulating Hal using a time trick, he should still win anyways given the rapidly increasing difference between the cylinders. And indeed, he would have been right if Round 8 had gone as predicted.

Round 8, Turn 1:

Baku: Accumulation 1M0S/Near-death 2M33S
Leader: Accumulation 1M34S/Near-death 1M24S

Leader is free to keep targeting Baku's accumulation, waiting for 5 seconds for Baku to self-destruct before dropping and accumulating 55 seconds (image 86). Declaring that Baku is already dead (image 87), Leader believes that his victory is imminent.

Round 8, Turn 2:

Baku: Accumulation 1M55S/Near-death 2M33S
Leader: Accumulation 1M34S/Near-death 1M24S

This is arguably the most important round of the gamble, even more important than leap second round. As confirmed from image 88, whether Leader's check is successful or not will determine the result of the gamble. Once again, Leader makes an instant check, and to his astonishment, Baku has refrained from dropping. Baku had noticed that Leader caught on to his pattern of instant drops, and finally realising that accumulating Leader's drug through early drops will not work, decides to work against the pattern and refrain from dropping, resulting in Leader failing his check in the process. 

Image 89 states that 'a small shadow has been illuminated', with Kaji's tense expression suggesting that there is a darker undertone to Baku's apparent victory. Everyone begins to believe that Leader actually chose his own near death on purpose (image 90) in order to make his victory more definite, hence why Kaji notices a 'shadow' in Baku's move; he may have unknowingly doomed himself.

What I find interesting is Leader's insistence that this instant check was made 'after deliberation' (note that this is also the title of the chapter, so likely has some degree of significance). Leader, while from his expressions it seems clear that he wanted this check to succeed, seems to believe that his victory is guaranteed either way, whether his check succeeds or not. 

The most likely explanation is that Leader is confident that he will revive after his near death, and so will still maintain his advantages by resetting his cylinder for the endurance battle. Ideally, Leader wanted to only accumulate 1 second, then accumulate another large amount of drug in Baku's cylinder next turn. As such, even if Leader did fall for some currently unknown time trick during later rounds, his accumulation would simply reset with a decent chance of revival, leaving Baku in a hopeless situation.

Just before Leader enters his second near death dream, the concept of cognitive load + closure is addressed once again (image 91), suggesting its significance in the following dream. Leader is engulfed by a bright light and appears in front of Eko and Tatsuki, who warn Leader of an oncoming crisis (image 92). 

The language of 'awaiting ahead' used to describe this crisis suggests to me that this crisis already existed, and was merely waiting to be triggered. So what is this crisis? In image 93, Eko explains how due to her gamble of whether Souichi would be extraordinary or not, he attained great cognitive abilities, but at the same time, a great burden was carved into him: his memory loss. 

'As all people approach a peak, their legs will tremble reflexively', meaning that while attempting to achieve great cognitive feats like Leader's perfection, one is also at their most vulnerable. To what exactly? This is where the idea of cognitive load is also significant. Being perfect and unifying all of his personalities at once places a massive strain on Leader's mind, and if he keeps going the way he is, trying to uncover the time trick while searching through his memories, he may just exceed his own cognitive capacity. 

To be pedantic, the crisis is Leader losing his perfection specifically, not just his memories. We are shown later on that Leader already knew about his memory loss (image 94), so he would have no reason to be confused about what this 'crisis' is in the dream, unless he didn't expect to lose his perfection also. From this we can conclude that, based on the fact that prior to the near death Leader still didn't know the truth about Round 2, he likely still believes that memory loss is some sort of side effect of the ND drug; he lost his memory during his first near death but retained his perfection, so expects a similar scenario here (and even uses similar wording, asking Yakou to ‘clear up the muddiness of his conscience’).

The scene changes and shows Hal's 'small lie' (image 95) to Baku once again, claiming to be disinterested in Kakerou, while Baku has already been to the Arizuka Building and knows that Hal is the Leader of Kakerou. Believing that his small lie has gone unnoticed, Hal doesn't consider the fact the Baku knows about his relation to Kakerou. Image 96 shows Dream Leader arriving at Baku's apartment, questioning why he has been brought to here. The truth is, Hal had missed something on that fateful day. 

Inside the apartment, Leader sees Baku staring at a screen showing a Greenland Shark (image 97), hinting to Leader that Baku has seen Eko's tapes. Hal's words from Round 2 are regarded again as the screen changes to Baku laughing, hinting at leap second. In image 98, Leader ignores Baku's phone on the table, the very same phone from which Fukurou called Baku to gamble, only to be answered by Hal. 

Finally, Leader arrives at the answer in image 99; a crazed Baku calls Leader a liar, holding up his bloodied coat for Leader to see. Finally, Leader realises the truth. When Hal had received the Prince Bee book from Baku, he realized that he might have actually tracked down the Arizuka Building himself. This is the true and most important meaning of cognitive load in STL.

Hal went to Baku's apartment, only to find nothing except the phone and the bloodied coat, and so he reaches cognitive closure and concludes the simplest answer: Baku had not discovered the Arizuka Building after all. 

But now confronted with the bloodied coat, as well as Baku exposing Hal's Kakerou lie, Leader realises that Baku has planned everything. Baku has watched Eko's tapes and knows about his memory loss. In this same instance, Leader finally figures out leap second: if Baku knew that Leader would lose his memories on as specific date, then Baku must have used the time card during Protoporos to ensure that STL occured on that exact date. 

If Baku is sure that Leader will lose his memories, he is free to carry out whatever scheme he wants without Leader being able to counter it in time after he loses his memory. All the clues now make sense, and converge to the answer of leap second, reached once again, only far too late this time.

Image 100 shows that Leader has been revived, with Eko's words about miracles lingering in the background. The 'miracle' that will allow Baku to win is Leader's memory loss, and this 'miracle' is in actuality not luck, but rather reasons upon reasons, all according to Baku's plans. 

Finally, Leader reaches cognitive overload (image 101) triggering his monthly memory loss and causing him to lose his perfection (image 102,103), with the Rubik's cube representing his search through his memories shattering on the floor (image 104). Hal awakes and declares the endgame of the gamble to Baku (image 105).

Yakou, emboldened by this final declaration between two rivals, believes that he can 'see that place' (image 106). This looks very similar to the location of the first STL (image 107,108) only with the significant presence of a bright moon. The location is likely symbolic of the Yakou's anticipation for a new Leader just like on the day of the first STL when the seemingly unstoppable gambler went head to head with the current Leader. But I am not certain of this, so feel free to correct me.

The moon however, also appears regularly in Hal's thoughts during round 9, with the email regarding his memory loss (image 109) comparing it to the waxing and waning of the moon, this likely symbolising Hal's distorted memories at the moment, which Yakou could be aware of.

Round 9, Turn 1:

Baku: Accumulation 1M55S/Near-death 2M33S 
Leader: Accumulation 0M0S/Near-death 3M58S

Hal is influenced by his subconscious to drop instantly (image 110); since Leader figured out leap second just as he lost his memory, his brain’s subconscious has still retained a portion of the influence (image 111). Hal claims that it is almost like 'he has known for a while' (image 112), in reference to his certainty behind why Baku will take the safe strategy, further suggesting that Hal used to know about leap second before The Alien erased his memories relating to Leap Second.

Hal is fully immersed in his passion to win the gamble, the trait that Baku planted into him and had already used to his advantage. Congratulating Hal on his victory, Baku takes the handkerchief and the final round begins.

Round 9, Turn 2:

Baku: Accumulation 2M55S/Near-death 2M33S 
Leader: Accumulation 0M0S/Near-death 3M58S

Image 113. Absolute cinema.

Hal falls for leap second, and as the drug is being injected, Hal recalls his perspectives from rounds 1 and 2 that were erased by The Alien (image 114). Image 115 from Yakou's perspective once again hints that Hal died during Round 2 on purpose to open the leap second route to Baku.

Hallucination Round:

Baku: Accumulation 2M55S/Near-death 2M33S
Leader: Accumulation 0M0S/Near-death 4M58S

Hal revives in time for the tenth round, 'miraculously' reviving with 2 seconds of deviation (image 116,117). A miracle doesn't exist: it has reasons upon reasons. So what is the reason behind these two seconds? In image 118, Hal singles out round 6 and round 7, claiming that if he hadn't limited his accumulation to 9 seconds during these rounds, those two seconds never would have existed. What caused this? It's destiny! 

Ok so what does all of this mean? I do not believe that Leader created these two seconds, and like he said, simply 'seized' or took advantage of them. Let me go back to some comments I made during the Pre-STL section. "The loser will die in a dream believing that they win". And what is the hallucination round but a dream in which Hal, the loser, believes he has won?

The most likely explanation for these two seconds is just as Leader said: it's destiny. Hal, now clinging to the idea that the destiny of continuing to win without losing belong to him, believes that it was destiny that his accumulation was controlled in such a precise way during these two rounds, allowing him to seize those two seconds. This assurance of destiny also likely played a role in Leader's 'deliberation' during Round 8. Furthermore, from the perspective of Leader during Round 8, who hasn't figured out leap second for sure yet, nor believes that he will lose his perfection, he will simply reset his accumulation if he fails his check, so he can initiate an endurance battle afterwards, while still retaining his memory of the time trick/leap second.

But enough about Hal. After all, the hallucination round was 'a reality for the three of them' (image 119), right? As shown from image 120 and 121, Yakou and Baku also have their own reasons for seeing the hallucination round. For Yakou, this round is the fear that Yakou did not want to see: despite being expected to remain impartial, Yakou still hopes for Baku to win deep down, and is horrified by the thought of Baku's victory being torn away from him. 

Perhaps this acceptance of his own impartially is a reason for why Yakou decided to stop being a referee after this STL. For Baku's the hallucination round also represents his fear of Hal's revival, but naturally with a much more personal touch. Baku fears that if he loses STL, all the seeds he has planted will turn into nothing: The L-File, the Karamete, the absorption of Ideal into Kakerou, all of his schemes only to Leader's benefit. 

Deep down however, all three of them know that this isn't true. Finally accepting his defeat, Hal tells Baku to 'not look back' (image 122), to not regret his decisions, not to reminisce on the past as Leader did and let it weigh him down. Right at the end, the additional meaning of the 'New Life' from the Neck Man symbolism becomes clear: Hal, surviving the death match, will begin anew by Baku's side, with a new idea of perfection to guide him. To improve, to adapt, to learn from his mistakes, but never, ever look back.

Want to read a moderately truncated STL with terrible formatting because I'm terrible with technology? Well lucky you! Here it is!
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Explanation of Leader's First Near-Death Dream + Some Proof That Hal Figured Out Leap Second Early
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In the first image, we revisit Hal's perspective of when he first tried to imitate Baku's feat of jumping off the sidewalk and onto an incoming vehicle. This was one of Hal's first attempts to throw away his responsibilities and become a gambler like Baku, with the theme of Hal gambling being a core theme throughout this dream. The dark silhouette we see is Yakou performing CPR on Hal (as represented by the ‘thmp’), foreshadowing his failed check.
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In the next few images, Baku tells the story of the Neck Man to Hal. Note however, that this dream is a warped retelling of Hal's memories; dream Baku and dream Hal both represent different aspects of Hal himself. Dream Baku represents the side of Hal that wants to become a gambler, who wants to ignore the friendship trap, while Dream Hal is Hal's rational side the leans away from gambling, choosing to try and avoid the friendship trap and warning Hal about it. The entire dream is essentially a reflection on how Hal tried to turn into Baku in the past, and how he is doing the same during STL by making his gamble of opening the Leap Second route to Baku.

The most important part of this story though, is Hal's curiosity over whether Masu survived the ‘execution' or not. As Baku says, why ask if he survived if you claim to already know the answer? This is because Hal is enamoured by the concept of gambling; just like how he was attracted to Baku's devilishness in reality. Note that this ‘execution' represents Hal's gamble with Fukurou; Hal wants to survive and live on as a ‘dead man’ with a fresh start as Hal. 

The gamble was literally referred to as an ‘execution by shooting’ during Air Poker, and given the contents of the dream, this idea lines up nicely. But gradually, Hal begins to figure out the truth behind all of this.

[image: ]
[image: ]
These images are about the Fukurou match, and the truth over whether the Prince Bee lost or won the second battle. We've already established a strong basis in gambling for this dream, and now we're finally met with the beginnings of Hal's first life-or-death gamble. For Hal, this was his big opportunity to abandon his responsibilities and become the ‘real Hal', and so by dream Baku offering to let dream Hal watch his gamble with Fukurou, real Hal is basically expressing his fondness for gambling. 

And in the very next panel, dream Hal brings up this ‘fondness’ between gamblers that Baku could take advantage of to win the match, which is a direct reference to the Friendship Trap in the Prince Bee Book Chapter 2. The reason why this is significant, is that it represents his subconscious warning Hal that by gambling, he could be playing into a trap during STL. 

The Friendship Trap is Baku's plan to intentionally let Hal know about Leap Second; this would cause an internal conflict within Hal, who wants to both challenge Baku in the gamble, and also avoid manipulation and is aware that it might be a trap. In doing so, Baku actually forces the erasure of Hal and his perspective, portraying Hal as a ‘wedge’ that has to be erased for his mistake in the past, which he only now realises, allowing Baku to basically perfectly conceal Leap Second from Leader, who might have otherwise figured it out and countered it if Hal was still present. 

Dream Baku wants to ignore this, saying that the Rival Bee (real Baku) lost the second battle anyways. However, Hal, who actually has memories of reading the Prince Bee book after Baku gave it to him and reading the true outcome of the second duel, corrects him, saying it was in fact the Prince Bee that lost. This basically translates to Hal on the surface being delusional and believing he'll win in his immersion of the gamble, while subconsciously he knows the real outcome due to Baku's action of returning the book to him previously.
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Ok, time to get complicated. For now just let me basically say who is being referred to in images 1 and 2, and then explain afterwards. “It was you (Hal) who said that the Prince Bee lost, and you (Hal) were the one who told the story about the hanging… as well as all that talk about Fukurou, that was you (Hal) too. You're (guess who; it's Hal) both the one who asked and the one who answered… and then you (Past Hal) slipped up. Back then, I (Past Baku) had no idea who you really were, I'd (Past Baku) never ask about Fukurou…nor would you (Past Hal), trying to hide your (Past Hal) identity, answer me (Past Baku) as if you (Past Hal) knew Fukurou.” 

Once dream Hal finally transforms into Baku, Hal's delusion of being Baku is broken (as seen in the contrast between Baku's devilish appearance and Hal's widening eyes). Dream Hal (now transformed into Baku) points out how Hal (the one who created the entire dream) already knows the true outcome of the second duel (relating to when Baku gave him the Prince Bee book in purpose to make him seek out the Arizuka Building), was enamoured by the story of the hanging that Baku told in the past, and obsessed over the Fukurou match after he heard about it from Baku. Hal was both the one who asked and the one who answered, meaning both dream Hal and dream Baku both played a narrative orchestrated by Hal and his subconscious, which was trying to guide him towards the truth. And then he ‘slipped up’.

There are two things this could mean: either it references Hal's failure during the Fukurou match, or the fact that by becoming enamoured by Baku, Hal had accidentally led him towards discovering his memory loss after tracking down the Arizuka Building. I'll explain my decision shortly. ‘Back then’ Baku would never ask if Hal wanted to watch the Fukurou match: Hal instead impersonated Baku as the latter predicted to get into the gamble. Nor would Hal, trying to hide his identity as the future Leader of Kakerou, respond as if he knew Fukurou. 

Hal’s slip-up must have something to do with: gambling, the Fukurou match, Hal hiding his identity, Baku's suspicion of Hal, and the truth behind whether the Prince Bee would win or lose i.e Hal's conflict with destiny. Note that just before that panel about Hal's mistake, Baku's bloody jacket is shown, directly relating to the fact that Baku has been to the Arizuka Building and therefore knows about Hal's memory loss. 

What relates all of this? Baku setting up Hal's gamble with Fukurou after figuring out about Hal's memory loss. This is the truth that Hal reached. This whole dream sequence is basically Hal's realisation that Baku tricked him all along, orchestrated the Fukurou gamble and discovered the Arizuka Building, and therefore Hal's memory loss. In light of his ‘slip up’, Hal is instinctively erased to prevent Hal being manipulated within Leader.

Note that the Leader (without Hal's perspective) doesn't actually have Hal's memories after he decided to throw away all other routes when accepting the Fukurou gamble since he wasn’t under the control of the Alien, as seen from when he has to have Fukurou explain what happened in the gamble even after achieving perfection, and that he doesn't remember why Hal returned to Baku's apartment again after receiving the Prince Bee book from him.

Also notice that when Hal transforms into Baku, he looks very similar to when Hal was describing Baku's ‘devilishness’ (slicked back hair, flaming eyes; image 3). Furthermore, the part of the dream where Baku drops the Prince Bee book almost perfectly mirrors when Hal found Eba's body after the Fukurou gamble (compare the book falling in images 2 and 4).
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Finally, in image 1 we get confirmation of Hal's desires: he is directly confronted with the fact that he was trying to turn into Baku, he was lured along by his devilishness, only to slip up and reveal his identity and the secret of his memory loss, hence he will lose the second STL, as the Prince Bee book predicted. I believe it is this moment precisely when Hal was erased; he states ‘I’d completely become…: then the panel zooms out as Hal (Baku) turns back into Souichi, with Souichi then questioning ‘who was I trying to be?’.

Ok, now to explain the Third King. This is the part I myself understand the least, so take my suggestions here with a grain of salt. The Third King is potentially different for both Baku and Souichi (note that after the whole ‘look at who you are’ thing, Souichi takes over instead of Hal); for Souichi, it is Tatsuki (image 2), for Baku, it is Kyara (image 3). However, just as dream Hal said, the one who actually met with the Third King was the Rival Prince, Baku. In Leader's first Near death dream, Souichi didn't actually pass through the Sanzu River, hence why Tatsuki, his Third King, was surprised to see him. Baku on the other hand, actually ‘dies’ (fakes his death) and meets with his Third King, Kyara. 

Perhaps the Third King instead links to the ‘dead man' symbolism, in that after Souichi survived the Fukurou gamble and lost his memories as Hal, Souichi lived on as a ‘dead man’, just as Hal is erased after Round 2 also. After his memory loss during round 8, Leader loses the Souichi and Hachina personas, leaving just Hal, so Souichi meeting the Third King at the Sanzu River might be foreshadowing of Souichi's ‘death’ (erasure due to cognitive overload during the loss of perfection). Fortunately, the significance of the Third King isn't that important for the rest of the actual gamble itself.





Summary of Leader's Strategy:
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In short, Leader's strategy is trapping Baku into an unbeatable endurance/resilience battle of the cylinders between rounds 4-8 (I'm just calling it Endurance Battle strat for now). To do so, he basically needs to predict everything that will occur between these rounds. All of these predictions were made to ensure that Leader would win the endurance battle of cylinders once Leader confirmed his suspicions over 3ND, as well as Baku's hidden time trick. If Leader's instant check during round 8 was successful, the difference between the cylinders would have been so great that Leader wouldn't even have to worry about Baku's time trick, and would figure out leap second in time, and then win the gamble with a resounding victory. 

Referee Douji mentions how Leader's accumulation is getting shorter and shorter each round; he is essentially dangling the idea that Baku can still win by accumulation until it is too late for Baku to make up the difference in cylinders. This is the overall aim of Leader's strategy, which is made possible by his insane foresight of the following rounds and layers behind his traps, and is why I believe Leader has stronger strategy and tactics than Baku (but obviously by a very small margin).

This is a brief summary of Leader's thoughts and moves from round 4 onwards that make the strategy possible: If Baku drops early, he is trying to die intentionally -> 3ND theory is confirmed -> Leader knows that Baku will try to die in the next round -> Leader can now use echolocation to begin establishing a time wedge to create a one second check during a later round -> Leader has already noticed Yakou's worsening condition and can use this as a bluff for round 5 to limit his accumulation -> He can let Baku die during round 6, forcing him to use the safe strategy during subsequent rounds as dying too close together could be fatal -> Leader is free to accumulate a full 60 seconds during round 7 -> Leader knows that Baku expects him to take a breather during round 6 Turn 2, prompting him to drop early, so Leader can limit his accumulation via echolocation -> Leader can do an instant check during round 7 using his echolocation trap -> Leader can accumulate another large amount during round 8 since he knows Baku will take the safe strategy (note that by around this point Souichi begins to access Hal's memories again, so he is close to figuring out LS, and so likely knows that Baku wants to play as D at 8:59) -> Leader can predict that Baku will do another instant drop during round 8 (obviously he makes a mistake here and fails) and therefore get another 1 second check -> Leader is basically guaranteed to win the endurance battle. 

If he fails the instant check during round 8 though, Leader doesn't believe that he will lose his perfection yet, only some of his memories, so he will still be able to figure out Baku's 'time trick' during Round 9 and evade it. If it weren't for Leader not knowing about his regular memory loss being on the same day as the gamble, his strategy is perfect.

Compiled Evidence For The Friendship Trap Interpretation:
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Images 1-6 are evidence of Leader's internal conflict with Hal. The Alien (the manifestation of Leader's perfectionist trauma, as seen in AP), or if you don't believe in the Alien for whatever reason just think of it as Leader's subconscious self or instinct, reacts violently to when Baku attempts to recreate the Bookstore gamble, then entire incident that triggered the development of Hal, with the Alien imagery of full jet black eyes appearing frequently. 

Image 3 quite literally shows the swirling of the Moon-like eyes (used to represent a familiarity, or in this case, Hal's influence) with the black eyes (The Alien), so there is clearly some internal conflict within Leader regarding Hal. Same for 4-6, Leader shows extreme reactions to the concept of gambling, showing resistance to Baku's influence even as Hal, and later trying to conceal his past with Baku during Protoporos.
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Images 7 and 8 show the aftermath of AP after Leader achieved perfection. Despite being Hal just hours earlier, he shows clear signs of influence or control from the Alien, essentially meaning Hal has almost been corrupted by the Alien, whom Hal sought to overcome the influence of. 
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Images 9, 10 and 11 are obviously the classic evidence hinting that Leader started figuring out LS early; pay particular attention to panel 11, where Baku smiles after Leader brings up the possibility of him using the time trick as some sort of wedge. 
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12-18 present Baku's superhuman senses as some sort of mind game during Round 1, with image 13 being when Leader realises he's being seen through. After all, Baku knows he wants to fail his first check, so why bother turning around so close to when Leader drops? It is to plant an image of himself in Leader's mind, as a person who can see through his every thought. 

A further explanation would be that Leader sees Hal as weakness that allows him to be read by Baku, which contributes to Baku portraying Hal as a wedge. Leader knows that Hal is being exploited, so tries to counter Baku with remarks like in images 17 and 18, asking if Baku really knows who he is, and that Baku doesn't know Kiruma Souichi as well as he (likely meaning Hal) knows Baku, essentially trying to dissuade Baku's manipulations. 
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Image 19 and 20 are obviously classics, representing Hal's subconscious self recognising the potential of Baku's time trick being some sort of altered minute, with him seeing Baku laughing, suggesting that Baku wanted to figure it out (obviously you could just see it as Hal seeing through Baku's cunning nature, hence his laughter, but considering the overall direction of the evidence so far, it represents Baku intentionally making Hal figure it out fits nicely). 
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Image 21 shows Baku blatantly eating his Kariume in front of Leader once again, demonstrating clearly that everything is going according to his plan, making Hal obsess over the time trick more and more. The final nail in the coffin is from images 22-24, where Baku straight up tells Leader that he thought he would be willing to die to win STL, essentially baiting Hal into eventually making a risky gamble when he realises his whole 'winning perfectly' will never work out, and that he has to try and counter LS once he figures it out, which will result in Hal being erased for trying to interact with the 'time trick', which the Alien fears is just a manipulation or misdirection. 

Then, to Baku's surprise, Hal had figured out LS as early as Round 2, and intentionally failed his check to open the Leap Second route to Baku in order to make him predictable. Obviously this doesn't work out, as Hal is erased as per Baku's plan, and Hal's Near Death dream begins, which contains some of the most important evidence pointing towards Hal erasure. 
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Images 25-30 show Baku telling Hal about the Neck Man story (also showing the 9:00 clock in the background as a further hint that Hal has figured out LS), where Baku baits him towards gambling with Masu's execution, which relates to Hal's gamble with Fukurou (literally referred to as an 'execution by shooting'), where he attempted to 'survive' (win the gamble) and 'start a new life' (live by Baku's side as the 'Real Hal'), but in a cruel twist of fate he instead lost his memory after 'surviving' due to Eba's interference, meaning he 'started a new life' as Souichi, the Leader of Kakerou instead, living on from the gamble he should've died in as a 'dead man'.  
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In the same way, in image 30, Leader 'survives the execution' (his near death), but Hal is erased (just as Hal's memories where lost after the Fukurou gamble), instead living on as a 'dead man' as said in image 12. Images 31-35 are a bit complicated, but the significant parts are: image 31, friendship trap mentioned for chapter 2 of the Prince Bee book (second STL), dream Hal (the Alien/Hal's subconscious self) mentioning everything Baku did to nudge Hal towards gambling and away from his obsessive mindset over perfectionism and destiny (Neck Man story, Fukurou gamble, the fact that the Prince Bee, Hal, would lose the second duel) in image 32, and finally showing Hal turning until a devilish Baku (Hal was attracted by Baku's devilishness) and mentioning his slip-up while spraying blood onto Baku's jacket (meaning he's been to the Arizuka Building) in image 33, etc yadda yadda. 

TLDR, Hal realises Baku had been subtly manipulating him during his teen years, and his slip-up was allowing Baku to discover his real identity as the Leader of Kakerou + his memory loss, and that Baku set him up for the Fukurou gamble on purpose to lose his memories. The Alien is basically just showing Hal that he can't be trusted since Baku is likely manipulating him again (like in image 34, Hal is confronted with the idea that he's turning into Baku), so Hal, the wedge, unwillingly gets erased. 

I personally wouldn't blame you for not considering this as evidence as Hal's ND dream is ridiculously complicated, but I do invite you to share a more fitting explanation that doesn't involve Hal erasure or knowledge of Leap Second. Also might be a coincidence, but image 35 with the book falling on the floor after Hal realises about the Arizuka Building is very similar to when he figures out that Baku had already been to the Arizuka Building in image 33, so just some food for thought.
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Images 36 and 37 strongly suggest that Hal failed his check in Round 2 on purpose, with Yakou later stating that it was as though Baku was 'being guided by someone' when the LS route opened. If you have any other suggestions as to what Yakou's strange feeling regarding Leader was at that moment, then be my guest. 
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Image 38, Leader straight up says that the man from back then (Hal) is no longer with us (and even if you think that's just a figure of speech for how Leader has matured from his ideas as Hal, doesn't he literally say "give all the 'me's (Boku; Japanese for I, in in reference to a young boy) back" when he achieved perfection?). When he tries to focus on what Hal might think about his duel with Baku by focusing on his past memories with Baku, he reaches a blank (as seen from the ellipsis) implying that he's been cut off from Hal's perspective. Also note that the words Leader uses here closely mirror the second bookstore encounter in image 39, where Hachina reacts strongly to Baku's appearance as he tries to recreate the incident that led to Hal. 
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In both instances, Hal is not present, and the Alien tries to cut off Leader from Hal. Perhaps a coincidence that I'm over interpreting, or perhaps not. Before explaining images 40 and 41, I will offer an explanation as to how the appearance of Hal with Baku in image 40 doesn't contradict Hal erasure: The Alien (being essentially the hub of all of Leader's personalities) has access to all of his memories (like who if knows exactly how many times Souichi has been reset by his memory loss) in terms of raw information, but not necessarily the perspectives of each personalities (just like how memory re-implantation only returns the memory rather than the experience).

But anyways, images 40 and 41 show Baku has a strong reaction to Leader's mention of destiny, which Hal was adverse to, meaning Baku suspects Hal has been erased. Baku tries to test this by mentioning that the gamble has nothing to do with destiny, but is stopped by an unfazed Leader. 
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Continuing onwards, image 42 from round 6 strongly hints that Baku has realised Hal has been erased, addressing Leader as 'Kiruma Souichi' rather than Hal, and saying that he cannot win if he can't read his opponent. This doesn't make sense if we assume Hal wasn't erased, since between rounds 4-6 Leader has been 'reading' Baku pretty much perfectly, therefore what Baku actually means is that he lacks the ability to see through him and Leap Second without Hal, hence why he also mentions reading Leader 'at the last moment'. 
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Images 43 and 44 are from Baku's echolocation explanation, wherein he talks to the various aspects of Leader, and sure enough, Hal fades into the distance after his whispering in Baku's ear to lower the speaking clock volume from round 2 was explained, and Hachina is credited with the rest of it. After Leader pulls off his echolocation trap during Round 7, he has a strong emotional reaction to finally being 'one step ahead' of Baku (as seen in images 45 and 46), also remarking that he is 'changing' and is close to reaching the answer, Leap Second. 

Where did all this come from? Leader using the double cubes in Round 6. If you pay attention in the echolocation explanation imagery, one cube represents Hal's memories and the other represents Hachina's memories. By re-experiencing Hal's memories he is able to finally get close to figuring out LS. Note that there is also no reference to a time trick between rounds 3 and 7, which is made especially clear since Leader immediately concludes 3ND (the 3 Near Death strategy) rather than relating Baku's moves back to the time trick, highly suggesting that Hal was the one behind most of the earlier conclusions on the time trick, and that his erasure removed those conclusions. 
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Image 47 is obviously just Hal returning; a surface level interpretation of STL provides basically no reasoning as to why Hal specifically returns and why he doesn't completely lose his memories like Hachina and Souichi. The real reason Hal returns and doesn't completely lose his memories (we see some of his memories return after he falls for Leap Second, and the imagery of the dark clouds and moon match up with the idea that the same 'dark clouds' from round 3 are inhibiting his memory retrieval as a side effect of the ND drug) is because Hal is erased, so when all the other personas are lost when Leader loses his perfection, Hal is still left over, so he takes on that persona. 
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Image 48 is Baku welcoming Hal to the world of gamblers; Leader's gamble during round 7 was a much more intense and difficult gamble than seen in round 9, so why does Baku wait until round 9 to welcome Hal to gambling? Because he knows Hal isn't really there during Round 7, only just his memories. 
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And last but not least, image 49, very simple, Hal states that it's almost like he's known the reason that Baku will take the safe strategy during Round 9 for a while. You could just interpret that as his memory loss threw off his sense of time, so he gauges him figuring out LS in round 8 as 'a while', but you probably know how I interpret it at this point. 

Brief Evidence Of Baku Hinting At Leap Second:

(Just copied this from my previous Reddit post so some images and points are probably going to be repeated)
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First off, the most well known one: the stopwatch (images 1-3). Of course, you could just explain it as Baku checking if Leader has one on him or not, but this is still an incredibly risky play that Leader seems to catch onto immediately, yet Baku seems completely unfazed despite apparently being unable to contain his 'nervousness' as Leader held the stopwatch. Baku shows a small smile after Leader suggests the idea of a 'time trick' or potential 'wedge'. By no means definitive proof, but still odd enough to arouse suspicion from both Leader and the reader.
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Next, the meeting with Kaji (image 4, 5). Leader is present while Kaji explains that he wasn't always with Oofuna, and hence had ample time to prepare something in advance; if Yakou suspects Baku planned something, why wouldn't Leader?
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Then the ellipsis from Leader in image 6 as Baku reacts to the mention of a 'time limit' suggests that he finds Baku's reactions to be suspicious. What does a time limit have to do with Leap Second? Well, LS is Baku quite literally exploiting the idea of a 'safe check', one that goes up to the time limit, only to make Hal somehow fail his 'guaranteed check'. Leap Second only works BECAUSE there is a strict time limit. Baku is literally reacting at exactly the right times to make Leader suspect specific details.

[image: ]

I mean, just look at Baku, he's literally radiating a suspicious aura. If Baku desperately wants to conceal LS, and we're literally SHOWN that Baku can manipulate his aura during STL (i.e aura of determination, image 7), can't Baku just... not do that? Genuinely look me in the eyes and tell me Baku doesn't look like a man with a plan who is barely trying to conceal that fact.
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Then, in image 8, the idea of magician's choice comes up, an already suspicious Leader begins to realise that Baku might be manipulating him to ask certain questions for him, implying their significance to him. Weaker evidence but there nonetheless.
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Image 9, once again Baku couldn't seem more carefree about revealing his intentions, and Leader couldn't be any more obvious about the fact that he finds Baku's actions suspicious.
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And finally, image 10, Baku blatantly eats his Kariume in front of Leader, an obvious sign that things are going according to his predictions (it's extremely likely that Leader has seen Baku eat his Kariume in such a manner before, given that he now has all his memories back). "Disappointing? You buy that?" Here's Baku literally telling Leader that he shouldn't trust the idea that his plans have been overturned.
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Well, that's all jolly good, but oh wait... images 11-13 make all of that redundant, right? Not quite.

We've established what and how, so now we need to establish WHY.

To understand that, we need to understand the friendship trap. So here's my updated model of it:

The Friendship Trap (mentioned in Hal's first dream as being part of the second chapter of the Prince Bee), can only refer to something to do with the relationship between Baku and Hal, as Hal was the only personality of Souichi to truly form a close bond with Baku. This trap is exploiting that bond.

It is quite likely that Baku knows about the witch pain and Perfect Leader's ability to erase 'wedges' after Air Poker (I won't explain this now but feel free to ask more about it). Furthermore, Hal is an anomalous personality in Leader's superorganism, explicitly stated to be one that deviated from his path towards destiny. Hence it makes sense for Hal to act as a sort of 'wedge' inside Leader.

Hal has always wanted to be a gambler like Baku, and also knows him the best out of all his personalities, so if Baku were to hint at some kind of tactic, Hal would be the first to figure it out. I believe this is what happened during STL. By hinting at Leap Second, he entices Hal into obsessing over it, ultimately culminating into Hal figuring out Leap Second, then dying on purpose during Round 2 to open the Leap Second route to Baku. 

However, Baku anticipates an internal conflict within Leader, as Hal has become too immersed in the gamble, and may have fallen for some sort of trap. Perhaps even a Friendship Trap. Baku's aim is to make Hal appear as a threat to Leader's perfection, leading to the 'wedge' Hal being erased, therefore removing Hal's perspective of Leap Second. This drastically decreases the likelihood of Leap Second being seen through and countered before Round 9. 

Quite simply, if Hal figures out Leap Second but isn't erased, or even if Leader figures it out too early, Baku is done for, explaining his nervousness during the actual STL gamble.

Baku goes on to confirm that Hal has disappeared after Leader starts talking about destiny (something that completely contradicts Hal's beliefs) during Round 4, and so after Leader loses his memory due to the monthly cycle, Hal, the leftover consciousness that was erased from Leader's superorganism, will return. Baku will use leap second, win, Hal revives using the AED, Baku and Hal form the Prince Bee duo, beat Gonen yadda yadda and they all live happily ever after.
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