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Chapter One: Dangerous Games 

 

“She’s late,” said Rokurou, one of the directors seated at the boardroom table. Ten of the eleven 

board members had gathered in a room with a large U-shaped table. Saya Saionji was the only 

one missing. 

 

"It isn't even one minute past the appointed time," said Makita, NGC's interim CEO who took 

over for the deceased Kazuki. "Aren't you being a little too harsh?" 

 

“If she’s going to be leading our group moving forward, I think it’s common sense to be on time 

for her own meeting.” He closed his eyes with a dissatisfied expression. “She’s the one who 

requested a physical meeting for her inauguration. I don’t think she understands how much of 

an inconvenience this is.”  

 

“I completely agree,” said Akane. “Besides, I think we should not rush such an important 

decision. She still lacks the experience for such a post.” 

 

A woman in her fifties snorted and rolled her eyes. “A pot calling the kettle black? At least the 

kettle has proven somewhat useful.” 

 

Akane wanted to retort but could only grit her teeth in silence. What Nishino, one of the more 

conservative members of the board, had said was true. Akane was only an interim representative 

to the board while Kazuki’s faction was selecting from several candidates. She was one of them, 

but until a final decision was made, she did not have nearly as much clout as everyone else in the 

room. Just like Saionji who represented Kaika, she was just a stand-in. Even worse, she was a 

newer face with nothing of note under her belt. While she had accomplished a lot as Kazuki’s 

trusted secretary and second-in-command, she was still just that. 

 

Kazuki had left a significant amount of his property to her. There were a number of possible 

reasons for that, such as preventing his sister Kaika from inheriting a cent, but Akane firmly 

believed that he had entrusted his goals to her. 

 

“Now, now, Nishino-san,” said Makita with a placating smile. “I understand your reservations, 

but weren’t we once just as inexperienced? Wrinkles weren’t the only thing we lacked when we 

first started out, right?” 

 

Nishino sighed. “I ought to smack you for mentioning the word wrinkles and me in the same 

sentence, but… yes, you’re quite right.” 

 

“Saionji has done more than enough to deserve this promotion. The partnership with Excell 

wouldn’t have been possible without her efforts.” 

 

“Not to mention the deals she brokered with several chemical energy research groups,” said 

Yamahashi. He stroked his grey beard as he looked at his colleagues. “For someone so young, 

no, even without considering her age, those are impressive achievements. It’s not an 
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exaggeration to say that Saionji was the one who pushed NGC forward after we lost Kazuki’s 

leadership.”  

 

Most of the directors nodded. 

 

These geezers are all enamored by that vixen! 

 

Akane had never met Saionji in person, but she had seen her in video conferences before. While 

she had not paid much attention to her face, it had still left an impression on her. Saionji, who 

belonged to Kaika’s faction, was her enemy, but even she could not deny the young woman’s 

beauty. 

 

Deep inside, Akane knew that Saionji was the only viable candidate for the position of CEO. She 

was not particularly impressive, but the rest of the board simply had no recent achievements to 

boast about. Everyone had stagnated, content with their current positions. Petty personal 

rivalries also prevented most of the older generation from voting for each other. Makita was an 

exception, but he did not want the responsibility that came with being the head of NGC, an 

economic Jormungandr. Even with these reasons, Akane still attributed Saionji’s promotion to 

her feminine wiles. 

 

The boardroom double doors parted open. 

 

Nishino rolled her eyes again and said, “Finally, I was getting tired of-” 

 

She lost her words when a little girl, followed by Saionji, stepped into the room. The entrance of 

the unexpected visitor caused a stir among the board members. The girl, garbed in a minimalist 

one-piece frock, casually strode towards the table. Her wavy ebony twintails lightly bounced 

with each spry step. Her unblemished complexion, glowing under the bright lights, displayed an 

almost mystical contrast with her pitch-black dress. She unabashedly but gracefully sat down on 

the open chair at the head of the table. Exuding a mixture of regality and innocence, she looked 

perfectly at ease on the CEO’s throne. Her inexplicable charisma, along with the sheer 

incredulity of her presence in that room, confused the directors for several moments. 

 

Akane was one of the first few to regain their wits. “What is the meaning of this, Saionji-san? 

This is not a place for children. There is a childcare facility on the ground floor if you require 

one.” 

 

Saionji, who stood beside the girl like an attendant, looked at Akane and smiled. “I assure you 

there is no mistake, Kogami-san.” 

 

Akane noticed something odd about Saionji. She looked different from her appearance in the 

few video conferences Akane had attended.  

 

That face… 
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Saionji’s hair was combed up, fully exposing her exquisite features. It was the same face that 

Akane saw the night Kazuki had been killed. As if acknowledging Akane’s suspicion, Saionji 

returned her gaze with narrowed eyes. 

 

Akane froze like a deer in headlights. Her mortal enemy, the one who tricked her into killing her 

beloved, was right in front of her. And she was smiling.  

 

Akane had managed to keep calm after Kazuki’s death by convincing herself it was necessary for 

vengeance. However, with the culprit before her eyes, her mentality quickly clouded. Her vision 

turned blood red. 

 

Before Akane opened her mouth, Saionji moved her gaze to the other board members and said, 

“Members of the board, please allow me to introduce the lady before you. She is the majority 

shareholder of the Nikaido Group of Companies and the mind behind all accomplishments 

attributed to myself-” 

 

The little girl raised her left hand, pausing Saionji’s extended introduction. A mischievous yet 

charming grin spread across her lovely face. 

 

“Kaika Nikaido. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you all.” 

 

 

*** 

 

 

Such interesting reactions! 

 

Kaika found it difficult to contain her laughter upon seeing the exaggerated responses of the 

board members. She peeked at Akane’s face and immediately realized that one of her plans was 

proceeding smoothly.  

 

Brilliant strategists never had only one plan. Success only came from numerous layers of 

contingency strategies, each one designed to steer the situation to the desired outcome. Even 

setting up a physical meeting and adjusting her chair’s height in advance were all building 

blocks for the tower she was building. 

 

“Is this your idea of a joke?” asked Nishino. 

 

Kaika met Nishino’s gaze. “While I’d be ecstatic if you found my introduction entertaining, I’m 

completely serious.” 

 

Whispers filled the spacious room. 

 

“Why are you all so surprised?” Kaika tilted her head. “Saya is my representative. This is quite a 

cold welcome just because I never showed up in person.” 



5 

 

“That’s exactly the problem,” said Makita. “Everyone knows about Karasuma’s daughter, but no 

one knows who you are. How can we believe someone who just appeared out of nowhere?” 

 

“With all due respect,” Kaika shook her head, “no, scratch that. Anything I say will sound 

disrespectful to your ears, so I’m going to ignore such pleasantries. I recommend focusing on the 

content if we’re going to get anywhere.” Kaika clasped her fingers and placed both elbows on the 

table. “It should be undeniable that I’m the real thing after seeing Saya’s introduction. For 

someone about to be appointed CEO, there’s no merit in doing something like this if it weren’t 

true” 

 

Nishino glared at Kaika. “Be that as it may, it doesn’t change how you deceived the board. How 

can we trust the words of someone who hid behind a puppet all this time?” 

 

“It’s obvious why I had to do that, so I’ll skip that part.” Kaika raised an index finger. “Trust isn’t 

something given. It is earned. That’s why I chose this time to reveal myself. Think about it. I 

could’ve just waited for Saya to be appointed CEO and then kept moving behind the scenes like 

before.” 

 

“Then you have no reason to go out into the open,” said Makita. “Without knowing your motives, 

there’s no way anyone in this board will recognize you.” 

 

Yamahashi, one of Saya’s supporters, said, “Saionji-san, this is just a gag, right? There’s no way 

anyone here is going to accept a snot-nosed brat as a board member, much less CEO. If you tell 

everyone this is a joke, your promotion might still be salvageable-” 

 

Saya’s eyes instantly sharpened. “Hold your tongue, cur. You shall not speak about Ojousama-” 

 

“Saya.” 

 

“Apologies, Ojousama.” Saya bowed. 

 

“I understand your misgivings, so allow me to explain,” said Kaika, dispelling the tension with a 

bright smile. “I have two reasons for revealing myself. The first is to gain your trust. I want you 

to hear my proposition and voluntarily agree to it. What I plan to achieve is something that 

requires a united front, not a patchwork fortress that could come apart at the seams at any time 

because of internal conflict. I cannot do it alone. I need everyone’s assistance for there to be any 

chance of success.” A brief chuckle escaped her lips. “If all I wanted was to be the CEO, I can just 

appoint myself. I’m the majority shareholder, after all.” 

 

“What is this ‘proposition’ of yours?” asked Nishino. 

 

“I’ll get to that in a moment. The second reason is much simpler. It’s a pain, you see.” 

 

“”“Excuse me?””” asked a number of board members in unison. 
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“It’s a pain having to relay instructions through Saya. It would be much easier to discuss matters 

with all of you directly. Don’t get me wrong, Saya is an excellent stand-in. But in the end, she’s 

just that. She cannot replace me.” 

 

Saya’s poker face did not move in the slightest after hearing her mistress’s evaluation.  

 

“A united front and direct communication. Those are my two reasons for appearing before you 

now. If you have no more questions, I will move on to why both are necessary.” 

 

The room fell silent. 

 

Kaika nodded. “Saya.” 

 

Saya operated a terminal, causing the display behind Kaika to come to life. On it were various 

charts, graphs, and abundant text information. 

 

After listening to the overview of Kaika’s plan, some of the people in the room faintly gasped. 

 

“This is absurd! Such a high risk strategy will never work!” shouted one of the directors. 

 

“...But if it did…” said Makita. 

 

As expected of the interim CEO. 

 

Father had an excellent eye for talent. 

 

He did choose me as his successor, after all. 

 

Time to be a good daughter and fulfill that wish. 

 

“This all looks good on paper, but there’s no way it will go that well,” said Nishino. “Besides, 

taking over KyberCorp is impossible. They’re our biggest rival!” 

 

“I’m well aware of that,” said Kaika. 

 

“There’s no way you would agree to this, right, Makita-san?” asked a relatively younger board 

member. 

 

After a few moments, Makita shook his head. “...I, we cannot entrust this company to someone 

who would lead it to financial suicide, especially if that person is of uncertain caliber.” 

 

As expected. 
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Even taking into account my contribution in establishing the Excell partnership, they need 

more proof of my competence before they’re ready to hear the details. 

 

Just one more push. 

 

She glanced at Akane.  

 

It’s your turn. 

 

Kaika closed her eyes and shrugged. “I completely understand where you’re coming from. Your 

previous leaders have been weak, after all.” 

 

Akane’s facial color turned bright red. Her fists were shaking. 

 

“My father and brothers were satisfied maintaining this little garden. They never ventured out 

and eventually rotted away.” 

 

With her expression twisted in fury, Akane stood up and shouted, “What do you mean rotted 

away!? You were the ones who killed them!!!” Akane pointed her finger at Saya. “That night, I 

saw you! It was you-” 

 

“Silence!” shouted Kaika. 

 

Akane flinched from the forceful command and ceased her outburst. 

 

“Kogami, was it?” asked Kaika. “You dare call me a child earlier when you cannot even discern 

what arena you are currently in? Such testimonies do not belong in this room. We are here for 

business. If you want to play the innocent victim, do it in the courts, missy.” 

 

None of the people in the room were guiltless. A plea for justice was nothing more than a 

tantrum of an immature child who did not know her place. That exchange clearly showed to the 

board that Kaika was no mere girl. 

 

Everyone in the room stared at Akane, their faces showing pity, ridicule, or both. Her face red in 

shame, she grabbed her coat and left the room. 

 

“Where was I?” asked Kaika. 

 

“I believe you were talking about leadership, Ojousama,” said Saya. 

 

“Ah, yes. Unlike your previous leaders, I don’t believe that NGC is fine where it is. I can give you 

all the inspirational speeches in the world, but I’m sure none of those will move you. What will 

move you is reality. I’m sure all of you know KyberCorp is quickly catching up to us, and soon we 

won’t be able to touch them. In a few short years, their advances on cybernetics will leave us in 

the dust.” 
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“Moreover, their company name is superior to ours,” said Saya. 

 

Kaika shot Saya a scolding look, and the latter flashed a faint expression of remorse and then 

quickly bowed in apology. The mistress sighed internally while lamenting her aide’s abysmal 

sense of naming, humor, and comic timing. 

 

She coughed and continued, “I won’t say that treasuring what you have is wrong, but currently, 

that is in danger.” 

 

“But this kind of aggressive and widespread expansion is unheard of,” said Yamahashi as his 

fingers ran through his beard. 

 

“Precisely. No one will see it coming, and that’s why it’ll work. One of the reasons I wanted to do 

this meeting in person is for information security. What we discuss in this room shall not leave 

it. I had this location secured for that purpose.” 

 

The faces of Kaika’s audience stiffened. They seemed to have caught on to her veiled threat. 

Kaika knew that these people were veterans in their field. A threat or two was nothing new to 

them. That was just a show to prove her worth to her future subordinates. Only power moved 

power. 

 

Kaika changed her expression to a more serious one. “I don’t have the temerity to claim that this 

will definitely succeed. However, I will say that the chances are pretty good.” 

 

Better than the gambles I’ve made so far, at least. 

 

Whispers could be heard among the directors. Some operated their terminals, probably 

consulting with the groups they represented or each other in secret. After a while, they seemed 

to have reached a consensus. 

 

“Let us hear the details,” said Makita. 

 

“With pleasure.” Kaika smiled broadly. The screen behind her switched to a different image. 

“WIthout further ado, let’s begin the game of monopoly.” 

 

 

*** 

 

 

A shuriken sliced Ageha’s left brow as he dodged to the side. He held his kite shield up and tried 

to cover as much of his face and torso with it as possible. Peeking over the top, he saw a slender 

young woman, his opponent, playfully hopping around while spinning the iron weight of her 

kursarigama above her head. Ageha winced and adjusted his grip on the spear in his right hand. 
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This is more difficult than I expected. 

 

“Is that all you’ve got? I heard you’ve been racking up wins recently so I got a little worried. 

What a disappointment,” said the raven-haired woman.  

 

Her braided twintails danced in the rhythm of her hops. She was wearing a kunoichi uniform 

that exposed her shoulders and upper thighs. Thigh-high tights hugged her lithe legs. It was an 

absurd outfit for combat, but it served a different purpose in this instance. 

 

“Go! Kill him, ninja-girl!” shouted a blonde gentleman from the audience. 

 

In contrast, an old Japanese man in a suit yelled, “Hey, stop hiding behind a shield and attack! 

Tear off her clothes!” 

 

Ageha found their cheers amusing because they all focused on the woman’s clothing rather than 

the actual fight. Costumes like hers garnered attention, and that was precisely the woman’s aim. 

Most of the fighters in the arena wore fancy costumes for that reason. 

 

Though not of his own will, Ageha was no different. He was wearing his usual black combat suit, 

but for some reason, he was told to wear black shorts on top of it. A black mask with a terrifying 

grin painted on it covered his face. An eyepatch covered his right eye, but fortunately, it was only 

a cosmetic accessory that allowed him to see through. It did not impair his depth perception, but 

the slight color difference between what he saw with his left eye versus the other felt 

uncomfortable. 

 

The profiles of a stickler butler and a sleepy teen surfaced in his mind. 

 

I wonder how those two can fight so well like this. 

 

A loud clank erupted from his shield as he deflected the iron weight hurled in his direction. The 

dense metal cylinder flew past him and crashed into the concrete wall.  

 

Still not good enough… 

 

The kunoichi retrieved the weight with a powerful tug and started spinning it over her head once 

again. “What’s wrong? You won’t win if you keep defending!” 

 

That’s easy for you to say. 

 

Ageha did not know how to use a spear. Seeing her chosen weapon, he had known that she could 

attack from a distance. He wanted to provoke that, so he had grabbed the spear from the vast 

array of weapons available to deter her from close combat. 

 

He swung the shield again to deflect another attack. He then jogged towards the enemy and 

gradually closed the distance. 
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“Too slow~” she said. 

 

The kunoichi dashed to the side and and pulled on her chain with her cybernetic arm. With 

incredible velocity, the iron weight flew towards Ageha from his blind spot and smashed into his 

right shoulder, causing him to drop his spear. He clenched his jaw and reined in his frustration. 

Blood from his cut brow slowly dripped into his left eye. 

 

How troublesome! 

 

The woman dashed around the arena and circled around him as she spun the weight overhead. 

She used her cybernetically enhanced legs to sprint at incredible speed. While keeping his shield 

up, Ageha rotated to keep her in front of him.  

 

She unleashed another throw. Ageha braced his shield with his now free right hand and parried 

the hurtling weight, but that motion left his side and face uncovered. Several shurikens flew at 

the openings. Ageha reflexively raised his right shoulder to block the small spinning blades 

aimed at his face. The sharp edges tore through his suit and skin but did nothing against his 

alloy muscle. 

 

The kunoichi stopped her dash and smiled at him. “Hmm~ Not bad. That’s some amazing 

reflexes you have. It would’ve been a tougher fight if you weren’t so top heavy. You’ll never catch 

me with your speed. It’s a bit sad this won’t see much action,” she played with the scythe in her 

left hand, “but better safe than sorry, right?” 

 

Ageha did not reply and turned his sights to where the iron weight landed. 

 

“How cold~ You don’t have to be so unsociable, y’know? Just ‘cuz this is a deathmatch doesn’t 

mean we can’t have some fun!” She hopped left and right and then pulled back the metal weight. 

 

Ageha followed the weight with his eyes and sighed. 

 

I can’t believe using two hands made it this easy. 

 

Ageha regretted using only his shield arm to deflect the blows. Normally, he would immediately 

notice such an error, but his condition had not been optimal for a while now. 

 

I really need to get out of this slump... 

 

“Well, I don’t hate ‘em silent types. They’re kinda cool? I know! After I beat you, I’ll rip off that 

creepy mask. If you’re cute, I might just let you live? But I guess that all depends on the 

audience… Nah, not happening!” 

 

The kunoichi kept bouncing around like a bunny as Ageha observed her. Her cloth mask hid the 

lower half of her face, but from what Ageha could see, she was a beautiful young woman.  
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It was common for participants to wear masks in the arena. Along with protecting the 

combatant’s identity, the mask could feed into their alias and help create a persona for the 

crowd. The spectators often came up with nicknames for their favorite fighters based on their 

appearance and fighting style. In the kunoichi’s case, her constant hopping and her bouncing 

braided twintails had earned her the name Rabbit. 

 

“Still the silent treatment, huh? I wonder how long you can keep that up!” Rabbit spun the chain 

rapidly and launched the iron weight towards Ageha. 

 

Expecting the attack, Ageha held the shield with both hands and deflected it. The iron weight 

scraped against the kite shield and flew past him. Due to the angle of his deflection, it hurtled 

upwards and into the audience stands. It smashed into the collarbone of a middle-aged man in a 

gaudy white suit. The heavy projectile crushed his chest, killing him instantly. The impact threw 

him backwards, causing him to crash into an old lady cheering behind him. She fell down and 

hit the back of her head on the corner of a concrete ledge. Shrieks and cheers erupted from the 

surrounding spectators. 

 

“Oops... “ said Rabbit, her eyebrows scrunched together. “I’m gonna get an earful from my 

sponsors after this.” 

 

“You don’t have to worry.” 

 

“Eh?” Rabbit looked surprised after hearing Ageha’s voice for the first time. 

 

Ageha looked up at one of VIP boxes. Its window lost its reflective coating for a brief moment, 

just enough for him to receive confirmation. Ageha then popped his alloy knuckles and said, “I’ll 

take care of it.” 

 

 

*** 

 

 

Sumire looked at her opponent and felt the hair on her body stand on end. She got the feeling 

that this was the first time he had ever focused on her. His gaze frightened her. To begin with, 

she had always been the shy type. She did not like fighting despite her talent for martial arts. 

However, she needed to pay for her brother’s medical fees. That was why she had become an 

assassin, had killed so many people, and had even joined the underground arena. 

 

“I know about your brother,” said her masked opponent, his unnerving grin of paint sneering at 

her. 

 

Sumire immediately lost composure. Was he blackmailing her? Was he asking her to forfeit the 

match after taking her brother hostage? She tried her best to act as haughty as ever. She needed 

to force him to rush towards her so she could immobilize him with the chain and deliver a fatal 
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blow with her scythe. That was why she had been taunting him with a fake annoying personality 

the entire time. 

 

“W-what are you talking about? I’m an only child!” She hurriedly recovered the iron weight with 

a resolute tug. “Stop blabbing and come at me. Or are you too afraid-” 

 

“Understood.” 

 

“Huh?” 

 

The kite shield came flying at her. She instinctively rolled to the right and searched for her 

enemy. The masked man had already covered half the distance between them.  

 

He has cybernetic legs!? 

 

She panicked and threw the metal weight towards him without giving it enough rotational 

momentum. He easily dodged it by swerving to the side. He then caught the chain with his 

hands and snapped it apart. While holding the severed part of the chain with both hands, he 

spun around and hurled it at her. It was a rushed throw, so she avoided it with ease by jumping 

upwards. The weight and the chain crashed onto the stone floor behind her.  

 

With her attention focused on dodging the projectile, she failed to notice the masked man’s 

approach. Sumire felt her body get pulled to the ground with tremendous force, as if gravity had 

increased tenfold. The impact expelled the air in her lungs and forced stomach fluids to spurt 

from her mouth. 

 

The arena lights blinded her as she stared at the high ceiling. In a daze, she welcomed the shade 

her enemy brought as he stood over her but quickly regretted it. Cheers exploded around them, 

but the buzzing in her ears drowned out the sound. 

 

He knelt down beside her unmoving body and said, “You can rest now. Your brother will be 

taken care of. He will receive proper medical care. You don’t have to do this anymore.” 

 

She did not know why, but she completely believed his words. Ken was going to be fine. She did 

not have to kill anymore. She was so tired of it. So, so tired. 

 

Of resisting the urge. 

 

She swung the scythe towards his neck with all the strength in her human arm. Contact. She felt 

warm liquid drip on her face. It was a familiar feeling. She had hated it at first, but after bathing 

in it so many times, she had found herself longing for it. Sumire had tried to deny it for as long 

as she could. She had given her utmost to resist the bloodlust, but despite her fear of being 

spurned by her younger brother, she had grown to love murder. 

 



13 

Her dazed eyes focused on the masked man she had just killed. However, what she saw was his 

right hand entwined around her crushed left wrist. Her own blood trickled all over her face and 

neck. 

 

“You did well,” he said, his uncovered eye filled with resignation and self-pity, as if he was seeing 

himself in a mirror. 

 

I see. 

 

Thank you. 

 

“I’m...Sumire…” she said, straining herself to speak. 

 

“I know.” 

 

“...You..?” 

 

“Ageha.” 

 

She closed her eyes as she felt his grip coiling around her neck. 

 

“Ken… I…” 

 

 

*** 

 

 

“You could’ve played with her a little more,” said a tall woman in a loose red kimono. “People 

will start becoming suspicious. Look at it from the perspective of the audience. You were having 

such a hard time, then you suddenly finish her off like that. It looked totally unnatural. It’s not 

like your hair turned blonde or white.” 

 

Ageha sighed. “Don’t ask for the impossible. Killing the target by accident was hard enough. If 

you want a convincing performance, hire an actor.” 

 

“And have them die on me a few seconds into a match? Even I can’t afford that.” The woman 

chuckled.  

 

Platinum blonde hair sloped down both sides of her beguiling face. The rest of her long mane 

was rolled up into a bun on top of her head. Her kimono failed to completely conceal her 

voluptuous bosom, and her womanly curves produced a blatantly erotic appeal. However, her 

otherwise perfect form was marred. Her right sleeve dangled loosely because there was nothing 

to fill it. 

 

“If you understand how difficult it is, please stop making unreasonable demands,” said Ageha. 
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The two of them walked side-by-side down the empty hallway. Except for their matching height, 

the ornately garbed blonde and the Japanese in a bargain shirt made for an odd pair. Several 

men in black suits followed them several meters behind. 

 

“Hmm. Okay, fine. The audience probably thinks you just got lucky anyway.” She turned away 

from him and mumbled, “It would’ve been better if you killed her in a flashier way, though.” 

 

Ageha caught her whisper and glared at her. One of the men behind them stepped forward and 

tried to get in between the two. 

 

“We’re just joking around, settle down,” said the blonde. 

 

“But Valeriya-sama,” said the bodyguard. 

 

“I can take care of myself, and it’s not like you can do anything against him.” She laughed. 

 

The bodyguard slumped his shoulders and fell back to join his team. 

 

Renovated from an old office complex, the massive building was like a labyrinth inside. 

Numerous corridors branched in every direction, many ending in dead ends. Most of the 

passages looked unused, but the rooms had been repurposed for storage or staff use. 

 

After crossing a hallway intersection, Ageha said, “About Sumire’s brother.” 

 

“It’s already been taken care of. Even if you hadn’t nagged me about it, I would’ve sheltered Ken 

anyway.” 

 

“Why’s that?” 

 

"He has a cute face, just like his sister. I can’t just leave him alone.” 

 

Valeriya’s remarks reminded Ageha of his previous employer, who was similarly demanding. 

However, unlike Kaika, Valeriya was far more open about her predilections.  

 

Honesty must be something that comes with age. 

 

“Were you thinking of something rude just now?” 

 

What luck. They’re both espers. 

 

“No.” 

 

“Hmm… Well, it’s fine as long as you keep it to yourself.” 
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After a short silence, he stopped and said, “...Thank you,” with a quick nod. 

 

Valeriya glanced at him but did not break stride. “It’s no big deal. You can show your gratitude 

by being a bit more careful next time. Kinjou-san almost got killed.” 

 

“Who?” 

 

“The old lady behind your target Wakutsu. She got hospitalized for a concussion.” 

 

He caught up with her. “I see. I’ll be more careful.”  

 

“That’s a good boy.” Valeriya placed her hand on his head and ruffled his hair. 

 

“...What are you doing?” 

 

Ageha frequently did the same to others, but having his head rubbed like that felt strange to 

him. He was quite tall, after all, and it required someone of Valeriya’s height to reach his head 

like that. Moreover, Ageha was generally not accustomed to having affectionate seniors. 

 

“It’s your bonus for doing a good job. In the end, no one suspected a thing. I guess those fools 

were too high on adrenaline to mind the small things.” 

 

I’d rather have information or money, though. 

 

“Small things? Having their colleagues killed by accident is a small thing? And stop touching my 

hair.” 

 

“Would you have preferred this instead?” Valeriya slid her hand downward and caressed his 

right cheek. 

 

Ageha was about to pull away when she abruptly removed her hand. 

 

“Just kidding,” she said with a seductively mature smile. 

 

“Stop doing things like that. Your bodyguards are going to die from cardiac arrest.” Ageha 

pointed at the posse behind them. 

 

The men scrambled to reorganize themselves before Valeriya looked their way. 

 

“Don’t take it so seriously. I’m not desperate enough to put my hands, er, hand on reserved 

merchandise, and more importantly, you’re not my type.” 

 

His pride slightly damaged, Ageha was unable to hide a subtle frown. 
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“Oh, did I hurt your feelings? Don’t get me wrong. You’re plenty attractive. It’s just, right. It’s 

that.” 

 

“What?” 

 

“You’re the furthest thing from being cute.” 

 

Ageha chuckled. He could not agree more. Even Rin had found it unlike him to show a cute side. 

 

“To answer your original question,” said Valeriya, “those incidents are considered minor 

because spectator casualties aren’t rare in the arena.” 

 

“But aren’t those spectators VIPs? Why are they risking their lives to watch people killing each 

other?” 

 

“You don’t get it?” 

 

He shook his head.  

 

Valeriya made a soft smile. “Those people have gotten too powerful. When that happens, life 

becomes boring. Trust me, I know.” 

 

Ageha looked at her face and noticed a hint of melancholy in her expression. 

 

She returned his gaze and continued, “By going to the arena and watching from the front rows, 

they can experience the excitement that they’ve lost. Nothing is more thrilling than risking your 

life.” 

 

“There are other ways to get an adrenaline rush.” 

 

“That’s where arrogance and status come in. Certain forms of entertainment are reserved for the 

top echelon of society. Among those, the arena is one of the most exclusive. Gaining entry is 

limited to a select few, and the exorbitant minimum bet on the matches further limits those who 

can participate.” She dipped her head for a moment and glanced at Ageha. “I guess the fact that 

most of them aren’t fit enough for more accessible thrills also narrows down their choices.” 

 

“...Extreme sports for lazy aristocrats.” 

 

“Well put!” She laughed. “The arena is a lethal casino to them. They think they’re leaving their 

lives to chance, but we know better don’t we?” 

 

“Yeah, at least for the ones you’ve got your eye on.” 

 

“It wouldn’t be possible without you.” 
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“You’re probably right.” 

 

Valeriya shrugged and mumbled, “Not cute at all.” 

 

They arrived at the exit where several security personnel were stationed as guards. One of 

guards opened the door for them. A cool spring breeze further ruffled Ageha’s hair and caused 

Valeriya’s kimono to flutter. She gracefully held her robe until the wind died down. Her motions 

were elegant and precise. Ageha was not surprised because he had already seen her display such 

refined movements once before. 

 

Several cars were waiting for them outside. One of the bodyguards jogged to the limousine in the 

middle of the convoy and opened the door.  

 

“Were they waiting for us out here the whole time?” asked Ageha. 

 

“Of course not. If all the spectators had their cars waiting out here, the place would be 

congested. I called my men earlier to pick us up. There’s a VIP parking area too, but this is a 

shorter walk from my private box.” 

  

Valeriya got into the car. 

 

A girl with a cute voice welcomed the Russian. “Ria!” 

 

“Mitsuki! What are you doing here?” 

 

“I came to pick you up because I wanted to see you sooner,” said Mitsuki.  

 

The girl’s sleek black hair gently sloped down her back and shoulders. Her charming features, 

like an exquisite flower in the midst of blooming, were unmistakably Japanese.  

 

Valeriya glared at the driver, who merely shrugged in resignation. She then sighed and said, 

“How many times have I told you that it’s dangerous?” 

 

Mitsuki meekly bowed her head. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t help it. Please don’t be angry.”  

 

Valeriya’s beautiful face took on an expression more fit for a dirty old man. 

 

“Aww, you know that’s not possible. There’s no way I can get angry at my one and only 

daughter!” Valeriya passionately embraced Mitsuki, squishing her ample breasts against the 

girl’s soft cheeks. 

 

Seeing Ageha enter the car after Valeriya, Mitsuki pushed the rabid Russian away and promptly 

fixed her seating posture. The cheerful smile on her face disappeared without a trace. Her eyes 
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sharpened into a glare, and her lips formed an upturned V. “I didn’t know that this will be 

accompanying us.” 

 

Ageha stifled a sigh. 

 

Here we go again. 

 

Mitsuki was always hostile towards him for some reason. 

 

“Come on, Mitsuki. He’s just gonna ride with us for a bit.” 

 

“But I don’t feel comfortable being around it.” 

 

Valeriya turned to her guest and said, “You heard her, Ageha. Get out of the car.” 

 

The mother spoils her as always. 

 

And don’t say that with such a serious expression.You don’t look like you’re joking at all! 

 

“No way. There aren’t any buses running at this hour,” said Ageha. 

 

“That excuse doesn’t make sense. Just run. What’re those for?” Mitsuki pointed at his legs. 

 

“Putting aside the fact that I’m too tired for that, I’ll be pulled over by the cops if I run at full 

speed in the middle of the highway. Not to mention I’ll be on the national news tomorrow.” 

 

“I don’t see the problem.” 

 

Ageha tried his best not to get riled up by a middle-schooler and took a deep breath. “Now look 

here, Valeriya was-” 

 

“That’s Valeriya-sama to you.” 

 

“...Valeriya-sama was the one who brought me all the way out here. It’s only fair that she 

provides the return trip.” 

 

“Don’t talk like you’re doing Ria a favor. Someone who gets injured from fighting fodder has 

nothing to brag about.” Mitsuki pointed at his bandaged brow. 

 

How much is she telling this brat? 

 

Ageha could not deny it because he did not know how much he could reveal to Mitsuki. Besides, 

it was true that he had gotten injured from fighting a weak opponent. 
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“Mitsuki, can you do me a favor and let him ride with us just for tonight? Pretty please?” asked 

Valeriya with pleading eyes. 

 

“O-Of course! If Ria says so, I have no reason to oppose.” 

 

Just how far do these two intend to spoil each other rotten? 

 

“Don’t sit so close to me,” said Mitsuki while maintaining her glare. 

 

Ageha raised an eyebrow. “Uh, this is the farthest seat from you, unless you count the 

passenger’s seat.” 

 

“Looks empty to me. Go right ahead, we’ll wait. Maybe.” 

 

He heard a vein pop in his head. “That’s it-” 

 

“Ageha, please!” Valeriya bowed her head. 

 

He sighed and opened the car door. 

 

“Good. At least you know how to listen to orders,” said Mitsuki. 

 

“It’s not like I’m doing it for you.” 

 

“Naturally.” Mitsuki’s frown softened a little. “I have no right to order you. All I can do is express 

my opinion and hope you humor me. I’m nowhere near strong enough to make you obey.” 

 

Her words surprised Ageha. The girl was not as childish as he thought. 

 

“But Ria is different. If you see yourself as a part of the underworld, you should obey her every 

word. Over here, the winner takes all.” 

 

Ageha kept silent because everything Mitsuki had said was true. 

 

“And you lost to Ria, so you should have no complaints.” 

 

 

Chapter Two: Desperate Measures 

 

“Arashi,” whispered Kaika. 

 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

 

“I’ve said this a dozen times now. Kai is fine.” 
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“Yes, ma’am.” 

 

“...I’m starting to think I’m the stupid one for trying.” 

 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

 

In a perfect emulation of Rin’s hammerfist, Kaika whacked Arashi on the head. 

 

“Ow..!” Enduring the pain, Kaika kept her voice down. She rubbed her sore hand as she 

confirmed the results of her attack. 

 

Arashi simply tilted her head with a sleepy look on her face. 

 

Does she literally have rocks in her head!? 

 

The two girls were crouched behind a low wooden barrier. They spoke in hushed voices, their 

bodies mere inches apart. 

 

“We’re going to begin the mission in a minute. As we’ve discussed, I’ll handle most of the 

talking. All you have to do is move according to the plan.” 

 

Arashi nodded. 

 

“When I give you the signal, attack swiftly and gather as much attention as possible.” Kaika 

sighed. “I really wish Saya was here, but she’s busy with other things right now. I’m not 

expecting much, but at least don’t drag me down, got that?” 

 

Arashi nodded with a bit more vigor than before. 

 

Kaika peeked out over the top of the wooden barrier. “Looks like they’re all here. I’ll go out first. 

Don’t mess up the timing.” 

 

Without confirming Arashi’s nod, Kaika raised both hands into the air and slightly lifted her 

body. She was met with a thunderous sound. Sharp clapping noises surrounded the two teenage 

girls. 

 

“Look! It’s a prince and a witch!” shouted a little boy. 

 

“Wow, they look so cute!” said a girl in the front row. 

 

Of course they do, I made them myself! 

 

Kaika grinned proudly. 
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She and Arashi were holding a puppet show in the courtyard of an orphanage. A large number of 

children were seated on benches several feet away from the colorful wooden stage. Kaika 

expertly manipulated the glove puppets and began narrating the script she had prepared. 

 

The witch pointed her broom at the prince. “Once upon a time, a prince visited a tiny kingdom 

in the snowy mountains of the north. He was warmly welcomed by the people of the realm,” said 

Kaika, perfectly mimicking the voice of an old woman. 

 

The tiny prince puppet, sporting elaborate royal garb, moved perfectly according to the script. 

He eventually visited a small village under attack by a man-eating bear. He went to the forest to 

slay the animal and returned to the village victorious. Switching out the witch, Kaika brought 

out a villager puppet for the next scene. 

 

“Thank you for saving our village, prince Hage A. You’re so strong!,” said Kaika, this time in the 

voice of a young lad. 

 

“Of course I am. I’m a prince! I wasn’t even trying my best. That bear was just too weak. 

Actually, you guys are too weak for having trouble with such fodder,” said Kaika, emulating a 

young man’s voice. 

 

One of the children frowned and said, “Hey, isn’t that prince a little full of himself?” 

 

“Yeah, and what’s with that name? Hage (bald)? Is he bald under that crown? And he even has 

an A at the end of his name, like Villager A, or Thug B. Is there going to be a Prince Hage B?” 

 

“So uncool.” 

 

Eh?  

 

What’s with this cold reception? 

 

I even used Ageha’s personality for the prince… 

 

No one had ever read Kaika fairy tales when she was a child. Due to her prodigious nature, she 

had skipped children’s books altogether and had started reading high level material at a very 

young age. Naturally, she did not have a good sense of what normal children would like. Lacking 

the experience and knowledge to use as a base for the prince’s character, she had used Ageha as 

a model. After all, to Kaika, Ageha was pretty cool. 

 

He is, isn’t he? 

 

The genius started to question her opinion of the young man. 

 

No matter. 
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For now, she decided to ignore the children’s dislike for the prince and continue the story. 

 

“After performing numerous heroic deeds, the prince became well known in the small northern 

kingdom.” The witch puppet twirled her broom. “One day, a messenger from the palace visited 

the prince and sought his help. The kingdom’s princess, Princess Sheath, was kidnapped by a 

dragon, and the king requested for the prince’s assistance in her rescue.” 

 

“What was her name?” asked a young boy wearing a cap. 

 

Another boy scratched his cheek and said, “I think it was Princess Shit.” 

 

“Seriously? That’s a shitty name.” 

 

The children laughed. 

 

Kaika had suspected it would end up like this. Saya, feeling guilty for not being able to help with 

the actual performance, had volunteered to name the characters. Kaika knew how terrible Saya’s 

sense of naming was, but after seeing the burning desire in her eyes, she had given in. 

 

Princess Sheath sort of made sense in Kaika’s head. The name “Saya” meant “sheath” in English. 

Kaika understood that Saya wanted to be a couple with Hage A, an anagram for Ageha, at least 

in a fairytale. What she had failed to take into account was the poor English vocabulary of young 

Japanese children. 

 

A bubbly little girl pointed at the newly introduced puppet. “Look, it’s Princess Shit! She’s even 

cuter than the others!” 

 

Despite Kaika’s growing reprehensions, she knew the show must go on. 

 

From the summit of a snowy mountain, the captive princess saw the incoming prince and asked, 

“Who goes there?” 

 

“It is I, Prince Hage A. I’ve come to rescue you, Princess Shit, I mean, Sheath.” 

 

Despite being fluent in over a dozen languages, Kaika had been influenced by the children’s 

mispronunciation. 

 

Is this what they call peer pressure!? thought the girl who did not have any friends of similar 

age. 

 

Kaika shook off unnecessary thoughts and winked at Arashi, signaling her to appear on stage. 

Arashi languidly raised the puppet on her right hand until it was visible to the audience. 

 

“Wow! It’s the dragon!!! It looks so adorable!!!” 
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“What’s with those puppy dog eyes!? I want to hug him!” 

 

The children went crazy over the endearing and fluffy blue dragon, also handmade by Kaika. 

 

Ha! As expected of my skills. 

 

This dragon is my best work, if I do say so myself. 

 

Now the show really begins! 

 

Arashi, or rather, the dragon, moved gingerly towards the prince, blocking the path to the 

princess. 

 

“...G-Ga-Gao~” said Arashi. 

 

Several young girls in the audience spouted nosebleeds. Even Kaika, who was watching from 

backstage, used up all her willpower to resist embracing Arashi’s dragon. 

 

And then the dragon tripped and fell over. 

 

Everyone from the audience unconsciously stood up, as if wanting to catch and support the 

delicate and unsteady creature. 

 

The mishap had actually been caused by Arashi bumping into Kaika backstage as she was 

moving  the dragon closer to the prince. That tiny accident had captured the hearts of everyone 

watching. 

 

It’s the opposite of the frightening impression I wanted to give, but I guess this still counts as a 

success. 

 

Having gone this far, she could only go forward. 

 

The prince brandished his dual swords and approached the dragon. “You shall pay for abducting 

the princess. In the name of fairness, face the wrath of my blades!” 

 

The prince proceeded to smack the dragon repeatedly with his twin swords. The dragon just 

stood in place and took the one-sided beating. An awkward silence gradually enveloped the 

entire courtyard. 

 

“This... this is wrong,” said a rugged-looking boy. 

 

“That prince is going too far.” 
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“He’s crazy.” 

 

“As expected of a bald guy.” 

 

“Stop bullying Mr. Dragon!” screamed one of the youngest children in the group, tears flowing 

down her cheeks. 

 

The children began rooting for the dragon. 

 

“You can do it, Storm Wing!” 

 

“Beat that arrogant prince!” 

 

“Use your Frost Breath!” 

 

What!? 

 

Who the hell is “Storm Wing!?” 

 

And if you can speak that much English, say “sheath” properly too! 

 

Kaika was shocked by the audience’s negative reaction to the original plot. Cornered, she 

decided to adlib and change the story’s direction. 

 

The princess climbed down from the mountain and defended the dragon. “Please stop, Prince 

Hage A! I was not abducted by the dragon! I met him near the outskirts of the palace. He was 

injured, so I nursed him back to health.” The princess embraced the dragon. “It was then that I… 

that I fell in love with him!” 

 

“Whoa!!” shouted the children simultaneously. 

 

A girl in glasses did a fist pump and said, “Here comes the love triangle!” 

 

The prince stepped back upon hearing the shocking revelation. “What!? How can that be!? What 

will happen to my plans of taking over the kingdom after marrying the princess!?” 

 

The children shouted in unison, “Let it go!” 

 

“No, I will not! I shall slay the dragon and take the princess as my wife, even if by force!” said the 

prince. 

 

Kaika kicked Arashi to get her attention. Arashi looked at her employer and tilted her head.  
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“We’re going to adlib the rest of the show,” whispered Kaika. “Just move the dragon while 

reacting to the other characters. You don’t have to say anything, well, except that… that cute 

roar.” 

 

Her eyes wide open, Arashi shook her head with uncharacteristic vitality. Kaika interpreted this 

to mean that she did not know what to do. 

 

“Just put yourself in the dragon’s shoes and act accordingly. I’ll do my best to support you, 

okay?” 

 

Arashi nodded hesitantly. 

 

“Here we go!” 

 

The prince dashed towards the dragon and swung his blades. In response, Storm Wing took a 

giant leap backward, lowered its body to the ground... 

 

And slept. 

 

You put too much of yourself into the character!!! 

 

Left with no choice, Kaika took matters into her own hands, literally. 

 

The princess intercepted the prince and kicked his left hand. The prince, surprised by the 

princess’s battle prowess, could not defend and got one of his swords knocked away. The 

princess leapt into the air and caught the sword. She landed gracefully, looked at the prince, and 

stabbed the sword into the ground. 

 

“You shall not pass!” 

 

From then on, an epic clash unfolded between the warrior princess Sheath and the balding evil 

prince Hage A. 

 

The children thoroughly enjoyed the battle. Everyone cheered for the princess and hurled curses 

at the prince. It was not the most wholesome show on earth, but the end justified the means. 

Kaika peeked at the video camera behind her, which captured everything that was happening 

backstage. She closed her eyes and sighed. 

 

I hope this was good enough. 

 

After defeating the prince, the princess approached the sleeping dragon and said, “You don’t 

have to worry, Storm Wing. I shall always protect you. You do not have to see the horrors of this 

cruel world for I shall be your shield. As long as my heart beats, we shall be together in this 

secluded haven of ice. It is a little cold...” She embraced the dragon’s neck and nuzzled up to his 

cheek. “But if we stay like this, it is more than warm enough.”  
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The children all gave a standing ovation. 

 

“So cool!”  

 

“Now that’s one badass princess!” 

 

“She has a shitty name, though.” 

 

“What a great ending!” 

 

Kaika finally relaxed her shoulders. 

 

Whew. 

 

I got worried partway, but all’s well that end’s well. 

 

Then she heard a rumbling noise beside her. 

 

Ouch! 

 

Kaika felt something pinch her left hand, the one controlling Princess Sheath. 

 

The youngest girl in the audience walked forward with unsteady steps and asked, “S-Storm 

Wing, what are you doing?” 

 

Kaika looked up, and her mouth went agape in terror. 

 

Storm Wing was eating the princess. 

 

Children’s cries permeated the orphanage courtyard. 

 

On a positive note, Kaika learned to feed Arashi thoroughly before sending her off on a mission. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

 

Akane emptied a glass of brandy and left several bills on the bar. She probably overpaid by 

double but did not care. Money was the least of her concerns due to her unexpected inheritance. 

 

Her world was spinning, and the urge to empty her stomach came and went. She had always 

been bad with hard liquor. Wine had been her preferred drink, but its taste reminded her of her 
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celebratory toast with Kazuki, strangling her heart with regret. That was why Akane had decided 

to reserve her next glass of champagne for celebrating Saionji’s death. 

 

Akane staggered to the bar exit, but the bartender called out to her before she could leave. 

 

“Are you driving? Want a cup of coffee to sober up?” 

 

She appreciated the offer, but coffee was another beverage she had given up, permanently in this 

case. Just the smell of it brewing caused her to tremble from guilt. Ignoring the bartender’s 

offer, she pushed open the rickety bar door and climbed up the dusty cement staircase. Her car 

was only a few paces away. 

 

Whenever she was woken up by nightmares, she drove around alone to clear her head. Unused 

to needing protection, Akane frequently moved without her newly acquired bodyguards. She 

always ended up in this bar, a hole in the wall she had found completely by accident months ago. 

There was nothing special about it except for the scarcity of its patrons, just a few regulars 

drinking the night away. She appreciated the sparse company. Silence and noise were things she 

had trouble with ever since she lost Kazuki. 

 

Akane pressed the unlock button on her car key and reached for the car door. A hand covered 

her mouth from behind. The alcohol in her system prevented panic, and she recalled the moves 

from her basic self-defense lessons. 

 

How did it go again? 

 

She grabbed the hand blocking her mouth with both hands, twisted it with the aid of her body 

weight, and then kneed her opponent in the balls. The last step was her own personal addition to 

the maneuver. The attacker fell to his knees and turtled up as he squirmed in pain. 

 

So weak. 

 

Akane tried to get into the car and escape, but the hooded man grabbed her ankle. She lifted her 

stiletto heel and prepared to stomp on his head. 

 

“Stop! It’s me! Jin!” 

 

Jin? 

 

The name was familiar. She had overheard Kazuki speaking with him on the phone a couple of 

times. 

 

“I don’t know anyone named Jin.” 

 

“I worked for your boss, Kazuki Nikaido!” 
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His reply confirmed her suspicions. 

 

“What do you want?” she asked. 

 

Groaning in pain, Jin supported himself on the wall as he stood up. “I wanted to ask for your 

help.” He lightly hopped in place a couple of times. 

 

Akane did not understand what that action meant and chose to ignore it. “Assaulting someone 

from behind isn’t the best way to do that.” 

 

“That’s not my intention. I just didn’t want you to suddenly take off.” 

 

She thought for a moment and concluded that if she had been approached by a random man in a 

dark alley, she would have escaped into her car and driven away. In fact, it was surprising she 

had not done so already. Her mild inebriation dulled her sense of danger. 

 

“There’s no reason for me to help you,” said Akane. “Now leave before I call my bodyguards.” 

She pushed her glasses up with her middle finger and pulled out her mobile terminal from her 

purse. 

 

“You mean the guards you didn’t bring along? I’ve been watching you for a while now.” Jin 

snorted. “I thought you wanted revenge for Kazuki’s murder. Was I wrong?” 

 

“...What makes you say that?” 

 

“A rich single woman getting wasted in a dump like this?” He pointed his thumb at the bar 

entrance. “Wouldn’t make sense otherwise. You loved him, didn’t you?” 

 

The emotion that gripped her heart was not surprise nor anger. It was relief. Jin was the only 

person who believed she did not kill Kazuki. She had succeeded in getting the cops off her back 

by doling out large bribes. It helped that no one, excluding herself, really wanted to get justice 

for Kazuki’s death. However, everyone still suspected her, the one who served him poisoned 

coffee, of killing her boss. 

 

“What business is it of yours?” she asked. 

 

“I want to offer you a deal. I’ll help you with your revenge, and you help me get someone off my 

back.” 

 

“I don’t need your help.” 

 

“But you do. I know Kaika Nikaido, Saya Saionji, Ageha Shikimi, and Rin Natsume much more 

than you do. I was about to take care of them, but your boss suddenly died on me. Did Kazuki 

leave you out of the loop?” 
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Akane tried her best to maintain her poker face but failed. 

 

“Looks like he did. Well, I’m sure he had his reasons.” 

 

Jin was right. She wanted revenge but did not even know where to start. If he was indeed the 

man Kazuki entrusted with the task of dealing with Kaika, he was surely competent. 

 

She narrowed her eyes. “...Let’s say I take you up on that offer. What exactly do you want in 

return?” 

 

“I want your resources so I can get rid of Ageha Shikimi.” 

 

“Shikimi? Why him?” 

 

“It’s a long story that I can explain in detail later. Basically, I need him dead before he finds me.” 

 

“I have no interest in that man. Right now, I want Saionji dead, that’s all.” 

 

Killing Saionji was her utmost priority. She would never forget what that witch had tricked her 

into doing. 

 

Jin shook his head. “And you said you don’t need my help? You’re already going about this the 

wrong way.” 

 

Akane was puzzled, and it showed. 

 

“If you really want revenge, you have to kill Kaika Nikaido first. Nothing would hurt Saionji 

more than failing to protect her cute little mistress. You should know that better than anyone.” 

 

Akane recalled her despair during Kazuki last moments. A grin naturally spread across her face 

as she imagined Saionji plunged into the same anguish. 

 

“I’m a lot more useful than you can imagine,” said Jin with a confident smile. “With your money 

and my intel, you’ll definitely get vengeance.” He handed Akane a slip of paper. “That’s my 

number. Call me when you’ve made up your mind.” 

 

Jin walked into a dark alley and disappeared. Akane crumpled the piece of paper in her hand 

and threw it away. It was useless now. She had already memorized the number. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

Looks like she took the bait. 
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While carefully ensuring that he was not being followed, Jin made his way back to his new 

apartment. He wanted to avoid another surprise visit like the one a few nights ago. If he had not 

checked his apartment’s video feed using his terminal, he would already be dead. The masked 

man waiting in his room would have made sure of that. 

 

Jin was desparate. Ageha was hot on his heels, but he had no power to retaliate. He could 

probably disappear if he wanted to, but his wounded pride and desire for revenge would not 

allow it. He had the connections but lacked the money to use them. Akane, more specifically her 

resources, was his last hope. Luckily, she was quite gullible. 

 

Women in love are the easiest marks. 

 

Akane reminded him of Rin. They were both absurdly dedicated when it came to love. 

Stimulating those powerful feelings made manipulating them a breeze.  

 

Just you wait, Ageha. 

 

Just you wait. 

 

 

Chapter Three: Tipped Scales 

 

That was close. 

 

Saya glanced at the leg thrust inches from her face. She then calmly ducked her head to avoid an 

incoming spinning hook kick. Taking advantage of the missed attack, Saya stepped into the 

enemy’s chest and slammed a left uppercut into her ribs. Her opponent took the blow without 

staggering. Saya hopped back and assessed the damage. 

 

As tough as always. 

 

Even though Saya’s arm and fist were flesh, they were still supported by her cybernetic lower 

body. She had held back, but her blow still had enough force to rob the breath of a normal 

person. Despite that, her enemy’s expression had not changed in the slightest. 

 

How much pain did you endure to become like that? 

 

She quickly shook away those thoughts. Arashi was not weak enough for her to entertain such 

trivial notions during combat. 

 

Arashi dashed forward and then sidestepped to the right. Saya pivoted to keep the teenager in 

front of her. With explosive velocity, Arashi launched her right leg at Saya’s flank. Surprised by 

the burst of speed, Saya was forced to raise her left leg to block. The impact pushed her away, 
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but Arashi closed the gap in an instant. While stepping back, Saya executed a perfectly timed eye 

jab, but the teen reflexively leaned her head back to avoid it. 

 

As expected, she’s much faster with the new leg and hip enhancements. 

 

But that’s not enough. 

 

She glanced at Arashi’s left leg. Noticing Saya’s eye movement, Arashi raised both arms to 

protect her head.  

 

Saya was expecting that reaction. In their previous spar, she had tricked Arashi by glancing at 

her legs but striking her throat. 

 

Saya’s shin struck the teen’s left knee. Surprise and pain tainted Arashi’s poker face as her knee 

buckled. With her left hand, Saya grabbed Arashi’s left wrist, pulled her close, and threw a right 

hook. Unable to defend, Arashi instinctively closed her eyes, but Saya’s fist stopped a hair’s 

breadth from her jaw. 

 

“It is good that you learned from our previous spar, but always remember that the enemy can 

change just like you did. You have to think ahead and outsmart your opponent.” 

 

Still held by the wrist, Arashi nodded her head in response to the lesson. Saya released her and 

walked away. 

 

She still has a lot to work on. 

 

But she learns fast. 

 

Arashi was not her equal in melee combat. On the other hand, Saya had to admit that she was no 

match for Arashi in a gunfight. The teen was specialized in that area, so much so that her close 

combat skills suffered. Arashi had an almost reflexive impulse to move away whenever an 

opponent closed in. It was useful in certain situations but a deadly mistake in others. That 

impulse delayed Arashi’s reaction to sudden close-up attacks, like Saya’s punches.  

 

Kaika had ordered Saya to train Arashi in close combat and fix her bad habits. Whenever both 

Arashi and Saya had overlapping free time, they spent it sparring in the rear courtyard of the 

Nikaido estate.  

 

After moving about a dozen feet away, Saya turned to Arashi and took a fighting stance. “Again.” 

 

Arashi rushed towards her and threw a right uppercut at her flank. However, Saya read the 

attack.  

 

You mimic me too much! 
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Exploiting her superior reach, she stepped back and unleashed a left straight punch. Arashi’s 

uppercut only grazed cloth, but Saya’s fist clipped Arashi’s chin, shaking her brain and nailing 

her in place. Saya quickly grabbed Arashi’s shoulders and slammed her knee into the teen’s gut. 

Arashi curled up and toppled to the ground. 

 

Did I overdo it!? 

 

Saya approached Arashi to check on her but quickly realized her error. That girl would not get 

knocked down from such a half-hearted blow. The butler noticed Arashi grabbing some dirt 

from the ground. Seeing through the teen’s plan, Saya protected her exposed eye with her left 

hand. Then her legs were swept from underneath her. 

 

The dirt was a feint!? 

 

With her hand obstructing her vision, Saya had failed to see the leg sweep. She fell down 

ungracefully, landing on her back. Arashi got back on her feet and tried to kick Saya’s abdomen. 

Saya protected herself by tucking her knees to her chest, blocking the attack with her crossed 

shins. The impact caused her to skid across the floor. Using the momentum, she rolled into a 

handstand, stretched her legs into a split, and spun around using her hands. The helicopter kick 

was relatively weak, but it caught the advancing Arashi unprepared and hit her left side. Pushing 

off the ground using her palms, Saya flipped right-side up and took a fighting stance. 

 

Unlike Arashi, who only knew military combat techniques, Saya was well-versed in numerous 

martial arts styles. Due to her ARMS enhancements, she naturally gravitated to disciplines that 

focused on kicks. In addition to her favored Taekwondo, Capoeira was another art she had 

mastered.  

 

The two of them traded kicks, their alloy legs clashing repeatedly. Their roundhouse kicks met 

and rebounded off each other, forcing them to plant both feet on the ground to steady 

themselves. Arashi used the brief pause to throw the dirt in her hand at Saya’s face. However, 

Saya had anticipated the attack and spun around. The dirt hit the back of her head as she 

stretched her leg for a hook kick. 

 

With her rigorously trained reflexes, Arashi arched her spine backward and evaded Saya’s heel. 

But Saya never intended for the attack to hit. A kick to the head using her cybernetic leg, even 

when holding back, could severely injure or even kill a person. 

 

Before her kicking foot touched the ground, Saya propelled herself towards Arashi. Off-balance, 

Arashi could do nothing against the abrupt takedown. Saya positioned herself on top of the teen 

and easily subjected her human arm to an armbar. 

 

Looks like grappling techniques are next on the training menu. 

 

Arashi struggled ferociously, but her right arm was pinned down by Saya’s legs, and her left 

hand was firmly held against Saya’s chest. 
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“What are you doing? Tap out,” said Saya. 

 

Saya lifted her face and looked at Arashi. The teen was shaking her head. A blissful smile was on 

her face. 

 

I did tell her not to hold back, but this is a little creepy. 

 

Arashi tried to force her arm free with renewed vigor. Saya pulled harder to hold her in place. 

She could not just let her go. Arashi needed to learn to work around insurmountable obstacles, 

not blindly crash into them. 

 

“Stop, you will injure yourself!” said Saya. 

 

Two crisp claps echoed in the courtyard. 

 

“That’s enough,” said their mistress with a satisfied smile. 

 

Saya felt Arashi slacken and released her. She got up and held her hand out. The teen took it 

without hesitation. The hostility between them vanished without a trace. 

 

Kaika looked at Saya with her arms akimbo. “Look at you. You’ve soiled yourself.”  

 

“Please do not say things that can be easily misunderstood.” 

 

“Do you deny it? There’s gunk all over your hair, too.” 

 

Knowing that her mistress’s lewd phrasing was intentional, Saya sighed. “I will take that as a 

compliment. My task is to train Arashi, and this is proof of progress.” She patted her hair and 

uniform to remove the dirt on them. 

 

“It’s actually training for both of you.” Kaika glanced at the teen. “I have to say I’m impressed 

with Arashi’s improvement. Few people can fight that well against Saya. In fact, I only know 

three, and one of them is dead.” 

 

“Ojousama!” 

 

“I’m just stating fact. And it was praise.” 

 

Saya knew that the man who almost killed her and died in combat against Ageha was Arashi’s 

father, Souichi Tanizaki. According to Kaika, Arashi had approached her for employment after 

his death. Spending time with Arashi had made it clear that money was not the only thing the 

teen needed. With severely limited social skills and knowledge, it was difficult for her to live 

alone. The deceptively docile girl did not even have a basic understanding of laws and morality. 
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Saya recalled how Arashi casually admitted the number of people she had killed. The teen had 

given only a rough estimate, but even rounding down, her score rivaled Ageha’s. 

 

Arashi began cleaning up the weapons and equipment they had used for training. Kaika and 

Saya watched the girl diligently working from a distance. 

 

“Did you train her to do that too?” asked Kaika. 

 

“No, her father did, in a rather forceful way. I tried to assist her once, but she was adamant 

about doing it herself.” 

 

“Did she tell you about her father?” 

 

“Just bits and pieces. She hardly speaks.” Saya turned to her mistress. “If I may.” 

 

Kaika nodded. 

 

“I still have my reservations about her. There are times when… I can see a certain insanity in her 

eyes.” 

 

“Who doesn’t have a bit of insanity in them?”  

 

“If only it were a bit.” 

 

“If she wanted to kill me, she’d have done it when we first met.”  

 

Remembering her past failure, Saya tightly pressed her lips together. “Despite being in her 

company for a while, I still cannot understand her reason for coming here. We are indirectly 

responsible for her father’s death.” 

 

“About that, it seems she killed her father.” 

 

“What.” 

 

“That’s a pretty good Ageha impression.” 

 

“Ojousama.” Saya’s eyebrows furrowed slightly. 

 

“Ageha didn’t kill Souichi Tanizaki. Arashi killed her father to save Ageha.” 

 

Does that mean Arashi also… 

 

Kaika glanced at Saya’s face. “It’s probably what you’re thinking.” 
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Saya sighed. “I cannot believe that man.” 

 

“It’s your fault, falling for such a playboy.” 

 

“As if you did not have a hand in it.” 

 

Kaika looked away and whistled as if denying responsibility. “Well, Arashi insists she wants 

revenge against him, but she’s probably just confused. This is her first taste of freedom, after 

all.” 

 

”Revenge? Against Ageha-sama!?” 

 

“Calm down. You should know by now that Arashi is like a blank slate. More importantly, she’s 

starving for affection. I can easily distract her from her original goal, maybe even replace it. With 

your help, that is.” 

 

“My help?” 

 

“Aren’t you an expert at spoiling children?” Kaika smiled innocently. 

 

Saya’s shoulders dropped a little. “...As much as I would like to deny it, it would seem so.” 

 

“It’s the perfect time to put those skills to use. Arashi’s abilities are necessary moving forward. 

Besides, she deserves a reward.” 

 

“What do you mean?” 

 

“Let’s just say she’s instrumental in getting rid of a certain obstacle to Ageha’s return.” 

 

An obstacle? 

 

When Kaika spoke in such vague terms, it meant that she intended to keep the matter under 

wraps. Saya had no choice but to deduce what obstacle her mistress had been referring to. If it 

was related to Ageha, only one thing, one person, came to mind. 

 

Rin Natsume. 

 

She was the main reason why Ageha left their side. If she were to disappear, his return would 

certainly be possible. However, if something happened to Rin, Kaika would be the prime 

suspect. The only other people with motive were Jin and... 

 

Arashi. 

 

According to Kaika, Arashi was an avenger. It was perfectly reasonable to hurt those important 

to her target. If Arashi killed Rin… No, if Kaika made Arashi kill Rin… 
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“What’s so funny?” asked Kaika. 

 

“Eh?” 

 

“You were smiling.” 

 

 

*** 

 

“Please close your eyes.” 

 

Kaika obediently did as her butler instructed. Saya then gently poured a bucket of warm water 

over her head. The water washed away the shampoo on Kaika’s wet locks. The suds trickled 

down her flawless skin and traversed the cleft between her hips and thighs.  

 

The young tycoon opened her eyes and looked to her right. “It’s your turn.” 

 

Arashi nodded her head. She still felt uncomfortable in the incredibly large bathing area of the 

Nikaido mansion. The teen was a shower person, though not by choice. Her father had not 

allowed her to take baths. Free time meant training to Arashi, at least before she had come to 

this place. 

 

Everything about her current lifestyle was new to her. She could eat whatever she wanted, sleep 

whenever she felt like, and even had people waiting on her. Of course, there were still missions 

she had to complete, but neither Kaika nor Saya would beat her even if she screwed up. Arashi 

should be having the time of her life, but the feeling that something was amiss lingered in her 

heart. She feared that if she took this paradise for granted, everything would disappear like a 

fleeting cloud. 

 

Saya, her new trainer, walked up to her. While sitting on a wooden stool, Arashi reflexively 

straightened her back. 

 

“...Is it my imagination, or is she afraid of me?” asked Saya. 

 

“It’s not your fault,” said Kaika. “She’s always like that in the bath. Her body stiffens up 

whenever the maids wash her.” 

 

“You mean she always gets in the bath with you, Ojousama?” 

 

“Don’t get jealous.” 

 

“I-I am not-” 

 

“I have no choice. She doesn’t wash herself otherwise.” 
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“What do you mean?” Saya sat on a stool behind Arashi. She then squeezed some shampoo onto 

her palm and lathered it on the teen’s hair. 

 

“Exactly that,” said Kaika. “She never uses the bathroom in her quarters. A while ago, I took a 

walk in the garden and thought a had rat died in the bushes. Only the bush was Arashi’s hair, 

and the dead rat was her head.” 

 

Saya widened her eyes and laughed lightly. 

 

Arashi felt her cheeks burn. 

 

I-It’s not like I didn’t want to wash myself! 

 

She simply could not figure out how to operate the fancy terminal in the lavish manor bathroom. 

 

“Come now, Ojousama. It is not nice to say something like that about a girl. Look, you are 

embarrassing her.” 

 

But you were the one laughing! 

 

Arashi moved her head away from Saya’s hands. 

 

“Oh, are you angry?” asked Saya. “I apologize for laughing. Let me make it up to you.” She 

placed a hand on Arashi’s bare collarbone and gently pulled her towards herself. Her fingers 

combed Arashi’s hair and firmly massaged her scalp.  

 

W-What is this!? 

 

Arashi had been bathed by the maids before but had never felt anything like this. 

 

Kaika grinned proudly. “Amazing, isn’t it? That’s one of Saya’s specialties. I call her “God 

Finger.” 

 

“When did you ever call me that!?” 

 

“Whenever you aren’t around.” 

 

“...I do not understand if you want to keep it a secret from me or not!” 

 

Arashi heard a conversation happening in the background but was too busy drooling from 

pleasure to care. 

 

“Anyway,” said Kaika. 
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“Please do not ignore me! Who knows about that nickname!?” 

 

“Hmm, it would be faster to name the people who don’t know about it.” 

 

“That many!?” 

 

“I can’t seem to think of anyone, though.” 

 

“Everyone knows!? What exactly did you tell them?” 

 

“Nothing much. Something like, ‘Saya’s so good with her fingers. I can’t believe how good it feels 

whenever she touches me. Electricity runs through my body with each caress, and I almost 

forget to breathe. Her touch is incredibly gentle yet firm and forceful at the same time. I go to 

heaven each time her fingers deeply penetrate my-’” 

 

“Scalp! Your scalp!!!” 

 

“Yes, my scalp. Why are you complaining? I was only telling the truth, right Arashi?” 

 

“Yeshhh…” said Arashi, her eyelids struggling to stay open. 

 

Kaika made a serious expression. “...I wonder if I looked like that the first time you had your way 

with me.” 

 

“Stop making it sound so lewd!” Saya’s face was completely red. 

 

“Putting something that inconsequential aside,” said the mistress. 

 

“My reputation is inconsequential!?” 

 

Kaika glanced at Arashi’s lower body. “How does your leg feel?” 

 

Arashi awoke from her pleasure trip. She stretched her right leg out. Its athletic curves and 

supple appearance belied its true composition. “...Okay.” 

 

“How about your nerve realignment procedure?” 

 

“It… was alright.” 

 

“Good. I was a bit worried because more than half your body is cybernetic now.” 

 

Saya looked at her mistress and said, “NGC’s recent advances in nerve synchronization have 

significantly reduced the pain. It is now tolerable even with this level of enhancement.” 
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It was still bad. 

 

The maintenance procedure was agony. If given a choice, Arashi would avoid undergoing such 

torture again. But she had none. In order to reach and slay her god, she had to become stronger. 

That man had been enduring an even more painful version of her maintenance given the degree 

of his cybernetic enhancement. She could not hesitate at this juncture. 

 

Saya moved on to washing Arashi’s shoulders. Her long smooth fingers glided down Arashi’s 

back, thoroughly rubbing off the dirt accumulated during sparring. The shape of the teen’s 

delicately curved shoulder blades and trained muscles peeked through her youthful skin. 

 

“Let me show you something,” said Kaika. 

 

“Why do I have a bad feeling about this?” asked Saya. 

 

“Because you have good intuition?” 

 

“If you think so, then please stop!” 

 

“Banzai!” shouted Kaika. 

 

Arashi’s hands shot straight up.  

 

Startled, Saya almost fell to the floor. “What was that!?” 

 

“Amazing isn’t it? I figured you want to wash her underarms next.” 

 

“Oh, yes I did. No, wait! What just happened!?” 

 

“The maids were having a tough time washing her because she always sat as still as a rock, so I 

trained her to raise her arms like that whenever I give that command.” 

 

“Trained?” 

 

“I used dolphin cookies. I didn’t want to part with them, but looking at the results, they were 

well spent.” 

 

“Like a dog!?” 

 

“How rude. I would never feed dolphin cookies to a mere dog.” 

 

“Cookie shape aside, please fix the training method!” 
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It’s amazing how easily Saya talks to Kai. 

 

Arashi spent a lot of time with her employer but found it difficult to speak with her. 

 

I want to be able to do that too. 

 

Arashi admired Saya’s eloquence and wanted to praise her. Unfortunately, the unschooled teen 

had a very limited vocabulary. 

 

“...Saya, noisy,” said Arashi. 

 

Saya dropped to her knees, her palms falling flat on the marble flooring. 

 

“You shouldn’t say that, Arashi. Look, Saya’s sulking. You two should get along as fellow flat-

chests.” 

 

“Ojousama…” Saya’s rumbling voice echoed throughout the enormous bathroom. 

 

With her arms still raised as if declaring victory, Arashi turned her head to Kaika and said, “I’m 

bigger… and still growing.” 

 

Arashi felt an iron vise take hold of her hair. Alarm bells sounded in her head as she strained her 

neck and eyes to confirm the identity her attacker. 

 

“Did you say something just now, Arashi?” asked Saya, her face completely devoid of expression. 

 

Arashi gazed at her with a similarly blank look. She did not understand why the fingers that 

carefully massaged her scalp earlier were now trying to peel it off. 

 

She thinks I’m lying to please her! 

 

Arashi viewed her breasts as hindrances to combat. To her, Saya’s sleek form was ideal. In fact, a 

lot of Saya’s dodges during their sparring sessions had only been possible due to the butler’s lack 

of chest girth. 

 

I have to explain! 

 

“I have bigger breasts… than you. I’m sure. I felt… yours during the… armbar earlier. You’re... 

flatter than me! Like a pancake, honest!” 

 

“Oh my god,” said Kaika in awe. “Arashi’s feet are off the ground…”  

 

The two girls ran around naked in the luxurious Nikaido bathroom in an attempt to escape the 

butler’s wrath. They were trembling from the cold by the time Saya calmed down. 
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In contrast to her body’s temperature, Arashi felt enveloped by warmth. Saya’s hands reminded 

her of her mother’s touch, and Kaika’s guidance evoked memories of the kind voice she longed 

for. Her newfound home steadily thawed the tundra in Arashi’s heart.  

 

 

*** 

 

 

“You’re late.” 

 

“Sorry. Didn’t you get my message?” asked Ageha. 

 

Rin crossed her arms and pouted. “I’d be much angrier if I didn’t.” 

 

“I had no choice. My client went all the way to the middle of nowhere.” 

 

“...I know. But I’m worried.” 

 

Ageha passed Rin and headed to the living room. “There’s nothing to worry about.” 

 

Rin grabbed his hand. “Your eye.” 

 

“This? It’s just a scratch.” 

 

“Just a scratch?” 

 

“Like I said before, I’m really good at what I do-” 

 

“And I believe you. You won’t make up a dumb lie like that. But that’s the problem.” 

 

“Problem?” 

 

“Someone as good as you got hurt.” Rin released Ageha’s hand and pointed at his brow. “It 

must’ve been that dangerous.” 

 

“No, there’s a different reason for this.” 

 

“Another reason you won’t tell me?” 

 

“It’s not something you need to hear.” 

 

“...I see.” Rin closed her eyes and walked off. 
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“Wait, wait.” He embraced her waist from behind. “You know why I don’t want to tell you, 

right?” 

 

Yes, she knew. It was for her sake. Stories about his other life would do nothing but scratch open 

her scabbed wounds. Her fingernails had already grown back, but her soul had yet to heal. 

 

His touch always calmed her. And that was a problem. She had grown far too complacent 

because of it. Without knowing, Ageha was already much farther from her reach than she 

imagined. 

 

Rin closed her eyes and relaxed her shoulders. “I know, but…” 

 

“I want to keep you away from all that. But I don’t want to lie to you.” 

 

Liar. 

 

Rin knew that Ageha had been lying to her. It was not because he was bad at it. On the contrary, 

he had become too skilled. Rin could no longer sift the lies from the truth. From her perspective, 

he was always completely honest. 

 

Impossible. 

 

There was no such thing as a completely honest person. Everyone lied. The only differences were 

the motives and degrees of deception. That meant Ageha could now completely deceive her, save 

for the fact that she knew she was being deceived. 

 

“Please let me protect you,” said Ageha. 

 

“Okay.” She turned around and kissed him on the corner of his lips. Pressing her cheek on his 

chest, she stifled a sigh. 

 

Rin loved him too much to say what she truly felt. She did not dare push on the crack between 

them in fear of spreading the fissures. 

 

 

Chapter Four: A New Master 

 

Valeriya gazed intently at Ageha. “Go slower. Yes, like that. Now gently thrust your hips.” 

 

“Like this?” asked Ageha. 

 

“No, not like that. Geez, I didn’t think you’d be so bad at this. That doesn’t feel good at all.” 
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Ageha clicked his tongue. “Well, sorry about that. My previous teacher was a lot more hands on 

when giving instructions.” 

 

“Really? Like demonstrating the movements?” 

 

“No, more like my body was forced to move according to my teacher’s will.” 

 

“Hmm, that’s some strict teaching.” 

 

They were in a dojo at one of her organization’s offices. Valeriya, in a disheveled kimono, was 

sitting crossed-legged at the kamiza, the room’s place of honor. Mitsuki stood beside her with a 

dissatisfied frown. Behind them was a small shrine with three sheathed Japanese swords on 

display. A large frame hosting boldly written calligraphy hung just above it.  

 

In the middle of the hall, Ageha followed, or at least tried to follow, Valeriya’s verbal 

instructions.  

 

His teacher twirled a lollipop inside her mouth. “You have to keep an image of the movement in 

your head. Trace that image, and you should be able to feel how well you’re doing.” Valeriya 

looked up and slowly rotated the lollipop stick, as if trying to unlock her hidden knowledge. 

“How should I say this, it feels, you know, good when you do it right. Those watching you feel 

good too.” 

 

“Can you be more vague?” 

 

“Stop complaining. It’s not my fault you’re a slow learner. Mitsuki got this on her first try. When 

she was eleven.” 

 

Mitsuki nodded her head. “Yeah, that’s pretty basic.” She crossed her arms, creasing the white 

top of her kendo uniform. The navy blue hakama complemented her slim figure. Her long black 

hair, tied in a low-tied ponytail, completed her traditional Japanese look. 
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Ageha frowned at Valeriya. “Why are you teaching me Shaolin kung fu anyway? Shouldn’t it be 

Systema or something?” 

 

“Because I’m Russian? And you must be a ninja because you’re Japanese, right? That’s 

discrimination!” Valeriya puckered her lips and pouted. 

 

“...You’re right. Sorry.” 

 

“I’m an expert at Systema, though.” 

 

“Then just answer the question!” 

 

“Your current fighting style is very similar to Systema, and you’ve already mastered that. It 

won’t do you much good learning something redundant. You could use some lessons in 

grappling, but that’s pointless in your case, right?” 

 

Ageha’s extensive physical enhancements meant that once he managed to grab hold of an 

enemy, the fight was over. 

 

“You should be grateful Ria is teaching you,” said Mitsuki with her chest puffed out. “She’s the 

undefeated former champion of the arena and an expert in many combat styles.” 

 

“I wouldn’t really call this teaching.” 

 

Valeriya took the bright red lollipop from her mouth and used it point at Ageha. “What do you 

mean? I’m telling you what to do, right?” 

 

“You’re too hard to understand. I have no idea what ‘trace that image’ means.” 

 

The Russian closed her eyes in deep thought. “How about saying ‘Trace On’ before you begin?” 

 

“That’s what I’m talking about. Your instructions are either random or incomprehensible.” 

 

“But I taught Mitsuki the same way.” 

 

“And how did that turn out?” asked Ageha with a skeptical expression. 

 

Valeriya furrowed her eyebrows. “Mitsuki, show him how it’s done.” 

 

The young girl smiled brightly. “With pleasure!” She walked towards the training area, glaring at 

Ageha as they passed each other.  

 

He joined Valeriya at the kamiza and sat down. 
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Mitsuki chose a spot near the center of the hall and closed her eyes. After taking a deep breath, 

her eyelids snapped open. She began demonstrating the forms Valeriya had been teaching to 

Ageha. 

 

It might be unfair comparing those two. 

 

In truth, Valeriya did not blame Ageha for having trouble with her instruction. She was a genius 

who skipped fundamentals and mastered techniques with little effort. Learning from someone 

like that was incredibly difficult. Her daughter Mitsuki, a wunderkind surpassing her in raw 

talent, was an exception. 

 

Even discounting her parental bias, Valeriya thought Mitsuki’s motions were flawless. Graceful. 

Powerful. Fluid. Sharp. Those words combined still failed to describe the spectacle in front of 

them. 

 

Ageha observed Mitsuki’s movements. “I finally get what you meant by ‘It feels good.’ Why the 

hell am I surrounded by prodigies?” 

 

Valeriya showed a mischievous grin. “Did she remind you of your old boss?” 

 

“Are you trying to show off your information network by saying that?” 

 

Valeriya raised an eyebrow. “That doesn’t even count as information. It’s basic pre-employment 

background checking. I was just curious.” 

 

“No, it didn’t.” 

 

“...You’re pretty good. I can’t tell if you're lying or not, and I’m quite confident in my ability to 

see through lies.” 

 

“Thanks. I learned from the best.” 

 

“So you did recall that Nikaido girl.” 

 

“...Leave me alone.” Ageha turned his head away from Valeriya. 

 

“That’s pretty cute. There might be hope for you yet.” 

 

Mitsuki finished her exhibition and jogged towards Ria. “How was it?” Her eyes sparkled with 

anticipation. 

 

“Perfect, as always.” Valeriya put her hand on Mitsuki’s head and gave it a rub. 

 

“That was amazing,” said Ageha. 
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“As if an amateur like you can tell.” 

 

“That’s why it’s amazing. Even without understanding the details, I was awed.” 

 

Mitsuki’s expression did not change. The typical scowl, with her lips shaped like an arrow 

pointing to the sky, remained. “Do you really think I care about anything you say?” 

 

“No, and right back at you.” Ageha showed a cocky smirk. 

 

“Oh, I have an idea.” Valeriya raised her lollipop in place of her index finger. “Mitsuki, why don’t 

you try teaching him?” 

 

“”What!?”” asked both of her disciples. 

 

“They say there’s also a lot to learn by teaching. Both of you stand to gain something.” 

 

Mitsuki looked at her mother and bit her lip. “...If Ria says so.” 

 

Ageha glanced at Valeriya and then at Mitsuki. “Seriously?” 

 

“Dissatisfied?” asked the small girl. 

 

“Well, yeah. I’d understand if Valeriya was-” 

 

Mitsuki’s glare intensified. 

 

“...Valeriya-sama was the one teaching. But I don’t think I have anything to learn from someone 

much weaker than I am. No offense.” 

 

“That doesn’t make sense. Coaching is different from application. You should know that already 

after seeing Ria teach.” 

 

Ageha chuckled at Valeriya. “You heard her.” 

 

Valeriya’s expression darkened. 

 

“No, I didn’t mean it like that! Ria’s teaching method is… uhmm…that, yes, it’s that! It’s too 

special for a dunce like this to understand!” said Mitsuki while frantically waving her hands 

around. 

 

Valeriya’s good spirits returned. 

 

“What happened to your ability to see through lies..?” asked Ageha. 
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“It doesn’t work on my daughter.” 

 

“That’s some amazing parental love.” 

 

“Thank you!” 

 

“I wasn’t praising you.” 

 

“Stop wasting time. Get over here,” said Mitsuki. 

 

“Like I said-” 

 

“Are you really that proud of being stronger than a thirteen-year-old girl? While size and 

cybernetics give you raw strength, they don’t help your technique at all.” 

 

“She’s right,” said Valeriya. 

 

Ageha sighed and followed Mitsuki to the middle of the dojo. 

 

She took a stance. “Now, copy my movements.” 

 

Ageha followed her motions. His movements were a bit awkward but flowed much better than 

before.  

 

Not bad. 

 

Valeriya concluded that Ageha was a completely different type from her and Mitsuki. Indeed, he 

was not a genius. But he was no dropout, either. He simply needed a different teaching 

approach. 

 

“Seems you can do it if you try,” said Mitsuki. 

 

Ageha’s eyes widened a little. “That’s surprising.” 

 

“I know.” 

 

He sighed. “No, I’m not talking about my performance. I was surprised you actually praised me.” 

 

“I wasn’t praising you. I just gave a fair evaluation. I may dislike being in the same room as you, 

but that doesn’t mean I can lie about your performance, nor would I want to. Wait, that’s a little 

off.” Mitsuki stopped her kata and approached Ageha. She held his lower back and pushed her 

foot into the back of his knee. “Keep your back straight, and lower your stance more.” 
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Ageha obediently followed her instructions. His posture improved significantly, and his hand 

and leg motions became much smoother due to the increased stability. 

 

“You’re really good at this,” said Ageha. 

 

“Naturally. I’m confident that only Ria can beat me when it comes to technique.” 

 

Ageha silently mimicked Mitsuki. His technique became more refined with each step. 

 

Excellent. 

 

Ageha’s fighting style was like a naked blade. It existed for the sole purpose of killing and 

nothing else, which made it very efficient and effective. However, that also meant it provided no 

other benefits for him. 

 

A bit of luxury would do you good.  

 

Valeriya nodded twice while watching the routine she created herself. One of the bonuses of her 

qigong-based kata was calming inner turmoil.  

 

You may not want my help, but you’ll still get it. 

 

When Valeriya defeated Ageha a while ago, she noticed that internal conflict dulled his 

concentration. In order to make full use of him, she needed him to get over his problems, or at 

least not let them affect his work. 

 

“Regulate your breathing,” said Mitsuki. “Extra tension will disrupt your rhythm.” 

 

“Yes, Sensei.” 

 

“Don’t make fun of me.” 

 

“I’m completely serious.” 

 

“...I see. That’s fine then.” 

 

Momentarily forgetting about their disagreements, Valeriya’s two disciples diligently continued 

training. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

“You didn’t answer my question earlier,” said Ageha.  
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“Huh? What question?” asked the Russian. 

 

The two of them were watching Mitsuki’s sparring session. 

 

“Don’t play dumb. I asked why you’re teaching me Shaolin kung fu. There should be other styles 

to choose from.” 

 

“Oh that. Because it looks cool.” 

 

“What.” 

 

“Don’t get angry! I’m serious! The problem with your style, if you can even call it that, is it’s too 

simple and clean. That’s great for an assassin but horrible for an arena combatant.” 

 

Ageha immediately understood what she meant. The arena existed for entertainment. Running 

to the enemy and one-sidedly crushing their throat was not exactly the most exciting show.  

 

“I’d appreciate it if you use what you learned to make your matches flashier.” 

 

Easier said than done. 

 

Flashy was fine. But doing that on top of secretly killing people in the audience was a whole new 

ball game. 

 

“I’ll do what I can.” 

 

“Thank you!” she said with a satisfied smile. 

 

“Not necessary. It’s part of our deal.” 

 

“Haa!” shouted Mitsuki as she smashed her shinai into the kendo helm of one of Valeriya’s 

subordinates. 

 

“Did you teach her that?” asked Ageha. 

 

“Yeah. She wanted to become stronger, but she’s too small to fight barehanded. A sword 

supplements her lack of reach and power. That said, they’re only playing for points. The power 

of her strikes still belongs to a young girl.” 

 

Mitsuki was surrounded by several men in full kendo armor. In contrast, she was not wearing 

any protective gear. Two opponents dashed towards her. She shuffled backward and parried the 

closer enemy’s shinai, causing it to block the sword path of the second opponent. She then 

dashed forward, slipping past the narrow gap between her opponents while landing a head hit 

on one of them. The other enemy swiftly turned around while slashing horizontally, his sword 
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speeding towards her cheek. Mitsuki calmly bent her knees while keeping her back straight, 

dodging the attack by an inch. Before the enemy could recover, she thrust the tip of her bamboo 

blade against the enemy’s mask. 

 

“Isn’t she the cutest!?” asked Valeriya. 

 

“Cute? Scary is more like it.” 

 

“Hmph.” Valeriya turned away from Ageha with her eyes closed. “Maybe you should get your 

eyes replaced.” 

 

“Yeah, I was thinking about that. I’m still saving up for it though,” he said with a completely 

serious expression. 

 

“...I was kidding.” 

 

“Me too.” 

 

“Ugh. It’s so hard to tell with that dry mug of yours.” 

 

“You just need more practice. There are people with stiffer faces.” 

 

A wave of nostalgia washed over him as he recalled Saya and Arashi. He quickly swept those 

thoughts away and focused his attention on the practice match. 

 

Mitsuki sidestepped a downward slash while slashing down herself. Her sword hit the 

opponent’s helm as his strike zipped by her side. 

 

“Isn’t this too easy for her?” asked Ageha. 

 

“I guess. I already gave her a handicap, but maybe it wasn’t enough.” 

 

“You mean her lack of armor?” 

 

“No. That’s by necessity. She can’t fight against that many people without a large speed 

advantage. I forbade her from attacking anywhere but the helm. Of course, my men know about 

that too.” 

 

Ageha’s fight against the Nikaido brothers’ cyborg had taught him firsthand how difficult that 

restriction was, especially if the enemy was aware of it. He was deeply impressed with Mitsuki’s 

skill. 

 

“But isn’t fighting without armor dangerous? One mistake could lead to a serious injury.” 
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“I’m the one who taught her, remember? There’s nothing to worry about. Besides, if any of my 

men so much as touch her skin, I’m going to kill them.” 

 

She was smiling, but the cold tone in her voice reflected her deadly seriousness. 

 

“In that case, wouldn’t everyone hold back?” 

 

“There’s no way Mitsuki nor I would allow that. I told them if they don’t do their best, I’m going 

to kill them.” 

 

How unreasonable! 

 

Ageha could not help but feel sorry for Valeriya’s subordinates. From the moment the match 

began, no, from the moment they started working for this woman, their doom had been set in 

stone. 

 

I hope that doesn’t apply to me too. 

 

Having lost interest in the one-sided beatdown unfolding before him, Ageha decided to change 

the subject. “Do you have anything new for me?” 

 

“As a matter of fact, I do. It seems Jin got in contact with Kazuki Nikaido’s former assistant and 

successor, Akane Kogami. She ran a background check on him and triggered some of our info 

network tripwires. His current location is unknown. He’s been much harder to find ever since 

your surprise visit.” 

 

Ageha’s eyes narrowed. He had wasted a valuable opportunity that night. His prey was a lot 

more careful than he had imagined. Ageha found himself thinking about his former employer. If 

Kaika had been helping him, Jin would already be sleeping with the fishes. But that was also just 

another lost opportunity. 

 

“Can you get me information on Kogami?” 

 

“It’s already in your inbox.” 

 

“Thanks.” 

 

She shook her head with a gentle expression. “Like you said, it’s part of our deal.” 

 

Mitsuki finished off her last opponent and then waved at Valeriya with a proud smile. 

 

“When I first met Mitsuki, I didn’t think you two had anything in common,” said Ageha. 

 

“Really? I guess that can’t be helped. I never told you, but she’s adopted.” 
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Ageha looked back and forth between the tall blonde Russian and the miniature yamato 

nadeshiko and said, “I never would’ve guessed,” with as much sarcasm as he could muster. 

 

Valeriya’s shoulders shook as she laughed heartily. 

 

“I meant your strength,” said Ageha.  

 

“Strength?” 

 

“The thing you have in common. And I don’t mean physical. It takes a lot more than talent to get 

that far.” He gazed pointedly at Mitsuki. “You must be doing something right despite how much 

you spoil her.” 

 

Valeriya stifled a laugh. 

 

“What?” he asked. 

 

“I finally understand why you left your previous employer.” 

 

“And why’s that?” 

 

“You have no eye for women.” 

 

 

Chapter Five: Den of Monsters 

 

“Ladies and gentlemen! Our next fight will be a weapon roulette match!” said the announcer, his 

voice echoing throughout the arena. “The competitors will fight it out using weapons randomly 

selected just minutes before the duel! Both skill and luck are tested in a ruthless dance of death!” 

 

Valeriya, bored with the usual exaggerated announcement, yawned as she watched from her 

private box. 

 

“First to enter the battleground, we have a skilled veteran with twelve kills in the arena! His 

unparalleled strength and vicious brutality earned him the nickname The Titan. Heeere 

cooomes Jaaeeeeger!” 

 

A monstrous man carrying a battle axe stomped into the ring. Jaeger was over seven feet tall and 

built like a tank. 

 

“And is that what I think it is!? On his shoulder is his weapon of choice!!! Lady luck has smiled 

on the championship favorite!” 

 

Valeriya unwrapped a lollipop and stuffed it into her mouth. 
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Luck my ass. 

 

Someone definitely pulled some strings. 

 

“Facing him tonight is one of the arena’s rising stars. In each of her 4 victories, she awed us with 

her lightning speed and nimble movements! She has no name on record, but her fans call her 

Gazelle because of her explosive speed and slender figure. And her weapon is…” 

 

This Gazelle has been getting better with every fight. 

 

It’s like she’s in a growth spurt. 

 

“A slingshot! What a terrible twist of fate! But such is the arena!” 

 

The Russian bit into her round candy, cracking it in two. 

 

Disgusting. 

 

Valeriya was fine with deception but abhorred cheating. A contest only had meaning if it was 

between equals. The blatant rigging of the weapon roulette made her cringe. One of the reasons 

she had been giving assassination objectives and style demands to Ageha was to make his bouts 

more exciting. A one-sided fight was not a fight at all, and she loved fights. 

 

Jaeger stood in place and made several practice swings with his weapon. His light brown jacket 

fluttered from the air currents he produced. He easily waved around the enormous double-

bitted axe with his right hand and then the other, a feat impossible without ARMS 

enhancements.  

 

His much smaller opponent wore the elastic band of the slingshot around her neck like a 

necklace and marched to the center of the ring. Her messy short black hair gently swayed from 

her enemy’s flamboyant exhibition. A dark grey form-fitting suit snugly wrapped her athletic 

physique. A plain white mask hid her face.  

 

“The odds are at -290 for Jaeger and +270 for Gazelle! Will the speedster fall in the face of 

overwhelming strength!? Or will there be a dramatic upset!? Let the games begin!!!” 

 

The moment the starting bell sounded, Gazelle broke into a sprint. Jaeger lowered his stance 

and firmly gripped his axe with both hands. When she was a few feet from him, he swung 

horizontally. Gazelle ducked to avoid the blade but was met by Jaeger’s right leg. She blocked 

the titan’s kick with her left arm but still got blasted sideways. 

 

Contrary to his brutish looks, Jaeger is fairly skilled. 

 

She’s lucky his legs aren’t metal. 
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Gazelle tumbled on the ground. Jaeger ran towards her as she picked herself up off the floor. 

Her left arm, hurt from the attack, hung limp at her side. Jaeger closed in and swung his axe 

downward with tremendous speed. Gazelle sidestepped left to avoid it, but Jaeger curved the 

trajectory towards her. She protected herself with her right arm. A metallic screech pierced the 

arena. The suit and skin covering her arm split open, revealing an alloy interior. 

 

Cybernetic legs and an arm? 

 

Her extensive cybernetic enhancement surprised Valeriya. She would have been downright 

shocked if she had not met Ageha. 

 

The attack had merely grazed Gazelle but still contained enough force to push her away. She 

managed to stay on her feet and leapt away from her monstrous opponent. Jaeger did not follow 

her. 

 

“What a ferocious attack!” shouted the announcer during the lull in combat. “Gazelle looks hurt! 

Will she be able to turn this around!?”  

 

What will you do now? 

 

Injured and weaponless, Gazelle was backed into a corner. Despite having no stake in the 

current contest, Valeriya found herself rooting for the girl. She had a habit of siding with the 

underdog. 

 

Gazelle gingerly flexed her left arm. It moved. She then took a runner’s stance and dashed 

towards her enemy. 

 

Again? 

 

Did she give up and stop thinking? 

 

Using both hands, Jaeger raised the axe over his head. His face revealed an expectant smile, like 

a gourmand eager to carve into a juicy piece of steak. Gazelle reached her maximum velocity, but 

he calmly watched her approach. 

 

Bionic eyes? 

 

His confidence in the face of Gazelle’s inhuman speed suggested that he had enhanced vision. 

With Jaeger’s win all but confirmed, Valeriya made a mental note to warn Ageha of this 

formidable adversary. She focused her eyes so as not to miss anything in the following moments. 

 

A split second before Gazelle entered his range, Jaeger drove his axe down. Gazelle swerved left 

to avoid it, but like earlier, Jaeger used his absurd strength to change the trajectory of his attack 

mid-swing. 
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Is it over? 

 

Again, Gazelle raised her alloy arm to defend against the strike. Just before the blade struck, she 

sideflipped to the right using the axe head as her axis. The axe sliced through empty air before 

embedding into the ground. Jaeger’s eyes widened as Gazelle landed diagonally in front of him.  

 

Without panicking, he let go of his anchored weapon and threw a left backhand at Gazelle’s face. 

The attack had enough force to pulverize her head, but she calmly tracked it with her eyes. 

Gazelle bent her legs while raising her right arm. The backhand missed her head but tangled 

with her alloy limb.  

 

Grabbing onto Jaeger’s forearm, she rode its momentum and flipped herself onto it. Before 

Jaeger could react, she grasped his jacket sleeve and pulled herself towards his face. Jaeger tried 

to seize her with his right hand, but she jumped into the air by using his left shoulder as a 

platform. Her feet pushed him downward, forcing him into a shallow squat. He looked up to 

confirm Gazelle’s location.  

 

A pebble plunged into his left eye socket. 

 

So that’s where she hid her slingshot ammo. 

 

Valeriya had clearly seen Gazelle stick her hand into her back pocket and pitch a pebble directly 

into her opponent’s eye while in midair. 

 

The audience exploded with cheers as Jaeger held his face and screamed in agony. Gazelle 

spread her legs as she fell and landed on him, sitting on his shoulders and squeezing his neck 

between her thighs. She thrust her alloy fingers into his mouth, breaking his teeth, and pulled 

his head back with great force. His mouth was forced open, likely breaking his neck in the 

process.  

 

With her left hand, Gazelle removed the metal slingshot from her neck and stabbed it into his 

throat. The blunt makeshift stake and the power in her human left arm were not enough to kill 

Jaeger outright, but the wound bled profusely.  

 

Jaeger frantically raised his arms to snatch the enemy on his shoulders. Gazelle calmly leaned 

back, flipped, and landed on the ground. His eyeball destroyed, his neck broken, and choking on 

his own blood, the giant fell. 

 

“A-Amazing!!! The Titan falls! Gazelle is victorious!!!” 

 

A smile crept onto Valeriya’s face as she imagined a fight between Ageha and that girl. She licked 

her lips, tasting the sugar on them. 

 

Sweet. 
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*** 

 

 

“Let him in,” said Valeriya. 

 

The guard outside opened the door, allowing Ageha to enter the private viewing box..  

 

“What took you so long?” she asked. The kimono-clad Russian unwrapped a lollipop and gave it 

a lick before popping it into her mouth. 

 

Ageha waited for the door to close before speaking. “You were watching, right? Washing the 

blood off was a pain.” 

 

“I didn’t expect you to use yourself as a projectile. That was impressive. And crazy.” 

 

“What choice did I have? It was a barehanded match.” 

 

“I got a bit worried when you flew into the audience. Even your opponent looked surprised by 

how far his uppercut took you.” 

 

“Of course he was. I kicked off the floor when I blocked it. We were close to the wall, but his 

attack alone wouldn’t take me all the way to the target.” 

 

“No one suspects anything?” 

 

“They were too busy screaming like banshees. My elbow punctured the target’s chest as I landed. 

It was half luck. No one would think that was intentional.” 

 

“Good. Kudos for using a dragon palm strike to end the match.” 

 

“You wanted flashy.” 

 

“Such good service!” 

 

“I’m a service industry professional.” 

 

Valeriya chuckled and beckoned Ageha to move closer. “Take a look at this.” Using her lollipop, 

she pointed to the arena below. 

 

Ageha looked through the thick glass window and saw a girl standing over a man convulsing on 

the floor. “Where do they get all these huge guys? The one I just fought was about eight feet tall.” 
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“They’re in high demand because they look scary. The spectators love that kinda thing. They 

don’t understand anything about combat.” 

 

“Then why do I need to use kung fu in my matches?” 

 

“Because entertainment doesn’t require understanding. It’s fine as long as it looks good. 

Anyway, ignore the ape. I meant the other one.” 

 

Ageha’s gaze shifted to the girl. “What about her?” 

 

“Fans call her Gazelle. Her legs and her right arm are cybernetic. Eyes too, probably.” 

 

Ageha turned to Valeriya. “And?” 

 

“Not just that. She has good instincts. Her movements are getting better with every match. I saw 

a couple of her fights before. This one is incomparable to the first. She even blinded her 

opponent by pitching a pebble into his eye while in midair. It’s too bad she didn’t throw an 

uppercut though. A Gazelle Punch would’ve been a masterpiece!” She laughed. 

 

Something about Valeriya’s comments nagged at him. 

 

Pitching? 

 

A certain teenage grenadier came to mind. 

 

It can’t be. 

 

Ageha searched for the girl’s figure, but she was no longer in the ring. “Wait, a pebble?” 

 

“It’s a long story. She’ll probably make it to the final matches. Don’t let your guard down.” 

 

Valeriya’s high evaluation of Gazelle meant she was truly dangerous. Ageha decided to be more 

wary of her. 

 

“Take a seat,” she said. “You should watch the coming matches.” 

 

He took her offer. “Let me guess, more monsters?” 

 

“Exactly. It’s better to get a grasp of their abilities early on. You might not like it, but don’t forget 

our deal. The assassinations are only side jobs. You have to win the tournament.” 

 

“What makes you think I’m against scouting?” 

 

“You never came to watch before, despite my invitations.” 
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“You invited me before. This time, you ordered me. If it’s a fight worth seeing, you won’t let me 

blow it off.” 

 

Valeriya chuckled. “I didn’t order you. I just strongly requested.” A charming smile floated on 

her face. “Gazelle’s performance was a surprise, though.” 

 

The announcer began introducing the next pair of combatants. Spider, a muscular man with 

very long limbs, walked into the ring. His opponent, a small boy called Crescent, playfully 

skipped into view soon after. It was an unrestricted match, so most weapons, excluding 

firearms, were allowed. Spider held two daggers, while the boy gripped a curved blade in each 

hand.  

 

“A kid?” asked Ageha. 

 

“That’s what you’d think, right? Watch carefully.” 

 

The sound of the bell marked the start of the match. 

 

And the match ended. 

 

Or rather, it was as good as finished, but the boy refused to let it end. 

 

It had been a straightforward contest of speed. Crescent had been just a little bit faster than 

Spider. Spider’s daggers had failed to block the boy’s slashes by a mere inch four successive 

times, one attack for each of Spider’s limbs. 

 

The muscular man screamed and wriggled on the floor. His arms and legs were bleeding and 

immobile. Crescent gleefully took his time cutting his helpless opponent apart. His mask hid his 

expression, but judging from the spring in his step, the boy was probably salivating in pleasure. 

 

“This isn’t what I wanted to show you,” said Valeriya with a regretful tone. 

 

“I know,” he said. “He’s fast, but I can manage.” 

 

Ageha’s body was almost completely made of alloy. Speed and blades were not enough to defeat 

him. Seeing this farce had also changed Ageha’s resolve to a powerful desire. He wanted to kill 

that boy. 

 

Valeriya looked crestfallen. “How sad. Spider was strong, even if he didn’t have ARMS.” 

 

“Strength is meaningless. Survival is everything.” 

 

“Do you really believe that?” 
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“I didn’t want to.” Ageha’s lips unconsciously curled into a frown as he slid his thumb along the 

ring on his finger. 

 

Crescent eventually got tired of playing with Spider’s mutilated body and left the ring. A group 

of cleaners disposed of the corpse and prepared the arena for the next match. 

 

Valeriya tapped Ageha on the shoulder. “Sorry to break this to you, but there’s one more.” 

 

“Is it just my imagination, or is my end of our deal much harder than yours?” 

 

“Hey, finding that Jin fellow isn’t a cakewalk either. And you lost to me, so it’s natural I get 

better terms.” 

 

She was right, so Ageha did not argue back. 

 

Two new fighters faced off in the middle of the ring.  

 

Ageha observed the tall athletic man in a muay thai stance. Based on his form, he seemed to be 

quite skilled. 

 

“Not him.” Valeriya puckered her lips and pointed the white plastic stick protruding from them 

to the other fighter. “That one.” 

 

Thinking that the gigantic man was just another oaf, Ageha had not registered him as a threat. 

 

“Don’t get fooled by appearances,” said Valeriya. 

 

At the start of the match, the kickboxer carefully approached his opponent. With a burst of 

speed, he dashed in and launched a front kick towards the giant’s abdomen. The giant could not 

block his cybernetic leg, and normally, that meant the match was over.  

 

However, the giant did not budge from the blow. He swiftly extended both hands towards his 

enemy. The kickboxer tried to back away but was unable to escape the giant’s long reach. The 

giant grabbed him by the shoulders, lifted him into the air, and crushed his right arm. The 

kickboxer cried as he kicked the giant’s chest with his legs. The attacks were ineffective.  

 

The giant executed a flawless shoulder throw and slammed the kickboxer on the floor. The 

immense force caused the kickboxer to splatter on the ground, like a skydiver with a faulty 

parachute. 

 

“Now that’s a little problematic,” mumbled Ageha. 

 

A giant immune to cybernetic body blows. That was a nightmare surpassing his fight with the 

Nikaido cyborgs. 
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“That’s 0.5.” 

 

“0.5?” 

 

“That’s the name he used to enter the tourney.” 

 

A machine-like name for a giant robot. 

 

“What a fitting name,” he said with a troubled expression. 

 

Valeriya glanced at him and smiled. “I think so too.” 

 

The announcer declared the end of the final match and began the closing ceremonies. Ageha 

stood from his seat. 

 

“Wait, there’s one other thing,” said Valeriya. “I need a favor.”  

 

“A favor?” His eyebrows furrowed for an instant.  

 

This can’t be anything good. 

 

“Don’t make that face. It’s super easy!” 

 

“Stop talking like a teenager. It’s unnerving. That lollipop is annoying enough.” 

 

“Eh!? What do you mean?” 

 

“I’ve been meaning to say this for a while now. It doesn’t fit your image at all. You’re practically 

oozing mature charm, but you have candy in your mouth. Sure, it looks erotic when you lick it, 

but more than that, it doesn’t match your image. Well, you’re sexy either way, so I’m just 

nitpicking.” 

 

“Er, thanks..?” 

 

“No matter how you think about it, a pipe or at least a cigarette fits better. Aren’t you a mob 

boss?” 

 

“Isn’t that too cliche? I actually used to smoke but gave it up because of that.” 

 

Ageha looked at her as if he was staring at a dunce. 

 

Valeriya waved her hand in denial. “I’m kidding! Don’t look at me like that! It’s true that I quit 

smoking, but that’s because Mitsuki hated the smell.” 
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Ageha sighed. “I figured it was something like that. But why a lollipop?” 

 

“I have a thing for sweets.” Valeriya took the lollipop from her mouth and innocently brandished 

it. “And I love putting things in my mouth.” 

 

That was kind of hot. 

 

Valeriya peered at his face with a naughty smile. “What were you thinking just now?” 

 

“That was kind of hot.” 

 

“...I knew it all along, but you’re really not cute at all.” Her shoulders dropped. “At least you 

understand gap moe.” 

 

“What?” 

 

“Nevermind. It’s fine if you don’t know the term as long as you appreciate the effect.” She 

grinned. 

 

“I feel like you just told me something completely worthless, but whatever.” Ageha walked 

towards the door. “See you later.” 

 

She chuckled. “Did you really think you could trick me that easily?” 

 

He scratched his head and turned around. “No, but I hoped you’d humor my attempt.” 

 

“Maybe if you tried harder. It was too obvious because you spoke too much. You’re not that 

chatty. Besides, aren’t you hitching a ride home with me?” 

 

“Running back felt like the better choice.” 

 

“Don’t worry, it really is an easy job. In fact, it’s something you have experience in.” 

 

 

Chapter Six: Stick Up 

 

“It’s like we traveled back in time,” said Kaika while looking around. 

 

She knew this was Arashi’s first trip overseas. A drastic change in scenery would elicit a proper 

response from the mollusk beside her, or so she had thought. Instead, Arashi just tilted her head 

with the same sleepy, blank look.  

 

Kaika sighed.  
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The spaghetti straps of her white vest top hung on her petite shoulders. Her rump, plump like 

steamed buns, tested the elasticity of her denim shorts. It was not her usual style, but she had 

opted for a more casual outfit appropriate for Manila’s humid tropical climate.  

 

Excluding the large metal case on her back, Arashi was also lightly clothed. Black jeans, reaching 

just below her knee, tightly hugged her peach-shaped buttocks. Only a salmon pink tanktop 

covered her upper body. She had abandoned the idea of wearing a bra under the sweltering heat. 

Kaika did not need one in the first place. 

 

They strolled side by side on a crowded sidewalk. The human traffic had already spilled out into 

the main road, but that posed no real danger because the vehicles moved even slower than the 

pedestrians. 

 

About fifteen minutes ago, Kaika had been comfortably riding with Arashi in an armored car. 

Realizing they would not make their showtime at the next orphanage because of congestion, she 

had decided go on foot. To avoid unnecessary attention, Kaika had left her bodyguards behind, 

taking only Arashi with her. That, however, was a fruitless endeavor. Their unusually fair skin, 

clashing with the much darker complexion of the locals, made them stick out like sore thumbs. 

The two adorable teens gathered looks of admiration and envy from everyone around them.  

 

Kaika noticed the sidelong stares from the opposite sex growing fiercer each time she raised her 

arm to wipe the sweat off her brow but paid it no heed. Arashi’s unsupported, albeit modest, 

bust also accumulated intense attention, but the sloth-like teen could not care less. 

 

“It’s like the energy revolution never happened in this country.” 

 

“Energy… revolution..?” asked Arashi.  

 

Arashi’s lack of societal knowledge was nothing new. Kaika loved to teach, so she patiently 

answered Arashi’s questions whenever they came up. 

 

“Several decades ago, there was a breakthrough in fusion energy research that greatly reduced 

the cost of power worldwide.” 

 

Arashi’s eyes wandered away from Kaika.  

 

“Listen! You were the one who asked the question!” 

 

Arashi’s focus returned to her employer. 

 

Simple words, simple words... 

 

“Basically, energy became very cheap, and people became richer as a result.” 

 

Arashi nodded. 
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“However, there are exceptions, like this country. Look around. It’s nothing like Japan, right?” 

 

Arashi did as commanded and then nodded. 

 

“There’s no decent public transportation, infrastructure makes no sense, poverty and 

unemployment run rampant, and the list goes on. Forget a pyramid, this country’s social class 

model is like an upturned T.” 

 

The poorer countries, who were supposed to benefit the most from the energy revolution, had 

barely improved. That was because of their long-standing systemic and cultural problems. 

Wealth had enforced aristocratic power and further stagnated social change. Fairness was a 

legend that existed only in mythos. 

 

He would have hated seeing this. 

 

Ageha’s dissatisfied face flashed in her head. Kaika also despised the situation but for a less 

noble reason. That difference, their distance, caused a sharp pain to prick her heart. 

 

Kaika noticed that Arashi was tuning out again. She clicked her tongue. “I mean, this country is 

poor. To be exact, the people are poor.” She glanced at her listener to confirm she had gotten her 

attention. “That’s because the rich and powerful people are hogging all the money.” 

 

Arashi made a sour expression. “...Money is important.”  

 

That was the first time Kaika had seen such a look on her. 

 

She did say she needs it to get stronger. 

 

“My… mother left… because we didn’t have… money.” 

 

“I see.” 

 

Kaika hardly knew her own mother and hated her father. She could not understand what the 

teen felt. She could easily fake empathy, but after seeing Arashi’s rare display of emotion, she 

opted not to. 

 

Arashi looked at Kaika. A flame of determination could be seen in her eyes. “Those who have 

money… should share it.” 

 

“...Being one of the richest people in the world, I’m in no position to preach. But.” Kaika pointed 

at Arashi, or rather, what Arashi was holding. “That’s not convincing coming from you!” 

 

Arashi raised the wooden skewer in her hand and bit off one of the small orange balls on it. Then 

she tilted her head. 
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“Don’t act as if you have no idea what I’m talking about!” 

 

Arashi was holding numerous plastic bags full of food. Wooden skewers were sticking out from 

some of them. She wrapped her lips on a blue straw and started sipping her watered down 

mango juice. 

 

“Don’t you feel sorry for all those children begging for some of your food earlier? You even 

kicked some of them away.” 

 

“They were… persistent. These are mine. My... money.” 

 

“Technically, it’s my money, but that’s beside the point. Weren’t you saying something about 

sharing?” 

 

“I... don’t have any money left to share.” 

 

“That’s because you spent it all on street food! Share that instead! Those kids were asking for 

food anyway!” 

 

“Food… is a different story.” Arashi jogged towards another food stall. 

 

“Hey, we’re going to be late!” 

 

Arashi ran back to her mistress. 

 

“Oh, that’s unexpectedly obedient of you,” said Kaika. 

 

“Money.” 

 

Kaika kicked Arashi’s leg and hurt her own toe. “Dammit! I should know better, but this little..!” 

 

Arashi looked at Kaika, her eyes glistening. Her expression hardly changed, but a pleading aura 

emanated from her. It reminded Kaika of an abandoned puppy, especially with Arashi’s half-

closed eyes.  

 

Kaika, secretly vulnerable to cuteness, could not resist. Arashi had been taking advantage of that 

weakness for a while now. Kaika might have had a better relationship with her sister if Kureha 

had been as impudent as Arashi. 

 

“Here you go.” Kaika handed a wad of local paper currency to her. 

 

Arashi took the money and bought a few more skewers of food.  
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Kaika looked at the bags in her left hand. “Is your left arm okay now?” 

 

“...How did you know?” 

 

“People watching is a hobby of mine.” 

 

“It doesn’t… hurt anymore.” Arashi made a shallow bow. “...Thank you.” 

 

Kaika answered with a smile. They resumed their travel as Arashi nibbled on her newly acquired 

morsels.  

 

The tiny tycoon glanced at what she was eating. “Is that what they call “Isaw?” 

 

Arashi shrugged. 

 

“I’m amazed you’re eating things you don’t even recognize, especially something that grotesque. 

I’m fine with eating offal, but intestines on a stick is a bit too much.” Kaika stared at the skewer 

Arashi was holding. “I mean, it looks like a skewered worm. Is it any good?” 

 

Kaika had also been sampling the local delicacies, but she had avoided the more exotic items in 

fear of food poisoning. In contrast, Arashi probably did not even know what food poisoning 

meant. 

 

Arashi nodded to Kaika’s question and then stabbed the grilled chicken intestine skewer into her 

mistress’s mouth. 

 

“Mmgh! Whngh nyuu doongh!?”  

 

Arashi ignored Kaika’s muffled complaints.  

 

Kaika was forced to bite off a piece. Her expression changed from surprise to one of deep 

thought. “...This is actually quite good. Excellent, in fact.” Kaika’s eyes sparkled. “The drizzle of 

spiced vinegar, sweet barbecue glaze, and the blackened char-grilled edges create a sublime 

balance of flavors! There’s also an interesting texture contrast between the crisp exterior and the 

meat’s inherent chewiness.” She furrowed her eyebrows. “...I’ve been missing out.” 

 

Arashi, no longer listening, bit into a piece of grilled pig ear.  

 

For the nth time that day, Kaika sighed in resignation. She checked the time using her mobile 

terminal. “We won’t make it at this rate. Let’s take a shortcut.” She pulled up a GPS map on the 

small screen and chose the shortest route. 

 

The teenage pair turned a corner and proceeded into an alley. As they delved deeper into the 

narrow back alleys, the large case slung on Arashi’s shoulder knocked into a wooden cart filled 

with bottles and cans. Kaika apologized to the cart’s owner and quickly pulled Arashi away. 
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“Why did you have that thing made anyway? It’s too big.” said Kaika. 

 

“It’s necessary.” 

 

But that won’t work against Ageha. 

 

Considering that she had funded its creation, she had every right to complain and inquire about 

its purpose but decided not to. Kaika found Arashi’s choice odd because the teen’s goal was to 

defeat, not simply kill, Ageha, but reminding her of that was the last thing she wanted to do. 

 

After about five minutes of traversing the dirty backstreets, a young man walked up to them. 

 

“That’s an expensive-looking terminal you have there,” he said. 

 

Arashi, who did not understand a word of Filipino, kept walking. Kaika understood him but 

followed her companion’s example.  

 

Apparently insulted by the lack of attention, the man pulled out a butterfly knife and expertly 

opened it with a flick of his wrist. He flashed a cocky grin and said, “Hand over your stuff, 

ladies.” 

 

Arashi stopped and glanced at her employer.  

 

Kaika rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Make it quick.” 

 

Arashi moved the bags in her right hand to her left and approached the man. Surprised, the 

petty criminal pointed his knife at Arashi’s face. Before he could say anything, Arashi grabbed 

his hand and crushed it along with his knife. She then effortlessly twisted the man’s wrist as she 

swept his legs, causing him to crash to the ground. With a bored expression, Arashi stomped on 

his crotch. He screamed in pain as his genitals were reduced to mush under her sole. 

 

“S-Stop it!” 

 

Arashi turned to the terrified voice. It belonged to a paper-thin man holding a knife against 

Kaika’s neck. 

 

“Let him go, you freak!” 

 

Arashi hurled her half-eaten pig ear skewer at his eye. It did not have enough mass to pierce his 

eyeball but caught him by surprise. The man held his eye in pain. Using this chance, Arashi 

dashed forward and stabbed a clump of wooden skewers into his other eye. Freed from his 

grasp, Kaika calmly walked away as Arashi dug the makeshift stake deeper, completely 

skewering the man’s eyeball.  
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“We’re running late,” said Kaika while checking her terminal. 

 

The young man lost consciousness and toppled to the grimy ground. Arashi divided her bags 

between both hands and lined up with her mistress. 

 

“Your melee skills have improved. Looks like you’re getting good experience from your 

matches.”  

 

Arashi nodded.  

 

They left the alleyways and entered a crowded street lined by shanties on both sides. Children 

were playing games in the middle of the road as their parents, already drunk from cheap gin, 

were gambling on the sidewalk. Tall buildings towered just behind the patchwork residences. 

The highest and lowest echelons of Philippine society, separated by only a two-story concrete 

wall, were contained in a single landscape. 

 

We’re almost at the orphanage. 

 

Arashi was still munching on grilled internal organs. Seeing the teen’s contented expression, 

Kaika felt an urge to tease her.  

 

“You didn’t even hesitate when I was taken hostage. You should be a little more concerned about 

my well-being. I’ve half a mind to cut your food allowance.” 

 

Arashi made a frightening expression. 

 

Kaika unconsciously took a step away from her. “Hey, I was only kidding-” 

 

The teen dropped her bags and grabbed Kaika by her shirt, exposing her pristine belly. 

 

“W-What are you-” 

 

And threw her into one of the rickety houses. 

 

 

*** 

 

Two? 

 

No. 

 

There must be more. 
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Arashi had seen two red dots gather on Kaika’s chest. Realizing they were rifle sight markers, 

she had thrown Kaika into the closest cover. Luckily, her bionic eye could see the invisible bullet 

points. Their enemies likely had the same eye enhancement that she did. 

 

She dashed into the shack and over to Kaika. “Two hostiles. Possibly more.” 

 

Kaika rubbed her head. “Couldn’t you have thrown me more gently?” 

 

Ignoring her complaint, Arashi checked the interior of the shanty. No one else was inside. It was 

surprisingly well-furnished and had ample appliances, but nothing looked useful for the current 

situation. 

 

Kaika tapped Arashi on the arm. “Are you sure?” 

 

“Affirmative. Two snipers. There are likely other support units.” 

 

“Why can’t you be this articulate all the time?” 

 

Arashi’s lips flapped wordlessly. 

 

“I get it, I get it. Wait a second. I’ll think of a way to get us out of here.” 

 

The teen looked her employer in the eye. “Not necessary.” 

 

“What do you mean?” 

 

A bullet penetrated the thin roof of the shack. Kaika reflexively put her hands on her head and 

ducked down. Another shot followed and punched a hole on the floor. 

 

Not minding the gunfire, Arashi said, “Leave it to me.” 

 

Kaika stared at her lone bodyguard for a few seconds. “Alright. My life is in your hands.” 

 

Arashi placed her case on the floor and unlocked it. She then flipped the lid open and brought 

out her new weapon. Aside from having its scoped detached, the unusually long sniper rifle was 

ready for use.  

 

The use of sight dots on Kaika earlier indicated that the enemy snipers had to be relatively close. 

Wind and gravity would alter the trajectory too much over long distances for them to be 

effective. Getting an angle into the cluttered city streets from afar also seemed impossible. 

 

The laser sight is enough. 

 

She decided to prioritize speed because assault troops might surround them if she took the time 

to attach and adjust her scope.  
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Arashi pushed the open alloy case to Kaika. “Hide… behind.”  

 

Kaika nodded and took cover. 

 

Heavy. 

 

Even though her previous high caliber assault rifle was already massive, the weapon in her 

hands far surpassed that. The bolt action rifle’s sheer size burdened even her cybernetically 

enhanced body. There was no way she could run around and chase Ageha with this gun. 

 

But that was fine. The gun was made to excel in two things and nothing else: accuracy and 

power. 

 

Arashi knelt down and took a firing stance while inside the shanty. 

 

Kaika peeked from behind the case and asked, “What are you doing-” 

 

An explosive sound shook the hut. Part of the roof had been blown apart. Arashi’s feet slightly 

skidded on the wooden floor as she withstood the tremendous recoil. Without missing a beat, 

she ran towards the door while loading the next bullet. She then used her bionic eye to zoom in 

on the aftermath of her first shot and aimed her rifle. 

 

There he is. 

 

From the roof of a highrise, she saw a man scurrying away. She had aimed her first shot by 

calculating the bullet trajectory of the enemy’s gunfire using the bullet holes on the roof and 

floor. The bullet had hit a concrete wall more than a dozen feet from the enemy sniper, but it 

was sufficient to scare him into changing position. 

 

Arashi pulled the trigger. Her second bullet obliterated a quarter of the man’s torso. 

 

“One down.” 

 

“Uh, wow,” said Kaika. 

 

Years ago, her father asked Arashi a question. 

 

“What’s a gunman’s worst enemy?” 

 

Not knowing the answer, she could only tilt her head. 

 

“A better gunman.” 
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Fending off melee attacks was nothing but a contingency plan. To put it plainly, Arashi was 

horrible at it. But that was acceptable because such encounters were very rare for mercenaries.  

 

The main focus of her training had been dealing with fellow gunmen. Among those, her father 

had constantly drilled her on how to handle the most dangerous type, snipers. 

 

Arashi observed the area. People were screaming and running around in panic on the street. 

Others warily looked out from the small windows of their huts.  

 

She used the chaos to mix in with the crowd. Bullets followed her as she ran. A young girl was 

shot to death as Arashi passed behind her. The teenage bodyguard’s main goal was to distance 

herself from Kaika, and she willingly used human shields to achieve that. 

 

Arashi took cover inside one of the shanties. She then plowed through the maze of 

interconnected houses by kicking down the thin wooden walls separating them. The fuming 

residents obediently gave way the moment they saw the giant rifle slung on her back. 

 

She had a rough idea of where the enemy’s shots were coming from based on the collateral 

damage. Arashi looked out of a window and saw three men with bulletproof vests surrounding 

the shack where Kaika was hiding. 

 

Perfect. 

 

She had left her charge alone on purpose. Kaika was bait. 

 

Arashi shot one of the men in the midsection, splitting him crosswise. The other two frantically 

ran for cover, but she pulled the trigger faster. One of the men fell as pieces of his right leg 

scattered on the ground. Without caring for his comrade, the third man dove behind a parked 

tricycle. Paying the vehicle no heed, Arashi shot through it and killed him. She then checked on 

the one-legged enemy. He was unconscious, but she shot him in the chest for good measure. 

 

Arashi changed location to a shanty with a low ceiling. She climbed on a wooden desk and 

peeled off a piece of the roof. She peeked out of the opening and readied her rifle. 

 

I have to take out that sniper. 

 

It was an exhilarating hunt. Normally, Arashi would be having a blast, but her lips did not form 

a smile. Instead, urgency and desperation appeared on her face.  

 

I have to protect Kai. 

 

She had no idea how many enemies were left. This was her first defensive battle and more 

importantly, her first time giving her all to protect someone. A missed shot meant the death of 

her employer, her benefactor, her comrade. The experience was completely new to her, and her 

fingers trembled. 
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But she had to succeed. She tightly gripped the rifle’s handle. Her gun was utterly useless 

against Ageha because it was not made for that. Arashi knew that sniping was the most effective 

way to assassinate VIPs and that only another sniper could fight against such an attack. The 

weapon in her hands, her fangs, existed solely to protect Kaika and Saya. 

 

Her peripheral vision caught sight of hostiles approaching Kaika’s position. Arashi twisted 

around to aim her rifle. A bullet ricocheted off her right shoulder, causing her torso to smash 

into the iron roofing. She endured the pain and quickly ducked down. 

 

That was close! 

 

If she had not changed posture at that exact moment, her head or chest might have been shot 

through.  

 

Oh no. 

 

The sniper pinned her down while an assault team moved in on Kaika. If she changed position 

now, she would not make it in time to save her. If she prioritized saving Kaika, she would likely 

get killed in the process. 

 

Did he face the same decision? 

 

She recalled Ageha saying that he would have abandoned his friend Rin if Arashi had not saved 

him. However, that choice did not exist for Arashi. Losing Kaika meant losing Saya and her 

chance to defeat Ageha. No one was around to save her. She had to choose between death and 

losing everything. 

 

No..! 

 

She recalled being forsaken by her mother. 

 

She recalled being forced to killing her father. 

 

She recalled being abandoned by Ageha, alone and defeated. 

 

No more! 

 

She was tired of being a victim. She would not lose Kaika.  

 

On the wall beside her, she noticed a hole created by the deflected bullet. Beyond the small 

opening, she saw a building covered with glass windows. 

 

That’s it! 
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If she could see the enemies’ laser points, the reverse was also true. She punched a larger hole on 

the wall and used it to aim her rifle at the shiny building. Arashi saw the enemy sniper’s 

reflection on a glass pane and directed her laser sight at his reflected scope, momentarily 

distracting him with a surge of light. 

 

Now! 

 

Arashi fearlessly popped out from the roof and aimed at the sniper. She pulled the trigger as a 

bullet zipped by her scruffy hair. 

 

Without confirming the kill, she ejected the bullet casing and then sniped one of the three 

enemies approaching the door to Kaika’s hideout. The other two made it inside before she could 

prepare her next shot. 

 

No..! 

 

Arashi threw caution out the window. Abandoning her cumbersome rifle, she climbed on top of 

the roof and leapt to the ground. She raced to the shanty with everything she had. Several loud 

bangs came from inside. Her heart sank, but her feet did not stop. She rushed into the open door 

and froze. 

 

A girl’s corpse lay in front of her. 

 

Her breath caught in her throat. 

 

Why..? 

 

How could this happen..? 

 

Beside the young female soldier on the ground was the mutilated body of her partner. 

 

“Good, it’s you.” 

 

Arashi searched for the owner of the familiar voice. 

 

Kaika’s ebony twintails and eyes were peeking over the top of the soot-covered alloy rifle case. 

 

“Leave it to you? I’d be dead if I did that. Good thing I’ve seen you use these before.” Kaika 

showed Arashi the grenades in her hands before putting them back in the rifle case. “This box is 

really sturdy. I’ll have to give a bonus to my gunsmith.” She dusted off her white top with both 

hands. 

 

She’s… alive. 

 

Kai’s alive. 
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Arashi started laughing. 

 

“What are you laughing at!? You’re just as dirty as I am.” Kaika rubbed the soot off her face. 

 

Arashi lost strength in her knees and sank to the floor. 

 

“Are you okay!?” asked Kaika as she ran to her bodyguard and checked her condition. “You don’t 

look injured…” Kaika froze in place for a few seconds. “Er, um, it’s okay… I’m okay. You don’t 

have to cry like that.” 

 

Cry? 

 

Arashi touched her face and felt warm liquid seep into her parched palms. 

 

I see. 

 

I’m- 

 

Arashi bawled as she sat on the floor. 

 

Kaika looked at her as if unsure what to do. She then came closer and awkwardly embraced her. 

A faint blush colored her cheeks, and her lips curved into a sheepish pout. “At least check if it’s 

all clear before breaking down.” 

 

Arashi nodded in Kaika’s chest, her forehead rubbing against the girl’s non-existent mounds. 

 

“...It’s… hard.” 

 

Kaika grinded her knuckles on Arashi’s skull. “Well, sorry about that.” 

 

 

Chapter Seven: His and Her Circumstances 

 

“What am I doing here?” asked Ageha. 

 

“That’s my line,” said Mitsuki with a glare. She took off her white robe and dropped it on the 

floor. 

 

“This is your mother’s fault.” 

 

“No, it’s not. Ria has something important to do. It can’t be helped.” As usual, Mitsuki’s lips 

were bent like an upturned V. A one-piece racing swimsuit snugly wrapped her limber figure. 

Her ivory skin looked even more dazzling against the dark blue fabric. 
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“If you understand that much, stop blaming me.” Ageha was sitting on the edge of a poolside 

chair, his elbows on his knees. He was barefoot because shoes were not allowed in the pool area, 

but his shirt and jeans showed that he was not there for fun. 

 

He could have worn anything he wanted, though. The indoor pool was vacant except for the two 

of them. He was used to seeing Mitsuki work up a sweat, so he sometimes forgot that she was an 

insanely rich heiress. Renting out a public building for a swim had served as a good reminder. 

 

“I’m not blaming you. Having one guy around is better than ten.” With both hands, she gathered 

her long hair at the back of her head. “There’s no way I can relax with that many people. If 

anything, I’m grateful.”  

 

That’s a surprise. 

 

Ageha had always thought she hated him in particular, but her statement indicated she might 

just dislike men in general. 

 

“Then why do you seem so angry?” 

 

“I’m always like this.” With a snap, she covered her head with a white swim cap, carefully 

tucking in any rebellious strands of hair.  

 

“Not when you’re talking to Valeriya.” 

 

“That’s Valeriya-sama to y-” 

 

“Save it. I’m here as your bodyguard, not your servant. I have no reason to listen to your 

unreasonable complaints.” 

 

A look of surprise flashed on her cute, roundish face. “You were so obedient just a couple of days 

ago.” She stretched her shoulder by pulling her straightened arm towards her chest. 

 

“I only humor you because of your mother. She’s not here to spoil you right now.” 

 

“That’s awfully honest. Aren’t you scared I’ll tell on you?” Mitsuki raised her bent right arm and 

pulled on her elbow with her left hand. Beads of water still lingering from her pre-swim shower 

trickled down her stretched triceps and gathered on the hem of her swimsuit. 

 

“No. It’s just annoying when she badgers me to indulge your demands. Me and Valeriya don’t 

have the kind of relationship you’re imagining.” 

 

Mitsuki quickly lowered her arms. “W-What do you mean!?” A faint blush was on her cheeks. 
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“No, what do you mean? I was saying that she and I are equals. We do things for each other, 

that’s all.” 

 

“T-Things!?” 

 

“...I’m not sure if you’re surprisingly pure or unexpectedly perverted.” 

 

“Of course it’s the former!” 

 

“That immediate answer means you know why I considered the latter.” 

 

Mitsuki fell silent, her blush reddening. She took a deep breath and coughed. “In any case, 

there’s no way I can accept that you and Ria are on equal terms. You’re working for her because 

you lost in a match, right?” 

 

Ageha frowned. “That was... no, you’re right. But that just means she gets the better end of our 

deal." 

 

“That doesn’t make sense. That’s not equal at all.” With her legs perfectly straight, Mitsuki bent 

down and touched her forehead to her knees.  

 

Flawless form, as always. 

 

Ageha, who had been observing her pre-workout routine from the beginning, resisted the urge 

to whistle in admiration. Mitsuki’s ability to manipulate her limbs transcended practicality and 

belonged to art. 

 

“The terms of our deal aren’t equal, but our positions are. Both of us are getting what we want. 

We’re partners.” 

 

A feeling of guilt towards his former mistress bubbled up, but he forced himself to ignore it.  

 

“Sophistry,” she said. 

 

“...Touché.” 

 

“You admit it?” 

 

“I like being right, but I don’t need to be. My argument was kinda forced.” Ageha smiled. 

 

Mitsuki’s face twitched. She then closed her eyes and nodded in a mature manner. “It’s good 

that you’re honest.” 

 

“Is that an imitation of Valeriya?” 
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“Yeah. So what?” 

 

“You two like each other too much.” 

 

“What’s wrong with that? Are you jealous?” 

 

“Nothing wrong with it.” He dipped his head slightly. “...Maybe I am a little jealous. About your 

relationship, that is. I never knew my mother.” 

 

“...I see.” Mitsuki’s expression softened. “I’m like that too.” 

 

“You mean your real mother?” 

 

“Yeah. She died when I was a baby. I never knew what a mother was like until I met Ria.” 

 

“Not to burst your bubble, but even though I didn’t have one, I’m pretty sure Valeriya is nothing 

like a typical mother.” 

 

“Even I know that.” The corners of Mitsuki’s small mouth rose slightly. “But that doesn’t matter. 

I love her very much.” 

 

Ageha did not reply. Parental love was something he had forgotten long ago. Even so, he did not 

want to tarnish another’s sentiments because of his own parched outlook. He understood how 

precious that affection was precisely because he had lost it. A memory of Kaika saying 

something similar to him before came to mind, but he hurriedly chased away her image in his 

head, afraid it would leave a deeper mark the longer it lingered. 

 

After finishing her stretches, Mitsuki put on her black-tinted goggles and dove into the pool. She 

popped her head out of the water and said, “Okay, I’m in. You can remove the blindfold now.” 

 

“Oh, about that.” Ageha shook his head, causing the blindfold on his face to fall. “It was tied too 

loosely so I could see the entire time.” 

 

“Say that earlier!!!” Mitsuki slapped the surface of the water with her palms. Her face was 

glowing like fanned coal. 

 

“I wanted to learn from your stretches and warm-up routine. I might be able to use them during 

training.” 

 

Mitsuki pressed her lips together for a moment. “I-In that case, then I guess… it’s okay.” 

 

As serious as always. 
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Ageha found her earnest personality charming. He smirked and said, “I was lying. All my limbs 

are made of alloy. I don’t need to stretch or warm up.”  

 

“You!!!” shouted Mitsuki as she threw a tantrum while floating in water much deeper than her 

height. 

 

That’s amazing. 

 

Ageha, who could not swim, was honestly impressed with her astounding, albeit absolutely 

useless, skill. 

 

“Don’t get your swimsuit in a bunch. Even if I can’t use the routine, I enjoyed watching. You 

looked beautiful.” 

 

Of course, he meant her form and technique. 

 

Mitsuki stopped moving and disappeared from the water’s surface. Her hands sprung out of the 

water near the pool’s edge, and she quickly climbed out using the handrails. The young girl was 

wearing her most severe expression yet, but her movements were as calm as the eye of a storm. 

“I challenge you to a match,” she said in an icy voice. 

 

“A match? What kind?” 

 

“Any kind. A fight to the death is fine too.” 

 

“Calm down. I can’t harm the person I’m supposed to be protecting.” 

 

She snorted and made a derisive grin. “Excuses. Are you going to accept the challenge or not?” 

 

Ageha got a little ticked off.  

 

It’s high time I teach this brat a lesson. 

 

“Okay, fine.” Ageha displayed a confident smile. “Let’s make it more interesting with a wager. 

Whoever wins can order the loser to do one thing, no exceptions.” 

 

“You read my mind. Are you okay with me choosing the event?” 

 

“I proposed the wager, so that’s fair. But nothing violent.” 

 

A devilish smile, not unlike Kaika’s, spread across Mitsuki’s face. She pointed her thumb over 

her shoulder. “A 50-meter freestyle swimming race. We’re already at the pool, so we might as 

well.” 

 

Well now. 
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I fell for that hook, line, and sinker. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

“Banzai,” said Saya. 

 

Arashi did not move a muscle. 

 

Kaika shook her head. “It won’t work unless I’m the one saying it.” 

 

Saya placed a hand on her chin. “How inconvenient.” 

 

“It’s fine. Arashi, banzai!” 

 

Arashi briskly raised her arms to the azure sky. Her face and most of her upper body were 

tanned. Her cybernetic parts, however, remained fair. A cerulean halter neck bikini top 

accentuated her modest chest, and her string bikini bottom showcased her perfectly round 

buttocks. The contrast between her patches of golden skin and snowy legs gave her a bizarre 

appeal, like that of an exotic endangered animal. 
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Saya ran her long fingers along Arashi’s left arm, applying sunscreen on her skin. The butler was 

clad in a yellow ruffle bikini. The girlish frills did not match her mature elegance, but that gap, 

like a forbidden fruit, aroused a sinful temptation. Her untanned skin boasted a radiance that 

rivaled the tropical sun above them. Her beauty felt completely natural, as if she herself knew 

not of its existence. 

 

In contrast, the girl stretching her back beside them emitted an otherworldly allure. An 

incongruence completely opposite to her butler’s produced that irresistible magnetism. Kaika 

was almost completely tanned, save for her midriff and slivers of unpigmented skin peeking 

from underneath her black micro bikini. The playful pixie had ripened into a nymphetic 

succubus. 

 

Kaika scanned her own delicate figure. “I gotta say, these tan lines are really sexy.” 

 

“You two should have put on sunscreen the moment you landed in Manila,” said Saya. “And 

please do not say such indecent things.” 

 

A sensual moan escaped Arashi’s lips. 

 

“I don’t think you’re in any position to complain,” said Kaika with an accusatory smirk. 

 

“There is nothing indecent about what I am doing.” Saya gently applied lotion to Arashi’s 

underarms. 

 

Arashi let out a passionate sigh.  

 

“Stop making weird noises!” said Saya. 

 

“Uh, I think you’re the one making her do that.” 

 

“But I have to cover everything. A woman cannot let her guard down just because an area is 

usually hidden from the sun.” 

 

Saya began rubbing a bit more roughly in an attempt to prevent the teen from moaning.  

 

Arashi laughed instead. “Hahaha... It… tickles! Hahaha.” 

 

Kaika raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms. “This would be a heart-warming scene if Arashi 

was actually smiling. Laughing with a poker face is nothing but creepy. Her arms being up in the 

air makes it even worse. She looks like a possessed antique doll.” 

 

Saya glided her palms down to Arashi’s waist. “Did you gain a little weight?” 

 

Arashi simply shrugged her shoulders, her arms still raised. 
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“I’d be more surprised if she didn’t. She ate a ton of local delicacies during our tour,” said Kaika. 

 

“Oh? Like what?” asked Saya. 

 

“She particularly loved the kwek kwek.” 

 

“Kwek… kwek..? What is that? That sounds so delicious!” 

 

“You’re probably the only person who’d think so after hearing that name for the first time. 

Anyway, it’s battered and fried quail eggs dipped in spiced vinegar. It’s one of the tamer things 

Arashi put in her mouth.” Kaika tilted her neck and placed an index finger on her chin. “There 

was also the kare-kare we had at a restaurant. That was excellent. Even I overate.” 

 

“Kare-kare!? This country has amazing literature!” 

 

“I don’t think you can judge a country’s literature based on food names. Also, you shouldn’t 

consider repeated words as rhymes, at least not clever ones.” 

 

“Is it a kind of curry (kare)?” 

 

“Nope. It doesn’t use a mix of spices, so it doesn’t count. It’s an oxtail stew flavored by ground 

peanuts and eaten with a side of shrimp paste.” 

 

“Fascinating. Hey, you are drooling on your bikini!” Saya used a small towel to wipe the saliva 

on Arashi’s chin and breast. “I am glad you two had a great time. Arashi, do not worry about 

gaining weight. You were too thin before. If anything, you could use a few more pounds.” 

 

“Are you trying to make her fat as revenge for losing in bust size?” asked Kaika.  

 

“Wha- Of course n-” 

 

“That’ll only make her breasts larger and backfire on you. Uh, I don’t think you can use 

sunscreen lotion on the scalp, Saya.” 

 

“...Why me too?” asked Arashi. 

 

It took a while before the two teens could pry Saya’s lotion-covered fingers off their heads. 

 

“There. Finally done,” said Saya as she closed the cap on the sunscreen bottle. 

 

Arashi quickly got up from her spot on the beach towel and jogged across the white sandy beach. 

 

“You forgot your flotation device!” Saya grabbed the huge inflatable turtle and tossed it to 

Arashi.  
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The teen easily caught it and continued on her way. Though impossible to tell from her sleepy 

expression, Arashi’s buoyant steps clearly conveyed her excitement. 

 

“What will I do with that girl?” mumbled Saya. 

 

“Don’t be such a killjoy. It’s a dream of hers to go to the sea,” said Kaika. 

 

“I just want to keep both of you safe. Going into the water with ARMS is dangerous. She would 

sink like a rock without a flotation device.” 

 

“It’ll be fine. Hand me that snorkel. I’ll go teach her how to use it.” 

 

Saya did as she was told. Kaika grabbed her personal inflatable dolphin and headed towards the 

crystal blue ocean of Palawan. Saya pondered if she needed to accompany her mistress. 

 

The waves are calm. 

 

It should be okay, I guess.  

 

Kaika turned around. “Aren’t you coming?” 

 

“I will be here to keep an eye on our things.” Saya heard her mobile terminal vibrate from within 

her bag. She took it out and checked the notification. 

 

“Why? it’s not like there’s anyone else here besides us.” 

 

“Unfortunately, that is no longer the case. It seems our hosts arrived earlier than expected.” 

 

Kaika’s face turned serious. “Should I come along?” 

 

“No, I can handle this. Please go and enjoy yourself with Arashi.” 

 

“Fish! Fish!” shouted Arashi, who was already a ways off from the shore. She dipped her face 

into the water again. 

 

“Looks like she’s enjoying herself alone just fine. She didn’t even need this.” Kaika jiggled the 

snorkel in her hand. “That’s a really convenient eye. Maybe I should get one too.” 

 

“Ojousama. Please do not say something like that, even as a joke.” 

 

Saya would never forgive herself if she ever allowed Kaika to experience the pain involved with 

getting and maintaining ARMS. 

 



84 

“I was gonna say I’m joking, but you’re one step ahead.” Kaika showed a bitter smile. “Sorry. I’ll 

leave it to you.” Her thin arms firmly wrapped around the dolphin, Kaika turned to the sea and 

ran. Her crimson pearl-shaped hair ties bounced in rhythm with her trademark twintails. 

 

Saya looked at her mistress’s new hair accessory. While changing into their swimwear earlier, 

Kaika had told her that she would not wear Kureha’s gift because it might get lost in the ocean.  

 

I won’t allow you to lose anything anymore. 

 

The silhouette of a certain young man appeared in her mind, and she held it dearly, firmly 

engraving it onto her heart. 

 

Minutes later, that silhouette closely overlapped with the young man in front of her. Shaking off 

her surprise, she extended her right hand across the table. 

 

“My name is Saya Saionji. Nicolas Estrella, I presume?” She spoke in Filipino. 

 

“Indeed.” He firmly grasped her hand. “I’m impressed. The accent’s a bit off, but that’s pretty 

good Filipino. But can we speak in English instead? That should be easier for both of us.” 

 

“Of course,” said Saya, switching to the requested language. 

 

“Also, please call me Nick.” 

 

“Would that not be rude?” 

 

“You misunderstand. That’s my real name. ‘Nicolas’ is just a pseudonym I use for my job. It’s a 

more plebeian-sounding name in this country and gets better reception in a communist group.” 

 

“Is it okay to tell me that?” 

 

“Why not? We’ll be discussing more sensitive things soon enough.” He smiled with practiced 

confidence. 

 

Saya could not get past the resemblance. Nick was not as tall, but he had a similar wild, almost 

feral, charm. She had expected considerable charisma from a leader of a rebel organization. 

However, Nick’s similarity to Ageha had caught her off guard. She inwardly scolded herself for 

being so easily shaken. 

 

He gestured with his hand. “Please, take a seat.” 

 

Saya took his offer and gracefully sat on the wooden chair. She checked her surroundings by 

habit. They were on a veranda with a panoramic view of the sea. Three men stood a few feet 

behind the young rebel leader. All of them were armed with submachine guns or assault rifles. 
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Nick took a seat himself and asked, “Would you like something to drink?” 

 

“Yes, please.” 

 

“Something relaxing?” 

 

“Not right now. I prefer my alcohol after sunset.” 

 

“Of course.” Nick peeked behind him and made a quick nod. 

 

One of his men went inside the beach house to fetch refreshments. 

 

Nick placed an elbow on the table. “I didn’t expect I’d be meeting with someone so beautiful.” 

 

“I am sure you have seen at least a picture of me before this meeting.” 

 

Saya silently wished she had done the same. 

 

“Yes, but that didn’t prepare me for the real thing.” He gestured towards Saya, still in her yellow 

bikini with a lilac sarong covering her legs. 

 

“I am flattered.” 

 

“It’s not flattery,” he said nonchalantly. 

 

This is pretty hard to deal with. 

 

Saya tried to shake thoughts of Ageha from her head. 

 

Nick looked over to the sea. “What do you think of this island?” 

 

“Beautiful.” 

 

“Right? Do you think humans can put a price tag on something so majestic?” 

 

“I believe that is what we are here to attempt.” 

 

“Straight to business, then.” Nick’s smile disappeared. “About the figure you offered… We want 

double that.” 

 

Double!? 

 

Saya had expected he would try to jack up the price, but not to that extent. “But the amount has 

already been agreed upon. I was under the impression that we were here to finalize the details.” 
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“We are. But as they say, the devil is in the details. Turns out, dealing with the devil was more 

expensive than we thought.” 

 

The man who fetched their drinks returned carrying two open coconuts, each with a drinking 

straw and an umbrella sticking out the top. He quietly placed them on the table. 

 

“You mean the Philippine government?” 

 

“Please, Saya, oh, I hope you don’t mind if I call you that? I don’t like formalities.” 

 

I certainly do mind. 

 

“Not at all,” she said with a pleasant smile. 

 

“I never said those words.” He grinned meaningfully and took a sip of coconut water. 

 

Saya gave a nod and tried her drink. It was quite refreshing, especially in the cloying tropical 

humidity. 

 

“Anyway, those greedy little-” Nick cleared his throat. “They demanded a lot more than expected 

after we explained your plan. I guess they realized how valuable that mineral deposit is.” 

 

“We approached you because you claimed that your organization controls this area.” 

 

“And we do. Unfortunately, they control the country. Everything goes through them.” 

 

“Are you not rebels?” 

 

“We are. But rebels need weapons, and they provide that for us. As Weber said, they have the 

monopoly on violence.” He leaned forward ever so slightly. “The problem is, they are 

threatening to cut supply if we allow your people to dig in Palawan. They said something about 

environmental damage, but that’s just an excuse. No weapons, no rebellion. No rebellion, no 

rebel leader.” 

 

So they need more money to win over the officials who supply their armaments. 

 

Saya typed on her mobile terminal and showed the display to Nick. “How does this sound?” 

 

“I said double, Saya. This doesn’t even come close to that. You command one of the largest 

corporations in the world. I’m sure you can do better.” 

 

Easy for you to say. 
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Most of NGC’s funds had already been allocated to the acquisition of numerous companies. 

Even Kaika’s personal properties had been appropriated for that purpose. Saya simply could not 

afford to offer more money. However, Kaika’s plan hinged on siphoning that island’s rare metals 

in order to produce ARMS alloys. 

 

“Weaponized ARMS supply after one year of mining,” she said. 

 

“Attractive, but a year too late. We’ll lose control of the area before then.” 

 

Saya exhaled as inconspicuously as she could. “What else can we offer you?” 

 

Nick furrowed his brow in thought and rubbed his shaved chin with his fingers. “How about…” 

he said as his eyes met hers, “you?” 

 

“Excuse me?” 

 

“You see, Saya, I said my organization needs money for weapons, but I can afford to cover for 

the extra cost until you can pay us. I’m very rich.” 

 

“Then-” 

 

“But this is a business, as you know.” 

 

This man doesn’t believe in his group’s cause at all. 

 

Maybe none of the leaders do. 

 

Their entire organization is a big farce. 

 

Nick continued, “I can’t accept credit without collateral, something you probably can’t provide.” 

He waited for Saya to interrupt, but she did not. “I thought so. If you did, you would’ve offered it 

already. Here’s the good news. Since I’ll personally put up the funds, I can be a bit more flexible. 

Instead of collateral, I want you.” 

 

“...What exactly do you want from me?” 

 

“One night.” 

 

That’s not a bad deal. 

 

Ageha’s face flashed in her mind. 

 

No, that doesn’t matter. 
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We need the raw materials. 

 

It’s a cheap price to pay. 

 

Her body had been on the bargaining table to begin with. That was why she had come in such a 

sultry attire. Kaika would not approve, but she did not have to know. This kind of deal was a first 

for Saya, but desperation dulled her inhibitions. 

 

Before she could reply, one of Nick’s henchmen approached him and whispered in his ear.  

 

The young rebel leader then brought out his terminal and operated it with a few quick finger 

taps. “My friend here tells me that you didn’t come alone.” 

 

Ojousama is with Arashi. 

 

She’s fine. 

 

She kept up her calm facade. “I would suggest not doing anything you will regret, Nick. For your 

and your men’s own good.” 

 

Nick gave her a dissecting look but quickly formed an amiable smile. “Again, you 

misunderstand. I’m sure you’ve heard what a hospitable lot we are. We would never harm 

potential business partners. That’s why you had friends come along in the first place, correct?” 

 

It was actually Kaika who had insisted on coming to this island against Saya’s warnings. Like 

Arashi, it was the young prodigy’s first visit to the sea.  

 

Keeping her pokerface intact, Saya inwardly sighed in relief after hearing Nick’s reassurance. 

She took a sip of juice and placed the coconut on the table. “About your earlier proposal-” 

 

“I’m afraid I’ve changed my mind. A better opportunity has presented itself.” 

 

“...I am not following.” 

 

“That young girl you brought along...” Nick showed his terminal to Saya. On it was a picture of 

Kaika riding her inflatable dolphin. “Give her to us and you have a deal.” He made a lascivious 

smile. “My fellow leaders like ‘em young, you see. A lass as exquisite as her should get me more 

than a few favors with the brass. They might break her, but what’s a girl or two, right?” 

 

Saya’s features warped with disdain as she crushed the coconut in her hand. “Hold your tongue 

or I’ll rip it out,” she said in a voice seething with hatred.  

 

Don’t you dare say any more! 

 

Not with his face..! 
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Saya could not forgive such an insult towards Kaika, but she would normally control herself 

depending on the situation. Seeing Ageha’s mouth spout disgraceful things about her beloved 

mistress had pushed her over the edge. 

 

Despite her outburst, none of Nick’s men raised their guns, and Nick did not look surprised. 

Instead, his shoulders dropped. 

 

“What a disappointment,” he said while shaking his head. 

 

Oh no. 

 

Saya felt her heart sink. 

 

It was a test. 

 

And the result was obvious. 

 

“The other leaders were sceptical because you and Kaika Nikaido are too young, but I convinced 

them to give you a chance. Why? I know the feeling of getting the short end of the stick because 

of my age.” 

 

Saya extended her juice covered hand towards him. “W-Wait-” 

 

“We’re businessmen, you see. We can’t have our partners letting personal feelings like that affect 

our business. Like money, feelings are flighty. It’s enough trouble looking after one of them. We 

can’t trust someone who can’t look past an instant.” He stood up. “I was really hopeful, 

especially after you didn’t budge from my first provocation. I guess it’s my fault for finding your 

weakness so easily.” 

 

Saya wordlessly lowered her hand. He was absolutely right. Nothing she could say would change 

his mind now. 

 

Nick walked away from the table but turned his head to Saya as if he forgot something. “This 

may sound like the opposite of what I just said, but you should value yourself more. This isn’t 

about purity, but an issue of dignity. No one worth their salt would exchange promises with 

someone who has no self-respect.” He turned his back to her and continued, “One last thing, I 

don’t know why you had trouble looking straight at my face, but you need to fix that if you want 

to be a negotiator.”  

 

I wasn’t looking straight at him!? 

 

Saya was shocked at herself. 
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Nick lightened his tone. “You and your boss can stay for as long as you like. It’s a beautiful place, 

and I guess it’ll keep being that way.” 

 

Nick and his men left the veranda. Saya slumped back on the rattan chair. It had been an 

obvious test. Alongside Kaika, she had been trained to see through and deal with such situations 

for years. A mere coincidence, a familiar face, had distracted her enough to forget all that.  

 

In the first place, she had not conducted sufficient investigation for the negotiation. She simply 

had not had enough time with everything else on her plate. Saya remembered Kaika’s offer to 

come along with her. Her mistress likely knew of her excessive burdens and had tried to support 

her, but she had foolishly declined. Kaika’s odd insistence about coming to the island finally 

made sense. If the prodigy had been present in the negotiations, things would have turned out 

differently. The butler recalled her mistress’s parting words less than an hour ago. 

 

“I’ll leave it to you.” 

 

She closed her eyes and fists as tightly as she could. Beads of warm liquid fell on her breast and 

soaked into the frills of her sun-colored swimsuit. They were not tears, but blood dripping from 

her cut bottom lip. The self-inflicted pain did little to alleviate the turmoil in her heart. 

 

I’m so sorry, Kai-Ojousama..! 

 

 

*** 

 

 

Mitsuki raised her head from the water after completing a few practice laps in the pool. 

 

I’m in perfect condition. 

 

Defeat was not an option. She would win the race against Ageha and deal with him once and for 

all. Mitsuki had been swimming as part of her low-impact training for years. She loved the 

water, and it loved her back. 

 

Ageha, still sitting on a poolside chair, shot her an impatient look. “Still not ready?” 

 

“I’m ready. Get out of those clothes and get into position.” 

 

“...Are you sure you’re not a closet pervert?” 

 

Mitsuki realized the unintended innuendo in her words. “S-Stop wasting time.” Hiding her 

blush, she dipped her head into the water, swam to the edge of the pool, and got out. She 

glanced at her enemy. 

 

Ageha was topless and in the process of taking off his pants. 
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“What are you doing!?” shouted the teen, who was still in the midst of puberty. 

 

“What you asked.” 

 

“There’s a dressing room right there!” Mitsuki pointed to the direction of the lockers. 

 

“You’re the one who wanted me to hurry. I didn’t bring a swimsuit anyway. Sorry, but I’ll have to 

swim in my briefs.” 

 

“!!!” 

 

Red up to her ears, Mitsuki looked away as Ageha pulled down his jeans. 

 

This must be his plan! 

 

He wants to make me lose concentration. 

 

From the corner of her eye, she peeked at Ageha’s muscular physique. 

 

There’s no way I’m going to lose against such pretty, I mean, petty tricks. 

 

After undressing down to his underwear, Ageha entered the pool using the handrails. 

 

“What are you doing?” asked Mitsuki as she stood on one of the starting blocks. 

 

“It’s freestyle right?”  

 

“Yes. ...Just to be clear, running at the bottom of the pool is not considered swimming, okay?” 

 

“Understood.” Using his hands to pull himself along the pool’s edge, Ageha waded to the starting 

line. 

 

He can’t even float! 

 

I knew it. 

 

There’s no way someone with cybernetics can swim. 

 

Feelings of guilt pricked Mitsuki’s chest. She had challenged him to the match knowing she had 

an insurmountable advantage. The contest felt unfair. 

 

No, this isn’t cheating. 
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He agreed to the conditions. 

 

His back facing the far end of the pool, Ageha gripped the starting block with both hands, placed 

his feet against the pool wall, and lifted his body out of the water.  

 

Backstroke? 

 

Mitsuki had a bad feeling about his starting position but ignored it. “This is a 25-meter pool, so 

the first one back here wins. I’ll do the countdown. On three.” 

 

Ageha nodded. 

 

“One. Two. Three!” 

 

Mitsuki dove into the pool. Her form was perfect. Like a bullet, her body slipped into the water 

with hardly a splash. 

 

A perfect start. 

 

She blazed across the water. After passing the halfway mark of the first length, she decided to 

check the progress of her opponent. She turned her eyes to the side, but Ageha was nowhere to 

be found. 

 

He must’ve quit. 

 

He didn’t drown… 

 

Did he..? 

 

Mitsuki’s internal debate about whether to verify Ageha’s safety or not was interrupted by a 

creaking noise. 

 

What’s that sound? 

 

A thunderous boom caused her to freeze up. Curiosity getting the better of her, she lifted her 

head from the water and looked for her opponent.  

 

Ageha was already at the far end of the pool. 

 

What just happened!? 

 

She then saw Ageha grip the pool edge with his fingers and place his feet on the pool wall. Poised 

like he had been at the start of the race, he gathered power in his legs as his fingers clawed into 

the cement. 
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Another explosion followed. 

 

He’s… 

 

Not human. 

 

Ageha’s body skipped on the water’s surface. His bullet-like dive passed three-quarters of the 

pool length before he stabbed into the water. His remaining momentum carried him to the very 

end. 

 

The match ended just like that. Mitsuki did not even reach the other end of the pool, much less 

finish the race. 

 

Ageha dried himself off with a towel, removed his underwear, and quickly put on his clothes. He 

had gotten completely naked at one point, but Mitsuki had been too shocked by his stunt to 

protest.  

 

When the girl finally came to and climbed out of the pool, she walked up to him and stuck a 

finger in his face “That doesn’t count.” 

 

“Of course it does.” 

 

Her usual frown returned. “That’s not swimming. That was more like… flying. That’s it. Flying is 

cheating. Your body wasn’t immersed in the water for most of the race.” 

 

“Sophistry,” he said with a charming smile. 

 

Her heart skipped a beat. 

 

You really are a cheater. 

 

“...Touché.” Mitsuki’s shoulders dropped. 

 

She had lost. 

 

“So, what do you want?” she asked. 

 

“You mean the one-time only order? I’ll have to think about it.” 

 

“I see.” Mitsuki removed her goggles and swim cap, releasing her silken black locks. “I know it’s 

a little late to complain, but you really should do something about your stripping. Especially in 

front of girls.” She lowered her head a little and mumbled, “I saw everything the second time.” 
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Apparently not hearing her last comment, he merely chuckled. “I hear that a lot.” 

 

She furrowed her eyebrows in disgust. “Are you an exhibitionist?” 

 

“No. I just don’t feel anything about showing this.” He forcefully jabbed his upper chest with his 

thumb, producing a clank. “There’s not enough of myself left to feel embarrassed.” 

 

Mitsuki caught a hint of loneliness in his voice. 

 

The price of power, huh? 

 

Wait, does that mean his p-p- ...thing is also metal!? 

 

Echoing gunshots blew away her blush and salacious thoughts in an instant. She and Ageha 

immediately turned their heads to the pool entrance.  

 

One of her bodyguards rushed into the pool area. “Mitsuki-Jou! We’re under attack! Please-” 

Several bullets pierced his chest, and he fell to the damp floor. The smell of iron mingled with 

the sharp scent of chlorine.  

 

Ageha sighed. “Easy job my ass. What a day.” 

 

Mitsuki trembled ferociously as she stared at the dead guard. 

 

Again… 

 

Because of me. 

 

A sharp ringing noise polluted her hearing. Her vision blurred, and her legs wobbled. 

 

“We need to get out of here,” he said. 

 

“I… I... “ She did not focus on him. 

 

“Hey! Snap out of it!” Ageha shook her by the shoulders. 

 

A horde of men stormed in from the pool entrance. Black suits sat on top of their tieless white 

shirts. Their unbuttoned collars revealed colorful tattoos on their chests and neck. One of them 

pointed a handgun at Ageha, but a taller man beside him pushed down his hands before he 

could get a shot off. 

 

“You idiot! You’ll hit the girl!” 

 

“At least there’s some good news,” mumbled Ageha. “Stay here. I’ll take care of this.” 
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Mitsuki could not even nod. While staring into nothing, she slowly sank to the wet floor. 

 

Ageha kicked a poolside chair towards the men in suits, surprising them with the unexpected 

projectile. He then dashed forward and grabbed the handgun of the man closest to him. He 

squeezed the gun’s barrel shut and threw it at the face of a ponytailed man to his left. Ageha then 

tackled the man he just disarmed and pushed himself into the middle of the group. 

 

“Hold your fire! We’ll hit each other!” shouted a man with a dragon tattoo on his neck. 

 

Ageha stepped back and slammed his palm into the unarmed man’s solar plexus. As the man fell 

on his knees, two more enemies approached Ageha from both sides. He parried a punch from 

the man on his left and countered with a backhand blow, crushing his nose. 

 

He ducked down to avoid a horizontal katana slash. Before the swordsman could recover, Ageha 

grabbed his legs and scooped him up. The swordsman tried to smash the katana’s hilt into his 

skull, but Ageha rotated his hands in a wide circle, causing the swordsman to spin in the air and 

crash to the ground. 

 

I… taught him that. 

 

Mitsuki, though dazed, could still vaguely comprehend the battle unfolding in front of her. 

 

“Mitsuki!” shouted Ageha. 

 

She flinched and looked at him. 

 

Ageha pulled down the arm of the man with a dragon tattoo, breaking his guard, and landed a 

throat chop with his other hand. The man violently coughed as his eyes rolled back. “Three more 

behind you!” 

 

Mitsuki turned her neck and saw three men heading towards her. They had entered from the 

pool’s rear entrance. 

 

It’s hopeless. 

 

Again… 

 

Because of me, Ageha will- 

 

“Stand up!!!” he shouted. 

 

Mitsuki’s eyes were drawn to him.  
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Ageha ran to the pool and pulled out a handrail with his bare hands. He got shot in the back and 

staggered forward. “I can’t fight this many while protecting you!” He straightened the curved 

metal pole, turning it into a makeshift sword. “There’s no way I’m getting killed for you, so get 

up and fight!” He tossed the pole in her direction as bullets ricocheted off his arm. 

 

The metal weapon hit the ground with a clang and rolled to her side. 

 

Fight? 

 

Me? 

 

“Fight!!! That’s an order!!!” shouted Ageha. 

 

Mitsuki found herself reaching for the pole. After taking hold of the weapon, she put all her 

strength into her legs and slowly stood up. Her enemies were only a few steps away. 

 

“You, get the girl!” said the first man while pulling out a handgun. Ignoring Mitsuki, he ran past 

her and aimed at Ageha. 

 

The second man also readied his firearm and lined up with him. The third man trailed a few feet 

behind them and approached Mitsuki. 

 

Ageha was occupied with his current opponents. He would not be able to defend against a pincer 

attack, at least from Mitsuki’s perspective. 

 

I have to fight. 

 

I can’t let anyone else die! 

 

She gritted her teeth and took a kendo stance. It was far from her usual flawless form. Her knees 

were shaking, and the tip of her weapon wavered. Vertigo assailed her senses, but she held her 

breath and pushed it all away with sheer willpower. 

 

Her weapon snaked towards the man aiming at Ageha. The shiny pole smashed into the back of 

his head, instantly robbing him of consciousness. Drops of crimson stained her weapon. She 

wrestled with the urge to retch at the sight of the blood. 

 

The second man saw his comrade drop to the floor. “What the hell!?” 

 

Vertically rotating the pole using her wrists, Mitsuki used the centrifugal force to power her next 

blow. The pole hit the second man’s forearms, causing his gun to point downward. He 

accidentally squeezed the trigger and shot himself in the leg. Screaming in pain, he curled 

forward. Mitsuki swung the pole upward and obliterated his nose.  
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She battled the nausea aggravated by her brisk movements and steadied herself using the pole 

as a crutch. Exploiting her moment of weakness, the third enemy wrapped his arms around her 

from behind, restricting her arm movement. Mitsuki felt her consciousness falter. The sight and 

smell of blood caused cold sweat to drench her body. In the midst of her heartbeat hammering 

in her ears, she heard her own voice. 

 

“It’s okay.” 

 

“You did well.” 

 

“You don’t need to go through this.” 

 

“You can rest now.” 

 

“Close your eyes.” 

 

“Let go.” 

 

No. 

 

She recalled Ageha’s call to arms.  

 

“Fight!!!” 

 

She bit into the man’s forearm and gnawed at his flesh. Unable to resist the pain, the man 

released her as he spat out curses. Mitsuki turned around and slammed the hilt of her bladeless 

sword against his groin. She hopped back as the man fell to his knees. Darkness crept up around 

her, and her vision narrowed. Using the last remnants of her strength, she stepped forward and 

drove an overhead slash into the man’s forehead. Beads of water flew off her half naked body. 

The impact caused the damp hair clinging to her face and shoulders to spread open like jet-black 

wings. 

 

She staggered forward and dropped to her knees. Her fingers lost strength, and her weapon fell 

to the ground. The world swirled around her, but she forced herself to check on the situation. 

The three men toppled around her were unconscious. Ageha seemed to be holding on against 

more than ten enemies. Her cheek hit the ground, and she vomited all over herself. She could no 

longer open her eyes. 

 

I have to… fight. 

 

He needs… help. 

 

Amidst the boisterous melody of combat, she heard Ageha’s voice. 

 

“Good job, Mitsuki.” 
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Forcing her eyelids open, she focused her fading consciousness, knowing it would last only a few 

more seconds. Mitsuki could barely make out Ageha standing in front of about a dozen armed 

men.  

 

“Looks like she fainted,” said Ageha. “That means you guys are out of luck.”  

 

Then men in suits started flying through the air. 

 

 

Chapter Eight: Capture 

 

A man in his early forties tumbled backward and crashed into a low wooden table, breaking it 

pieces. A kitchen knife flew from his hand and smacked into a closet before falling to the tatami. 

  

“That’s no good, Yotsuga-san. I get running away, but attacking me with a knife like that…” said 

a tall blonde woman in a white suit. Her opulent breasts, barely covered by her thin black 

camisole, jiggled slightly as she passed through the doorstep of the small Japanese-style 

apartment. Without bothering to remove her shoes, she stepped on the woven straw flooring 

and sat down on a wooden stool. She cracked her neck and crossed her legs, the flared end of her 

white slacks creasing underneath her calf.  

 

Yotsuga slowly stood up and glared at the woman, but his body was trembling. 

 

What a coward. 

 

“You two, make sure the neighbors don’t get in the way,” she said as she took out a pack of 

cigarettes from her jacket.  

 

“Understood, Valeriya-sama,” said one of the two men in suits standing just outside the 

apartment. He whispered something to his partner and then closed the door. 

 

With a flick of her wrist, Valeriya ejected a single stick from the cigarette pack and wrapped her 

lips around it. She then took out a silver lighter with her right hand. 

 

“Stop,” said Yotsuga. 

 

She raised an eyebrow. “What did you say?” 

 

“I said stop. This room is non-smoking.” 
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Valeriya laughed from the pit of her stomach. She had a hard time figuring out if the man before 

her was unexpectedly brave or simply insane. Having no information to tip the scales either way, 

she capriciously decided it was the former and put away her cigarette. 

 

“You know why I’m here, Yotsuga-san. It wasn’t easy finding you. I hope you make it worth my 

while.” 

 

“...I-I don’t have the money yet. But-” 

 

“I knew that much the moment you tried to stab me. I also know you’re about to beg for more 

time, but unfortunately, I have none to give.” 

 

“Please!” He groveled on the floor. “Just give me a few more weeks!” 

 

Valeriya crossed her arms. “I know you’re a good person, Yotsuga-san. I also know you 

borrowed the money for a friend. Too bad he disappeared the second you handed it to him, but 

that’s not my problem.” She closed her eyes and slightly furrowed her brow. “I’m quite sure you 

intend to pay me back as soon as you can.” 

 

“Then-” 

 

“But no matter how much you believe yourself, there’s no way I can. Unfortunately, I am not a 

good person. The reality is there’s no way you can pay up before I lose face.” 

 

“...Lose face?” He raised his head and looked at her sapphire irises. 

 

“The money you borrowed is a pittance to me, but that doesn’t mean I can let you skip payment. 

It’s a matter of respect. If I go soft on even one person, my peers would stop taking me seriously. 

In my line of business, that’s...” She made circular motions with her right hand while searching 

for the word. “...suicidal.” 

 

“What can I do!? Please, please give me one more chance! Just tell me what to do!!!” 

 

Valeriya took a deep breath and sighed. “I don’t normally do this, but since you had the guts to 

try to kill me, I’ll make an exception. You have a daughter, correct? I can give you an extension if 

you give her to me as collateral. She can even be part of the payment, if you want. Depending on 

her looks, I can shave off a good amount.” 

 

Yotsuga’s face twisted in despair, and he lowered his head again. While staring at the floor, he 

shook his head and mumbled something. 

 

“What was that?” she asked. 
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“...I already sold her.” He hammered the floor with his fist. “I thought I could buy her back 

immediately if I won in the races!!!” He looked up and wildly flailed his arms while explaining. 

“I was so close! Listen to me! That race was definitely rigged! Next time, I’ll definitely-” 

 

Cold mercury circulated through Valeriya’s veins. 

 

Trash. 

 

“Our talk ends here.” Valeriya stood up and kicked him in the gut. 

 

He collapsed into the fetal position, but she mechanically opened him up with polished 

grappling techniques. She then proceeded to break both his arms with ease. 

 

Valeriya was not against buying children, especially if they were better off bought, but she 

loathed parents who sold their own blood nonetheless. She could not help it. Valeriya was born 

fated to never have children of her own. 

 

She had considered giving Yotsuga a chance if he refused to sell his daughter. She had also 

considered giving him a chance if he agreed to sell his daughter to her, but only if the child was 

of considerable quality. None of the possible outcomes were influenced by righteousness. All 

hinged on her whims.  

 

Only the sound of Yotsuga’s raspy breathing could be heard in the small room. His 

consciousness flickered because of the pain from his injuries. Valeriya looked at him in disgust 

and decided to end it. She grabbed his hair and pulled him up. Without any hesitation, she 

smashed her knuckles into his throat. With a muffled crunching sound, the front part of his neck 

caved in, and his head bent forward unnaturally. What remained was an irrefutable image of 

death. 

 

The closet door slid open. A small shadow leapt from the darkness. Despite her surprise, 

Valeriya’s honed reflexes allowed her to react. The small creature pounced on the kitchen knife 

on the ground and bounded towards her. She prepared to defend herself, but her enemy 

disappeared. 

 

Wha- 

 

A searing pain assailed her right arm. She screamed in agony when the creature stabbed her a 

second time. Regaining her wits, she parried the third strike with her left forearm and firmly 

grasped her attacker’s hand. 

 

Valeriya finally got a good look at her enemy. 

 

Beautiful. 
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She could not describe it, her, any other way. Long ebony hair, blazing obsidian eyes, ravenously 

smiling pink lips. A small child, likely younger than ten, struggled fiercely to free herself from 

Valeriya’s grasp. 

 

The apartment door flew open. 

 

“Valeriya-sama! Are you alright!?” shouted her subordinate as he rushed into the room. Seeing 

the deadlock between his boss and a wild animal, he drew his gun and took aim. 

 

“Hold your fire!” screamed Valeriya.  

 

Her subordinate stopped in his tracks. Of course he had. She had trained him herself. 

 

Valeriya looked at the child clinging to her blood-dyed suit. Fury and insanity burned in the 

girl’s eyes. Her mouth was foaming, and blood trickled down her chin, likely from biting her own 

tongue. Valeriya instinctively realized that the child was on the verge of breaking. By pinning her 

down, she had dammed up the girl’s the volcanic emotions, causing them to torch her from 

within. 

 

The child’s anger was understandable. Valeriya had just brutally murdered her father, a man 

who willingly gave his life in order to protect his daughter. She released her grip on the girl’s 

hand. 

 

“Valeriya-sama!”  

 

Her subordinate tried to approach, but she stopped him by raising her left hand. The girl 

mindlessly stabbed the knife into Valeriya’s right arm over and over, as if she spurned that limb 

in particular. With tears rolling down her face, Valeriya bit her suit collar as she endured the 

torture. Clenching her left fist until it bled, she desperately resisted the urge to rip the girl away 

from her. Her subordinate could do nothing but watch as his boss’s arm got torn apart by the 

small girl.  

 

After completely filleting Valeriya’s upper arm, the girl lost strength and fainted. Valeriya 

embraced her with her remaining arm as her own consciousness left her. They crumpled to the 

crimson tatami and slept while clinging to each other, like a loving mother and child. 

 

 

*** 

 

“How are you feeling?” asked Valeriya. 

 

The girl continued to gaze out the window. She was sitting up on a large fluffy bed. A tray of 

untouched food was in front of her.  
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The white-suited woman at her bedside, her daily visitor, had introduced herself as Valeriya. But 

to the girl, she was only her father’s killer. Strangely, she felt no hatred for the woman. 

Whenever she tried to gather enmity against her, all she could feel was emptiness, as if a 

bottomless pit had been dug out of her heart. 

 

“You have to eat. Even with an IV drip, there’s nothing that’ll beat good food when it comes to 

recovery. Especially sweets.” Valeriya pointed at the stack of pancakes covered in maple syrup.  

 

That doesn’t make sense. 

 

She was not hurt. There was no need to recover. She had apparently slept for about a week 

before regaining consciousness. This was Valeriya’s third visit since. Doing the math, she 

concluded that ten days had passed since her father was killed. 

 

“Those are delicious. I love pancakes, so the kitchen was forced, I mean, eager to perfect them.” 

 

But the girl did not even look at her. 

 

Valeriya sighed deeply and lit a cigarette. She took a puff and blew it away from the bed. 

However, a few wisps of smoke still made its way into the girl’s lungs. She started coughing 

violently. 

 

“What’s wrong!?” asked Valeriya with a panicked expression. She immediately put out her 

cigarette and rubbed the girl’s back gently, but her coughing fit continued. 

 

Valeriya hurriedly called for help. A doctor came and gave the girl asthma medicine. After her 

symptoms subsided, the doctor handed her an inhaler. Valeriya spoke with the doctor, but they 

were too far away for her to hear anything.  

 

The girl eyed her captor. Worry wrinkled the blonde’s fetching face. She was undeniably a 

beautiful woman, on par with popular foreign actresses. However, her right sleeve dangled 

lifelessly beside her. The girl wondered what had happened to her missing arm. 

 

Eventually, the doctor left. Valeriya walked up to her bed and bowed her head. 

 

“I didn’t know you had asthma. I’m sorry.” Valeriya straightened up and knocked herself on the 

head. “So that’s why Yotsuga stopped me from smoking that night,” she mumbled. “I should’ve 

figured that out sooner.” 

 

The girl looked at her curiously.  

 

What does she want? 

 

The woman’s motive was a mystery. The girl wondered if she was being nursed back to health in 

order to be sold. She remembered hearing something like that in that dark closet. The memory 
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of that night surfaced, causing her body to tremble ferociously. Seeing that, Valeriya reached out 

to her but stopped the moment she turned her head away. Without further conversation, 

Valeriya stayed with her until night fell. 

 

The girl felt a little less afraid of her. She hated herself for it. 

 

Valeriya visited her every day. In place of a cigarette, she always had a lollipop in her mouth. She 

told stories about her life, badmouthed her enemies, ranted about her subordinates, and 

constantly asked how the girl was feeling. She never answered. She never ate the food Valeriya 

brought her. Despite being injected with nutrients, her body was becoming thinner and weaker 

by the day. 

 

One night, Valeriya asked her, “What can I do to make you eat? You’re going to die at this rate.” 

 

The girl wanted to say “disappear” but failed. She did not understand why she could not hate 

this woman. And she hated herself for it. 

 

Valeriya decided to take her outside as a change of pace. She was placed in a wheelchair and 

rolled around parks, shopping malls, and movie theaters. They visited a restaurant once, but she 

still refused to eat. They were always alone together because her captor did not bring her men. 

 

On a day with perfectly clear weather, Valeriya took her to the sea. The blonde sang Russian 

sailor songs as she pushed the girl’s wheelchair on the sand. The wide wheels easily rolled over 

the fine white grains without sinking. Throughout their trips, her captor kept trying to talk to 

her, and that day was no exception. 

 

Valeriya pointed at a ship visible in the horizon. “When I was thirteen, I stowed away on a cargo 

ship like that. After a few days of hiding, the sailors found me so I jumped overboard. I didn’t 

know how to swim, but I heard that big breasts float in water so I was sure I’d be fine.” Valeriya 

dropped her shoulders. “The sailors rescued me minutes later. After getting plopped on the deck 

like a fish, I vocally blamed my breasts for not being large enough. The men on board laughed at 

me.” 

 

Of course they would! 

 

The girl suppressed a giggle. 

 

“Since then, my boobs stopped growing. I always wondered if they sulked because I shouted at 

them on the ship.” 

 

You were that big at thirteen!? 

 

“After that incident, they let me ride all the way for free if I let them squeeze my boobs from time 

to time. They must’ve liked my jokes.” 
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That’s not free at all! 

 

And it’s your boobs they liked! 

 

The girl found herself liking Valeriya’s stories. And she hated herself for it. 

 

Her hunger strike continued, but not through willpower. It was the opposite. She did not even 

have the will to eat. Seeing her condition worsen, Valeriya’s health started deteriorating as well. 

Despite the growing bags under the Russian’s eyes, her thinning neck, and her weakening voice, 

she continued to care for her. That pained the girl’s heart. And she hated herself for it. 

 

On one of their trips, a man grabbed her from her wheelchair while Valeriya was busy paying for 

her new clothes. He did not gag her, which was understandable because she always acted like a 

doll and never spoke. The kidnapper probably thought she was mute. She considered screaming 

for help. 

 

“I have the girl! I’m headed to the van now! With this, we can finally get rid of that Russian 

bitch!” 

 

The girl immediately understood who he was referring to. The hatred growing inside her finally 

reared its head. She quietly closed her eyes and allowed herself to be taken away. 

 

Like always, Valeriya visited her again that night. But instead of her room, they were in a cargo 

warehouse by the pier. More than a dozen men focused on Valeriya as she confidently walked 

into the trap. 

 

“I can’t believe you really came alone, and unarmed too,” said a lanky man in a light grey chinese 

collar suit. 

 

“You were the ones who said I should.” Valeriya shrugged her shoulders. 

 

The men surrounded her as she went further into the building. The girl, sitting on the ground by 

the far wall, stared at her dumbfoundedly.  

 

The men hurled curses and insults at Valeriya, but she ignored them and continued towards the 

girl. When they were about twenty paces apart, their eyes met. The girl felt an overwhelming 

emotion erupt from inside her. 

 

“Why did you come here!?” she screamed. 

 

“To save you.” 

 

“But they’re going to kill you!” 

 

“No they won’t.” 



106 

 

Laughter rumbled around them. None of the men there believed that either of them had any 

chance of survival. 

 

The girl trembled as she bit her lip. She tried to undo the knots shackling her wrists, but they 

were too tight. She did not want to see Valeriya get killed. And she hated herself for it. 

 

She hated herself for caring for Valeriya. But that hatred did not stem from guilt towards her 

murdered father. For some reason, she did not see Valeriya as an enemy, so there was no reason 

to feel guilty.  

 

Fear fueled her hatred. She was deathly terrified of losing another person she loved, so she had 

decided to never care for anyone again. Each time she got closer to Valeriya, she loathed herself 

for failing to resist the temptation of taking that risk, of exposing herself to such danger.  

 

She had allowed herself to be kidnapped in order to be separated from Valeriya. If she left her 

captivating captor, she could escape from her fears. Or so she had thought. It had not occurred 

to her that Valeriya would risk her own life to save her. 

 

But she was there. And it was too late. To the girl who had no one else, Valeriya was already too 

important. 

 

“Please… Please don’t die! I won’t forgive you if you leave me too!” she shouted. 

 

Valeriya chuckled with a sinister expression. “I can see it... “ She then grinned with overflowing 

excitement and shouted, “I can see the ending!” 

 

With an exasperated look, the apparent leader Chinese Collar approached her from the left and 

said, “Do you even understand what position you-” 

 

He failed to complete his sentence because Valeriya broke his jaw with an elbow strike. She then 

slid her hand into his jacket and pulled out his revolver. Using his body as a shield, she shot two 

people with perfect accuracy. She unloaded a bullet into his skinny back and dashed towards the 

girl. Four men blocked her way. 

 

The other enemies aimed their pistols at her back, but she sidestepped to the right an instant 

before they fired. Their bullets hit a man in front of her instead. While running forward, she 

turned her head and shot two more people behind her. 

 

Three men remained between Valeriya and the girl. The closest one threw a straight punch. She 

weaved underneath it and slipped to his back. Valeriya then rammed his spine with her shoulder 

while tripping him with her left leg. He stumbled forward, blocking the gunfire aimed at her 

with his body. 
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The second man tried to knock her out with a hook, but she parried it as she stomped on his 

foot. He lost his balance. She pivoted on the man’s shoe, twirled to his back, and used him as 

cover. Several bullets plunged into the man’s torso. Valeriya darted towards the last man 

standing between her and the girl. 

 

The lone enemy panicked and raised his handgun despite Valeriya’s close proximity. He aimed 

at her face and pulled the trigger. She casually tilted her head and let the bullet fly by. The 

deafening sound made her wince, but the pain did not stop her from shooting him point blank in 

the chest.  

 

She discarded the empty revolver and scooped up the girl from the ground. While carrying the 

girl on her shoulder, the blonde bolted to the side, bulletholes appearing in her wake. 

 

“Now!” screamed Valeriya. 

 

Heavily armed soldiers stormed the warehouse. They proceeded to annihilate the remaining 

opposition. The difference in weapons and training led to a massacre. Less than thirty seconds 

had passed from the moment Valeriya initiated combat until all hostiles had been eliminated. 

 

What just happened? 

 

The girl had seen everything but was unable to process it. The blood pooling beneath the corpses 

entered her vision, and a pungent, fishy scent coated her nostrils. She began to convulse. A 

familiar voice, her own, rang in her head. 

 

“You don’t have to see this.” 

 

“Close your eyes.” 

 

Noticing her abnormality, Valeriya quickly carried her outside, sat her in the car, and embraced 

her tightly with her lone arm. “It’s alright. You’re safe.” 

 

The girl vomited, spewing water and stomach juices all over Valeriya’s white suit. Wrapped in an 

unfaltering embrace, the girl’s trembling gradually died down. 

 

After several minutes of silence, the girl squirmed within Valeriya’s arms. 

 

“How are you feeling?” asked Valeriya. 

 

“...You always ask me that.” 

 

“And you finally answered.” Valeriya smiled even though she was on the verge of tears. 

 

“Terrible.” 
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“Huh!? Did I miss a flag somewhere!?” 

 

“I mean, I feel terrible.” 

 

“Oh, great! I mean, no, that’s bad isn’t it!?” 

 

“...I thought they were going to kill you.” 

 

With absolutely no hesitation, she said, “Impossible.” 

 

Huh? 

 

“Putting aside the fact that I’m invincible,” said Valeriya as she tightened her embrace, “I will 

never leave you alone.” 

 

A crack ran through the girl’s shell of dread. A beam of light shone into her world of silence and 

solitude. 

 

If it’s this person… 

 

If it’s Valeriya… 

 

“Mitsuki,” said the girl. 

 

“Eh?” 

 

“My name.” Mitsuki felt tears dropping on her neck. “Hey, why are you crying?” 

 

Valeriya’s sobs broke up her speech. “But… I tried so hard… and finally… finally..!” 

 

“You knew my name from the start, right?” 

 

“I… I wanted to hear it from you..!” 

 

Mitsuki wrapped her arms firmly around Valeriya’s neck. Neither of them cared about the smell 

of vomit and gunpowder. 

 

Valeriya was strong enough, permanent enough, to release her from her curse. She had given 

Mitsuki the courage to care for someone again.  

 

A familiar emotion, one she had abandoned after her father died, began filling her hollowed 

soul.  

 

She felt happy. 
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So happy, in fact, that she decided to ignore Valeriya letting go of her and doing a fist pump. 

 

The words “Capture successful!” were a bit harder to disregard, but she managed. 

 

 

Chapter Nine: Wins and Losses 

 

“I thought you stopped smoking because Mitsuki hated the smell,” said Ageha. 

 

“Her asthma symptoms went away as she grew up, but she wasn’t satisfied with just that. This 

little overachiever actually started swimming to improve her lung capacity. Now she can hold 

her breath longer than I can. I’ll never forget the proud look on her face when I praised her for 

beating my personal best.” Valeriya smiled as she gently caressed Mitsuki’s fringe. “Thank you 

for protecting her.” 

 

The sleeping girl’s head rested on her lap. Ageha was seated across them in a spacious 

limousine. 

 

“I just did my job. And she protected herself for the most part.” 

 

“I still can’t believe she was able to fight in that situation.” Valeriya shifted her eyes from 

Mitsuki to Ageha. “The place was a mess.” 

 

Valeriya recalled the scene she saw at the pool. Calling it an indoor red tide would be an 

understatement. 

 

“She didn’t see that. I held back as much as I could until she fainted.” 

 

“...You can be surprisingly considerate.” 

 

“Who wouldn’t after seeing her break down like that?” 

 

“I see.” Valeriya made a bitter smile and gingerly touched her own right shoulder. 

 

“Can I ask you a question?” 

 

“You just did.” 

 

“Is that a no?” 

 

“...Go ahead. I’ve already told you my story. I don’t have anything left to hide.” 

 

“Why did you take her in?” 
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“There are a number of reasons. But that’s not really what you want to ask, is it?” 

 

Ageha looked down for a moment before looking at her face again. “Was it guilt?” 

 

Valeriya laughed but stopped herself when the girl on her lap squirmed. “Do I look like someone 

who cares about that?” 

 

That’s you, Ageha. 

 

“Then is it because of her talent?” 

 

“That’s the logical guess, huh? True enough, Mitsuki is a prodigy that surpasses even me. I can’t 

compare to her ability to imagine and execute movements flawlessly. She was made for 

athletics.” Valeriya made a teasing smile. “Remember that move I used to beat you? I got that 

from her. She used it on me the night we first met.” 

 

“Are you planning on dragging that out forever? One hit doesn’t count as a proper win.” 

 

“It is if you agreed to such a rule, and you did.” 

 

Ageha clicked his tongue. 

 

Valeriya chuckled. “I didn’t expect you to get up though. I got you clean on the chin.” 

 

“I had a concussion, you know.” 

 

“Did you get that checked out?” 

 

“Yeah, I’m fine.” 

 

“Thanks for not killing me back then, by the way. You looked like you really wanted to.” 

 

“...A promise is a promise.” 

 

Valeriya showed a worried expression. She liked Ageha’s stubbornness. He was like a tree that 

could only grow straight up, never yielding to the wind. However, people like that would 

eventually break. It was not a question of possibility but a matter of time. 

 

“Seems we got sidetracked. Why I took her in, right? It wasn’t because she’s a genius. I mean, I’d 

be lying if I said I didn’t care about her talent at all. But even without that, nothing would’ve 

changed.” 

 

“Then why?” 
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“Have you looked at her? She’s unbelievably cute.” 

 

“I wouldn’t have taken that answer seriously if you weren’t undressing her right now. Actually, 

stop that.” 

 

Valeriya was in the middle of removing Mitsuki’s robe, exposing her swimsuit-clad body. 

 

“It’s okay, isn’t it!? I see her naked in the bath all the time! It’s the same thing!” 

 

“Then why bother?” 

 

“A swimsuit is different!” 

 

“You just contradicted yourself.” 

 

“Don’t be such a miser! I’ve been looking forward to this all day! I even rushed the cleanup of the 

Kudo group just to make it in time. Look, I even wore my swimsuit underneath my clothes.” 

Valeriya wiggled out of her loose kimono. Her white string bikini struggled to contain her 

bountiful bosom. 

 

“So that’s why you got to the pool so quickly after I called.” 

 

“The Kudo HQ’s defenses were surprisingly thin. We finished even faster than expected. From 

the looks of it, they sent a bunch of their men to the pool. If I’d known they went after Mitsuki, I 

would’ve tortured their leader a bit longer.” 

 

“That’s a nice story and all, but your hand isn’t stopping.” 

 

Mitsuki’s swimsuit straps were already rolled down to her upper arms. 

 

“Tch. Why do you even care? She’s my daughter. You’re nothing but a stranger.” 

 

“That’s the problem. It’d be one thing if you two were alone, no wait, that’s not good either. 

Anyway, I don’t think Mitsuki would be okay with me seeing that.” He looked pointedly at the 

girl’s bare parts. 

 

OMG. 

 

“Oh my god!” Valeriya hurriedly covered up Mitsuki’s exposed shoulders with the robe and 

hunched over her as if protecting her from Ageha. “You perv!” 

 

“That’s my line!” 
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“Just because you saved her once doesn’t mean I’ll let you have her!” 

 

“I never wanted her in the first place.” 

 

“There must be something wrong with you then!” 

 

“Make up your damn mind.” 

 

Valeriya raised her index finger. “Wanting and having are completely different things. You must 

want her, but you can’t have her.” 

 

“That’s so ridiculous I don’t even know what to say.” 

 

With a pout, she pointed at Ageha’s hands in turn. “Just keep your paws off my daughter.” 

 

“There’s nothing to worry about. She obviously hates me anyway.” 

 

That’s probably not true. 

 

This girl can be pretty hard to understand. 

 

“As long as you get it.” Valeriya tried to pull her disheveled kimono over her shoulders but had 

considerable difficulty because Mitsuki’s head was weighing down the cloth. “Can you give me a 

hand?” 

 

“You want me to take Mitsuki?” 

 

“Do you have a deathwish?” 

 

“I didn’t think so.” Ageha scooted over to them. “Why don’t you get one of these?” He glanced at 

his alloy forearm as he fixed Valeriya’s clothes. 

 

She shook her head. “I hate pain as much as I love cuteness.” 

 

Ageha smiled and gently straightened up Valeriya’s empty right sleeve. “You’re amazing.” 

 

“Whoa, creepy. What’s with that all of a sudden?” Her face contorted in disgust. 

 

“It’s a compliment. Shut up and take it.” 

 

She knew he was referring to how she had allowed Mitsuki to cut off her arm despite her 

extreme aversion to pain. In truth, she appreciated his praise because she considered that to be 

one of her greatest achievements. Ageha did not need to know that, though. 
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Valeriya took out a small perfume bottle from her purse. “You stink.” She sprayed fragrant mist 

in Ageha’s direction. 

 

“You do know it’s Mitsuki’s vomit that’s on me, right? She should stink more than I do.” 

 

“No way. Didn’t you know that little girls smell like sugar, spice, and everything nice?” 

 

“That’s supposed to be what they’re made of, not how they smell.” 

 

“Did you get hit in the head or something? Of course they smell like what they’re made of.” 

 

Ageha went back to his seat and rubbed his temples. “I give up. Please just drive me home.” 

 

 

*** 

 

 

“Going home, Rin-chan?” asked Yama. 

 

“Yes. Are you getting off soon? I can wait if you want to leave together.” 

 

“I’ll pass. I don’t wanna have to watch my back in the kitchen. Too many knives.” 

 

Rin’s shoulders shook as she giggled. “No way! Ageha loves you, Yama-san.” 

 

“Not as much as you. At least I hope not.” He made a troubled smile while scratching his head. 

 

She squinted at him and said, “Don’t go getting any funny ideas now.” 

 

“Not in my wildest dreams.” His face became deadpan. “Really.” 

 

They shared a laugh. 

 

“Good work today. Tell Ageha I hope he feels better. On second thought, tell that lucky bastard 

to die.” 

 

“I’ll definitely tell him.” 

 

“Wait, Rin-chan. I was joking, okay? Please don’t tell the sous chef about that last bit.” 

 

“Hmm…” She grinned mischievously. “What should I do?” 

 

“...How about a cake buffet?” 
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“For two.” 

 

Yama’s eyes sparkled. “You mean you wanna go with-” 

 

“My boyfriend, of course.” 

 

Like a landed fish, the light in his eyes faded. “Figures. ...Okay, deal.” 

 

“Thanks, Yama-san!” She saluted him with her right hand. “See you tomorrow!” 

 

“Women are devils,” he mumbled with his arms crossed. 

 

Rin skipped out of Sapore’s service door and closed it behind her. She then heaved a big sigh 

and slumped her shoulders. 

 

Im sorry, Yama-san. 

 

She did not feel apologetic about blackmailing him. What she felt sorry for was acting like she 

was on cloud nine even though she felt the opposite. Ageha had not gone to work today. She had 

told their coworkers that he caught a cold, but even she did not know the real reason for his 

sudden errand. 

 

I hope he’s okay. 

 

A blend of worry and suspicion whirled inside of her. Ageha had been coming home really late 

recently. She wanted to trust him, but it was clear that he was hiding things from her. Ageha was 

probably doing it to protect her, but that was not what she desired. She wished to be his partner, 

his equal, and his support. Being kept safe in a castle tower was no different from being caged. 

She was sick of feeling helpless. 

 

Embroiled in her anxiety, she hardly noticed the commute and found herself in front of Ageha’s 

apartment. She placed a hand on the doorknob. 

 

It’s unlocked. 

 

He’s back! 

 

Her mood brightened. It was rare for him to arrive earlier than she did. She quickly opened the 

door. 

 

Ageha stood near the entrance. It seemed he had only just arrived. Though his topless back 

distracted her, she still noticed Ageha hide something behind him as he turned around. 

 

“Rin, you’re back,” he said, his pitch slightly higher than usual. 
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Ageha rarely got flustered. Something was wrong. 

 

Rin shut the door and approached him. She tipped her head back an inch and whiffed the air. 

 

Perfume. 

 

She trusted his fidelity, but with all the signs dangling in front of her, she had to ask. She fully 

expected him to flatly deny it. 

 

“Are you cheating on me?” 

 

“Yes.” 

 

Rin cried. 

 

“Wait! I was joking! Don’t cry!” Ageha dropped what he was hiding and hurriedly embraced her. 

 

Her childlike sobbing subsided. “...Joking?” 

 

“Yeah, you asked such a ridiculous question so I just couldn’t help it.” 

 

Rin opened her mouth and tried to chomp off a piece of Ageha’s chest, but before her lips 

touched his skin, he stepped back and kept her at arm’s length. 

 

“Don’t. You’ll hurt your teeth.” 

 

“You jerk! You jerk! You jerk..!” She did not try to hit him. Rin just stood still, her trembling fists 

balled up. Tears poured down her cheeks. 

 

Ageha approached her and gently planted his forehead on her shoulder. “Bite here.” He tapped a 

part of his neck connected to his jaw. “That’s flesh. If you do it hard enough, you can probably 

kill me.” 

 

“As if I’d ever do that! You jerk! Jerk! Jerk!!!” She embraced his neck. 

 

“I’m sorry, Rin.” 

 

“...Really?” 

 

“Really.” 

 

“Then make it up to me,” she said. 

 

“Anything.” 
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“Now you said it.” Rin released him. 

 

“...You were acting?” 

 

Of course not.  

 

It was taking everything she had to stop her tears, but she could not waste this chance. 

 

“I’ll leave that to your imagination,” she said with a sly smirk. 

 

He sighed. “You win.” 

 

Rin focused her thoughts. Ageha always kept his word, no matter what.  

 

“Then tell me the truth. Don’t hide anything.” 

 

Ageha frowned. She hated that expression. Just seeing it tempted her to take back her words, 

but she endured. 

 

He nodded his head. 

 

Rin took a deep breath. She had been ready for anything ever since she saw him at Mount 

Takao. How bad could it be? 

 

“Where did you go and what did you do tonight?” 

 

Ageha closed his eyes for a short while and said, “I defeated a middle schooler in a freestyle race 

at a pool, juggled tattooed men in the air, got barfed on by a traumatized kid, and fixed a 

Russian’s kimono.” 

 

“Take this seriously!” 

 

“...I understand your reaction, but it’s all true.” 

 

Rin inspected Ageha’s face. She could not tell if he was lying. “Please explain. In a way that I can 

understand.” 

 

“I’ll have to start from the beginning.” 

 

“I’m not going anywhere.” 

 

“You may come to hate me after hearing it.” 

 



117 

“Not happening. You can count on me.” 

 

He stared into her eyes for a while and then sighed. “Alright.” 

 

Rin unconsciously held her breath and braced herself for his answer. 

 

“I kill people.” 

 

“I know that already. It’s part of your job, right? It’s not like you have a choi-” 

 

“Listen to me, Rin. I kill people.” 

 

And he proceeded to tell her what he had done, what he continued to do, what he was. 

 

“You’re lying,” she said. 

 

“It’s the truth.” 

 

“But… but…”  

 

“I’m sorry.” 

 

“You… even Chef Matsunaga...” 

 

The missing secondo chef that had gotten along so well with Ageha. 

 

The blood on him when he descended Mount Takao. 

 

And many, many more. 

 

She recalled Jin’s words during her torture. Was he right? Was the Ageha she had been chasing 

an illusion? Her eyes swam. Furrowing her eyebrows and biting her lip, she tried to make sense 

of everything she knew about the man in front of her. 

 

Seeing Rin’s state, Ageha extended his hand to her shoulder to calm her down as he always did. 

He touched her tenderly, with even more care than usual. 

 

Rin flinched. 

 

And in the briefest of moments, Ageha’s face was stricken with sorrow. Like a lone meteor, it 

disappeared a millisecond later, but she had definitely seen it. 

 

What have I done? 
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“I’m sorry,” he said. 

 

Why are you apologizing? 

 

“I’m really sorry.” 

 

Don’t apologize! 

 

He smiled. Recently, she could no longer tell whether he was lying or not. But she was certain 

that smile was a lie, a very kind lie woven especially for her. 

 

“I’ll go take a shower.” He turned and took three steps away from her before stopping. “I won’t 

blame you if you’re not here when-” 

 

“I’ll be here.” 

 

That was all she could say. 

 

“I see.” Ageha walked into the bathroom without taking anything with him.  

 

Rin looked at where he had been standing. The thing he dropped earlier was on the floor. It was 

the shirt she bought for him just a few days ago, but it already looked filthy and tattered. She 

picked it up and noticed blood blotting the dark brown cloth. 

 

Ageha had been perfect at hiding everything from her until now. But there it was, a solid piece of 

evidence lying in plain sight. Was it because he had already confessed? 

 

No. 

 

He had hidden everything to protect her. Her heart was wounded and fragile. Visions of violence 

were the last thing she wanted to see, and he knew that. Then why did he not hide this? 

 

The reason was simple. 

 

He was hurt. 

 

Hurt enough to forget something so obvious. 

 

Hurt by her. 

 

She had forced him to flay open his heart and had shunned what she saw. 

 

Rin sank to the ground and cried into his shirt, not noticing the mixed scent of blood, bile, and 

perfume. All she could taste was the salt in her tears and the bitterness of her betrayal. 
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*** 

 

 

“I can’t give you my support. When we discussed your plan, you said to the entire board that 

you’ve secured a low-cost metal source. Without that, we won’t have enough funds to support 

your planned production rates even if we do somehow buy out the other companies.” 

 

Kaika’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Makita’s wrinkled face on a display. Her sleeveless violet 

dress was barely within the camera frame, but she had dressed up anyway. In politics, clothes 

were not mere decoration. A dress could be more protective than any armor and more potent 

than any sword. But more importantly, it set a woman’s mood, a critical element in any 

performance. 

 

I expected him to be smarter than this. 

 

Then again, if he had guts, he wouldn’t have settled for being my father’s patsy.  

 

“Losing the mine is a minor hiccup. If we tighten our belts in other areas, we’ll have enough 

surplus to compensate. We can still get relatively cheap raw materials from China.” 

 

“And whose belt do you suggest we tighten? Everyone is scrambling to meet the quota you set, 

and we still aren’t anywhere near the target. It would be different if we could get KyberCorp, but 

you haven’t told us anything about how that’s going.” 

 

“Everything is going fine.”  

 

“Then show us some proof! If you can at least do that, the other directors would be much more 

cooperative.” 

 

“They would be a lot more cooperative if you voiced your full support of my plan. Besides, I have 

to keep anything related to KyberCorp under wraps. I can’t risk an info leak, even among the 

directors.” 

 

“How can you expect me to support something I don’t even understand? You ask for trust but 

give none in return. I’m starting to regret ever believing this pipe dream of yours.” 

 

This geezer is testing my patience. 

 

“Speaking of dreams, I hear your granddaughter Sora recently got the lead role in a popular 

ballet. Kaleido, was it?” 

 

The aggression in Makita’s face gave way to wariness. “...Yes. She was ecstatic. What business is 

it of yours?” 
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“I just wanted to say congratulations.” Kaika grinned, displaying her pristine teeth. “Sora 

definitely deserves it, especially with all the hard work she put in.” She leaned forward and 

lowered her voice. “You should warn her to be careful under the spotlight, though. It’d be a 

shame if certain rumors made their way to the press. Her sweat and tears would end up 

amounting to nothing more than, what were the words, a pipe dream?” 

 

Makita’s face turned red, his nose flaring. “You little-” 

 

“Be careful, Makita-san. Words have power, but you shouldn’t mistake one for the other.” 

 

The old man fell silent. With a disgusted expression, he took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, 

as if releasing steam. “Okay. I’ll give you my full support in the board meeting. Don’t let this get 

to your head. There won’t be a next time.” 

 

That’s so cliche it’s almost amusing. 

 

“I’ll see you in three minutes then,” said Kaika, her pink lips stretched in a thin smile.  

 

“You really are your father’s daughter.” Makita reached towards the display. 

 

Her smile vanished. “Wait.”  

 

“What else do you want?” 

 

“What do you mean by that?” 

 

“Don’t tell me you’re not aware? You’re just like Karasuma, a wolf in sheep’s clothing waving 

around veiled threats.” 

 

“That’s not-” 

 

“True? And what makes you different from him? I’m sick of this. I’ll do as you asked, so just let 

me be.” Again, the old man extended his right hand to end the call. 

 

“I said wait.” 

 

Makita paused after glancing at his monitor.  

 

Kaika wore a solemn expression. “...You’re right. Doing something like this makes me no 

different from my father.” 

 

He was unable to hide his surprise. 
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She continued, “Forget what I said earlier. Your granddaughter will have no problems. In fact, 

I’ll quash any rumors that surface about her myself.” 

 

“Don’t patronize me. You got your win. Let’s move on.” 

 

“You don’t understand, Makita-san. I am indeed my father’s daughter. And that’s why I’ll never 

stoop to his level. Thank you for reminding me of that.” 

 

“If you think saying something like that will convince me to support you, then-” 

 

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not stupid. You can say whatever you want in front of the board. I’ll 

just find a way to move forward despite that. I didn’t get this far just to stumble over something 

so insignificant.” Kaika tilted her neck and shrugged. “It’s unfortunate that we ended up as 

enemies, but I appreciate your honesty. It’s hard to find someone who dares to speak their mind 

if you own everyone around you. Goodbye.” 

 

Kaika ended the call. 

 

She stood up from her chair, walked to her bedside cabinet, and opened the bottom drawer. 

After making sure no one else was around, she took out a bag of cookies and popped a piece into 

her mouth. While happily chewing on a crunchy baked dolphin, she raised her arms and 

stretched.  

 

Recharge complete! 

 

Satisfied after popping her back, she walked back to her desk and operated her terminal. 

 

She smiled brightly and said, “Good afternoon, everyone.” 

 

The numerous faces on her display responded with similar greetings. 

 

“Let’s begin with a report on the progress of your assignments.” Kaika focused on the lady with 

wisps of silver in her hair. “Nishino-san, if you don’t mind.” 

 

“...Of course. Servo resorted to the poison pill. It’s going to cost us a lot more than anticipated to 

buy them out.” 

 

“Only if their shareholders go along with that plan. Attack the reputation of their board. If we 

make Servo’s directors look like corrupt money-mongers and add a reasonable price incentive, 

the investors should sell. Focus on the shareholders who aren’t politically savvy.” Kaika sent an 

email to Nishino. “That’s a list of candidates. Do a second pass and prioritize the ones most 

likely to sell.” 

 

“...U-Understood.” Nishino looked befuddled by the dense stream of information. 
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“Servo’s poison pill bylaws are pretty flimsy. They probably didn’t want to deter institutional 

investors. Let’s make them regret that decision, shall we?” Kaika flashed a cruel smile but 

quickly replaced it with a stern look as she focused on another board member. “Next.” 

 

The meeting continued in similar fashion until Akane’s turn came. She had not been assigned to 

do anything due to her adamant opposition of Kaika’s plan. Kaika knew including Akane in the 

meetings was a major risk, but the woman’s position as a board member had to be respected. 

Besides, Akane could not move freely because she was a mere puppet of the investors she 

represented. The moment she did anything that did not align with their interests, she would get 

fired. But of course, she would not take everything lying down, either. 

 

“I hear that you were not able to secure the metal source for alloy production,” said Akane. 

 

Here it comes. 

 

Without batting an eyelid, Kaika said, “Yes, but that’s a small setback. We can compensate if we 

rethink our dealings with other companies.” 

 

“Or so you say, but we haven’t heard anything about your dealings with KyberCorp. Absorbing it 

is the most critical part of your strategy. Even if everything else works out perfectly, it’s all over 

once KyberCorp slips through.” 

 

She knows how to hit where it hurts, at least. 

 

Akane brought up the same problems that Makita raised in their call earlier. She was not a 

complete fool. 

 

“As I said from the beginning, leave KyberCorp to me. I guarantee success on that end.” 

 

“Like you guaranteed success with the mine? How can we trust the promise of someone who just 

broke her word?” Akane pushed up her glasses with her middle finger. “Your takeover scheme is 

too ambitious. We should stop now and cut our losses.” 

 

“And wait for KyberCorp to overtake and swallow NGC? That may be fine for you, who is in that 

seat because someone died, but the rest of us have a legacy to uphold.” 

 

“At least I worked to earn my position, unlike those who were only born into it.” 

 

Looks like she’s grown a little since last time. 

 

Kaika had expected Akane to lose control the moment Kazuki’s death was mentioned, but she 

had maintained her cool and even countered. 
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“I was talking about motivation, not entitlement,” said Kaika. “No one cares if you or I deserve 

to be here based on our past deeds. The question is whether we deserve to be here based on what 

we are going to accomplish.” 

 

“But the risk-” 

 

“You speak of risk as if it only lies in our current direction. Have you even considered what will 

happen if we do nothing? NGC is powerful, but hardly absolute. We’ve been slowly deteriorating 

for years now.” Kaika closed her eyes and gently shook her head. “Letting the possibility of 

defeat scare us into inaction is the height of foolishness. The certain doom awaiting cowardice is 

far more terrifying.” She lifted her beautiful long lashes, exposing the fire in her black irises. 

“The time to strike is now, while our fangs are still lethal.” 

 

Akane tried to rebut but could not find the words. After a few moments, she said, “I must admit, 

you are good at rhetoric, much better than I am.” 

 

“Thank you.” 

 

“But I believe the people in this forum are realists. Words will not move them. Only facts do. 

And here are the facts: You failed once already, and KyberCorp is still not within grasp.” 

 

Most of the faces on Kaika’s display nodded in agreement, except for one. 

 

“I think we should stick to the plan,” said Makita. 

 

Akane’s calm expression quickly soured. Kaika did her best to keep a grin from showing. 

 

“We can’t run away each time we hit an obstacle. Not only would we not get anywhere, we’d be 

falling behind faster than ever.” Makita showed his clenched fist on screen. “I think it’s time we 

stop sitting on the fence and put some real effort into our respective tasks. We all agreed to this 

plan. It’s not just the CEO’s responsibility to make it work. It’s on all of us.” 

 

The directors looked surprised by Makita’s statement. They knew he had always been quite 

conservative. 

 

What they did not know was that he had always been Karasuma’s yes man. Makita acted like he 

respected, even loved, the former NGC CEO, but in reality, the latter had strong-armed him in 

every decision. Makita’s opinions had not mattered to Karasuma or Kazuki. He had no real 

experience in exerting influence within the corporate leviathan. That was why he did not have 

enough confidence to take the CEO chair himself. But no one alive knew any of that. 

 

Except Kaika. 

 

Because Karasuma had told her all about the man called Makita. 

 



124 

It had not been part of her education. To Karasuma, Makita had just been a funny joke to 

entertain his beloved daughter. 

 

Thanks, Father. 

 

Makita harbored the illusion that he held true influence over Kaika. She had listened to his 

criticism, after all. She had even allowed him to make a decision that swayed the fate of NGC, of 

hundreds of millions of people. But most importantly, Kaika hated Karasuma as much as he did. 

At least, that was what he believed. Considering all that, it was impossible for him to side with 

the rest of the board, who had been using him as a megaphone to speak against the current CEO. 

 

If Kaika had coerced Makita through blackmail, he would not have tried as hard to defend her 

position. Worse, he could have abandoned his granddaughter and fought her out of spite. She 

had simply chosen the most effective method, which she happened to excel at and love. Power 

was enough to move people despite their will. Moving the will itself, however, required finesse. 

 

With Makita’s support, Akane’s misgivings were drowned out. Control of the conference fell 

back into Kaika’s hands. The CEO ended the meeting early enough to grab another cookie before 

heading out. 

 

 

Chapter Ten: A Bridge of Graves 

 

“Happy Birthday, Kureha-Ojousama,” said Saya.  

 

She knelt down and put a bouquet of flowers inside a metal vase. After placing incense in a 

holder, the butler closed her eyes, put her hands together, and offered a short prayer for her 

mistress’s sister. 

 

A light breeze caressed the freshly blooming cherry blossoms around her and ruffled her long 

bangs. She gracefully fixed her hair as she stood up. 

 

“Looks like you kept your hairstyle.” 

 

She froze upon hearing the nostalgic voice. A sweet pain gripped her heart. Saya was shocked by 

the unexpected encounter but managed to compose herself after taking a deep breath. 

 

“A certain someone told me to,” she said. “We have not seen each other in a while, so I was 

afraid he would not recognize me if I changed it.” She turned around and saw the face she 

dreaded yet sorely missed. 

 

Ageha stood several paces from her. “It’s been a while, Saya.” The long sleeves of his grey dress 

shirt were folded up to his elbows. Black slacks and polished leather shoes completed his 

unusual semi-formal look. 
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“It really has.” Her glossy lips formed an effortless smile. “You look quite dressed up.” 

 

“So do you.” He looked at her from head to toe. “Looks great, but aren’t you cold in that?” 

 

A small black and white one-piece dress hugged her feminine figure. The frock’s short skirt 

displayed the silky skin of her bare legs. Her feet rested on black high heel sandals. 

 

I’m not wearing this because I want to! 

 

Saya looked down and shyly pinched the hem of her skirt. “This is for a business meeting later. 

Besides, spring came quite early this year. The sakura are already blooming.” She glanced at the 

closest cherry tree. 

 

“I see.” 

 

An awkward atmosphere enveloped them. Saya tried her best to come up with the words to 

dispel it. 

 

“So how are things? Is everything going well with your current commitment?” 

 

Why did I suddenly drop a bomb like that!? 

 

The topic she was most curious about, his relationship with Rin, unconsciously spilled out. 

 

“You knew about that, huh? Did Kai tell you to keep tabs on me?” 

 

“No, I… I want to know. It is not entirely unrelated to me.” 

 

She had confessed to him, after all. It was only natural for her to be curious about his 

relationship. 

 

“Looking at it from your perspective, I can understand that,” he said with a shrug. 

 

Why are you so calm? 

 

Saya felt insignificant. Did she really mean so little to Ageha that he could talk about her 

affection for him so casually? Humiliation and self-pity polluted her heart, but she managed to 

keep them from showing on her face. She pushed down her rampaging emotions and resisted 

the urge to escape. 

 

Ageha crossed his arms and spent a few seconds thinking. “I guess it’s going fine. I’m losing 

sleep though. She keeps me awake almost every night.” 

 

They do it every night!? 
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The sudden revelation clashed with Saya’s image of Rin. She had not expected the bubbly 

cameriera to have such an insatiable sexual appetite. 

 

“Usually drags on for hours. I actually don’t like moving around that much. I’m getting worn 

out.” 

 

And so intensely!? 

 

Saya tried her best not to flip out, but her face still turned as red as a ripe tomato. “R-R-Really. 

That sounds quite… hard?” Her sentence ended in an unnaturally high pitch. 

 

Ageha frowned. “Yeah, really. She doesn’t even care if I get injured. That woman loves seeing 

blood.” 

 

They even do that kind of play!? 

 

“And honestly, her constant lollipop sucking can get unnerving. She does it everywhere. Maybe 

I’m asking for too much, but I sometimes wish she’d give it a rest.” 

 

Constant sucking!? 

 

Saya had never done fellatio before but just imagining how exhausting that was on the jaw 

caused hers to drop. 

 

Wait. 

 

She does it everywhere!!?? 

 

Saya had previously suspected that Ageha was a masochist, but he was apparently an 

exhibitionist as well. Ageha’s unbelievably raunchy nightlife rattled Saya so much she had no 

leeway to feel hurt or sad. The relatively innocent young woman overloaded from imagining the 

explicit details of his story. 

 

Ageha shrugged. “Well, she pays me good money, so I can’t turn her down.” 

 

Natsume-san pays him!? 

 

Isn’t that prostitution!? 

 

“Speaking of positives, there’s also that one time she stroked my head. It was a bit embarrassing 

with other people there, but it wasn’t bad at all.” 

 

A handjob in public!? 
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He continued, “It reminded me of Kureha. She also enjoyed that.” 

 

Ageha-sama and Kureha-Ojousama had that kind of relationship!? 

 

Saya knew Kureha was special to Ageha but had not known why until now. Saya’s image of 

Ageha had changed from a possibly masochistic but cool and reliable superman to a definitely 

masochistic exhibitionist gigolo with lolicon tendencies. 

 

But she loved him nonetheless. 

 

“Sorry about the rant.” Ageha scratched his head. “So, how’s it going on your end?” 

 

Saya’s eyes darted around in panic. While frantically gesticulating with her hands, she 

wordlessly opened and closed her mouth several times before she could speak. “M-M-Me? I-I 

have been, uh, very busy, so I do not have the time for s-such, such vulgar acts!!!” 

 

She failed to control herself. 

 

“Huh? Vulgar?” asked Ageha. 

 

“Animalistic sex, fellatio and handjobs in public, selling your body, and you even laid your hands 

on Kureha-Ojousama!!!” 

 

“What the hell are you talking about!?” 

 

“It is not too late, Ageha-sama! Rehabilitation! That is it! I will not tell you to forsake your 

fetishes, but at least keep away from children! That is a crime! Ah, so is indecent exposure… b-

but if you are careful...” 

 

It was a ridiculous reprimand to give to a mass murderer, but she was too flustered to notice. 

 

“I was talking about work and my new boss! Where did all this sex talk come from!?” 

 

Saya felt the earth’s rotation grind to a halt. Her crimson face turned deathly pale and then 

sizzling red again in a matter of seconds. “Were you not talking about your sexual relationship 

with Natsume-san?” 

 

“No! I haven’t even slept with Rin yet!” 

 

Eh? 

 

What did he just say? 
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Her extreme embarrassment was extinguished by unexpected good news. 

 

“I see.” Saya buried a grin that almost surfaced and bowed her head. “I apologize for making 

hasty assumptions and accusing you of indecent acts.” 

 

Ageha massaged his temples and sighed. “As long as the misunderstanding is cleared up.” 

 

“I am really sorry. I… I have not been myself lately. There is just so much going on.” 

 

Saya was distracted and overworked. She had to juggle Kaika’s orders, her responsibilities, and 

her mission. Her plate was well beyond full. 

 

“You, too, huh?” 

 

Another awkward silence arose. Saya felt sad about their current distance. Just a few months 

ago, they were like best friends and comrades. Now, she was too scared to start a conversation 

with him. As if reading her mind, Ageha broke the ice first. 

 

“I brought Kureha’s favorite dessert.” He showed her a small wicker basket and removed the 

checkered cloth covering its contents. Inside were two round mini pies with crumb topping. 

 

“Apple pie?” asked Saya. 

 

“I knew you’d figure it out instantly. The smell of cinnamon is a dead giveaway.” 

 

“I did not know Kureha-Ojousama liked apple pies.” 

 

“Not just any apple pie. My recipe uses a streusel topping,” said Ageha as he took out a small 

plastic container from the basket, “and crème fraîche.”  

 

“Quite fancy.” 

 

“That’s why she kept it a secret from you and her sister. She was worried Kai would dislike her 

for it.” 

 

“Dislike her? Why would she think that?” 

 

Ageha grinned. “You don’t get it? Kai goes through incredible lengths to keep her favorite snack 

a secret, right?” 

 

Saya remembered the dolphin cookies and giggled. “Kureha-Ojousama was half right. Kai-

Ojousama would not dislike her for it, but she would definitely feel embarrassed if her younger 

sister had a more mature palate than she did.” 

 

“Wanna try it?” Ageha offered a pie to Saya. 
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“I could not possibly-” 

 

“It’s fine. Kureha-chan can have my share. I say that, but I’ll eat it later at home. I can’t leave it 

here anyway because the birds will make a mess.” Ageha placed a small pie on Saya’s palm and 

handed her a plastic fork. He then topped the pie with a dollop of soured cream. Ageha did the 

same to the other pie and placed it in front of Kureha’s tombstone. “Happy birthday, Kureha-

chan. Dig in.” He glanced at Saya and nodded. 

 

Ageha-sama’s cooking. 

 

She could barely contain her excitement as she cut into the pie. The crumble topping had a light 

texture and easily gave way to her fork. Ensuring she got a little bit of the soured cream on her 

forkful, she carried the fragrant concoction past her lips. A burst of richness oozing from the 

crumble flooded her tongue. The sublime balance of sweet and tart in the filling prevented the 

butter in the crust from clouding her palate. The crème fraîche topping held together the 

contrasting flavors. The first bite completely seduced her taste buds, and she had already taken 

another without realizing.  

 

A new surprise awaited her. The apple slices in the caramel-colored filling were not uniformly 

cooked on purpose. The melt-in-your mouth tender morsels and slices with a hint of crispness 

alternately teased her taste buds. It was a clever trick that ensured the diner was never bored. 

 

Her eyes closed involuntarily, her lips pursing with the fork still in her mouth. A sensual moan 

emanated from her throat. 

 

“Uh, I’m glad you like it,” said Ageha with a troubled smile. 

 

With blushing cheeks, she meekly said, “It has been a while, so I was caught off-guard.” 

 

“No, I’m the one caught off-guard just now,” he mumbled and looked away from her face. 

 

“Pardon?” 

 

“Nevermind. It’s nothing.” 

 

She took a few more bites. “Ojousama would throw a tantrum if she finds out about this pie.” 

 

“...How is she?” 

 

“She misses your cooking. She lost some weight a while ago, but I force-fed her to keep her 

healthy.” Saya showed a tender expression. “Ojousama wanted to come today, but she got tied 

up with more pressing matters and asked me to come in her stead.” 

 

“No one would blame her. It’s unusual to visit graves on birthdays anyway.” 
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“She said it was the least she could do in return for the surprise party Kureha-Ojousama 

arranged before. It is unfortunate she could not be here.” 

 

“How about you? Didn’t you say you were swamped? Do you really have time for grave visits?” 

 

“I just dropped by on my way to another appointment. I cannot very well ignore Ojousama’s 

orders.” 

 

“Me too, actually. I still have a few hours before my errand, but I’ll get in trouble with the boss if 

I’m late.” 

 

“She sounds similar to Ojousama.” 

 

“In some ways, yeah. They both love cute things, for one. But Valeriya is more upfront about it 

compared to that kid. And their figures are worlds apart.” 

 

“I will keep your comments a secret from Ojousama.” 

 

“Didn’t Kai like her own figure? She said it was useful.” 

 

“She does, but she will not like you calling her a dishonest brat.” 

 

“That’s not what I said-” 

 

“And no female likes being compared to another.” 

 

“Only if they lose,” he mumbled and shrugged slightly. “It’s fair judgment so I don’t mind if you 

tattle.” 

 

“You misunderstand. I am keeping it a secret for my own sake. I do not want to be dragged into 

her inevitable rampage.” 

 

They laughed with restraint due to the venue. 

 

With a hint of nostalgia, Ageha said, “I guess we both serve troublesome people.” 

 

Saya was tempted to ask if Ageha had already forgiven her mistress but decided to let sleeping 

dogs lie. “I will not deny that, but I would not have her any other way.” 

 

“Some things never change.” 

 

She gazed at his face, still untamed yet endearing, and felt her heart throb. 
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I agree completely. 

 

After eating most of the pie, a thought occurred to Saya. “Eating in a cemetery feels a little 

sacrilegious.” 

 

“We’re the only ones here, and I’m pretty sure the dead don’t care.” 

 

“If you really think that, why did you come all the way here, even bringing an offering?” 

 

He furrowed his eyebrows for a short while. “You got me there. I guess I was bored. I 

remembered Kureha’s birthday and found myself on a train.” 

 

People call that being lonely, Ageha-sama. 

 

“Did something happen?” 

 

He quickly hid a grimace. “I don’t wanna talk about it.” 

 

“That bad?” 

 

Ageha showed a bitter smile but did not reply. 

 

Saya gave him a dissatisfied look. “You are always like that. You also closed up when Kureha-

Ojousama passed away.” 

 

“Look who’s talking. You look like you’re shouldering the weight of the world right now.” 

 

Saya reflexively closed her lips. Had she been openly showing her vulnerability? That was 

unacceptable. She had a lot more to accomplish, and weakness was a hindrance. 

 

Ageha smiled at her. “Don’t worry. You’re as hard to read as always. But I can tell.” 

 

“Your guess is terrifyingly accurate.” She gripped her right arm with her left hand. “But 

Ojousama bears an even heavier load. And I… my mistake weighed her down even more.” 

 

“That’s rare. A mistake isn’t like you.” 

 

Whose fault do you think that is? 

 

Saya immediately retracted her mental statement. It was not Ageha but her own immaturity that 

caused her current disarray. 

 

“I do not even know what is ‘like me’ anymore. I am giving it my all, but things just do not seem 

to work out. Maybe I am not cut out for this.” 
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Several seconds of silence passed. If not for the falling cherry blossoms, time would have seemed 

frozen. A soft breeze whispered in their ears as it cradled the pink petals to and fro. 

 

“I met this girl who loves to work hard, just like you,” said Ageha. 

 

“Eh?” The announcement blew away her melancholy. 

 

“She’s my employer’s daughter. Stubborn to a fault. I thought she was a pain at first, but after 

being around her for a while, I learned a couple of things.” 

 

Hasn’t your harem grown enough!? 

 

Saya heard about the Russian mob boss Valeriya from Kaika a while ago, but her mistress never 

mentioned a daughter. 

 

“Out of curiosity, how old is this daughter?” she asked with a cold gaze. 

 

“I think she’s thirteen.” 

 

“Are you a lolicon?” 

 

“Definitely not.” 

 

“But there is Kureha-Ojousama and Kai-Ojousama.” 

 

And Arashi counts, right!? 

 

She managed to not spill the fact that an avenger hunting Ageha was living with them right now. 

 

“And now this new girl.” Saya’s lower lip jutted out in annoyance. 

 

“You’re pouting.” He chuckled. 

 

“What is so funny?” She narrowed her eyes and turned her face to the side. 

 

“I’ll take this chance and declare that I’m not attracted to kids. I have nothing against those that 

are, but there won’t be any jailbait twist happening in the foreseeable future.” 

 

You say that, but I bet you know more underaged females than legal ones. 

 

Ageha ignored her indignant sulking. “Back to what I was saying. Mitsu-, this girl was forced to 

face her trauma recently. It was a problem she carried for years, but when push came to shove, 

she beat it. It wasn’t pretty, but a win is a win.” 
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“That is impressive, but I do not see-” 

 

“The thing is, she didn’t do anything new. Some people resolve their problems by getting help or 

through an epiphany, but she just stubbornly struggled like always.” 

 

“What are you trying to say?” 

 

“Dedicated.” 

 

“...Dedicated?” 

 

“That’s what she is and who you are. You seem perfect, graceful, strong, but in reality, you’re 

faint-hearted, awkwardly stiff, and adorably frail. It’s your dedication that makes that beautiful 

lie possible. To your duty, to Kai, or whatever it is.”  

 

Saya felt the hair on her neck and arm stand on end.  

 

Despite the embarrassing lines he was spouting, Ageha remained as cool as a cucumber. “Don’t 

try to juggle too much. You don’t need a new trick. Just keep your eyes on what you want and do 

your thing.” His gaze conveyed his unwavering trust in her. “You’ll be fine.” 

 

And she did as advised. The pink foliage and dreary gravestones surrounding them faded into 

nothingness. He was all she could see. 

 

“This is unfair,” she said. 

 

“What is?” 

 

“I feel saved.” 

 

He seemed puzzled. “Isn’t that a good thing?” 

 

“I have not done anything for you.” 

 

He shook his head. “You’re wrong. Seeing you eat the pie I made was more than enough. You 

reminded me that I’m more than just,” he looked at his palm, “this.”  

 

His hand was trembling. 

 

That Ageha. 

 

He coiled his fingers into a fist, but the faint shaking did not stop. 

 



134 

Saya glimpsed the shadow currently looming over Ageha and felt the urge to hold him. She was 

undeniably attracted to his strength. But even more than that, Saya adored his unseen 

vulnerability, his surprising clumsiness, his stubbornness, and a vast number of other quirks. 

Ageha was much more than what he thought of himself, and she wanted to tell him that, if only 

to ease his loneliness for a moment.  

 

But she could not. If she started speaking, she might tell him things he should not know. 

 

She stepped forward and gently wrapped her hands around his cold fist, like a hen warming a 

precious egg. He looked surprised but did not escape her grasp.  

 

After about half a minute, Ageha’s clenched fist finally relaxed. “Thanks, Saya.” 

 

“Glad to be of service.” She forced herself to release him and checked her terminal.  

 

It’s almost time. 

 

Her meeting with Excell’s Masato Kuribayashi was in about one hour. She wanted to stay with 

Ageha for a while longer, but duty called. 

 

“I have to go,” she said. “Thank you for the pie, and for the advice.”  

 

Traces of disappointment showed on his face. “It wasn’t much.” 

 

Don’t make this harder than it already is..! 

 

“Please visit more often. I am sure Kureha-Ojousama is happy to see you.” Saya turned around 

and whispered, “I feel the same.” 

 

He did not reply. 

 

Without looking back, she walked away and focused on her coming appointment. An irrevocable 

decision still had to be made before that meeting, but the weight of the consequences continued 

to make her dither. 

 

When she was almost out of earshot, she heard Ageha’s voice. 

 

“Me too.” 

 

All her hesitations crumbled to dust. 

 

 

*** 
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A boy dripping in blood casually walked into the arena’s preparation room. Two crescent blades 

were sheathed on his back. 

 

Ageha stood in his way and said, “What’s the point of doing that?”  

 

Crescent, who did not even reach Ageha’s chest in height, tilted his neck. A mask hid his 

expression. “That?” His voice contained static. He appeared to be using a voice changer of some 

sort. 

 

“Dragging out your kills. I’ve seen you do that to your opponents. That’s part of the risk of 

entering the arena, so I normally wouldn’t say anything. But the two you just killed were forced 

into this. You didn’t have to make them suffer.” 

 

A few minutes ago, Ageha watched that night’s tournament ice breaker from the prep room 

monitors. A couple who opposed a syndicate was thrown into the pit with Crescent. The boy 

gleefully flayed the woman’s face after severing the nerves in the man’s limbs. He continued the 

torture until the pair ceased twitching. 

 

Ageha wondered how someone so young was capable of such things before remembering he had 

done something similar to his schoolmates as a kid. ARMS made the issue of age pointless. 

 

“Would you believe me if I told you it was for the crowd?” asked Crescent. 

 

“No.” 

 

Crescent snickered. “Thought so!” 

 

“Answer the question.” 

 

“Because I hate them, that’s why.” 

 

“You didn’t even know those two. The same goes for the fighters you tortured.” 

 

“That’s right.” 

 

“Then why-” 

 

“Because I hate humans equally. No, no, no, that’s not right. I simply hate equally, not just 

humans. Waaaiiit. Equal isn’t right either. There are exceptions, I think. For example, I don’t 

hate you as much.” 

 

“I’m honored, but I don’t remember meeting you before. Why the special treatment?” 

 

“You’re right. This is the first time we’ve met in person. But I can tell. You’re like me.” 
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“What.” 

 

“I actually really only hate just one person. I looove hating this person. I want to see this person 

suffer, wail in agony, go insane with terror! But I can’t... I can’t reach my one and only anymore. 

Everything became meaningless…” 

 

“The only meaningless thing here is your rambling.” 

 

Unfazed by Ageha’s reply, Crescent continued, “So I didn’t know what to do with this hatred. It 

feels like countless maggots are eating me from right here.” He clawed at his chest. “They’re 

eating me and I can’t do anything about it!” 

 

Ageha recognized that feeling. 

 

“So I tried cutting myself. But that didn’t help. That’s when I got the idea of cutting others. Can 

you believe it worked!? The buzzing. The gnawing at my chest. It stopped!” With both hands on 

his chest, the boy hopped in ecstasy.  

 

However, his shoulders slumped weakly the next moment. “But then it came back… So I tried it 

again, and it worked again! That’s when I realized the trick. I just have to keep going, you see. 

Keep cutting, and cutting, and cutting.” Crescent scratched his head, rubbing blood all over his 

short black hair. “I know it doesn’t make sense. I know these people don’t deserve it. But what 

can I do?” 

 

“You’re insane.” 

 

“And so are you.” Crescent skipped close to him and whispered, “I’ve seen you. Aren't you just 

killing substitutes? I can tell. Your one and only isn’t here either. Could be gone for all I know. 

But you’re just like me. That much I’m sure.” 

 

I’m not! 

 

Doubt muted his denial. 

 

Did this boy know about Jin? No, Crescent’s words had pierced something much deeper within 

Ageha’s core. Substitutes. Was that really it? Ageha believed he was killing for fairness. He knew 

his actions were neither just nor noble, but he thought it had at least some sort of meaning 

beyond his personal fancy. Was that an illusion? Was he just lashing out because of old festering 

wounds?  Was he merely seeking comfort by building a throne of corpses for himself? 

 

Crescent touched Ageha’s collarbone and slid his finger downward, stopping over his heart. 

“That’s why you found me annoying, right?” He tapped his finger twice. “It takes one to know 

one.” 

 



137 

Ageha closed his eyes. “Maybe.” 

 

He was not the type to deny distasteful truths. He might have avoided facing some things 

unconsciously, but his ego was not inflated enough to pop after learning a pathetic facet of 

himself. Ageha did not see himself as a respectable human being from the very start. 

 

The young man opened his eyes and stared at the boy’s plain mask. “Even so, there’s a world of 

difference between a gastronome and a glutton.” 

 

“Gastro-what?” 

 

“I’m a selective eater. You’re just a pig.” 

 

Crescent removed his finger from Ageha’s chest, leaving a line of smudged blood on his black 

form-fitting suit. The boy then took two steps back. “Is that right?” In the blink of an eye, he 

drew his crescent blades and spun around. 

 

Ageha blocked the spinning strikes with both forearms. Sparks flew as the blades made contact. 

A shrill screech grated on his ears. 

 

“You’re tough,” said the boy. “Whatever. We’ll meet in the arena anyway. You’ll see who’s the pig 

when I butcher you up.” He snickered and sheathed his weapons. 

 

Crescent turned away from Ageha and headed to the exit. Ageha considered attacking. From the 

corner of his vision, he saw the giant called 0.5 stand up. He heightened his alertness and placed 

a hand on his sheathed knives. Ageha’s eyes tracked the lumbering beast as he followed Crescent 

out of the room. 

 

Those two know each other? 

 

Ageha checked on his arms. He had blocked three strikes, but only a single deep gash marred 

each of his alloy forearms. The screeching sound earlier suggested that the blades were minutely 

serrated, like a metal-cutting saw. That, along with the overlapping slashes, had caused 

considerable damage in an instant. Ageha had believed he was safe against the boy’s blades 

because his body was mostly alloy, but Crescent’s display of skill forced him to reconsider. 

 

“Why are things never easy?” he mumbled to himself as he mentally prepared for his own 

match. 

 

 

Chapter Eleven: Caught with Pants Down 
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“Fine. I’ll leak that brat’s buyout plan to Servo,” said the woman on the screen. “If their 

management preempts NGC’s propaganda, then the shareholders won’t sell their stock, at least 

not at a reasonable price.” She sneered.  

 

“Thank you, Nishino-san,” said Akane with a nod. A proper bow would have looked more 

sincere, but she thought this situation required her to show strength over candor. 

 

“I’ll do the same with Decimware,” said Yamahashi. He stroked his ashen beard. “Warn them to 

move quietly. We don’t know how far that little lady’s ears reach.” 

 

The corners of Nishino’s red lips curled down. “To be honest, I didn’t think you’d cooperate. You 

were really pushing Saionji.” 

 

“Can you blame me? It was an ass really worth pushing.” 

 

Nishino rolled her eyes. “What a simpleton. Did you really think you’d get some booty if she 

became CEO?” 

 

“Couldn’t hurt to try. No one else was fit for the seat anyway. If only Makita just took over-” 

 

“You’re still saying that? That fool is supporting this stupid takeover plan. Senility must have 

gotten the better of him.” 

 

“Nikaidou probably blackmailed him,” said Akane. “The conservative Makita-san would not do 

something so bold otherwise.” 

 

“It doesn’t matter why he’s doing it.” Nishino closed her eyes and shrugged. “Even if that were 

true, he’s no less of an idiot because he fell for such a ploy in the first place.” 

 

“Indeed. As expected of Nishino-san, you-” 

 

“Spare me. Buttering me up is useless. I still don’t think you deserve a place in the board.” 

 

Yamahashi held out his hand. “Now, now, Kyoko-” 

 

“How many times have I told you not to call me that, Ya-ma-ha-shi?” 

 

Yamahashi looked away from the camera. Akane pursed her lips to trap a chuckle. 

 

So the rumor about these two having a past together was true. 

 

“Anyway,” said Nishino. “I don’t like you, Kogami, and I’m sure the feeling is mutual. But we 

have bigger fish to fry.” 

 

“She’s a little small if you ask me,” said Yamahashi. 
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A grim look showed on Akane’s face. “Please do not let Kaika Nikaido’s appearance deceive you.” 

 

“I know, I know,” said the old man while waving a hand. “She did get rid of her entire family.” 

 

Akane felt her temperature rise but kept her composure. 

 

“That’s right. She’s a danger to NGC,” said Nishino. “Most of the directors are only following her 

orders because they think her plan will fail. A good portion of her wealth is going to be 

appropriated in this scheme. She’ll likely lose majority if it falls apart.” 

 

“Do you really think she’ll gamble that?” asked Yamahashi. 

 

“Her plan won’t work otherwise. I bet the other members are waiting like hyenas, nipping at her 

heels as she blindly walks on.” 

 

“We’re no different.” 

 

“Of course not,” said Nishino with a mocking tone, as if the old man had declared the earth’s 

roundness. 

 

Yamahashi laughed. “You got me there. Looks like this matter is settled. I have to go. Still have 

other things to do.” 

 

Nishino snorted. “A new woman?” 

 

“Correction, ‘women.’ Hm, maybe ‘girls’ would be more appropriate? Ciao.”  

 

Yamahashi’s perverted grin blipped out on Akane’s screen. She noticed Nishino’s eyebrow 

twitching but decided not to say anything about it.  

 

Akane focused on Nishino and faked a determined look. “If all goes well, NGC will return to 

more deserving hands.” 

 

“Oh, please. You don’t care about that at all.” Nishino looked at Akane curiously. “You really 

hate that brat and Saionji, don’t you?” 

 

“...Yes.” 

 

“That’s why I keep calling you green. You should’ve calmly denied that. Your motive reveals your 

heart, and that’s something you should never show anyone.” 

 

Nishino’s wise, albeit backhanded, advice surprised Akane. “I thought you hated me?” 
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“I do, but I remembered that I hate some other people more.” Nishino covered her mouth and 

stifled a yawn. “Be careful with Yamahashi.” 

 

“Thank you.” 

 

Nishino ended the call. 

 

What a wily woman. 

 

Akane pondered whether Nishino’s concern was sincere or not. Unable to decide, she shelved 

that thought and stood from her chair. She took off her grey suit jacket, revealing a maroon 

camisole. Her subtle cleavage was visible just above the silk garment’s low neckline. Only black 

lace panties covered her lower half. She had not bothered to wear anything else because only her 

face and shoulders fit in the frame of the video call. 

 

She made her way to the toilet. Without bothering to close the door, she lazily pulled down her 

panties and sat on the toilet seat. Thoughts of how to sabotage Kaika’s plans cycled through her 

head. 

 

Akane enjoyed thinking while passing water. The deflating sensation cleared her head, allowing 

her to come up with better ideas. Focusing on the trickling sound also fended off intrusive 

worries. Before any bolt of inspiration descended, a bout of sleepiness assailed her. She closed 

her eyes, scratched the back of her head, and yawned. 

 

Something cold was jammed into her open mouth.  

 

“Scream and I’ll kill you.” 

 

The voice was devoid of emotion. If one ignored the words, it did not sound intimidating at all. 

However, that contrast terrified her. She felt as if a bored grim reaper had come to take her soul 

to meet a daily quota. She opened her eyes and saw a masked man in a black suit. She realized 

the cold object was a knife as he pushed it against the corners of her mouth. Blood started to 

bead onto the blade. She had just emptied her bladder but felt the urge to go again. Paralyzed by 

fear, Akane could not even close her spread thighs.  

 

“Nod if you understand,” he said. 

 

While trying to control her rapid breathing, she willed herself to nod. 

 

“Where is Jin Mishima? You can talk through the blade.” 

 

She considered possibilities for escape. The masked man blocked the only exit. Her panties 

restrained her ankles. A knife was in her mouth. Impossible. 
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“I don’t know!” she said. Her tongue touched the metal. She was uncertain if the metallic flavor 

came from his blade or her blood. 

 

“Really. Oh well.” The man casually pulled the knife away from her face and pressed it against 

her throat. 

 

Akane realized she was about to die. “Wait! Please! I can find out! Don’t do it! I beg you..!” Her 

voice trembled even more than her scantily clad body. Mascara-laced tears dribbled down her 

cheek. 

 

“What is your relationship with Jin?” he asked. 

 

“He approached me! He wanted to work for me. I didn’t think he could be trusted, so I 

declined!” 

 

That was a lie, but she herself no longer thought that. Her mind had spun into overdrive, 

focusing solely on survival. 

 

“Did he say anything else?” 

 

“He said he was like me, that he wanted revenge... I don’t know anything else. He left me with 

just a number. That’s right! I have his contact info! I can set up a meeting!” 

 

The masked man remained silent for a few moments. “That’s better than nothing. Do it as soon 

as you can and send me the location.” He gave her a generic email address. “I only want that 

man. If you do as I say, you’ll never see me again. I think that’s in both of our best interests.” 

 

“Yes, yes, I’ll do as you ask!” She nodded emphatically. 

 

“Don’t even think about setting a trap. Never works, trust me. Trying will only prolong your 

suffering on my next visit.” 

 

“I won’t! I swear!” She meant it. Mind-numbing fear had left her no other option. 

 

“Alright then. Good night.” He wrapped his free hand around her neck. 

 

“N-no! Please wai- Urgh!” She choked on her own words as he applied pressure. 

 

“Don’t worry, you’ll wake up in a few hours,” said the masked man with a reassuring tone. 

 

Akane could do nothing but succumb to the creeping darkness. 

 

 

*** 
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“Good evening, Saya.” 

 

Saya, seated at the bar of an exclusive lounge, turned her head towards the voice. Seeing the 

person she was waiting for, she stood up and made an elegant bow. “Good evening, Masato-

san.” The long skirt of her violet dress grazed the floor. She straightened her back but could not 

look at his face directly. “...I did not think I would receive such a pleasant greeting.”  

 

“Why not?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. Masato’s hunched posture cheapened his designer 

suit. 

 

“Are you not here to condemn me?” 

 

Her friend, Masato Kuribayashi, displayed his usual lackadaisical smile. Though their bond had 

been forged to sabotage Kousuke Nikaido’s attempt to partner with Excell, it was still valuable to 

Saya. Her friends could be counted on one hand, after all. But she had still betrayed him. 

 

“You came to meet me thinking that?” He grabbed the drink menu on the bar and scanned it 

with a contemplative expression. “Do you want to be condemned?” 

 

“...No, not by you.” 

 

“That makes me happy, assuming you’re telling the truth.” 

 

Saya felt the thorny vines wrapping her heart tighten. She unconsciously placed a hand on her 

chest and looked down. “I… am sorry.” 

 

Masato slapped the top of her head with the laminated menu. “Don’t apologize.” 

 

“But I deceived you!” she said with a pained expression. 

 

“And I got deceived. In this world, the majority of the fault lies with the victim. I don’t blame 

you.” He took a seat and gestured for her to do the same. “Please.” 

 

Holding her skirt, Saya sat on the bar stool and crossed her legs. Masato asked the bartender to 

refresh Saya’s margarita and ordered a martini for himself. 

 

“You look beautiful, as always,” he said. 

 

Masato ran his eyes from her bare shoulders to her open-toe heels, but she did not feel 

uncomfortable. Saya could easily imagine him gazing at a flowerbed the same way. 

 

“Thank you. You also look quite dressed up.” 

 

“I figured I’d wear this expensive suit at least once before I retire.” 
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Saya almost fell out of her seat. “What!? What do you mean?” 

 

“I’ve been wearing shabby ones to match my fake persona, right? Those targeting Excell 

wouldn’t come to me otherwise.” 

 

Masato was an expert at weeding out those who wished to take advantage of his company. 

Kousuke was only one of his many victims, or rather, victories. As far as Saya knew, he loved and 

took pride in his post despite its distasteful image. She could not understand why someone like 

him would step down. 

 

“Not that. You are retiring?” 

 

“Oh that. Technically I was fired, but that sounds better for the company.” 

 

It’s all my fault! 

 

“Don’t make that face. That pains me more than getting an early start at retirement. The smile 

you wore last time we met fits you much better.” 

 

The smile he was referring to was completely fake. Was he telling her that she was fit to be a 

traitor? 

 

She recalled their meeting two weeks ago. After her visit to Kureha’s grave, she met with Masato 

and asked him to prepare an immense amount of merchandise for NGC’s ARMS manufacturing. 

For expediency, the supplies were produced before the agreement was put on paper. That was a 

common arrangement between the two companies, made possible by the trust between her and 

Masato. However, Saya backed out of the deal at the last minute. Excell’s enormous overstock 

led to large financial losses and a severe decline in shareholder trust. 

 

The bartender served their drinks.  

 

Masato took a sip of his martini. “Have you ever heard of wolfsbane?” 

 

“The plant?” 

 

“Yes. Specifically, its exquisite purple flower. I couldn’t help but think of it after seeing you in 

that dress. The color matches almost perfectly.” He played with the olive in his drink. “Do you 

know how it got that name?” 

 

Saya shook her head. 

 

“It was once used as a poison to kill wolves. How fitting for an old wolf like me to fall in the same 

manner.” He made a bitter smile. “The most beautiful flowers are the most dangerous. I thought 

I knew that, but I happily drank your poison. I got what I deserved.” 
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Saya dipped her head. “I am so sorry.” 

 

“Are you apologizing because you pity me?” 

 

She gasped. “No! That is not-” 

 

“Then stop. There’s nothing more insulting to the defeated than the victor regretting a good 

move.” 

 

Saya gripped the dress covering her thigh. While staring at her untouched cocktail, she wracked 

her brain for a solution, a way to salvage her relationship with her friend. An idea popped in her 

head. Without thinking it through, she turned to Masato and said, “Excell will soon be under 

NGC’s control. I can have you reinstated-” 

 

“One of the reasons Excell folded so easily is because NGC was willing to keep the management. 

Except me, that is. The directors made my removal a condition for selling. They must really hate 

me for causing this entire fiasco.” He chuckled. 

 

“Then how about a post in NGC?” 

 

His eyes sharpened. “I don’t need charity.” 

 

She recalled how much pride this man had and scolded herself for trying to trample on it. 

 

“...I really did not want to deceive you. I hated every second of it.” 

 

“You had no choice, right?” he asked, his expression changing to a gentle one. 

 

As if confessing to a priest, Saya admitted to her sins. “It is my fault. I made a mistake. This was 

the only way I could think of to make up for it. This is all because of my immaturity.” 

 

Control of Excell, their power cell supplier, meant substantial savings in NGC’s large-scale 

ARMS production, an inevitable phase in Kaika’s grand design. The gains made up for the extra 

expense from the loss of the mine. Even though her mistress had smoothed over that failure 

with the board, the fact that they needed money had not changed. 

 

“Did you know that wolfsbane has many names?” asked Masato. 

 

The sudden question caught her off guard. “No.” 

 

“One of them is Devil’s Helmet. That’s another reason why I think you resemble that flower so 

much. Flowers are beautiful, and that’s why so many wish to pluck them. Poison is sometimes 

necessary for survival.” He finished his martini in two large gulps. “You did it for the Nikaido 

lady, didn’t you?” 
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Masato knew all about her inseparable relationship with Kaika. He would definitely forgive her 

if she nodded now.  

 

But she shook her head. “I did it for myself. There is something I must get back.” 

 

Masato’s eyes went wide. “Well, that was unexpected. The entire conversation was going exactly 

as planned until now.” He casually pointed at Saya’s nose. “What’s most surprising is the regret 

all over your face earlier just disappeared. Is he that valuable?” 

 

“Yes.” Immediately realizing she had been tricked, Saya blushed.  

 

She had never mentioned Ageha to Masato before. It was uncouth to speak about a gentleman 

when in the company of another. However, Masato had clearly referred to her “something” as 

“he,” and she unwittingly confirmed it for him. She tried to come up with an excuse but only 

succeeded in waving her hands around in panic. 

 

Masato laughed wholeheartedly. “Now we’re even.” 

 

Saya looked away from Masato in embarrassment. She picked up her margarita and drank half 

of it in one go in an attempt to dampen her shame. She had no words to deny it. Getting Ageha 

back was her number one goal, and in order for that to be possible, there had to be a place for 

him to return to. Kaika’s plans had to succeed to meet that condition. 

 

“Seeing you like this has already made this meeting worth the trip. But I do have one more thing 

left on the agenda. Think of it as payment for your adorable performance.” 

 

“It is not a performance!” said Saya with a childish pout. 

 

“You’ve changed a lot since I first met you. You’ve become more expressive, more ruthless, more 

magnetic.” 

 

“I do not know if I agree with the last one.” 

 

“You’re definitely more entertaining now.” 

 

“...Everyone except me certainly seems to think so.” Saya felt somewhat dissatisfied. 

 

“Akane Kogami is planning something with the other NGC directors.” 

 

Saya’s loosened cheeks tightened up. “Is that information reliable?” 

 

“She approached me, but I told her I’m not playing with Kazuki’s hand-me-down. 

Unfortunately, that means I don’t have any more useful information for you.” 
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“Why are you telling me this? I do not deserve your help.” 

 

“Don’t get hung up over such a trivial thing.” Masato smiled kindly. “Isn’t it normal for the 

defeated to root for the victor? I don’t want you losing to someone so dull after beating me.” 

 

Saya covered her mouth with her fingers and laughed lightly. “This isn’t the koshien, you know.” 

 

“What’s the difference? We’re all just a bunch of kids trying their best to get a chance in the 

spotlight. Honestly, I’m thankful I got kicked out of that world. Glory is glorified.” 

 

“I agree completely.” 

 

“You never did strike me as someone who cared about that. What you do care about, though, 

makes me very curious.” He smirked with a mischievous glint in his eyes. 

 

“I thought we were over that!” 

 

“No, no, no.” He wagged his finger in front of her. “I have tons of free time now. I’ll have you 

accompany me til morning!” He ordered another pair of drinks for both of them. “So, tell me 

about this important person of yours. Father won’t approve of just anyone!” 

 

“Since when did you become my father?” asked Saya with a giggle. Masato really did feel like the 

father she never had. 

 

Of course, that made telling him about Ageha all the more embarrassing. 

 

 

 

*** 

 

 

“Right on time,” said Akane. 

 

Jin walked out from an alley. “What is it? You said it’s urgent.” 

 

A day before, Akane sent Jin a message asking him to meet her at the place they first met. It 

sounded suspicious, so he observed the decrepit bar’s surroundings for a while before making 

his appearance. 

 

“Something unexpected happened. It’ll take a while to explain. Before I get into it, do you have 

anything new to report?” 

 

Jin beckoned Akane into the back alley. “Better avoid attention.” 
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She obediently followed him. “Seems you have something worth hearing.” 

 

“I aim to please.” 

 

Akane looked irked. “You understand why I’m not jumping for joy. After that mishap in Manila, 

I considered dropping our deal completely.” 

 

“We’ve gone over that. Kusarigama working for Nikaido was well beyond anyone’s ability to 

predict.” 

 

I thought Ageha killed those two. 

 

He’s always useless when you need him. 

 

Akane heaved a sigh. “Yeah, whatever. So, what do you have for me?” 

 

“A gambling buddy of mine got a hit.” Jin moved closer to Akane and lowered his volume. 

“Kaika has been visiting the arena.” 

 

“Arena? You mean that underground combat sport?” 

 

“Sport? That’s sugarcoating it, but yeah. She seems to be gambling on the match turnouts and 

raking in cash. According to my source, she’s sponsoring a contestant in an ongoing tournament. 

Bets on her fighter every match.” 

 

Akane’s eyes narrowed.  

 

“What’s with that look?” asked Jin. “That’s valuable info, you know? It should be a lot easier to 

set up an ambush near the arena. The only other place she’s frequently at is her mansion, and 

that’s teeming with guards.”  

 

A sinister smile surfaced on Akane’s face. “Good work, Jin.” She fixed her glasses with her 

middle finger. 

 

“That’s weird.” 

 

“What is?” 

 

“You used your left hand to fix your glasses. You always use the right.” 

 

Akane stared at Jin wide-eyed. “Looks like you’re not as useless as I thought.” 

 

Jin immediately realized that something was wrong.  
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A trap..! 

 

Before he could move a step, someone grabbed him from behind and covered his mouth. Jin 

struggled, but the arms binding him were much stronger than his. 

 

“I guess noticing my signal is worthy of some credit, but it’s pointless if you get caught anyway.” 

 

Several men filed into the alley behind Akane. 

 

But there was no one around when I checked! 

 

“Why so surprised? You underestimate my people too much. It’s easy to hide from someone you 

know is coming. And you were so punctual too.” 

 

This bitch!!! 

 

“You look like you want to say something. Let him talk,” said Akane. 

 

The large man released his mouth.  

 

Jin steadied his ragged breathing and glared at Akane with hatred. “What the hell is this 

about!?” 

 

“It’s simple. Your services are no longer needed.” 

 

“What the fuck does that mean!?” 

 

“You’ve outlived your usefulness. Your failure in Manila was too expensive.” 

 

Jin noticed Akane subtly gulp. “It’s Ageha isn’t it? He got to you, rattled you.” 

 

Akane dropped her calm facade. The bridge of her nose crumpled as her eyelids flared in anger. 

“Yes, that’s right! He showed up in my house! In my bathroom! I almost got killed because of 

you! This is all your fault!” 

 

“W-Wait, you’re not thinking of something stupid, are you?” 

 

“Like getting rid of you myself? I thought about it, but I have no idea how he’ll react to that. He 

told me to hand you over. It sounded like he wants to kill you himself.” 

 

Jin made the most relaxed face he could muster. "Think about this calmly. The best solution is 

to team up and kill him. Now that he knows about you, you’ll never be safe. Do you really think 

he’ll obediently leave you alone if you hand me over?” 
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“I can’t say for sure, but that sounds better than keeping fresh meat on my lap while a wolf is on 

the loose.” 

 

Jin glared at her. “If you do that, I’ll tell him everything I know about you. If he finds out you 

tried to kill his boss, he’ll go after you next.  

 

Akane scrutinized Jin’s face. “Didn’t you tell me those two split up?” 

 

Jin believed that as well, but he had to say otherwise in order to convince Akane. “All I said was 

that he was no longer her personal chef. Who knows how they’re tied up behind the scenes. Are 

you willing to take that chance?” 

 

Akane’s lips bent into a wicked grin. “I never intended to hand you over in the first place. I told 

him I rejected your offer to work for me. If he finds out I lied about that, he might kill me too. 

You’re the one who kept telling me how much of a monster he is.” 

 

“Then tell this guy to let me go.” Jin cocked his head towards the man restraining him. “Face it, 

Kogami. You have no choice but to help me kill that bastard.” 

 

“You’re right... or so I thought. Before coming here, I wasn’t really sure what I should do with 

you. But fortunately, you gave me some good info.” 

 

Jin recalled the smirk Akane showed after hearing about Kaika’s gambling hobby. Dread choked 

his heart and warped his face. 

 

“That look tells me you guessed right,” she said. “I’ll use you as a ticket to the arena. I hear they 

keep expendable people like you and use them for sideshows. I’ll tell them you owe me money 

and throw you in there.” 

 

Jin knew that people who messed with powerful individuals occasionally got donated to the 

arena as entertainment material. A woman he scammed before had disappeared for that reason. 

Though not a requirement, these donations made it easier to gain entry to the arena because 

they ensured that the donor stood on the wrong side of the law. 

 

“I can kill two birds with one stone. I’ll tell Shikimi that someone you pissed off threw you in 

there. That should get him off my back. The best thing about this is he can’t get to you because 

you’d be surrounded by arena security. Even if by some miracle he does, you two won’t have the 

time to leisurely chat about me.” 

 

“Are you crazy!? I’m gonna die either way!” 

 

With a raised eyebrow, Akane tilted her head. “Exactly?” 

 

“You fucking-” 
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One of Akane’s men smashed a fist into his face. His knees buckled, but he was held up by his 

arms. He glared at Akane’s back as she walked away. That last attempt at rebellion quickly 

ended as a rather methodical beating began. 

 

 

Chapter Twelve: Gift of Trust 

 

Ageha was heading to Valeriya’s study when Mitsuki blocked his way. 

 

“Teach me how to make pancakes.” 

 

“What.” 

 

“Teach me how to make pancakes,” she said with a deeper blush. 

 

Ageha stared at her in amazement. “No, I heard you the first time.” 

 

“That doesn’t make sense. You asked ‘what.’” 

 

“I did, but that was due to shock. Didn’t you notice the period instead of a question mark at the 

end?” 

 

“How misleading. Anyway, will you or won’t you?” 

 

Ageha adjusted the backpack slung over his shoulder. “First, tell me why you want to make 

pancakes. You have chefs who’ll do that for you.” 

 

“Today is March 14.” 

 

“White Day, huh.” 

 

“You know about it?” 

 

“Yeah, I gave my girlfriend a present before coming here.” 

 

“What!?” Shock distorted Mitsuki’s lovely features. 

 

That doesn’t make sense. 

 

He and Ria never said anything about a girlfriend before. 

 

He must be lying to look cool. 
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“You’re obviously thinking something rude, but I won’t ask for the sake of my mental health. 

Back to what you were saying. What about White Day?” 

 

“...Ria gave me handmade chocolates on Valentine's Day. I want to return the favor. She loves 

pancakes.” 

 

“You do know it’s weird for a mother to give her daughter chocolates on Valentine's day, right? 

You shouldn’t reinforce her weird habits.” 

 

“It’s fine. I want to.” 

 

“Okay, but why ask me?” 

 

“You’re a chef, duh.” The point of her frown was as sharp as ever. 

 

“I’m amazed you can ask for a favor with that attitude.” 

 

“...Sorry, force of habit.” 

 

It was Ageha’s turn to look flabbergasted. 

 

“What’s with that face? I’m apologizing here,” she said. 

 

“Your sudden meekness is strange.” His brows furrowed in worry. “Are you okay? Is this an 

aftereffect of that night at the pool?” 

 

Technically it was, but not in the way he implied. 

 

“No, I’m fine.” 

 

“You’re not planning something again, are you? Like a rematch.” 

 

She shook her head. “That was my complete defeat. Besides, I need to prepare before 

challenging you again.” 

 

“So you haven’t given up.” 

 

“Of course not.” Determination blazed within her eyes. 

 

“Now that’s more like you, Sensei.” 

 

Her cheeks flushed. “A-Anyway, please teach me how to make pancakes. I teach you martial arts 

all the time. Think of it as returning a favor.” 
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“Sure.” 

 

“Eh?” 

 

“You don’t have to look so surprised. Do I look that stingy?” 

 

“I didn’t think you’d agree so easily. I was, um, kinda mean to you.” 

 

“Kinda is a bit of an understatement.” 

 

Guilt squeezed her chest. She bit her bottom lip and lowered her head. 

 

Ageha turned around and walked away from her. 

 

“W-where are you going?” she asked. 

 

“The kitchen is this way, right? White Day is gonna end if you don’t get a move on.” 

 

Mitsuki’s face brightened. “Yes!” She passed him and led the way to their destination. 

 

Upon arriving at the kitchen, Mitsuki took out two aprons from a drawer and tossed one to 

Ageha. She wore the other over her white tank top and blue knee-length pants. She liked that 

color combination because it resembled the palette of her kendo uniform. She had chosen her 

swimsuit for the same reason. 

 

Ageha noticed the large image on his apron after putting it on. “What is this thing?” 

 

“That’s Ria’s.” Mitsuki pointed at the print on the front. “That round yellow rodent with red 

cheeks is one of the main characters in an anime she loves.” 

 

“Her addiction to cuteness never ceases to amaze me. Wait, this implies Valeriya-sama-” 

 

“No need for that. Ria is fine. She said it’s okay too.” 

 

Ageha raised an eyebrow, as if wary of a trap. “...Ria can actually cook?” 

 

“She, uh, tried.” 

 

“Okay, you don’t need to explain. I’m guessing the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” 

 

Mitsuki blushed furiously and nodded. To hide her embarrassment, she hurriedly tied her 

oversized apron and patted down the creases. Ageha froze for a few seconds, his eyes on Mitsuki, 

or rather, her new outfit. 
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“What’s wrong?” she asked. 

 

“Nothing. I just remembered my little sister.” 

 

He looked a little sad, so Mitsuki decided not to probe.  

 

“So, what should I do?” 

 

“First, we need to make the batter.”  

 

Ageha enumerated the tools and ingredients they would need. Mitsuki gathered all the items 

and placed them on the countertop while Ageha checked the fridge for other ingredients they 

could use. 

 

“Let’s make lemon ricotta pancakes.” He placed a lemon and a tub of cheese beside the mixing 

bowl. 

 

“Is that good?” 

 

“Heavenly. I stole the recipe from a restaurant I visited in the States.” 

 

“As long as Ria likes it.” 

 

“She’ll love it, don’t worry. You might be unmatched in the dojo, but the kitchen is my territory.” 

He grinned as if he ruled the world. 

 

Mitsuki felt her pulse speed up. She had a soft spot for warranted self-confidence. Valeriya had 

wormed herself into Mitsuki’s heart the same way. 

 

“Please stop that. It’s distracting,” she said. 

 

“Stop what?” 

 

“Your bragging.” 

 

“Call it bragging after you’ve tried the final product.”  

 

Ageha gave her clear and concise instructions. After all the necessary ingredients were in the 

mixing bowl, he handed her a whisk. 

 

Mitsuki dunked the tool in the bowl and began briskly beating the batter.  
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Ageha grabbed her hand. “Stop, you’re doing it too roughly. Over-mixing will make the pancake 

tough. You need to mix it just enough to incorporate the ingredients. It’s fine even if some 

clumps are left.” 

 

“But on the internet-” 

 

“Are you really going to believe some random idiot over a chef?” 

 

“You’re right.” She relaxed her hand and allowed Ageha to control it.  

 

After several gentle strokes, he said, “I’m envious of your hands.” 

 

“Don’t make fun of me. I know they’re rough from training.” 

 

Ageha laughed. “That’s a good thing. It’s proof of your hard work. I also train hard but have 

nothing to show for it.” 

 

The fingers wrapping her right hand was indeed unbelievably smooth, almost inhuman. No, they 

were not human.  

 

He looked at her wrists and forearms, which were decorated with scars. “You should be proud of 

these.” 
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Mitsuki wanted to smash her head into his chin and knock him out for saying something so 

embarrassing but restrained herself. “Thank you,” she whispered in a voice only she could hear.  

 

It was common for prodigies like her to be lauded for talent but not for effort. Mitsuki’s sweat 

and tears had been recognized by someone as strong as Ageha. She felt truly rewarded.  

 

He released her hand and allowed her to continue mixing. Mitsuki followed his earlier example 

and gently blended the ingredients in the bowl. 

 

“The batter looks ready.” He took out a skillet from the bottom cabinet. 

 

“Don’t we need to use a griddle? Ria bought one especially for pancakes.” 

 

“That’s easier, but I thought you might wanna try flipping using a pan. On second thought, you 

don’t really need to learn that. Seems I got carried away because you absorb things so quickly. 

It’s fun having a talented student.” Ageha reopened the cabinet to put the pan away. 

 

Mitsuki quickly grabbed the pan with both hands and took it from him. “The skillet is fine.” She 

lowered her head a little. “And it’s the same for me. It’s been fun teaching you.” 

 

Ageha drew back. “Seriously, what’s with you today? Don’t you hate me?” 

 

“...That’s a misunderstanding.” She placed the skillet on the gas burner but did not touch the 

heat dial. 

 

“You scowled at me all the time. You didn’t even want to be in the same room as me. How can 

that be a misunderstanding? Do you just hate men in general?” 

 

“I don’t hate you, or men. I’m just… afraid.” 

 

“I think you could beat most men in combat if you had a sword.” 

 

“That’s not what I mean.” She looked away from him. “I’m afraid of growing close to people.” 

Her fingers played with the hem of her apron. “I don’t want to feel that way again… Like when I 

lost Dad. And my bodyguards Hyoudou, Kirigaya, and Kamijou...” A blend of embarrassment 

and pain appeared on her face. “I ended up pushing people away. Except Ria, everyone around 

me is a guy, so people started misunderstanding…” 

 

“Does that mean you stopped being hostile to me because you don’t care about me at all?” 

 

Geez! 

 

How dense can you be!? 

 



157 

 “No!” Her cheeks burned but she pressed on. “You won’t die so easily, right? So I thought it’s 

okay to… care a little.” 

 

“You actually said it! How embarrassing! Even I’m blushing now.” Ageha grabbed his stomach 

while laughing without restraint. 

 

You tricked me!!! 

 

Mitsuki wanted to smash the skillet on Ageha’s face, but she knew he would easily parry it. 

“Moving on.” She turned on the burner with a sigh. “What do I do next?” 

 

“Now I kind of understand how Ria feels when I ignore her teasing,” said Ageha with a 

dissatisfied look. He then taught Mitsuki how to properly grease the pan with butter and how to 

ladle the batter on the skillet. “You do it like this.” He skillfully flipped the pancake by jerking 

the fry pan. “Don’t push it upward. Push forward then pull with the right timing.” 

 

It was Mitsuki’s turn to flip the next pancake. She recalled Ageha’s form and sculpted a crystal 

clear recreation of it in her head. 

 

Push then pull! 

 

The pancake flipped in the air and gently landed on the pan, keeping its perfectly round shape. 

 

“You’re abnormal,” said Ageha. 

 

“I don’t want to hear that from you.” 

 

“No, really. That ability of yours isn’t limited to martial arts. You’re using it on all movements. I 

didn’t think I’d meet another true prodigy in this lifetime.” 

 

“Another? You mean Ria?” 

 

“No. I know you won’t believe me, but Ria only beat me that one time because of the stupid one 

point match rule I agreed to. It won’t happen again.” 

 

Mitsuki nodded inwardly. Sports rules did not make sense in illegal duels, where death was only 

a step away. She thought the one who agreed to that stupid rule was also quite stupid, though 

she kept that to herself. Being overly defensive of Valeriya would ruin this chance to reconcile. 

 

“I believe you. After seeing you fight, I can tell you’re not lying. So who is it then?” 

 

Ageha looked surprised by her answer, but his expression quickly changed to one steeped in 

nostalgia. “My former employer. She’s just a bit older than you. She’s abnormal up here though.” 

He tapped his temple with his index finger. 

 



158 

“You mean she’s nuts?” 

 

He laughed. “Yeah, that too, but I meant her intelligence. I wouldn’t be surprised if she said she 

could mind-read.” 

 

Mitsuki felt an odd sensation in her chest. Her scowl returned. “...Do you want to go back?” 

 

“To be honest, I get that feeling from time to time. But there are circumstances making that 

impossible.” 

 

Mitsuki sighed in relief. She did not want to lose one of the two people in her life she could trust. 

 

After they finished cooking the rest of the pancakes, Ageha put a peeler in Mitsuki’s hands. “Now 

shave some white chocolate on top. The dish doesn’t really need it, but it is White Day and all.” 

 

“Shouldn’t we put butter and syrup on the pancakes?” 

 

“Unnecessary, trust me. Here, put some on for color.” Ageha pushed a box of blueberries 

towards her. 

 

“Wouldn’t strawberries look better with white chocolate? There should be some in the fridge.” 

 

“Not really. That’s more traditional, but white and blue works just as well.” 

 

“...This might be my imagination, but are you trying to be nice by not putting in anything red? 

I’m fine with the color as long as it’s not blood, you know.” 

 

And he had chosen her favorite color combination too. 

 

“It’s your imagination. I just thought blueberries looked better.” 

 

She could not tell if he was lying but decided to believe he was anyway.  

 

“There’s no way I’m getting killed for you.” 

 

Ever since Ageha said those words to her, she decided to trust him. He would not die for her. 

She would never have to see him disappear. 

 

“Thanks anyway,” she said. 

 

For everything. 

 

“...Don’t worry about it.” 
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*** 

 

 

“Thish ish sho good!” said Valeriya, pancake crumbs flying from her mouth. 

 

Mitsuki was sitting on her lap and feeding her with a fork. “I’m glad you like it!” 

 

“This is better than what our chef makes! Maybe I should fire that guy?” 

 

A clattering sound came from beyond the study room’s door. 

 

“Don’t say things like that. Mitsuki can just teach him the recipe,” said Ageha. 

 

“Are you looking out for a fellow chef? Well, I was just kidding anyway.” 

 

A sigh of relief, followed by fading footfalls, could be heard from the hallway. 

 

“He’s finally gone,” said Valeriya. “What a rude guy, listening in on his employer.” 

 

“I don’t blame him. Mitsuki and I sort of took over his kitchen without warning. He’s probably 

just worried.” 

 

“I’ll give our chef the recipe Ageha taught me earlier,” said Mitsuki as she sliced through the 

stack of pancakes with a fork. The fluffy discs offered almost no resistance. 

 

Valeriya took another bite. “Mmm. So soft! People say ‘melts in your mouth’ all the time but this 

seriously does that. This taste transcends technique. The flavor must come from all the love you 

put into this dish!” 

 

“Yeah, but I couldn’t have done it without Ageha’s help.” 

 

“I didn’t teach you for Ria’s sake,” said Ageha. “She owes me nothing. Don’t go passing your debt 

to others.” 

 

“That wasn’t what I was doing!” 

 

Valeriya glanced at Ageha and then Mitsuki. 

 

I may have miscalculated. 

 

She had sent Ageha to guard her at the pool to improve their relationship. However, her plan 

seemed to have worked too well because of the unexpected yakuza attack. 
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I didn’t expect him to get this close to her. 

 

Mitsuki raised the fork. “Here’s the last bite.” 

 

“Ahhhh.” Valeriya chomped down. “Delicious! Thanks, Mitsuki. You’ve returned my Valentine’s 

gift threefold, no, a hundredfold.” 

 

“Geez, you’re exaggerating.” Mitsuki got off her lap. “I’ll take this to the kitchen. I’ll tell the chef 

about the recipe while I’m at it.” 

 

“Okay~” 

 

Mitsuki, empty plate in hand, trotted out of the room. 

 

Valeriya dashed towards Ageha and tried to grab his collar, but he gracefully defended against it 

using a wing chun parry. 

 

“Stop showing off!!!” she shouted. 

 

“What the hell are you talking about!?” 

 

“First she cooked me a dish she learned from you, then you parried me using a move she taught 

you… Do you want me kill you!? I controlled myself earlier because I didn’t want to ruin 

Mitsuki’s gift, but no more!” Valeriya lowered her stance and launched herself towards him. 

 

She was not serious about hurting him. Though she was ticked off enough to whack him around 

a little. 

 

Ageha hastily opened his backpack and threw something at her. She prepared to whack away the 

white projectile but stopped after seeing what it was. Instead of deflecting it, she hugged it and 

rolled on the ground to kill her momentum. 

 

“IT’S SO CUTE!!!” screamed Valeriya with hearts in her eyes. 

 

In her hand was a small polar bear. She sat on the floor and ogled the adorable plushie. It was 

posed like a sitting baby, complete with a guileless expression. 

 

“What’s with this thing!? It’s ridiculously cute! Is my nose bleeding?” She rubbed her nose on 

her shoulder. 

 

“If it were, you’d have just ruined a priceless kimono,” he said with a wry smile. “That’s my gift 

for White Day. You gave me chocolates last month. It’s only fair.” 

 

“Those horrible chocolates? I made a lot before I produced something edible for Mitsuki, but 

that batch was the only one the birds in the yard didn’t eat. I only gave it to you as a prank. Are 
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you sure you want to give this to me for something like that?” She tucked the polar bear in 

between her opulent breasts and glared at Ageha. “I’m not returning it even if you ask though.” 

 

“No wonder those chocolates tasted like dirt. And stop saying things that make me regret giving 

you that.” 

 

“Thank you, Ageha!” She stood up and hugged him, pressing her spongy bust against him. “But 

why a polar bear?” 

 

“I saw it when I was out shopping with Rin. It’s white, perfect for White Day.” He turned his 

head to the side and mumbled, “And it’s the strongest land predator on earth.” 

 

“Because this is so cute, I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.” 

 

“Let’s get down to business. Mitsuki might return any moment now.” 

 

She released her embrace. “No, she won’t. She left to give us time to talk privately. How do you 

like that!? You think you know her, but you’re still no match for me.” 

 

“I don’t think anyone can match a mother when it comes to that, especially a doting parent like 

you.” 

 

“At least you’re a good sport.” 

 

“I wasn’t competing in the first place.” 

 

“About the semi-finals tomorrow night.” 

 

“So you’re just gonna move on like that.” 

 

“You’re opponent has been decided. It’s Gazelle.” 

 

“Any new information on her?” asked Ageha. 

 

“She’s gotten even stronger. In her last match, she killed her opponent in seconds.” 

 

“That’s nothing special. I could’ve done that in every match if it weren’t for your extra 

objectives.” 

 

“You can focus on winning in the coming matches. No more side jobs. Just be careful against 

Gazelle.” 

 

“What weapon did she use in that fight?” 
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“Throwing knives. One right through the eye. Even you’ll die from that.” 

 

“I might know her.” 

 

“Are you serious?” 

 

“There’s this girl I fought before. She pitched grenades with insane accuracy. But as far as I 

know, she only had one cybernetic leg.” 

 

“So she either got an upgrade or it’s someone else.” 

 

“Probably the former. It’d be terrifying if girls that deadly are just running around everywhere. 

Gazelle’s rapid improvement also makes sense if it was her. She is young with plenty to learn.” 

 

“How are your chances?” 

 

“What chances? It’s a sure win. I already beat her twice.” 

 

“But she’s still alive. That’s not like you.” 

 

“She got away the first time thanks to her backup. The second time was a little more 

complicated.” 

 

Ageha was more talkative than usual. Valeriya decided to take advantage of that and check on 

his condition. 

 

“I didn’t want to pry so I never asked, but how are you?” 

 

“Same as always.” 

 

“Darkness reigns at the foot of the lighthouse.” 

 

“What are you talking about?” 

 

“You’re distracted. Do you realize that?” 

 

Ageha furrowed his brow and thought for a moment. “I can’t deny that, but don’t worry. I’ll do 

my job.” 

 

“Can’t you do something about that? It’s not just Gazelle. Crescent and 0.5 are in the other 

bracket. If you don’t concentrate-” 

 

“It’s not that simple.” 
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“Explain it then.” 

 

Ageha closed his lips tightly and thought for a while. Looking downcast, he said, “I’m not sure 

who I am anymore.” 

 

Valeriya stifled a laugh. “A quarter-life crisis?” 

 

He closed his eyes and shook his head. “This is why I didn’t wanna talk about it.” 

 

Valeriya felt bad for belittling Ageha’s problem, but his response had been so unexpected that 

she reacted without thinking. 

 

“Sorry, sorry. Is this about Jin?” 

 

“No. Speaking of him, have you verified the info I gave you?” 

 

I screwed up. 

 

Her insensitivity caused him to close up. 

 

“Your source was right,” she said. “A VIP sent Jin to the arena’s kennel a few days ago. I couldn’t 

get the VIP’s name.” 

 

Eyes narrowed, Ageha stared at the floor for a while. 

 

Valeriya waved the bear in front of his face to get his attention. “What’s the problem? This is 

good news. He’s gonna die soon enough even if you don’t do anything.” 

 

“That’s the problem. I promised to take care of him myself. Can he be extracted?” 

 

“It involves another guest. Even I don’t have that much influence.” Valeriya peered into his eyes. 

“Don’t even think about it. It’s too risky. For now, just win your fights. Let me handle Jin.” 

 

“...Can I trust you?” 

 

Valeriya thumped her chest, causing her ample bosom to undulate, and nodded. 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen: The Finals 

 

“The other contender in our first semifinal match is a survivor who has prevailed in the direst of 

situations! Like an immortal demon, he rises again no matter how many times he falls! His 

terrifying mask brandishes his hunger for blood and carnage! Ladies and gentlemen, here comes 

The Undead!” 



164 

 

Ageha sighed in exasperation as he entered the ring. 

 

Fans called him The Undead because of the creepy grin painted on his mask and his struggles in 

the ring. He had been fighting with a handicap due to Valeriya’s assassination requests, but only 

a select few knew about that. From the perspective of the audience, he had barely won his 

matches after getting thrown around. Having not submitted a ring name, Ageha had no right to 

complain, but he still found the distasteful alias hard to swallow. 

 

Gazelle was already waiting for him at the other end of the wide ring. Cheers from the crowd 

bathed them both. 

 

Is it really her? 

 

A simple white mask hid her face. Her disheveled hairstyle resembled Arashi’s, but he was too 

far away to confirm. She lowered her stance and prepared for battle. Ageha followed suit. 

 

“Who will prevail in this no-holds-barred deathmatch!? At -350 versus +270, the odds are 

overwhelmingly in Gazelle’s favor! Will The Undead claw his way out of the dirt and onto the 

stage of victory, or will Gazelle trample him underfoot? Let the games begin!!!” 

 

Ageha drew his blades and beelined towards Gazelle, but she merely waited for him. After Ageha 

covered half the distance between them, she pulled out a small knife and hurled it at him. He 

could not follow it with his eyes, but it did not matter. The knife bounced off his raised forearms 

as he barreled forward.  

 

Ageha slipped and crashed to the ground. 

 

Pellets!? 

 

Small metal spheres were scattered all over the floor. His raised arms had limited his vision and 

prevented him from seeing the trap.  

 

He rolled on the ground and recovered in a kneeling position, only to find an axe kick falling 

towards his left shoulder. While dodging to the right, Ageha pushed Gazelle’s supporting leg to 

disrupt her balance. Missing him by a hair, the kick smashed into the ground and cracked the 

cement. 

 

Ageha decided to take the fight to the ground to take advantage of his superior power. He let go 

of his knives and tried to grab Gazelle’s legs, but she jumped into the air and thrust her knee out. 

He twisted his neck to avoid the blow and backed away. 

 

Let’s try something else then. 
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Using the Shaolin snake style, he launched a barrage of strikes at Gazelle’s vital points. She 

easily dodged them by swaying. He switched to the tiger stance and tried to claw out her neck. 

She leaned back to evade his fingers and hit him with a leg kick. Ignoring the pain, he countered 

with a low kick of his own. Gazelle hopped backward, jumping over his attack, and threw 

another knife at his face. He raised his arm just in time to deflect the projectile. 

 

That throwing style… 

 

He clearly remembered Arashi chucking her energy-bar-shaped grenades at him. Gazelle threw 

knives the same way. 

 

But where did she learn those close combat techniques? 

 

Those kicks did not match Arashi’s practical fighting style. Thanks to Mitsuki’s lessons, he could 

tell that they reeked of traditional martial arts training. Ageha silently cursed whoever taught 

her how to fight so well. 

 

Gazelle increased the distance between them and then circled around him. While keeping his 

eyes on her, he picked up and sheathed his knives. He felt lucky that guns were banned in arena 

matches. He was not confident he could defeat the current Arashi if she had a rifle, especially in 

an open arena. 

 

His mind half-occupied by such thoughts, Ageha steadily approached her. He planned to rush in 

when he got close enough. Gazelle moved first and broke into a sprint. She leapt towards him 

and spun horizontally in midair. Her form blurred due to the speed of her aerial side kick. Ageha 

reflexively crossed both arms in front of his chest to block, but the collision still robbed him of 

breath and threw him backward.  

 

Gotta concentrate! 

 

He landed on his feet and skidded to a stop. His peripheral vision caught a kick whipping 

towards his ribs. He lowered his right arm to guard but felt no impact. 

 

A feint..! 

 

Pieces of his mask scattered into the air. His right fist barely managed to deflect her immaculate 

roundhouse kick. It was perfect. Too perfect. He could not believe someone else could pull it off. 

 

Ageha staggered backward. Gazelle poised herself for another attack, but he did not move to 

defend.  

 

“What are you doing here?” he asked, his hands falling limply to his sides. 

 

Gazelle froze after hearing his voice. With both fighters standing stock-still, the loud roaring of 

the audience gradually died down. 
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Ageha looked at her with regret. “Why did it have to be you?” 

 

“It… can’t be…” said Gazelle in a trembling voice. “You were using kung fu, and, and you are not 

this weak…” 

 

Ageha had been struggling from the start of the bout. His use of traditional arts in real combat 

was mediocre at best. From her perspective, he was certainly weak, a mere shadow of his former 

self. 

 

He placed his fingers on what remains of his mask and took it off. 

 

“Ageha…-sama?” she asked. 

 

“You’ve gotten strong, Saya. I almost didn’t recognize you. The spiky hair and new arm threw me 

off.” 

 

When they met at the cemetery, she joked about Ageha not recognizing her with a different 

hairstyle. 

 

You were right. 

 

He cursed his blindness.  

 

“Why are you here..?” Her confusion bled into her voice. 

 

Ageha smiled bitterly. “I asked you first.” 

 

“O-Ojousama needed to establish a presence among the underground elites, and we needed 

money…” Saya grabbed her ruffled hair, trying to regain her bearings. “But you… why?” 

 

He shrugged. “My new boss told me to win the tournament.”  

 

The silent audience began murmuring due to the lack of action. Eventually, booing filled the 

spacious stadium. 

 

Now what? 

 

Ageha considered his options. They were in the middle of a deathmatch. The organizers would 

not allow both of them to leave alive. The stadium was teeming with guards trained and 

equipped to fight against cybernetically enhanced hostiles. The other fighters in the building 

would likely be sent after them if they tried to escape.  

 

He still had to kill Jin.  
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He still needed to stay with Rin.  

 

He remembered Crescent’s words. 

 

He finally realized his reason for fighting. 

 

Then the answer was simple.  

 

Ageha unsheathed his blades. “Seems we have conflicting interests.”  

 

The audience responded with rumbling cheers. 

 

Seeing his display of hostility, Saya took a fighting stance. Before she could back away, he leaned 

in and slashed at her face. She ducked the knife by an inch and accurately slammed an uppercut 

into his moving wrist, disarming his right hand. It was a feat impossible without her bionic eye 

and perfectly honed coordination. 

 

But his first attack was just a decoy disguising his next move. He stomped on her left foot to 

limit her mobility and stabbed his remaining knife into her chest. The steel tore through her skin 

like a steak knife in filet mignon. 

 

The brief exchange ended as abruptly as it began. Fresh blood dripped down and fell to the floor. 

 

“What are you doing?” 

 

“That is my line,” she said.  

 

Saya’s right foot was raised as high as his head. His earlobe was torn, and crimson ran down his 

neck, staining his shoulder. 

 

In their previous scuffle, he stabbed Saya in her right breast. However, his knife did not even 

scratch the alloy underneath it. She then leaned to her left, letting his blade slip by her metal 

shoulder, and executed a high kick aimed at his jaw. At least, that was what her target was 

supposed to be. 

 

Holding her pose, Saya said, “I will not make the same mistake I did when we last fought. I 

learned my lesson back then and decided to trust you completely and indefinitely.” 

 

“That’s an odd lesson to learn after getting thrown into a sofa.” 

 

“I deserved it.” She looked at his bleeding ear. “And you deserve that gash for what you just tried 

to make me do.” 

 

Ageha clicked his tongue. 
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Saya lowered her leg and straightened her posture. She gingerly touched her slit right breast. 

“You stabbed me here intentionally, knowing there is alloy underneath. Someone as enhanced as 

you definitely knows that first-hand. Moreover, you kept your weight on my foot to stabilize my 

kick. I would have lost balance if you so much as lifted your toes.” She glared at him. “How could 

you?” Her voice seethed like bubbling magma. “How could you try to make me kill you!?” 

 

“There’s no other way,” he said without emotion or hesitation. 

 

“What does that even mean!?” 

 

He smiled weakly. “I thought about my reason for fighting.” 

 

His cryptic reply made Saya go silent. 

 

Ageha stared at the floor. “I used to think it was for my twisted version of fairness. Then I met 

people I wanted to protect.” He recalled the faces of Kureha, Kaika, Rin, and the person in front 

him. “I wouldn’t call it noble, but it made me feel like I had meaning, a purpose.”  

 

“Stop babbling, you idiots!” shouted a spectacled fat woman amidst the boisterous crowd. “We 

didn’t come here to watch you stand around! Hurry up and get on wi-” Ageha’s knife slipped into 

the flesh just above her collarbone, silencing her forever. 

 

The entire crowd quieted down. 

 

After confirming his throw hit its mark, he continued, “For the past few months, I carried on as 

usual. I needed to keep my promises and clear my debts, that’s what I thought. But it was 

agonizing.” 

 

It did not make sense to him. If he had been acting like himself, living as he had before, then 

why did everything feel so warped? If fairness truly had been the fundamental motivation for all 

he did, why was he suffering so much as he pursued it? 

 

“I felt lost.” He closed his eyes and gently shook his head. “I couldn’t understand why I was 

fighting anymore. Ironically, a sermon from an insane sadist cleared it up a little. Getting 

thrown into this situation finally gave me my answer.” 

 

“Tell me.” 

 

“I didn’t want to get hurt.”  

 

It was a pathetic reason, but he could no longer deny it. He kept his promises because betrayal 

had hurt him. He killed for fairness because injustice had hurt him. He killed to protect because 

loss had hurt him. He killed for revenge because despair had hurt him.  
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He just did not want to get hurt anymore. 

 

But without him realizing, his means had become his end. 

 

He was killing his own heart to follow his self-imposed code because hypocrisy had hurt him 

most of all. 

 

And that was fine. That was who he was, and he did not intend to, or rather, could not change. 

But there was a limit to what he could endure. 

 

“Isn’t it hilarious? My body is dull to pain, but I desperately avoid getting hurt, lashing out at 

everything like a scared child.” Ageha took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “But that’s who I 

am, and that’s why there’s no other way. If surviving here means killing you, then it’s pointless. 

Because nothing would hurt me more.” He grinned confidently, as usual. “So kill me. Please.” 

 

“...I see.” Saya sighed. “I did not think you were so weak. To be honest, you fooled me 

completely. You always look so confident and composed. Even now, you have a smile on. What 

an elaborate trick.” 

 

“I’m sor-” 

 

“All this time, while laughing arrogantly and making fun of people, while appearing unwavering 

and indestructible...” Saya placed her right hand on her white mask. 

 

Ageha grabbed her wrist to prevent her from taking it off. “Stop, your identity-” 

 

“You have been secretly wearing yourself down to the point of breaking.” She strengthened her 

grip and shattered her mask to pieces, exposing her glistening tears to the bright arena lights. 

“How can I hurt you after hearing all that?” 

 

Her expression surprised him. He had expected her to be disappointed or to recoil, like Rin. He 

had believed that Saya cared for his counterfeit strength as much as Rin cared for his fake 

kindness. Her tears proved otherwise.  

 

However, that did not change the current situation.  

 

“But you have to,” he said. 

 

“I refuse!” With her human fist, she punched the center of his alloy chest with all her might, as if 

trying to rouse his tattered heart. “You deserve to be happy, happier for every scar in here.” 

Ignoring her torn skin, Saya twisted her fist, grinding her knuckles against him. Her blood 

soaked into his suit, skin, and deeper, quenching his parched will. “I am going to fight for that 

chance now, and there is nothing you can do to stop me.” She smiled, her teary eyes brimming 

with determination. “I could use some help though.”  
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Her emotionally-charged speech, still delivered in formal language, reminded him of how 

stubborn Saya could be. The more reasonable one had to fold. 

 

“To the fighters in the ring, please resume the match,” said the announcer over the speakers. “I 

repeat, please resume the match. Failure to comply will result in forceful intervention.” 

 

Looks like they finally lost patience. 

 

“We probably won’t survive,” said Ageha. 

 

“We will.” 

 

Can’t argue with that. 

 

Ageha feared and loathed getting hurt. In the coming battle, Saya’s demise, his greatest fear, was 

very likely. However, unlike Kureha’s death or Saya’s brush with it a few months prior, he was 

there. He was not caught unaware. He could finally do something about it. And he would. Every 

fiber of his being awoke and trembled with purpose. 

 

He picked up his knife and glanced at the tip. For the first time in what felt like ages, he was 

certain it pointed in the right direction. 

 

Ageha cracked his neck. “It’s been a while since we last teamed up. Be careful not to get in my 

way.” 

 

“That is funny coming from the guy I almost defeated just now.” 

 

“‘Almost’ being the operative word.” 

 

They looked at each other and smiled as if they had never been apart. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

From her private box, Valeriya watched Ageha pick up his knife. With just a small change in the 

way he carried himself, he looked completely different in her eyes. 

 

Seems like you finally got over it. 

 

She recalled the night she dueled Ageha. Many factors contributed to her victory: his 

underestimation of her, her use of Mitsuki’s technique, her one-hit victory condition. But the 

clincher was Ageha’s chaotic mental state. If not for that, a flesh and blood human like her could 

not even dream of defeating a monster like him. 
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Distracted by his quest to find Jin, Ageha did not pay enough attention to his inner turmoil. He 

lacked focus, one of the most critical assets in combat, and could not properly apply Mitsuki’s 

lessons. While his movements looked good, that was it. The true objective of martial arts, the 

simple ability to destroy, did not manifest in his fights at all. 

 

But that was in the past. 

 

Now I can finally see your true self. 

 

Valeriya then glanced at the unmasked Gazelle. 

 

I didn’t think that girl would just sit on her hands, but this is pretty bold. 

 

It was unexpected, but Valeriya could work with it. She told her bodyguard to call for security.  

 

The booing got worse. Seeing the two fighters just standing there, the audience could no longer 

contain their dissatisfaction. 

 

“This is your final warning.” The voice came from the speakers. “Please resume the match. 

Otherwise, armed personnel will be dispatched to enforce continuation.” After a short pause, the 

announcer continued in an informal tone, “C’mon, you don’t wanna be shot to death, right? I’m 

a fan of both of you! If you fight, at least one of you will make it to the finals!” 

 

Two men in uniform entered Valeriya’s private box. Each was equipped with a shotgun slung 

over the shoulder. 

 

Moving in pairs? 

 

They’re quite careful. 

 

“What is the matter?” asked the first one to come in. 

 

Valeriya stood up from her chair and grabbed the barrel of his automatic shotgun. “I’ll be 

borrowing this.” She then kicked him in the balls, snatched his weapon as he fell, and smashed 

the shotgun stock into his partner’s jaw. Her bodyguard, who was not permitted to bring a 

weapon into the arena premises, did nothing but watch. 

 

She unlocked the gun safety and shot the bullet-resistant viewing glass. The shotgun pellets only 

damaged the surface, so she repeatedly pulled the trigger. The recoil hurt both her arm and aim, 

but she was close enough to hit the same spot. After running out of shells, she checked her 

target. Though deeply cracked, the glass barely held on. 

 

No choice. 
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The blond Russian tossed the empty shotgun to her bodyguard. She then pulled up the lower 

part of her kimono, revealing her toned and shapely legs and wushu shoes. Her footwear looked 

silly with her ornate robe, but she needed the grip for emergencies. 

 

Valeriya lowered her stance and gathered power in her hips and thighs, as if pushing down a 

spring. The moment she reached maximum tension, she unleashed a spinning side kick and 

smashed the window open. 

 

Everyone in the arena, including the two fighters, focused on her private box. 

 

“...Uh, oh, right!” said the announcer. “It appears one of our VIPs destroyed her own viewing 

glass! This is a first in arena history!”  

 

Valeriya shouted, “Forcing them to fight is boring! That’s worse than watching a fixed match!” 

 

“Uh, do you have a better idea?” 

 

“If they refuse to fight each other, have them fight together! Let’s have the four semi-finalists 

pair up and fight in a team match!” Valeriya’s powerful yet undoubtedly feminine voice carried 

well even without a mic. 

 

“Huh? Please wait a moment.” The sound of hushed discussion could be heard from the 

speakers. 

 

Valeriya reached into her cleavage and pulled out a strawberry flavored lollipop. She bit the 

wrapper and peeled it off with her teeth. 

 

“We’ve received an okay! The team deathmatch is approved on the condition that all fighters 

and sponsors involved agree to the new terms!” 

 

Of course we’ll agree. 

 

The crowd roared with excitement. The rare event whetted the audience’s appetite for novelty 

and violence. 

 

From the ring, Ageha looked up at Valeriya and nodded. She winked in return, stuffed the round 

candy into her mouth, and grinned. 

 

Mission accomplished. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

“Is this part of your scheme too?” asked Rin. 
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Kaika crossed her arms. “No. I did see it as a possibility, but I had no hand in it. Saves me some 

trouble though, so it’s a welcome surprise.” 

 

From Kaika’s private box, the two of them watched the Russian woman in a kimono flash a 

satisfied grin. 

 

“Do you expect me to believe that?” 

 

“You don’t need to. All I’m asking you to believe is what you see in front of you.” 

 

“You must’ve done something to him. Tricked him somehow…” 

 

“Tricked him into giving up his life to save Saya? You heard their conversation.” Kaika tapped 

the small receiver in her hand.  

 

Rin bit her lip as her cheeks quivered in mortification. “Even… even if that’s true… There’s no 

way I’ll let him go back to you! You gambled with Saionji-san’s life! What if Ageha decided to kill 

her? You treat everyone around you like tools. He doesn’t deserve that!” 

 

“It wasn’t a gamble. I was certain he wouldn’t kill Saya, even if it meant betraying you or 

himself.” 

 

“...What?” 

 

“You see, Arashi, oh, I mean the girl standing guard outside, was one of the people who 

kidnapped you before.” Kaika turned to Rin with a serious expression. “Before you 

misunderstand, I only met her after that incident. Anyway, she told me all about what happened 

that night. You fainted so you wouldn’t know, but Ageha has already abandoned you once.” 

 

That piece of information was the key to getting Ageha back, and it had dropped right into 

Kaika’s lap the moment Arashi showed up at her mansion. Even she had to applaud her own 

luck. 

 

Rin’s face was a mess of confused lines. “What are you talking about?” 

 

“Arashi’s partner cornered him, forcing him to choose between his life and yours. And he 

abandoned you. Ageha doesn’t see his own life as precious. You should know that much. That 

means he has something else that’s more important than your life, and I know what that is.” 

 

“Shut up.” 

 

“His promise to Saya. He swore to take care of me, and he left you to die to do so. He cared more 

about the words of a dead woman than you.” 

 



174 

Rin stomped on the floor. “Shut up!”  

 

“That’s why I’m certain he would choose Saya over you again. He could save her life this time, 

after all. I just gave him the chance to do so, and you the chance to see it.” 

 

“I don’t believe you! You’re lying! You have to be!” 

 

“Then why are you crying?” 

 

Rin emitted a faint gasp. 

 

“You knew Ageha was suffering? No...” Kaika dissected Rin’s expression and gave her an 

accusatory look. “That’s guilt on your face. What did you do to him?” 

 

Rin’s chin trembled. 

 

“I’m sorry. You don’t have to answer that. You wouldn’t hurt him intentionally.” Kaika frowned 

and looked away from her. “I didn’t bring you here to blame you. I just want you to understand 

Ageha. I just want you to set him free.” 

 

“Set him… free?” 

 

“He doesn’t love you,” said Kaika matter-of-factly. “At the very least, he cares about Saya more. 

He is only with you because he thinks he is to blame for your kidnapping, your wounds, your… 

torture.” 

 

“But I told him that wasn’t his fault!” 

 

“Did you really think he would just accept that and move on? Did you really think he wouldn’t 

give his all to avenge you? That he could just leave you alone after all that? ” 

 

Rin wept. She tried to contain it, but her shoulders continued to jerk uncontrollably. “No.”  

 

“I’ll be honest with you. I’m not doing this for him. It’s all for my own benefit. I need Ageha. But 

even that doesn’t matter. All that matters is what you want to do, what only you can do.” 

 

“...I can’t take this anymore.” Rin cupped her face, her trademark radiance completely 

extinguished. 

 

“Sorry, but it’s only just begun.” 

 

Rin lowered her hands and looked at Kaika as if praying not to make it any worse. 
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“Earlier, I said it wasn’t a gamble, but that’s only up to this point. The true gambit starts now.” 

Kaika’s terminal vibrated in her skirt. She took it out and answered. “Yes, that’s fine. Team 

Gazelle agrees to the terms.” Without waiting for an answer, she pressed the red button. 

 

“That’s right, the match!” Rin grabbed Kaika’s shoulders. “You planned something, didn’t you? 

You made sure Ageha would win, right!?” 

 

“No.” Kaika avoided her desperate gaze. “There was nothing I could do. The opponents are 

monsters, but so are those two. All that’s left is to believe in them.” 

 

“How can you say that so calmly!? What if he gets hurt!? What if-” 

 

“If either of them dies, you can go ahead and kill me. I know that won’t be much consolation, but 

at least you can get some form of closure. I told Arashi to stay put until I call her. She won’t 

interfere, I guarantee it. I’ll leave the method up to you. You can be as cruel as you want.” 

 

“You’re crazy...” 

 

“I bet everything on this. There’s no point in living if either of them aren’t by my side. I’m sure 

one would follow the other to death anyway. Might as well join them.” Kaika shrugged. 

 

“Why would you go so far?” 

 

“I need them.” 

 

“For what?” 

 

“To see the greatest show on earth.” 

 

“...Is this just entertainment to you?” 

 

“Isn’t everything?” 

 

Rin let go of her and backed away. “I realized something just now.” 

 

“Do tell.” 

 

Rin’s face warped in revulsion. “I loathe people like you.” 

 

Kaika felt an irreparable crack open up across her heart, but she forced herself to smile. She had 

already forsaken the right to cry in front of her former friend.  

 

“How unfortunate. I love people like you.” 
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*** 

 

 

The two teams of finalists gathered in the middle of the arena. 

 

“We met sooner than I expected! This is great!” said Crescent as he juggled his curved blades in 

the air. 

 

“If it makes you happy, then I’m all for it,” said Ageha. 

 

Saya leaned towards him and asked, “You know this boy?” 

 

Crescent caught his weapon and pointed it at Saya. “Hey bitch, don’t interrupt.” He then turned 

to Ageha and asked, “Why the change in attitude? Didn’t you hate me?” 

 

“Because I called you a pig? That was just an observation. I didn’t understand your actions, but I 

have no right to complain about it. You taught me that, so I’m grateful.” 

 

“Oh? Do you finally get it? That we’re the same?” 

 

So this boy was the insane sadist Ageha-sama was talking about. 

 

“No, you are not,” said Saya.  

 

“And what would you know? Outsiders shouldn’t butt in.” 

 

“I have seen your ‘fights.’ Nothing but meaningless venting, like a child throwing a tantrum.” 

 

“And you think that guy beside you is different?” 

 

“Of course. He does it with charm.” 

 

At a loss for words, Ageha and Crescent looked at her. 

 

Saya glanced at her partner and raised an eyebrow. “What? You admitted it yourself earlier.” 

 

And you’re fine like that. 

 

Saya had seen Ageha’s weakness and accepted it. He did not need to be strong, at least in front 

of her. Everyone, including herself, had been leaning on him far too much. It was high time he 

leaned on someone else. 

 

Crescent burst into laughter. “You’re pretty broken too. I’ll enjoy taking both of you apart.” 
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“Which one do you want?” whispered Ageha. 

 

While observing their opponents, Saya said, “I think you are a better match for the boy. I am 

more vulnerable against blades.” 

 

“Understood. Those two seem know each other, but considering their fighting styles, I don’t see 

them having good teamwork.” 

 

“Then that is how we will dominate them.” 

 

“And the odds are in!” said the announcer. “Team Gazelle is the underdog at +200 against Team 

Crescent’s -200!” 

 

“Hey, why is our team named after you?” asked Ageha. 

 

The voice from the speaker continued, “The Undead’s reputation for being beat up no doubt led 

to this result!” 

 

Saya looked at him with a blank face. “You were saying?” 

 

“Just so you know, there’s a reason for that.” 

 

“I am sure there is,” she said flatly as she looked away. 

 

“Guess I have no choice but to prove it.” 

 

“Please do.” 

 

“Which team will prevail in the arena’s first team finals!? Without further ado, let the games 

begin!” 

 

Both of them dashed to their respective enemies. 0.5 did not move, while Crescent ran to meet 

Ageha. 

 

Saya closed in on the giant as the other pair engaged in blade combat. She had seen a few of his 

matches. He was powerful but relatively slow and lacked mobility. The biggest problem was his 

durability. The giant could resist lethal attacks on his torso. 

 

In that case. 

 

Saya ran full speed towards him. The giant readied his right hand to catch her, but she did not 

slow down. She dove to the floor a moment before she was within his range. The giant’s pinky 

brushed her ankle, but she slipped by and rolled through the narrow opening between his legs.  
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As she turned to face his back, the giant twisted his body and threw a spinning elbow. Saya bent 

forward and dodged it. Using her momentum, she planted her palms on the floor and performed 

a tight front somersault. Her right heel smashed into the giant’s rib cage. 

 

But she knew that was not enough. 

 

Saya immediately rolled to the side. The giant’s massive foot carved the space she had just 

vacated. Recovering faster than her enemy, she jumped straight up and launched a kick. The 

giant guarded with his left arm, but her attack broke through and smashed into his head. A 

concussion would be the least of the giant’s worries.  

 

He should be out for the rest of the fight.  

 

After landing on the ground, Saya decided to help Ageha against Crescent. She took a throwing 

knife from her thigh strap as she searched the ring for the other pair. 

 

Ageha was charging in her direction. 

 

Before she could react, Ageha extended his right arm with blinding speed. His fist flew past her 

right cheek, and then a deafening boom rattled her eardrums. Ageha’s and the giant’s fists 

ricocheted away from each other. The cement underneath Ageha’s feet cracked. He had 

suppressed the giant’s tremendous punch by diverting the force to the ground. 

 

“Don’t let your guard down!” he shouted.  

 

Saya scanned the arena for Crescent. Using his dual blades as crutches, the boy slowly stood up 

at the other end of the ring. 

 

Ageha faced off against the giant. “They aren’t human!” 

 

Saya realized what just happened. In the few seconds since the match began, Ageha had already 

“killed” Crescent twice. The boy was currently rising from his second death. That was why Ageha 

knew her flying kick was not enough to defeat the giant and had protected her. 

 

Saya wanted to laugh at herself for ridiculing his combat ability earlier. 

 

Ageha dodged 0.5’s straight punch and grabbed his arm. Saya caught on to his intention and 

used a low spinning heel kick to sweep one of the giant’s feet off the floor. With the enemy’s 

balance broken, Ageha easily pulled him in and threw him over his shoulder. The eight-foot 

behemoth slammed to the ground, causing the ring to quake. 

 

“We’re switching!” he said. 

 

“But you were winning!” 
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Ageha threw a punch targeting the giant’s head. 0.5 blocked it and tried to grab him, but he 

jumped away in the nick of time.  

 

“That was half luck, half tactics. It won’t work again. My eyes can’t follow his speed.” 

 

He was right. Saya did not have enough raw power to defeat the giant, and Ageha did not have 

enhanced vision.  

 

“Understood!” She focused on her new opponent. 

 

Crescent was already just a few paces away. Saya flung her knife at his face, but he swerved to 

avoid it. 

 

She calculated her chances against the boy. He wielded two blades. She could block one weapon 

using her alloy right arm but had no way to defend against the other. 

 

“Catch!” shouted Ageha, as if reading her mind. 

 

With her left hand, Saya snatched his knife from the air and used it to parry Crescent’s vertical 

slash. Her human arm did not have the strength to directly receive the boy’s blows, so she 

skillfully warded them off. 

 

“You’re in the way!” shouted Crescent. 

 

Saya dodged his barrage of slashes by shuffling backward. He was fast, but his movement lacked 

sharpness. Her upgraded eye could easily track them. Saya had expected their opponents to be 

formidable, but their absurd toughness aside, she felt Team Gazelle had an overall advantage. 

Even so, she still had no idea how to defeat their mysterious enemies, who survived normally 

lethal blows. 

  

She took a peek at Ageha’s battle. He threw a right straight at the giant’s chest, but 0.5 stepped 

back while blocking it with his forearm. The force of their clash shook the air. 

 

What power. 

 

Saya could not generate that much force. Ageha was much larger and more cybernetically 

enhanced than she was. But more importantly, he could withstand the resulting pain. 

 

A curved blade almost slit her throat. 

 

Crescent clicked his tongue as he spun around for another slash. “I’ll get you this time!” 

 

I have to focus! 
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She defended against and countered his attacks, but the boy did not seem to be taking any 

damage. The impasse continued for a few minutes. Saya was beginning to feel the effects of 

fatigue, but their enemies showed no signs of slowing down.  

 

Crescent slashed at Saya’s leading leg. She decided to let it hit and countered with a roundhouse 

kick. The blade dug into her suit and scratched her metal calf, but her kick landed squarely into 

his shoulder. The boy was thrown to the side and tumbled on the ground. 

 

Ageha landed behind her. 

 

“Do not surprise me like that!” said Saya. 

 

“It’s not like I wanted to fly all the way over here.” 

 

The giant stood motionless quite a distance away from them. Crescent was already on his feet. 

 

“Any ideas?” she asked. 

 

“Yes. The big one first. I need to land a good hit.” 

 

Saya burned her synapses to come up with a strategy. “Leave it to me. Please be ready at any 

time.”  

 

“Understood.” 

 

Saya dashed to the boy and reengaged. After confirming that Ageha had also resumed combat, 

she initiated her plan. 

 

Crescent somersaulted forward and tried to split her skull in half. Saya used Ageha’s knife to 

block, but it got knocked out of her hand.  

 

“Now scream!” said the boy as he raised his other blade. 

 

Saya turned around and ran away at full speed. 

 

“Huh!?” Crescent paused for a second but quickly dashed after her. “Get back here!” 

 

The boy’s rapid footfalls closely trailed behind her as she sped towards Ageha. As requested, 

Ageha was keeping his distance from the giant and looked ready to move. 

 

“Two incoming! Give me a boost!” she shouted as she pulled out a throwing knife. 

 

Ageha turned to face her and clasped his hands to make a launch pad. Once Saya was only a few 

steps away from him, she threw her knife. Ageha did not even blink as the blade zipped by his 

ear. 0.5 could not see the attack because Ageha’s body hid Saya’s movements. Her projectile hit 
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the giant’s mask, delaying his movement. Saya then stepped on Ageha’s palms and rocketed to 

the sky using their combined force. While flying upward, she glanced at her partner. 

 

Ageha kicked Crescent away. The boy had defended by crossing his blades but still got thrown 

quite a distance. Saya was surprised that he could block at all because her back had hidden 

Ageha from view until she jumped. From Crescent’s perspective, Ageha’s front kick had come 

from nowhere. Her plan to use each other’s bodies to hide their attacks had succeeded.  

 

Saya’s boosted jump peaked at about three stories. The giant followed her with his eyesight. He 

could easily catch and crush her because she had no way to defend in midair, but she was not 

worried in the least. 

 

He was down there, after all. 

 

Ageha entered the giant’s range. Noticing the threat, the giant focused on him and initiated a 

kick. As the giant’s right sole shot towards him, Ageha sidestepped to the left while raising his 

right knee. With perfect timing, he parried the giant’s front kick by pushing it from the side 

using his raised thigh. The attack passed by Ageha’s waist and missed completely. Before 0.5 

could plant his kicking foot on the floor, Ageha stepped to the giant’s right and pushed him 

sideways with his shoulder. The giant lost balance and almost stumbled. 

 

Wing chun kick parry! 

 

It required perfect timing. Without a bionic eye, Ageha had relied purely on intuition to perform 

the counter, just like when he defeated Saya. She wondered who was more inhuman between the 

two fighters below her. 

 

The giant did not fall but was defenseless for a moment. That was enough. 

 

Saya straightened her legs and pressed them together as she fell. Like a spear, she hurtled 

downward feet first and smashed into the giant’s nape, forcing him to a kneel. She felt the 

impact throughout her entire body. Momentarily paralyzed, she rolled off the giant’s back and 

fell to the floor. Her vision flickered as bile crawled up her throat. She recalled Ageha doing a 

similarly suicidal move back when they stole a painting in a museum. 

 

He stood up after this? 

 

Still on the ground, Saya forced her eyes open. Through her shaky vision, she saw Ageha reach 

up and grab the giant’s bowed head with both hands. In response, the giant grasped Ageha’s 

forearms. 

 

That thing can still move!? 
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Ageha was in danger. The giant could rip him apart at any moment. Saya tried to stand up but 

could not put strength in her legs. Besides, what could she do? 0.5 endured her dive attack. She 

doubted if it was even possible to defeat the alloy giant. 

 

But that feeling only lasted for an instant. 

 

In one fluid yet explosive motion, Ageha pulled down the giant’s head and thrust a knee into the 

middle of his chest. A sound similar to two cargo ships smashing into each other cleared Saya’s 

fuzzy head. The giant’s body floated, but Ageha kept a firm grip on his head, preventing him 

from flying away. As gravity regained hold of 0.5’s massive body, Ageha wound up his cybernetic 

muscles for another strike. With even more velocity than before, his knee shot up like a 

cannonball and met the falling giant’s chest. An earth-shattering boom silenced the entire arena. 

 

He’s dead. 

 

Saya was certain. The muay thai knee strike was the most powerful human attack. Combined 

with Ageha’s superhuman body, it was the very definition of destruction.  

 

The giant went limp.  

 

The various techniques Ageha had displayed in the finals were nothing like his moves in the 

suspended match against Gazelle. All the frills were gone, and only the essence of the techniques 

remained. Saya felt that his teacher, whoever that was, deserved praise, but the way he 

incorporated everything into his personal killing style was even more impressive. 

 

Ageha released the corpse and turned to Saya. “Can you still fight?” 

 

Gritting her teeth, Saya painstakingly stood up. “Yes.” 

 

He turned to face Crescent. 

 

“Amazing!” Pinning his blades in each armpit, Crescent applauded. “That one was built to be 

sturdy, but you broke it!” 

 

“Everything has a weak point,” said Ageha. “Invincibility is impossible. Believe me, I’ve looked 

into it.” 

 

Saya realized that Ageha was buying her time to recover. He would not engage in useless chatter 

in the middle of combat otherwise. 

 

“What weak point?” asked the boy. 

 

“This thing diligently blocked all the attacks heading here,” said Ageha as he pressed a thumb on 

the center of his chest, “even though it didn’t care much about its head.” 
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“Wow. Even I didn’t notice that habit! I guess too much information is as much of a problem as 

too little.” The boy scratched his head. 

 

“What are you?” 

 

Saya wondered the same thing. Even the Nikaido brothers’ cyborgs were not this resilient. They 

were faster and had sharper, albeit simpler, movements, but a powerful blow to the head was 

still effective against them. 

 

“What a stupid question. I’m a killer just like you.” 

 

Saya approached Ageha and whispered, “I am fine now.”  

 

She still felt the aftereffects of her dive, but Crescent was alone against the two of them. She 

judged her condition to be sufficient. 

 

Ageha nodded and looked at Crescent. “Time’s up.” 

 

The boy wagged his index finger at them and said, “No, no, no. It starts now.” He readied his 

curved blades and crouched down like a cheetah. 

 

Ageha put himself in between Saya and the insane killer. 

 

Both of them rushed forward at the same time. Crescent launched an overhead slash, but Ageha 

swung his arm upward and smacked it away. The curved sword flew out of the boy’s hand and 

spun in the air. 

 

That’s strange. 

 

Even after getting hit repeatedly, Crescent had never let go of his weapons. 

 

It’s a trick! 

 

Crescent’s attack had no force behind it. It was designed to bait Ageha into using his left arm. By 

letting go of his weapon on impact, the boy had avoided losing any speed from the clash.  

 

Crescent used expert footwork to slip by Ageha’s left side while tripping him with his remaining 

sword. Ageha stumbled forward, but the boy ignored him and closed in on Saya. 

 

Those movements..! 

 

The enemy had changed completely. Before she could ponder the cause, Crescent was already in 

front her. 

 

I have to get away! 
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Crescent stomped on her foot, preventing her escape. Due to his small size, she managed to 

forcefully pull her foot from underneath his shoe. It was too late when she realized her fatal 

error. The boy had lured her into lifting a leg to ensure the other one, his true target, stayed put. 

 

Crescent stabbed the tip of his curved blade into the paper thin gap of her knee joint. Mind-

numbing pain froze her in place. The boy then pulled out the last throwing knife in her thigh 

strap and thrust it at the center of her chest. Squeezing her willpower dry, she swayed to the 

right. The small blade deeply pierced her upper arm. Her blood sprayed onto Crescent’s mask, 

dyeing it bright red. Without missing a beat, the boy grabbed his curved sword with both hands, 

plunged it deeper into her knee, and then twisted it. 

 

Saya breathed in to scream, but her consciousness blacked out before she could. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

Crescent dodged Ageha’s running kick and laughed as he jumped away. 

 

Ageha’s teeth creaked as he forcibly contained the overwhelming regret flooding his chest. He 

checked on Saya’s condition. 

 

Her left leg was almost severed from the knee. 

 

The artery in her arm was damaged or cut completely. 

 

Not only was she unable to continue fighting, she had at most a few minutes to live without first 

aid. Blood was a scarce commodity for people with extensive cybernetics. He wanted to apply a 

tourniquet but could not afford to look away from the enemy. The boy was watching them only a 

short distance away. 

 

“Finally we have some alone time!” said Crescent. 

 

Ageha ignored his comment and rushed in. Saya’s precious life was ticking away. 

 

Despite the urgency, he was completely calm. He forced himself to be. The reason behind 

Crescent’s drastic improvement was irrelevant. He had to defeat him using available 

information. 

 

His weapon. 

 

Crescent only had one sword left. If he could disarm him, his chances of victory would increase 

significantly. 
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Ageha stepped into the boy’s lethal range without defending his face to bait an attack. As 

expected, Crescent swung the sword at his head. Instead of parrying, he blocked the attack head 

on to stop the blade. The serrated edge clawed into his forearm. Before the boy could recover 

from his wide swing, Ageha swiftly grabbed the sword with his right hand. 

 

Got it! 

 

Ageha squeezed the weapon’s thin blade but it did not break. He concluded that the metal was 

too strong for his fingers and immediately switched to breaking or bending the blade using his 

entire arm. 

 

But even that was too slow. 

 

Crescent thrust his knee up and into the bottom of the sword’s hilt. The upward force caused the 

serrated blade to slide within Ageha’s hand, sawing through his finger joints. The strength of his 

grip had backfired. His fingers, barely attached to his right hand, were rendered useless. 

 

He tried to create some distance, but the boy persistently followed him. It took every ounce of 

Ageha’s concentration just to survive the almost invisible blade storm. Crescent’s speed had not 

changed, but the efficiency and fluidness of his movements had improved. Moreover, compared 

to his rather wild slashing at the beginning of the match, his attacks were much more refined.  

 

Matching the boy’s speed was taking a toll on Ageha’s stamina. His breathing became ragged, 

and his reactions slowed. The attacks he could completely dodge earlier nicked his cheek and 

jaw. Blood trickled down his neck and pooled beside his collarbone. 

 

Crescent stopped his barrage. “Want to rest? It’d be boring if I killed you because you got tired.” 

 

Ageha wanted to say yes, but Saya’s blood loss made that impossible. He shook his head. 

 

“Are you worried about your partner? I don’t think a deserter deserves that.” 

 

“What are you talking about?” 

 

“Look behind you. She’s trying to abandon you as we speak.” Crescent sheathed his blade. “Go 

ahead, I’m not trying to trick you.” 

 

Ageha did not believe Crescent but decided to take advantage of his offer to check on Saya. His 

eyes widened from what he saw. 

 

Saya was crawling on the floor and almost at the ring's exit. While he was fighting Crescent 

earlier, she crossed the wide ring, leaving a trail of blood in her wake. 

 

So that’s your answer.  
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Ageha sighed in resignation. The tension in his shoulders leaked away. He decided to accept his 

fate. “Hurry up and kill me.” 

 

“Hm? Are you giving up..?” asked Crescent in a lower, colder voice than before. 

 

“Shut up and come, little piggy.” 

 

Crescent drew his curved blade and leaned forward. “I almost forgot,” he said, his voice seething 

in fury. “I said I’d butcher you, didn’t I?” 

 

The boy rushed forward to attack, but Ageha jumped away from him. Crescent’s flaring anger 

could be seen in his brash stride as he chased after his prey. Ageha continued to leap backward, 

but Crescent rapidly closed the distance. 

 

Then the boy slipped on Saya’s blood. 

 

Now. 

 

Ageha bounded towards Crescent like a panther. Though off-balance, the boy still managed to 

thrust his sword forward. The tip of the curved blade flew towards Ageha’s nose. If not for the 

small delay in Crescent’s attack, he would have already been skewered. Death stared him in the 

face, but it was too late to stop now. 

 

“Eh?” muttered Crescent. 

 

Ageha disappeared. Only strands of his black hair, cut by the curved blade, remained in front of 

the boy. Crescent turned his head and saw a demon right beside him. Still in his attack motion, 

the boy could do nothing as Ageha wrapped his arms around his neck and sword arm. 

 

Crescent struggled and groaned. “How did you-” 

 

Ageha ripped off the boy’s jaw. 

 

He looked at the young woman lying near the ring exit. She smiled and winked with her exposed 

eye. 

 

Thanks. 

 

Ageha felt pathetic for not being able to defeat the enemy alone, forcing Saya to use her own 

blood to help him, but such was fate. 

 

I also owe Ria, no, Mitsuki for this. 

 

When he dashed to Crescent earlier, he stabbed his fingers into the cement floor and used them 

as an anchor to sharply change direction at the very last moment. It was a bastardized copy of 
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the move Valeriya used to defeat him. It was a copy of a copy, but even so, he could clearly 

imagine Mitsuki scowling at him for stealing her technique. 

 

Even with the gaping “wound” on Crescent's face, the boy did not bleed and continued to 

struggle. That made Ageha curious, but he had no time to discover the mystery behind it.  

 

The gap between his stature and the boy’s was similar to the giant’s and his: an adult and a child. 

For the same reason Ageha avoided being caught by 0.5 at all costs, Crescent could not afford to 

be in his grasp. But there he was. 

 

Thus, the final match concluded. 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen: Baccano 

 

Ageha secured a makeshift tourniquet, made from Saya’s torn sleeve, around her upper arm. 

“That should do it.” 

 

The bleeding from her stab wound stopped. The procedure had taken more time than he 

expected because of the mangled fingers on his right hand. They were alone in the arena’s prep 

room, so he had no choice but to treat her by himself. 

 

“Sorry for the trouble.” Leaning weakly against the wall, Saya adjusted her position on a long 

metal bench to let Ageha bandage her injured leg. 

 

“Don’t worry about it.” Ageha splinted her broken knee using a pole he twisted off a table and 

his own sleeve. “Any better?” 

 

“Yes. It does not hurt as much.” 

 

“Good.” He checked her condition. 

 

Saya looked pale, and her breathing was unusually fast. He touched her face and stroked her 

cold, clammy skin. 

 

She lost a lot of blood. 

 

“We need to get you to a doctor,” he said. 

 

“I can call for one with my terminal.” She pointed at one of the lockers in the room. 

 

Ageha nodded and stood up. As he approached her locker, the prep room door swung open. 

Several security personnel rushed in. Ageha quickly moved in between them and Saya. He took a 

fighting stance as the four men aimed their shotguns at him. 
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“Move away from Gazelle,” said one of the men in uniform. “Please come with us.” 

 

“What’s this about?” asked Ageha. 

 

“You are to be detained for violating arena regulations. If you do not comply, we will take you by 

force.” 

 

“Violating arena regulations? What exactly did I do?” 

 

He wondered if it was about the spectator he openly killed in the semi-finals. 

 

“Evidence of illegal conduct in your matches has surfaced.” 

 

Did they find out about the assassinations? 

 

“Call my sponsor Valeriya Varrenikov. I’m sure she will get this sorted out.” 

 

“It was Varrenikov-sama who reported your violations.” 

 

“What.” 

 

Ageha’s world grinded to a halt. 

 

Ria did what? 

 

The leader of the security team placed a finger on the trigger. “Please come peacefully. We do 

not want anyone to needlessly get hurt.” 

 

Ageha turned to the young woman behind him. If he fought in such a small room, she would 

likely get hurt. The enemies were carrying shotguns. According to what they said, they did not 

bear any ill will towards Saya. 

 

Should I surrender? 

 

He clenched his jaw, unsure what to do. 

 

“Ageha-sama.” Like a splash of cold water, Saya’s calm voice woke him up. “You cannot trust 

them.” 

 

“...But we have no choice,” he said as he lowered his arms. “Alright, I’ll go with you. In exchange, 

please make sure she gets treated.” 

 

“Affirmative.” With a sigh of relief, the man motioned to his subordinates. 
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Two of them lowered their guns and approached him. 

 

He peeked at Saya and said, “Sorry.” 

 

“You must not go with them! Who knows what-” 

 

Ageha grabbed the long metal bench and pulled it out from under her. He swung it horizontally, 

whacking the two approaching men into the wall. 

 

“Open fi-” A flying bench smashed into the leader. 

 

The remaining guard fired, but the shotgun pellets bounced off Ageha’s alloy arms and body. 

Saya, who had fallen to the floor, escaped the shower of lead unscathed. The guard ran out the 

door while calling for backup. Ageha gave chase and silenced him, but not before the 

transmission was sent.  

 

Ageha rushed back into the room. “We have to get out of here.”  

 

“You do not know how to treat a woman,” said Saya. “A gentlemen pulls out a chair for a lady to 

sit, not from underneath her.” 

 

“I said sorry beforehand, didn't I?” He gently collected her from the floor and placed her on his 

back. 

 

“You could at least carry me in your arms.” 

 

“This way is safer and faster.” 

 

Saya nipped his uninjured ear, her warm tongue wetting his skin. “I know, I just wanted to 

trouble you a little,” she said with a sultry voice.   

 

Why is she so bold when high? 

 

Disorientation was a sign of shock. Ageha decided to hurry. 

 

He dashed out of the room and down the corridor. After turning several corners, they heard the 

sound of clacking boots coming from the far end of the hallway. Ageha turned at the nearest 

corner to avoid the security squad. The footfalls disappeared in the direction of the exit he 

usually used. He decided to search for another way out. 

 

“Can you loosen your hold a little?” he asked. 

 

“Sorry.” Saya relaxed her cybernetic arm a little, allowing him to breathe easier. Her injured arm 

hung loosely over his shoulder. “It can be a little hard to control.” 
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“Hard to believe after seeing your knife-throwing.” 

 

“I have thoroughly practiced that for the past few months. Even then it is hard to fine-tune the 

power. Ojousama’s new bodyguard taught me how to use this arm in exchange for close combat 

lessons. I am really grateful to her. This skill has saved me many times.” 

 

A female with those skills... 

 

A certain teen matching that description came to mind. Ageha got suspicious but decided not to 

jump to conclusions. His shoddy deductions about Gazelle’s identity had taught him he was not 

suited for detective work. 

 

Not minding the blood on his cheek, Saya gently pressed against him. “It is not all good, though. 

I caused problems for Ojousama when I crushed a coconut without meaning to.” 

 

A coconut? 

 

Was she making Rendang or something? 

 

They passed an intersection and heard a shout. “Over there!” 

 

Ageha clicked his tongue and ran away. He could not fight while carrying Saya on his back. Even 

if he put Saya down in a safe place, engaging the guards would only tighten the noose around 

their necks. Enemy reinforcements would cut off their escape routes if they dallied in one place. 

 

He felt lucky that the only working cameras in the building were pointed at the ring. Excluding 

those, photography and filming of any kind were prohibited because the arena’s clientele greatly 

valued privacy, or so Valeriya said. 

 

Turn after turn, Ageha kept searching for a way to shake their pursuers. He reached a corridor 

ending in a locked iron gate. He destroyed the lock and opened the door, revealing a flight of 

stairs. Thinking it was a decent enough place for refuge, he closed the door behind him and 

jumped down. 

 

Saya had not said a word for a while now. A cold, creeping fear invaded Ageha’s heart, but the 

warm breaths caressing his ear chased it away. 

 

At the bottom of the stairs, he found a long, dimly lit hallway with numerous doors lining each 

side. Each door had a small rectangular window large enough to peek through. A red pair of eyes 

peeped out from one of them. 

 

“You’re not a guard…” said a voice from behind the door. “Did you escape!? Please help me! Get 

me out of here!” 
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A chorus of similar pleas started raining down on Ageha. 

 

This must be where the disposable entertainers are kept. 

 

There were no guards. They had probably been mobilized to search for the runaways. 

 

Ageha considered freeing the prisoners to distract their pursuers but decided against it. More 

escapees could cause the arena administration to take more drastic measures. He wanted to 

escape the building as quickly and quietly as possible. 

 

Ageha traversed the dark corridor until he reached a dead end. As expected, there was only one 

path to and from the jail. He backtracked, hoping that none of the guards had managed to trail 

them. Precious time was ticking away. He could feel Saya’s cheek losing warmth by the minute. 

 

“Hey you! I know a way to escape from here!” said a man from inside a cell near the end of the 

hallway. “Get me out of this box and I’ll show you!”  

 

They could not see each others’ faces, but Ageha recognized the voice. The information he got 

from Akane came to mind. 

 

He approached the cell and broke the lock. As he pushed the door open, words of gratitude 

quickly changed to a shriek of terror. 

 

“Long time no see,” he said. 

 

“A-Ageha!? Why are you here!?” Jin scrambled deeper inside his cell until his back hit the brick 

wall. 

 

Ageha ignored his question and put Saya down. “I wanted to make you suffer more than Rin did, 

but I have no time.” He stepped towards his childhood friend. 

 

“Wait!” Like a crab, Jin scurried sideways along the wall until he reached the corner of the tiny 

room. “I wasn’t lying about the escape route! You’re trying to get out of here, right? I heard the 

guards talking about a runaway before they took off earlier.” Jin glanced at Saya. “You can’t fight 

your way out of here while carrying her!” 

 

Ageha did not cease his approach. “That’s a good idea. It gives me an excuse to torture you for 

information.” 

 

“I said wait, okay!?” Jin raised both hands, signaling for him to stop. “It’s not that simple! Even 

if I want to, it’ll take a while to explain the route in detail! You don’t have the time for that!” 

 

Jin was right. Aside from the time it would take to squeeze the information out of him, Ageha 

could not trust its validity. If they went together, his wiley childhood friend had to guide them to 

safety because his own freedom would be at stake. 
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I’ll just kill him after we get out of here. 

 

Ageha stopped. “Okay. I won’t kill you for now. Get up and lead the way.” 

 

“That’s not good enough.” 

 

A scowl appeared on his face. “What?” 

 

Jin trembled like a cornered mouse but his voice was resolute. “You have to promise that you 

will let me go for today. I’m not gonna lead you out of here just to get killed.” 

 

Ageha decided to lie. “...Understood. I can always kill you later.” 

 

“You’re lying.” 

 

Ageha’s twitching eyebrow betrayed his surprise. 

 

“Why are you so shocked? I’m a conman. This is what I do. The only reason you tricked me that 

night was because you had a mask on. I can see right through your poker face.” 

 

“And I thought I’d gotten better at it too.” 

 

“Compared to when we were kids, maybe. I can’t tell if you’re lying with that straight face, but 

that’s all.” Jin smirked, traces of his fright evaporating. “Not giving away a lie is different from 

telling the truth. I need to see your sincerity.” 

 

“You sound pretty arrogant for someone with one foot in the grave.” Ageha stepped forward.  

 

“That’s because I finally finished my read on you. You’re desperate.” The conman fearlessly 

faced him. “Promise, Ageha. It’s not a bad deal. Like you said, you can just kill me another day.” 

 

The scoundrel who hurt Rin was right in front of him, but the door to safety was too far away. 

He had two options: get revenge for Rin and further endanger Saya’s life, or cooperate with Jin 

to save Saya and let him live another day.  

 

Ageha did not even have to think. The rage and mortification accompanying his choice 

threatened to steal his sanity. 

 

“I promise. I won’t kill you today,” he said while gritting his teeth hard enough to almost break 

them. 

 

Jin nodded with a smug grin. “That’s the expression I wanted to see.” He passed Ageha and 

stood in front of the open door. “Hurry up.” The conman glanced at the young woman sitting 

lifelessly on the floor. “Looks like she needs a hospital.”  
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Ageha placed the unconscious Saya on his back and followed Jin out of the cell. “I also promise 

to kill you more cruelly than I planned to.” 

 

Without looking at him, Jin said, “Not today, my friend. Not today.” 

 

 

*** 

 

 

Kaika’s terminal vibrated.  

 

She looked at the cameriera walking beside her. “Do you mind?” 

 

“I couldn’t care less.”  

 

Arashi followed several steps behind them. There were rows of expensive cars on all sides. Other 

than that, the arena’s VIP parking lot looked like any other basement parking garage. Kaika 

could have called her chauffeur to pick them up at the entrance but chose to walk. Chances for 

her to do so were quite rare, and she appreciated novelty. 

 

Kaika accepted the call. “What is it?” 

 

“Is there anything else? KyberCorp,” said Nishino. 

 

The young girl switched ears. “Perfect timing. I finished preparations just a few minutes ago.” 

 

“How did you get the remaining 16%?” 

 

“Let’s just say I won a bet.” 

 

“As secretive as always.” 

 

“How about your end?” 

 

“Who do you think I am? I’ve been doing this since before you were born.” 

 

“Being old is not something to brag about.” 

 

“I’m talking about experience, you brat.” 

 

“Which I value highly. That’s why I chose to partner with you.” 
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“Don’t play coy with me. I know you just took advantage of my hatred for Hide-” Nishino 

coughed, “-Yamahashi and used me for your plans. You can’t pull the wool over my eyes.” 

 

“I never intended to squeeze into sheep’s clothing for you.” 

 

“You don’t need to. I don’t particularly mind being used as long as I get what I want.” 

 

“I appreciate that consistent pragmatism. I wouldn’t use the word trust… Yes, it’s predictable. 

Ah, I mean no offense.” 

 

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” 

 

“It is.” 

 

Kaika’s praise was sincere. 

 

The less unpredictable factors there are, the better. 

 

Nishino snorted, but she did not sound displeased. 

 

“Are you sure he hasn’t noticed anything?” asked Kaika. 

 

“You mean Yamahashi?” 

 

Kaika glanced at Rin. “Yes, I’m with an acquaintance at the moment, so I can’t be specific.”  

 

Rin glowered at her in return.  

 

“He might have some suspicions, but nothing solid,” said Nishino. “That traitorous bastard will 

get what’s coming to him. I know he’s a womanizer, but I didn’t expect his lack of loyalty 

extended to business.” 

 

“He was loyal until recently. They must have offered him something impressive.” 

 

“It sure was. I declined KyberCorp’s offer, though.” 

 

“Oh?” A tinge of surprise was mixed in Kaika’s voice. “May I ask why?” 

 

“They approached Yamahashi first.” 

 

The teen laughed. “Come to think of it, you never disliked Saya, did you? You just put her 

through the wringer because Yamahashi supported her.” 

 

“No comment.” 
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“Fair enough.” She cleared her throat. “How about the others?” 

 

“About half of the directors, with Kogami at the helm, still think you’re trying to take over all the 

companies listed in your plan. Fools.” 

 

The other directors were so busy undermining Kaika’s plan to buy out NGC’s larger rivals that 

they had not noticed the speedy acquisition of numerous smaller companies. Those minor 

companies owned KyberCorp shares, and owning them meant controlling those shares.  

 

“Then it’s about time to withdraw all the funds allocated for the larger targets. We’ll use it to reel 

in the big fish.” 

 

It was all misdirection. Kaika had never intended to buy out the larger corporations. That was all 

a ruse to fool the NGC directors and consequently, KyberCorp, their true target. Yamahashi, 

KyberCorp’s spy, had greedily swallowed false information and passed it to his masters. Because 

of that, KyberCorp believed that Kaika’s takeover plan was toothless and had not prepared more 

potent countermeasures. 

 

“I’ll handle Servo and Decimware,” said Nishino. 

 

“Wasn’t the latter under Yamahashi’s influence?” 

 

“Who do you think introduced him?” 

 

“How dependable.” 

 

“I can’t wait to see the look on his face.” Nishino made no attempt to hide the delight in her 

voice. 

 

“Take a picture for me.” 

 

“I didn’t think you cared about such petty things.” 

 

“You overestimate me, but you’re right. In this case, it’s for Saya.” 

 

Nishino laughed. “Figures.” 

 

“We just got to the car. I have to go.” 

 

“Until the next board meeting then. It should be quite an entertaining show.” 

 

“I can’t wait.” Kaika ended the call. 
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Her chauffeur opened the door to her bulletproof white SUV.  

 

Kaika looked at Rin and said, “Get in.” 

 

Rin shook her head. “No. Just point me to the exit. I don’t want to owe you any favors.” 

 

“Don’t be stubborn. We’re miles away from the nearest bus stop. I took you here. It’s my 

responsibility to get you home safely.” 

 

“I’m afraid neither of you will be going home any time soon.” 

 

Both of them turned to the source of the unexpected interference. Akane stood a few cars away 

from them. Beside her was a tall man with glazed eyes. 

 

“After I went through the trouble of skipping the closing ceremonies to avoid running into 

people...“ Kaika sighed. “I guess ‘what do you want’ is a stupid question to ask at this point.” 

 

Akane wanted to kill her. There was no other reason for her to be there. 

 

“It is, but I’m not in a rush. If you have any last words, I’ll hear them.” 

 

“You just had to raise your own death flag, huh?” 

 

“Flag? What’s that supposed to mean?” 

 

“You need to read more fiction, Akane. Bragging right before a battle never ends well, you 

know?” 

 

Rin came closer to Kaika and asked, “Who’s that?” 

 

“Just small fry.” 

 

Akane glared at her. “I heard that, you little bitch.” 

 

“Did you want me to keep it a secret from you? Sorry about that. Everyone else already knew so I 

thought you did too.” Kaika closed her eyes and shrugged. “I underestimated how slow you are.” 

 

“You’re the slow one. Don’t you recognize my friend here?” With her thumb, Akane pointed at 

her tall male companion. 

 

Alarm bells rang inside Kaika’s head. Akane was Kazuki’s assistant. Though unlikely, it was 

possible for her to have the ability to recreate his cyborgs or access a reserve unit. 

 

Did I underestimate Akane? 
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No, I underestimated Kazuki’s trust in her. 

 

“Arashi, prepare for combat!” shouted Kaika. 

 

The scruffy-haired teen instantly got in between her mistress and the two hostiles. 

 

“What’s going on?” Confusion painted Rin’s features. 

 

While keeping her eyes on the enemies, Kaika said, “Rin, run away as fast as you can. You’ll be 

safer if we go in different directions.” 

 

Rin did not move. She either did not comprehend the situation yet or did not trust Kaika enough 

to follow her orders despite realizing the danger. Kaika found herself wishing for the former but 

quickly cleared away such naive thoughts. She grabbed Rin’s hand and tried to pull her away 

from the enemy, but the young woman resisted. 

 

“Run! Please!” shouted Kaika. 

 

“You really think I’ll let you?” Akane revealed a small controller from her jacket pocket and 

pressed a button. 

 

The man beside her quivered to life. 

 

Akane pointed at Kaika, who was still struggling to drag Rin away. “Kill her!” 

 

The awakened cyborg swung his arm and hit Akane in the face, smashing her glasses. She flew 

sideways and slammed into the windshield of a nearby sports car. Her body rolled off the car’s 

hood and fell to the ground. 

 

Kaika glanced at the woman sprawled on the concrete. 

 

Told you that was a death flag. 

 

Kaika’s chauffeur rushed towards the cyborg and got swatted away. Seeing the danger, Rin 

stopped resisting Kaika’s lead. While pulling along the shocked cameriera, Kaika turned to 

check on her bodyguard. Arashi engaged the cyborg with a roundhouse kick, but he easily 

blocked it. 

 

The young prodigy calculated their odds of survival. She was confident Arashi could easily defeat 

the cyborg if she had a gun, but bodyguards were not permitted to carry weapons in the arena 

premises. Kaika recalled how formidable the enemy was based on Ageha’s fight with its 

predecessor at the Nikaido manor. 

 

Arashi won’t last a minute. 
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Kaika considered abandoning the teen, but the cyborg, insane from bloodlust, would probably 

chase them after defeating Arashi. They could not outrun it. There was only one choice. 

 

Kaika let go of Rin’s hand and stopped running. 

 

“What are you doing!?” asked Rin. 

 

“We’re all going to die if I don’t help her.” 

 

“Are you crazy!?” 

 

“Yes, you said so yourself.” Kaika smiled. “Go back into the main building and find help. Don’t 

come back here no matter what.” The little girl turned around and ran towards the chaotic 

battle. 

 

Arashi ducked a hook but took a low kick to the thigh. She backed away, but a truck blocked her 

path of retreat. Even though she could see the blows, the cyborg’s absurd speed and power was 

overwhelming her. Like Ageha, the enemy ignored pain and self-inflicted damage. Though not 

obvious from her face, Arashi felt pain like any normal person. That pain limited her ability to 

maximize her ARMS. It was impossible for her to keep up with the berserker unarmed. 

 

I have to even the odds. 

 

“Arashi, roll under the truck!” shouted Kaika. 

 

The teen lowered herself to the ground with incredible speed, dodging the cyborg’s high turning 

kick in the process. She then rolled under the truck, continuing all the way to the other side. 

 

“Use the vehicles for cover! Target only the enemy’s head!” 

 

“Roger!” said Arashi. 

 

Kaika jumped into a red convertible in search of something Arashi could use. She found a green 

fist-sized ball with two black dots for eyes displayed on the dashboard. Kaika grabbed the toy, 

pushing down the wing-like flaps on each side, and checked its material. The ball was made of 

lightweight metal. Though slightly lacking in heft, it was sufficient. 

 

The cyborg jumped on top of the car Arashi was using for cover, taking the most direct route to 

chase her down. 

 

Kaika threw the ball away from the two combatants. “Fetch!” 
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Arashi darted towards the ball, the cyborg hot on her heels. She caught it and jumped over a car 

in front of her. The cyborg crashed into the side of the vehicle but quickly pulled himself out of 

the wreckage. 

 

I can’t believe the tricks I taught her would actually be useful. 

 

How interesting! 

 

The two combatants faced each other with the wrecked car in between them. Arashi faked right 

and then ran left. The cyborg fell for the feint and got delayed. The teen dashed away from her 

opponent, but his speed allowed him to gain on her quickly.  

 

She turned around and threw the metal ball. The enemy covered his face with his forearms, but 

the ball flew in a completely different direction. The projectile bounced off one of the parking 

lot’s cement pillars and smashed into his ear. Arashi took two large strides and leapt forward. 

While in the air, she spun horizontally and whipped her leg out. The stunned cyborg could not 

dodge and was forced to block the attack with an arm. His guard was blown away, exposing his 

face. Arashi landed on the ground and followed up with a side kick to his head, but the cyborg 

managed to duck it. 

 

As expected, that wasn’t enough. 

 

Kaika continued searching for another way to help her bodyguard. She found a toolbox in the 

open trunk of a wrecked car. The contents were jumbled up, so she picked up and tossed away 

the items one by one while searching for anything useful. 

 

A wrench? 

 

No, too short. 

 

Pliers. 

 

Who am I kidding? 

 

Maybe she could throw this screwdriver? 

 

But the enemy raised his arms to block the metal ball earlier. Arashi’s bank shot was not 

possible using a screwdriver. 

 

I need something else. 

 

Kaika tossed the screwdriver behind her as she continued to search for a way to win. The sound 

of combat continued to echo behind her. Arashi was fine as long as that persisted. 

 

Deeper in the car’s trunk, Kaika found a bottle of coolant. 
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This should do. 

 

Holding the bottle with both hands, she shouted, “Arashi, come closer!” 

 

“Dangerous!” said Arashi as she weaved to avoid a one-two punch combination. 

 

“That’s an order!” 

 

There was roughly thirty paces between them. Kaika needed to be close enough to throw the 

liquid-filled bottle accurately. 

 

“Roger!” Arashi feinted a front kick, which the cyborg tried to block with his leg. She then 

stepped on the cyborg’s knee and used it to flip backward. She twisted in the air, landed facing 

Kaika’s direction, and sprinted. 

 

Kaika used her index finger to trace out the path she wanted Arashi to take. The route passed 

right by her and increased the chance of her getting hurt, but there was no other choice. She 

noticed the worry on Arashi’s usually blank face. 

 

You’re such a worrywart. 

 

Trust me. 

 

Kaika went around the wrecked car and ducked behind the front bumper to hide from the 

enemy’s view. The cyborg had tunnel vision, so her exchanges with Arashi had probably gone 

unnoticed. 

 

A few seconds later, Arashi passed in front of her. Kaika lobbed the plastic bottle in the cyborg’s 

path. Her timing was perfect. The bottle hit the cyborg’s face, but contrary to her expectations, it 

bounced off. 

 

It didn’t break!?  

 

The material was thicker than she thought.  

 

The cyborg braked right beside Kaika’s hiding place as the plastic bottle flew in Arashi’s 

direction. The bodyguard spun around and punched it, cracking the bottle and launching it back 

to the cyborg’s head.  

 

Good job! 

 

The liquid splattered out and coated his face, momentarily blinding his eyes. The cyborg 

screamed in fury and staggered. Arashi ignored his cry and sent a spinning hook kick towards 
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his head. Completely by chance, the cyborg dipped his head as he tried to wipe the liquid from 

his eyes. The attack to missed. 

 

What horrible luck! 

 

Kaika stood up and shouted, “One more time!” 

 

She immediately regretted doing so. 

 

The blind cyborg turned to her voice. 

 

Oh no. 

 

His hand reached for her. Despite her genius, Kaika was just a frail girl with no martial training. 

She could not react. The cyborg’s cold fingers touched the skin on her face, and the fear of death 

paralyzed her. 

 

Without bothering to recover from her kick, Arashi tackled the cyborg to save her. Saya had used 

the same move to take down Arashi in one of their spars. However, the cyborg was about twice 

Arashi’s size. Unfazed, he grabbed her alloy arm and raised her into the air. Arashi kicked his 

stomach, but the lack of leverage weakened her attack. He flinched but continued to fumble for 

her head with his free hand. She kicked him again to no avail as the enemy grabbed her face. 

Arashi then tucked her knees into her chest to gather power for a stronger kick, but it was too 

late. 

 

The cyborg stabbed his thumb into her left eye. 

 

Arashi’s shrill scream echoed through the parking structure. Blood spurted from her gouged eye 

socket. She struggled for a moment, but her body slackened soon after. Releasing her alloy arm, 

the cyborg grabbed the other side of her face and then stabbed his other thumb into her 

remaining eye. Arashi woke up and howled in agony. She tried to remove the cyborg’s grip on 

her head, but pain robbed her of focus and strength. After a few futile attempts to claw at her 

captor’s hands, her arms fell limply to her sides.  

 

Kaika stood motionless as she confirmed her bodyguard’s defeat. 

 

Why didn’t I just run away? 

 

Was there really only one choice? 

 

If she had abandoned Arashi and focused on running, maybe she could have escaped. 

 

But she had not. 

 

She had chosen not to. 
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Guess I shouldn’t have called Akane a small fry. 

 

Bragging before battle never ended well, after all. 

 

Faced with inevitable death, she stopped thinking. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

“We’re almost there,” said Jin as he stepped sideways along a narrow pathway. 

 

Metal pipes ran along the walls sandwiching them. The gap was barely a foot wide, even 

narrower at some points.  

 

“You better be right,” said Ageha. He was supporting the unconscious Saya on his shoulder.  

 

Jin turned his head and looked at the pair. The limited space prevented Ageha from carrying the 

woman on his back. With utmost care, he held her beside him and pulled her along. Watching 

that made Jin’s blood boil.  

 

Stop acting human, you freak. 

 

Jin’s desire for vengeance had not waned in the least, but there was nothing he could do in the 

current situation. He already considered himself lucky for being able to defang Ageha for the 

day. Moreover, the arena blueprint he obtained while investigating Kaika had proven accurate. 

He decided not to push his luck. 

 

The three of them had jumped through a few hoops, but the door leading to the VIP parking area 

was right at the end of that pathway. From there, they just needed to sneak out of the building. 

 

I hope the guards at the exit are still busy trying to find us in the main building. 

 

They left the narrow pathway and came upon a locked gate.  

 

“Please,” said Jin while gesturing at the reinforced lock. 

 

Ageha sat Saya by the wall and broke open the lock with his bare hands. 

 

Jin whistled in admiration. “That’s convenient.” 

 

“Want me to rip off your arm so you can get one?” 
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“I’ll pass on that.” Jin pushed open the door and peeked around the corner. “It’s been a long 

time since we last did anything together, hasn’t it?” 

 

“Yeah. So what?” 

 

“It brings back memories, from when we were kids.” 

 

Ageha remained silent. 

 

Jin looked at him with a melancholic expression. “Sometimes I think about it. What if I’d had 

the strength to trust you more? Maybe we would still be good friends even now. I… regret it. You 

were my first friend, you know?” 

 

In Jin’s mind, Ageha was completely to blame for everything. However, dulling Ageha’s thirst for 

vengeance with cheap words was worth a try. 

 

“...That goes for me too,” said Ageha. “Airi was a girl, and I liked her, so she didn’t count.” 

 

Jin expertly maneuvered his features to show regret. “Why did it come to this?” 

 

“Bad luck.” 

 

The conman displayed the most convincing laugh he could. Leaving a smile on his face, he said, 

“I said it before, but you really never change.” 

 

“I don’t know about that.” Ageha made a bitter smile. 

 

Jin went through the door and squinted to see as far as possible into the dark corridor. “The 

coast is clear. The VIP parking lot is at the end of this hallway. We’re almost there.” 

 

Jin heard a wet sound from his flank. 

 

Eh? 

 

He saw something sticking out of it. 

 

It was Ageha’s left hand. 

 

Jin lifted his head and looked at his childhood friend’s face. “I-Impossible… You promised..!” 

Blood leaked from his wound, dyeing Ageha’s wrist red. 

 

Ageha would never break his word! 
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Ageha had broken promises before. When they were kids, Jin betrayed him for such a failure. 

But as far as he knew, Ageha had never done so of his own volition. Mustering his fading 

strength, Jin checked his watch. 

 

“It’s not past midnight yet, if that’s what you’re thinking,” said Ageha. “I got that idea too, but 

delaying our escape to let the day pass wasn’t possible because of Saya’s condition.” 

 

Pained croaks came from Jin’s throat. “Did you… lie?” 

 

“No, I was completely serious when I promised not to kill you. It made me want to kill myself in 

frustration.” 

 

“T-Then… why..?” 

 

“I changed my mind.” 

 

What the hell did he just say? 

 

Disbelief overwrote the agony on Jin’s face. 

 

Ageha smiled wryly as he twisted his fingers inside Jin. “You and Airi were wrong.” 

 

What the fuck are you talking about? 

 

Jin tried to speak, but only gasping breaths came out. 

 

“Turns out I wasn’t a monster at all. I’m just a normal person, like you.” Ageha pulled him back 

into the room and threw him into the narrow pathway they came from. 

 

Jin got stuck in the small space, unable to move his body. 

 

“And people change.” Ageha lifted Saya from the ground and carried her on his back. Without 

even a word of farewell, he disappeared from Jin’s view. 

 

The conman wanted to shout curses but the searing pain in his abdomen crippled his throat. His 

unceremonious defeat mortified him. Fury burned in his chest as he tasted his third defeat from 

Ageha’s hands. However, that only lasted for the first minute of his stay in that cramped space. 

The moment Jin realized that he was slowly bleeding to death and no help was coming, he began 

shaking like a leaf. 

 

Despair gradually ate away at him. His revenge remained unfulfilled. He had not achieved 

anything. No one would cry over his death, though many would laugh upon hearing about it. He 

saw looping reruns of the most humiliating days of his life, like an endless nightmare. Torrents 

of regret hammered his heart, eroding it to sediment. 
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The pain from his wound gradually worsened. The creeping torture did not allow him to pass out 

and tormented him enough to desire suicide. 

 

He called out to Ageha, begging for his forgiveness, asking him to end his suffering.  

 

He cried, laughed, and cried some more.  

 

And then he died. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

Rin gazed at the horrific sight. 

 

The girl called Arashi hung in the air, convulsing like a fish on a hook. Despite her lack of 

resistance, the tall man continued to hold her by the head with both hands. Kaika remained 

rooted in place, looking at them blankly. Unsure why herself, Rin had ignored Kaika’s command 

to escape. Even so, she was powerless to do anything. 

 

She thought about running away while the man was busy with Kaika. There was nothing she 

could do anyway. Rin concluded that was the best course of action. 

 

Then she shouted, “Kai! Move!” and ran towards them. 

 

Despite knowing it would mean her death, she could not help it. 

 

Despite knowing she would not make it, she continued to run. 

 

Despite her disdain for what the girl had done, Rin could not bring herself to hate her. 

 

Kaika moved. 

 

She dove behind the man’s heels, turtled up, and then shouted with all her might. “BANZAI!!!” 

 

Arashi’s limp arms swung up, her alloy knuckles catching the man’s chin. The man’s arms lost 

strength and released the teen, who fell lifelessly to the floor. Rattled by the uppercut, the man 

staggered backward and tripped over Kaika’s balled-up body.  

 

Without waiting for the man to hit the ground, Kaika scrambled for the screwdriver she had 

tossed away earlier. After the man fell on his back, she mounted his chest and stabbed the metal 

shaft into his eye. The man’s blood coated her hands and spattered on her cheek as she 

hammered down again and again. Kaika screamed continuously while mutilating the dead man’s 

face. 
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Rin finally reached them. Seeing no end to Kaika’s barrage, she grabbed her forearms and 

stopped her.  

 

The young girl, speckled in blood, released the screwdriver. Her shoulders heaving, she looked 

at Rin and said, “I told you to run away.” 

 

“I couldn’t just leave you to die!” 

 

“...Thanks for the help.” Kaika stood up from the corpse. 

 

“Eh?” 

 

Rin did not remember doing anything helpful. 

 

“Your shout woke me up. I may not have moved in time without it.” Kaika approached Arashi 

and placed a hand on her neck. “She’s alive.” 

 

Despite Kaika’s rather cold tone, her face relaxed after confirming Arashi’s survival. 

 

Kaika checked on her chauffeur, clicked her tongue, and then turned to Rin. “We need to get out 

of here. Can you drive?” 

 

Rin, unable to keep up with the young girl’s abnormal adaptability, shook her head weakly 

before she could even process the question. 

 

“I know how, but the SUV’s seats are too high. I’m not sure if I can reach the pedals.” 

 

“Saionji!!!” 

 

Both of them turned to the banshee-like scream. Akane, her face draped in blood, pointed a 

pistol at Rin. Despite her wobbly legs, she displayed a furious grin, like a vengeful spirit driven 

to insanity. 

 

Rin stared at the half-dead woman and said, “I’m not Saio-” 

 

A gunshot rang out. 

 

Time slowed as Rin fell. She saw a face of unparalleled beauty twist in agony in front of her. A 

flower of blood bloomed from Kaika as both of them hit the cold concrete. The petite prodigy lay 

sprawled beside her, like a puppet with cut strings. 

 

Kaika had saved her life. The moment Rin realized that fact, a blazing rage flooded her chest. It 

traveled through her veins, prodding her limbs to motion. Without thinking of the danger, the 

cameriera made a mad dash towards the shooter. A few bullets zipped past her, but she did not 



208 

slow down. She clumsily crashed into Akane, and both of them rolled on the ground. Akane, still 

holding the gun, ended up beneath her. Rin grabbed Akane’s wrist and wrestled the weapon 

away from her. 

 

After getting a closer look at Rin’s face, Akane said, “Wait, you’re not Saionji.” 

 

“That’s what I was trying to say!” Fueled by anger, Rin squeezed the trigger. 

 

Akane’s body flinched and lost strength. Dark red liquid slowly saturated the bottom of her 

white blouse. 

 

Rin tried to get up, but a strong bout of nausea assailed her. She emptied her stomach on 

Akane’s face.  

 

She tried to kill me! 

 

She shot Kai! 

 

She deserved it! 

 

Rin desperately pushed down her guilt. She had more important things to do than dwell on a 

villain’s death. After calming down, she stood up and ran to Kaika’s side. The girl’s shoulder was 

dyed red, but she was breathing. 

 

Thank God..! 

 

Rin took off her shirt, folded it up, and pressed it against Kaika’s shoulder wound. She stripped 

off her leggings and used them to tightly secure the temporary bandage. Rin thanked Ageha in 

her heart for teaching her first aid after the incident with Jin. 

 

I need to get both of them to a hospital! 

 

She had never driven before, but it was no time to play it safe. Rin carried Kaika and laid her 

down on the SUV’s backseat. She then returned to the bloody battleground to get Kaika’s female 

bodyguard. 

 

“Rin?”  

 

She turned to the familiar voice. 

 

Ageha was staring at her. He then glanced at the girl collapsed on the ground beside the tall 

man’s corpse. “Arashi..?” The young sous chef was carrying a beautiful butler, her face paler 

than ever, on his back. 

 

“You can drive, right?” asked Rin. 
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“Yeah. What happened here?” 

 

Rin pointed to the SUV. “Kai was shot. She needs help.” She glanced at Arashi. “That girl too.” 

 

And Saionji-san. 

 

With one look, she realized the butler was severely injured. Her arm and leg were bandaged up, 

and her complexion looked deathly white. 

 

Ageha jogged to the SUV and saw the bloody Kaika. He stopped moving. 

 

Rin tried to lift Arashi but was surprised by how heavy she was. She called out to Ageha for help, 

but he did not react. She ran to his side to check on him. “What happened?” 

 

But Ageha did not even turn to look at her. His wide back looked like it was about to shatter. A 

soft murmur escaped his lips, “Kai… Why is this… Everyone…” 

 

Rin felt like a smoldering iron rod was driven through her heart. 

 

You care for them that much. 

 

She tightly clenched her fist in vexation. 

 

Then she slammed it on his head. 

 

“Stop daydreaming and help me!” she shouted. 

 

Ageha’s usual expression returned. “Got it.” He sat Saya on the vehicle’s backseat, beside Kaika’s 

sleeping face. He then carried Arashi and laid her down inside the spacious rear compartment. 

 

He took the driver’s seat, and Rin rode shotgun. 

 

“Sorry. I lost it for a second there,” he said as he started the car. “And thank you.” 

 

“You can count on me. No matter what. Never forget that.” 

 

Ageha backed up the car. As he drove up the exit ramp, he said, “By the way, I have a question.” 

 

“Why I‘m here?” 

 

“That too, but more importantly,” he said, “why are you in your underwear?” 
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Chapter Fifteen: Black Hats and Villains 

 

“Please don’t say you are lazy~” sang Valeriya’s ringtone. 

 

She leisurely picked up her terminal and held it to her ear. “Yahallo!” 

 

“Can’t you do something about that disgusting greeting?” 

 

“Kai! What’s up?” Valeriya lay prone on the white beach, her bikini top unfastened. Her plump 

bosom was firmly pressed against the breasts of the brown-haired maid printed on her beach 

towel. 

 

“You know why I called.” 

 

“I’m surprised you took this long.” 

 

“I was busy.” 

 

“Let me guess, did you call to brag about winning the bet?” 

 

“I intended to, but I lost the urge just now. You don’t sound upset about it at all.” 

 

“I’m sunbathing. It’s only natural I sound relaxed.” 

 

“On vacation?” 

 

“It’s supposed to be a business trip, but my daughter seemed down, so I brought her along for 

some R and R at my villa. Remember the last orphanage you visited? The one in Manila.” 

 

“How could I forget,” said Kaika, annoyance oozing out of her voice. 

 

“You don’t have to be so angry. Anyway, I went there for an inspection after getting reports 

about theft. Turns out, the nuns watching over the kids were selling off the toys I sent over.” 

 

“You personally went there for that?” 

 

“I also dropped off a boy I picked up a while back. His only relative was killed in the arena.” 

 

“That’s some dedication. Aren’t your charity organizations just a front?” 

 

“What makes you think that? If anything, that’s my true calling. I love kids. They’re so cute.” 

 

“If you like cute things so much, why not get a pet? Or maybe start a zoo. You can afford it.” 
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“I’m allergic to fur,” said Valeriya in a despondent tone. 

 

“...I’m sorry to hear that. Wait, this isn’t what I wanted to talk about.” 

 

“Did you want to ask how your videos turned out? I just marathoned them last night! You looked 

adorable! Your bodyguard too. I’m envious. I want a cutie like that in my personal security 

detail.” 

 

“You really should fix that obsession of yours.” 

 

“Why are you complaining? It’s because of this obsession that I agreed to our bet. Entertaining 

my kids is a cheap price to pay.” 

 

“My pride isn’t cheap, Ria.” Kaika’s tone took a serious turn. 

 

“The same goes for the KyberCorp shares I sold to you.” 

 

“I take it you’re done with the paperwork on your side?” 

 

“My lawyers should be contacting yours to finalize it within the week.” 

 

“Good.” 

 

“You could be more thankful. I’m taking a large risk here.” 

 

“Isn’t it the rule of the underworld for the losers to obey the winners? Ageha beat your fighter.” 

 

“It wasn’t a one-on-one. You’re lucky I’m honoring it.” 

 

“You’re the one who suggested that change during the semis.” 

 

“Says the one who entered Saionji in the tournament. I couldn’t let Ageha get disqualified before 

fighting Crescent. I had no choice but to suggest a team match under the circumstances. Don’t 

tell me you didn’t plan all that.” 

 

“Saya’s entry was completely unrelated to our bet. I had a different objective for that. You’re the 

one who violated our agreement. You reported Ageha as rogue and had arena security come 

after him.” 

 

“Didn’t you want Ageha back? I did that to cut ties with him.” 

 

“You expect me to believe that? You could’ve just fired him in that case. I put free ARMS supply 

for your organization on the table. If I won, I would get the KyberCorp shares and Ageha. That 

was the deal. What if he got killed by arena security?” 
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“Are you joking? That’s impossible.” 

 

“Then why did you do that?” 

 

“To kill Saionji.” 

 

“...Excuse me?” 

 

“I’m not upset about losing the bet, Kai. In the first place, I didn’t agree to it because I wanted to 

win.” 

 

Kaika did not reply. 

 

“What I wanted to see was Ageha in top form against my best student. I went through the 

trouble of teaching him various styles just to make the match more interesting. Saionji fixed 

whatever his inner conflict was, and I was grateful for that.” Valeriya furrowed her brows and 

sighed. “But she just had to interfere at the end.”  

 

“It was a team match. What did you expect?” 

 

“An amateur like you wouldn’t understand. That fight was a turning point for Ageha. I wanted to 

see how far he could evolve, and in turn, how far he could push Crescent. But Saionji messed 

that up by spreading her blood all over the ring. Ageha won by luck, and that’s the most boring 

outcome.” 

 

Months ago, Ageha approached Valeriya for information after hearing rumors about her 

influence in the underworld. During their fight, Valeriya felt the workings of fate. Crescent 

needed a formidable opponent, and the perfect candidate had appeared on her doorstep. Once 

he was ready, Valeriya would have pitted Ageha against Crescent one way or another, even 

without Kaika’s proposal.  

 

Soon after Valeriya employed Ageha, Kaika contacted her proposing a bet. She agreed to it 

because the young tycoon accepted her condition of personally doing children’s shows for all her 

orphanages worldwide. She chose that rather humiliating and tedious condition partly to get 

back at Kaika for getting the upper hand in their prior ARMS deals. But what ultimately 

cemented her decision was her desire to see the adorable girl genuinely embarrassed, a sight 

rarer than a decent anime adaptation ending.  

 

Selling off her KyberCorp shares was an insignificant loss to Valeriya because Kaika would buy 

them at a good price. At any rate, she still owned a small chunk of NGC, spread across her 

numerous charity firms. Kaika’s success was partly her own. 
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The Russian turned over, causing her uncovered breasts to loosely sway to and fro before 

settling down. “I wanted to punish that naughty butler of yours for spoiling my long awaited 

fight.” 

 

“And did you get that out of your system?” 

 

“Yeah. I gotta admit it was a bit childish of me to blame her like that.” 

 

“That’s good to hear,” said Kaika cheerfully, but then her voice lowered by an octave, “because I 

will forgive that only once.” 

 

“Are you okay with openly admitting a weakness like that?” 

 

“I’m not the only one who has important things.” 

 

“How scary~” 

 

Valeriya felt a chill run down her spine. 

 

Very scary. 

 

Is she already ripe for the picking? 

 

Valeriya loved a good fight, and that desire was not limited to physical combat. A battle of wits 

was just as exhilarating. Just as she had groomed Ageha to play with Crescent, she had also 

allowed, even supported, Kaika’s expansion of power.  

 

“Wait a little more,” said Kaika. 

 

“Huh?” 

 

“I’m not ready yet. Give me a bit more time. I promise it will be worth your while.” 

 

Valeriya’s blood boiled from excitement. 

 

Perfect. 

 

You’re perfect! 

 

Kaika had exceeded her expectations. The girl knew she was being fattened up for the butcher’s 

block but willingly and fearlessly used the opportunity. Terrifying.  

 

Valeriya smiled from ear to ear. “Okay. Don’t keep me waiting too long.” 
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Kaika ended the call. 

 

“Hey! What a rude kid. I wasn’t done talking yet.” The Russian pouted. 

 

“She has a habit of not caring.” 

 

Valeriya sat up. “Since when have you been there? I didn’t notice you coming.” 

 

“I got here just now,” said Kanou Gen. 

 

“I can’t believe you managed to elude my six sense.” 

 

“That’s fictional hogwash. A ‘sixth sense’ is merely a combination of the other five senses and 

experience. You didn’t hear my footsteps because it was muffled by the sand and the sound of 

the crashing waves.” 

 

“Scientists are so boring.” Valeriya shrugged. “Aren’t you hot in that?” She pointed at the 

doctor’s lab coat. “You could’ve worn something more appropriate for the tropics.” 

 

“The villa is air conditioned, so I’m fine. I just came over to ask you something. Besides, I’m not 

the only one inappropriately dressed.” Gen glanced at Valeriya’s freely hanging breasts. 

 

“Oh right. Kyaaa. You perv,” said Valeriya flatly, as if reading off a script. 

 

“Please. I’ve seen more than my fair share of mammaries.” 

 

“Doctors are so boring.” 

 

“That’s inaccurate. Scientists and doctors are not necessarily boring. I’m not a good sample if 

you want to make a statement about those professions.” 

 

“You’re boring, then.” 

 

“That is correct.” 

 

Valeriya looked at the doctor in disbelief. “Are you a robot?” 

 

“I know you’re lonely with Ageha gone, but please do not use me as his replacement in your 

comedy routine.” 

 

“It’s Mitsuki who’s been lonely since Ageha quit, not me. Besides, is taking on his role too much 

to ask? Aren’t you like a father to him?” 

 

Gen actually laughed. 
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Valeriya tilted her head. “What’s so funny?” 

 

“If I treated each lab rat as my offspring, I’d be financially ruined because of child support.” 

 

The Russian’s gaze grew icy. “You’re quite cold, aren’t you?” 

 

She hated irresponsible parents, and Gen was partly responsible for creating Ageha. 

 

Gen ignored her glare. “Ageha has lost his value. I have plenty of other human subjects.” 

 

I hate this man. 

 

But he was necessary. 

 

“History is moved by humans, not monsters,” she said. 

 

“I’m not interested in history, only science.” 

 

Still on the beach towel, Valeriya turned around and clumsily put on her bikini top with one 

hand. 

 

“It seems I have offended you,” said Gen. 

 

“You have.” 

 

“I apologize.” 

 

Her eyebrows rose. “That’s unexpectedly meek of you.” 

 

“I’ll say anything if it means I can pursue my research.” 

 

“Did you do that with your old boss too?” 

 

“You mean Kaika? No, she was easier to get along with.” 

 

“Do you regret switching sides?” 

 

“Switching? I never took anyone’s side. Even she understood that. I currently work for you 

because you have a unique resource I need. That’s all.” 

 

“Be careful who you’re calling a resource.” 
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“Apologies.” Gen bowed. “We got sidetracked. I came to tell you that the repairs for the two 

prototypes are almost complete.” 

 

“That was fast. Ageha broke them quite badly.” 

 

“That’s one of the advantages of the new models.” 

 

“How are we doing with fixing the disadvantages?” 

 

“That’s what I came here for.” Using a handkerchief, Gen wiped the sweat off his brow. “Can I 

borrow Sakuya for the afternoon? I want to run some tests using a new configuration for the 

control system.” 

 

“That depends on if she’s awake.” 

 

“She is. I saw her playing earlier.” Gen peeked in the direction of the villa. “Speak of the devil.” 

 

A boy ran towards them, and a giant lumbered behind him, leaving deep footprints in the sand. 

 

“How many times have I told you not to take those outside?” asked Valeriya. 

 

Crescent crossed his arms. “I need the practice.” 

 

“Hmm? You kept complaining that it was a pain before. Did losing the final match get you fired 

up?” 

 

“I didn’t lose!” shouted the giant. “They ganged up on me. It wasn’t fair.” 

 

“I get it, I get it. Can you please put those down and come over here?” 

 

“...Okay.” 

 

The boy and the giant bent down on one knee and stopped moving. After about a minute, a girl 

appeared from the villa doors and jogged towards them. 

 

Sunlight reflected off her lustrous waist-length black hair. A loose red tanktop and white mini 

shorts covered her porcelain skin. Faint scars littered her hands and forearms. 

 

“So, why did she hide this time?” asked Valeriya. 

 

“She’s depressed because you told her Ageha quit.” Sakuya frowned indignantly at her mother. 

“Sorry to disappoint you.” 
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Valeriya secretly felt relieved. The sight of blood was the most common trigger, and that usually 

meant an injury of some sort. 

 

“What are you talking about? I love you both equally.” 

 

“That’s funny, because I hate you as much as Mitsuki loves you.” 

 

Gen peered at the girl. “Considering that, you seem very obedient.” 

 

“What can I do? Ria puts food on the table,” said Sakuya with a shrug. 

 

“You’re still so arrogant even after losing to your own technique,” said Valeriya. “That was partly 

my fault for showing it to Ageha, but-” 

 

“Technique? You mean his last dodge? I’ve never stabbed my fingers into the floor before.” 

 

“He adapted it to his enhanced body, but it was definitely copied from me. In my match against 

him, I used your move. You know, the one you did when we first met.” 

 

“Oooh that,” said Sakuya. “That’s not really a technique. Mitsu-, I just saw something similar in 

a TV show I watched with Dad.” 

 

“You watched martial arts programs way back then?”  

 

“No, it was a cheetah documentary. Dad loved animal shows. Anyway, the narrator said 

something about how the cheetah’s claws grip the ground and allow them to make sharp turns. 

When I attacked you, I grabbed Dad’s shirt with my toes as I stepped on him. That’s how I got 

close enough to cut that off.” Sakuya casually pointed at Valeriya’s shoulder stump. 

 

Such incredible talent. 

 

And cruelty. 

 

You stepped on your father’s corpse, you know? 

 

But Valeriya loved Sakuya all the same. She had created her, after all. No matter how much the 

girl hated her, she would always return it with affection. If the girl asked for her life, she would 

gladly offer it. In fact, she once had. Valeriya recalled Sakuya’s seething response to her offer. 

 

“Killing someone so eager to die is meaningless! This gnawing won’t go away!!!” 

 

After her father’s death, Mitsuki pushed all of her painful memories and emotions onto her 

other self. The growing frustration from being unable to satisfy her bloodthirst drove Sakuya to 

cut herself. With mysterious wounds appearing on her arms, it was only a matter of time before 

Mitsuki found out about her other persona, causing her delicate mental balance to collapse.  
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To protect Mitsuki’s mind and body, Valeriya had no choice but to provide prey for the starving 

beast, hoping to stave off her hunger until a better solution was found. Sakuya started with 

random thugs, but her desire for stronger quarry exposed her to increasing danger. That led to 

the creation of the girl’s two invulnerable killing avatars. 

 

There were other alternatives, but Valeriya’s love for combat, admiration for the girl’s talent, 

and position in the underworld all contributed to the rather extreme direction she took. 

 

Sakuya placed her hands on her waist. “And like I said, I didn’t lose. I had a handicap. It was 

difficult controlling Crescent and 0.5 at the same time.” 

 

Inspired by Mitsuki’s name, which was written as “full moon,” Valeriya had named Sakuya and 

the two androids after the other lunar phases. Sakuya, whose personality was opposite to 

Mitsuki’s, aptly meant “night of the new moon.” 

 

“But Ageha broke the agility prototype after you got full control,” said Gen. “It was clearly your 

loss.” 

 

The raven-haired girl giggled while clawing on her flat chest. “Telling people they lost over and 

over again... Maybe if you lose a limb or two, you’ll understand my feelings better.” Sakuya’s 

glare brimmed with lethal hostility. 

 

“You should refrain from that, if you want to defeat Ageha in your next bout, that is.” 

 

Sakuya wrinkled her eyebrows. “What do you mean?” 

 

“Practicing with the current control system won’t do you much good. If you help me with the 

configuration adjustments, I can make it much easier for you to use. That’s the most efficient 

method to improve your performance.” 

 

“But that’s so boring. Can’t someone else do it?” 

 

“No, I wouldn’t be in this humid hell otherwise,” said Gen. 

 

Valeriya scowled at him. 

 

The doctor sighed and continued, “Your ability to translate mental images to precise motor 

movements is unparalleled. The current system would not even be usable without you. But 

technology reserved for one person is nothing but sorcery. Science lies in the ability to reproduce 

results. That’s why I need your cooperation. By automating the processes your brain does 

involuntarily, even normal people will be able to use it.” 

 

“I don’t care about any of that,” said Sakuya. 
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“Let me finish. Think about it. If a normal person can use it, how much easier would it be for 

you? If you can tap the system’s full potential, controlling the androids would be no different 

from moving your own body. In fact, you can do even more because there is no need to fear pain 

or injury.” 

 

“Then can I beat Ageha?” 

 

“I thought you didn’t lose?”  

 

“I didn’t win either.” 

 

“When I reach the final stage of my research, cybernetically enhanced soldiers like him will be a 

thing of the past.” 

 

“Meaning?” 

 

“You will utterly destroy him.” 

 

“What are we waiting for!? Let’s go! Hurry!” Sakuya grabbed the doctor’s hand and began 

pulling him in the direction of the villa. 

 

“Why are you so focused on Ageha?” asked Valeriya. “I’m all for it because it’s an amazing 

matchup, but I don’t see why you are.” 

 

Sakuya turned to her mother, her silky mane whipping around like a black snake. “I really, 

really, really, really, really hate that guy.” 

 

Valeriya could not help but chuckle at Sakuya’s childish comment. “That much?” 

 

“As much as Mitsuki likes him.” 

 

The Russian’s breath caught in her throat. 

 

That much? 

 

She imagined Mitsuki’s crying face. 

 

She recalled the lovable polar bear she named Po. 

 

“I’d rather you not kill him, if possible.” 

 

“No can do, Ria.” 

 

“Why’s that?” 
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“He called me piggy.” 

 

 

*** 

 

 

Kaika ended the call with the Russian mob boss and slipped her terminal into the telemetry 

pocket of her hospital gown. “You can let go now.” 

 

“Please do not push yourself, Ojousama. You are still recuperating.” 

 

“I don’t want to hear that from someone walking around with an arm sling.” 

 

“You speak as if you are not wearing one yourself.” 

 

“A finger is enough to operate this thing.” Kaika placed her right hand on the wheelchair 

controls. 

 

Saya released the chair’s push handle. The machine advanced a step away from her but matched 

her pace afterwards. 

 

They continued down the hallway of an NGC-owned hospital. 

 

After a few strides, the butler said in a worried tone, “Ojousama, please allow me to push-” 

 

“It’s fine. Don’t underestimate the doctors here. They might not be as good as Gen, but fixing a 

bullet graze is child’s play for them.” 

 

And driving this wheelchair is more fun than I thought. 

 

But she did not say that out loud. 

 

“You still cannot contact Kanou-sensei?” asked Saya. 

 

“He probably went to Ria.” 

 

“Wha- That is an emergency!” 

 

“How so?” 

 

“Kanou-sensei knows a lot about us.” 

 

“Nothing that Russian doesn’t already know.” 
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“How do you know he defected to her?” 

 

“Ria has been trying to recruit Gen for a long time. The odd anime goods in his house were from 

her. I didn’t think he would actually give in though. Ria must have something indispensable to 

him, something even I can’t provide. The two robots you fought in the finals are likely related to 

that. At the very least, they are products of his research. Look into it.” 

 

“Understood, Ojousama.” 

 

“...But don’t overextend. You just lost a leg.” 

 

“And it got repaired. ARMS are very convenient.” 

 

“I was worried.” 

 

“That is my line. While half the fault lies with me for failing to protect you, I wish you would be 

more careful. I know you want to regain Natsume-san’s trust, but jumping into the line of fire-” 

 

“My body moved on its own.” Kaika noticed the footfalls behind her turn silent and stopped the 

wheelchair. “Sorry. I’ve asked you to sacrifice so much, but I couldn’t even throw away such 

weakness.”  

 

The wheelchair resumed its advance before Saya could reply. 

 

“Ojousama, please wait!” 

 

“We’re almost at Arashi’s room. Hurry up.” 

 

Saya caught up to her. “Why the rush?” 

 

“I invited someone. I have something important to tell Arashi, so I want to get there first.” 

 

“Something important?” 

 

“It’s not something I care to repeat. You’ll know soon enough.” 

 

They turned a corner and approached the first door on the left. The room’s nameplate was 

blank. Saya knocked on the door for her mistress. 

 

“It’s me, Kai.”  

 

After a few seconds, a loud crash came from inside.  

 



222 

Saya hurriedly opened the door and entered. “Are you alright!?” 

 

Kaika followed her inside. Arashi, still connected to several plastic tubes, was sprawled on the 

floor. White bandages covered her eyes, and her hospital gown was pulled up all the way to her 

stomach, exposing her belly button and baby blue panties. She fumbled around, blindly 

searching for something to grasp. Saya grabbed her right hand. 

 

“Okay, up we go.” The butler pulled the teen to her feet and then laid her down on the bed. 

“What were you doing on the floor?” 

 

“...Greet… Kai.” 

 

“You don’t need to get up for something like that,” said Kaika. “It’s been a few days. How are you 

feeling?” 

 

“Okay. Not… as much pain.” 

 

“I see.” Kaika closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. “Thank you, Arashi. You’ve 

saved my life twice now.” 

 

Arashi’s shoulders twitched. Her cheeks blushing, she said, “My… job.” 

 

“Yes, you did great,” said Kaika with a pained voice. “Really great… That’s why, you can rest as 

much as you want.” 

 

“No need,” said Arashi. “I’m ready… to go back to duty… anytime.” 

 

Kaika tightly gripped her hospital gown. “About that, you don’t need to go back to work 

anymore.” 

 

Saya, brows furrowed, looked at her mistress. 

 

Arashi tilted her head for a moment and then said, “No, I- I’m… okay! I can... still fight!” 

 

“I spoke to your doctor. The nerve damage to both your eyes... is too severe. They can’t connect 

the nerves to bionics even with the latest technology.” 

 

Saya covered her mouth with her fingers. 

 

Arashi’s lips parted but closed wordlessly. After a few more failed attempts, she asked, “What… 

do you mean?” 

 

“You won’t be able to see anymore,” said Kaika. 

 

Arashi touched her covered right eye with her fingers. “Broken..?” 
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“Yes.” 

 

“Th-then fix it. Please Kai.” 

 

“I can’t.” 

 

“I don’t need… money! I need this to… fight!” Arashi stretched her arms out, trying to find her 

mistress in the empty space before her. “Please fix it! Kai!!!” 

 

“I said I can’t..!” 

 

“...Can’t?” 

 

“...There’s no way to fix it. I’m sorry..!” Tears rolled down Kaika’s cheeks. 

 

“I can’t fight… anymore?” 

 

Kaika shook her head, but the blind girl could not see her do so. Saya still looked stupefied. 

 

“I can’t... fight Ageha?” 

 

“You can’t.” 

 

“I can’t… be with you?” 

 

“...No. You, we’ll both be in more danger that way.” Kaika bit her bottom lip, turning it white. “I 

can’t keep a blind bodyguard.” 

 

Arashi’s hands fell limply on the pristine hospital sheets. She slowly turned her head in random 

directions, as if searching for a reason why fate had forsaken her. Low moans gurgled from her 

throat as her life bled out of her, and eventually, her frame crumpled into a small fragile husk.   

 

Kaika and Saya watched silently, unable to do anything for her.  

 

Arashi slowly parted her lips. “Ro…ger.” 

 

“You’ll be provided with the best care,” said Kaika. “Tell me if you need anything. Money is not 

an issue.” 

 

The broken bodyguard turned away from Kaika’s voice. With her eyes covered, her expression 

was even more unreadable than usual, but her hollow, withered voice conveyed her anguish 

perfectly. “...No need. I have… nothing left.” 
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“That’s not true.” 

 

Arashi did not reply, nor did she cry. Shedding tears was a coping mechanism against sorrow, a 

means of survival. Kaika knew that when someone truly fell into despair, no tears came out. 

Only an endless emptiness remained. 

 

But that was not the case for Arashi. Not yet. 

 

Several knocks came from the door. 

 

Arashi did not react. Alerted by the visitor, Saya readied herself and glanced at her mistress.  

 

Kaika signaled for her to stand down. “Come in.” 

 

A middle-aged woman entered the room. Her long black hair was tied in a low ponytail. She 

emanated a serene aura and moved with grace. All that crumbled the moment she laid eyes on 

the room’s patient. 

 

“A… rashi,” she said, dropping her purse. 

 

Kaika reached out and touched the teen’s shoulder. “There’s someone here to see you.” 

 

Before Arashi could respond, the visitor ran up to her bedside and embraced her. Clearly 

confused, the blind teen froze on the spot. 

 

“It’s me, your mother!” 

 

“Eh?” 

 

“Don’t you recognize my voice? I’ve missed you so much!” Kaoru held her tighter. 

 

“...Mom?” 

 

“Yes!” While shedding tears, Kaoru pulled away and kissed her on the cheek several times. 

“You’ve grown so much!” 

 

“It… can’t be. Mom left.” 

 

“I didn’t want to! I had no choice… If I didn’t leave your father, Godou would’ve harmed you..!” 

Kaoru gently held Arashi’s face with both hands. “I’m sorry for leaving you alone all this time!” 

 

“Y-You’re really… Where... were you?” 
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“Godou kept me under watch in Okinawa. After he passed away three years ago, I tried my best 

to find you, but you and Souichi disappeared! I can’t blame him for keeping you from me. I 

betrayed you both when I agreed to take the transplant, but, but I..!” She embraced her daughter 

again. 

 

Arashi gingerly placed her palms on her mother’s back. “Mom… I… I can’t see anymore.” 

 

“I heard about it.” 

 

“A-are you okay… with that?” 

 

“You saved Nikaido-san’s life, right? I’m proud of you! I wouldn’t expect any less from my 

daughter.” Kaoru closed her eyes tightly, as if sharing the pain and fear Arashi was currently 

experiencing. “And don’t worry. Nikaido-san promised to do all she can to restore your sight. It 

might be difficult right now, but eventually…” 

 

“Father, he… I ki-” 

 

“You don’t need to say any more. I’m sorry you had to suffer through so much, but don’t worry, 

I’ll be with you from now on.” 

 

“It’s really you, Mom..!” Arashi tightly hugged her mother. Like springwater breaking through 

barren soil, her tears finally came forth. 

 

The mother and daughter cried in each other’s arms. Kaika beckoned Saya with her eyes and 

turned her wheelchair around.  

 

“Thank you, Kai! Thank you..!” said Arashi. 

 

Without looking back, Kaika rolled out of the room. Saya followed her out and shut the door. 

The young girl drove her wheelchair down the hallway. Her butler walked two steps behind her. 

 

“I’m going back to my room. You can go back to yours,” said Kaika. 

 

“I will walk you back.” 

 

Kaika made no attempt to speak.  

 

Saya continued to follow her. After a long, awkward silence, she lined up with her mistress and 

said, “I am impressed you managed to find Arashi’s mother. My contacts could not locate her 

current address. As expected of you.” 

 

“...As expected of me, huh? That sounds about right.” The prodigy’s voice, usually clear as a bell, 

was muddled with complex emotions. 
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“Ojousama?” 

 

Kaika looked at her. “Of course you wouldn’t find Kaoru Tanizaki’s address. She’s been dead for 

years.” 

 

Saya’s jaw dropped. Then her lips opened and closed several times, but no words came out. 

 

“That’s a perfect Arashi impression.” 

 

“Ojousama!” 

 

“Be quiet. We’re in a hospital.” 

 

“...Kai-Ojousama, what is the meaning of this?” 

 

“The real Kaoru abandoned her family for money. She took handouts from that Godou fellow, 

lived in luxury, and died from a drug overdose.” 

 

“I see.”  

 

“The woman with Arashi right now is an actress I hired. I gave her all the information I have 

about Kaoru. Someone needed to save Arashi from despair.” 

 

“I see.” Saya sighed in relief. “There is no need to blame yourself. You did it for her sake. A white 

lie is hardly a sin considering that.” 

 

“A white lie?” Kaika’s shoulders jerked several times as she tried to contain her laughter. “What 

if I told you Arashi’s optic nerves are perfectly fine?” 

 

Saya fell behind, but Kaika did not stop.  

 

After hearing her butler’s footsteps come closer, she continued, “I had to put her out of 

commission. It would be troublesome if she meets Ageha. We’re about to get him back. I don’t 

want any more hiccups.” A thin smirk appeared on her face. “It was easy to fool Arashi because 

she can’t see her fake mother’s face. This way, I can use her when the need arises. I’ll just 

fabricate some new technology that can fix her eyes. I can even use her mother as a hostage if 

she won’t listen to my orders. It’s the perfect plan.” She chuckled. 

 

Saya sped up and tried to line up with Kaika again, but the girl accelerated, keeping her butler 

behind her. 

 

“Please do not lie to me,” said Saya. 

 

Kaika snorted. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

 



227 

“The Ojousama I know would not sound so ashamed when explaining a successful scheme.” 

Saya tried to overtake the wheelchair. 

 

Kaika increased her speed to maintain their distance. “What nonsense.” 

 

“Then why are you running away?” The butler grabbed the wheelchair’s rear handle and planted 

her feet firmly on the ground, bringing the machine to a halt.  

 

Kaika almost fell forward from the sudden stop. Without fixing her precarious perch on the 

wheelchair, she tried to drive forward, but the motor was no match against Saya’s alloy limbs. 

After one more futile attempt, Kaika released the controls and sat back on her chair. 

 

Saya went around the wheelchair and kneeled in front of her. “You do not have to lie to me. After 

soiling my hands for my own sake, I have finally come to understand the burden you carry. I 

only had a small taste of it, but it is already… overwhelming. All this time, I have been using my 

allegiance to you as an excuse when I commit atrocities to escape from guilt. I cannot apologize 

enough for that. To make up for it, I promised myself I will not look away anymore.” She 

grasped her mistress’s hand. “Tell me, why did you do this to Arashi?” 

 

Kaika felt the eons-old ice encasing her heart crack. “Ever since Arashi came to me, I tried to 

give her a place to belong, a family, something more valuable than her twisted fixation with 

Ageha... but I failed. Before we fetched Rin on the night of the finals, I asked her, Saya.” Kaika’s 

faultless face wrinkled into a scribble of sorrow as her voice broke. “I asked her what it would 

take for her to give up on him. I offered her everything I could, but she shook her head! With 

that adorable sleepy face, she shook her head!!!” Kaika slumped forward, tears falling on her lap. 

“I don’t want Ageha or Arashi to die! I can’t let those two meet each other! This is the only way!” 

 

Saya wrapped her arm around Kaika’s shoulders. Despite the cold touch of metal, an unknown 

warmth permeated the young girl’s core.  

 

“You do not need to bear the burden alone,” said Saya. “I will never hate you. Even if you use 

me, betray me, and throw me away.” 

 

“I could never do that!” 

 

“Please do not say that. You can, and you will if necessary.” 

 

Kaika could not deny Saya’s words. She had sacrificed too much to stop. Giving into weakness 

would not only invalidate everything and everyone she had squeezed dry and trampled on, it 

would also trivialize her very existence. Only third-rate villains changed their ways after growing 

a conscience. 

 

Kaika pushed Saya away and dried her tears on her sleeve. “You’re right. That is who, what I 

am.” She raised her head, revealing a frighteningly beautiful yet savagely cruel smile. 
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She had no right to be human anymore. 

 

The tragedy lay in the fact that she had never been as human as she was now. 

 

 

Epilogue 

 

Rin strolled with Ageha underneath a line of cherry trees in Ueno park. The golden sunset 

gleamed between the tree branches, painting an enthralling silhouette of color and shadow on 

the ground.  

 

She looked at the pink petals dotting the natural floor art and mumbled, “Things never go 

according to plan, do they?” A surge of melancholy flooded her chest. 

 

The couple had come for flower viewing, but due to a brisk rain earlier that day, the delicate 

cherry blossoms had fallen to the earth. 

 

“Can’t do anything about the weather. Besides, we have the park to ourselves and got to see this 

beautiful sunset,” said Ageha. 

 

“I really wanted to see the flowers.” 

 

“There’s always next time.” 

 

No, there isn’t. 

 

“We should’ve gone out earlier,” she said. 

 

Maybe if we got together a year, no, a few months earlier. 

 

“It’s too late to say that now.” Ageha smiled. 

 

“It is, isn’t it?” Rin looked at him with budding tears. 

 

Everything is too late. 

 

“It’s not something to cry about.” With a worried expression, Ageha reached out to her face. 

 

Rin stepped back to avoid his touch and turned away from him. While recalling the past week, 

she walked over to a nearby tree. 

 

It was fun. 
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Everything was back to normal. She and Ageha went home and ate dinner together, went on 

dates, cuddled in bed, and kissed like newlyweds. 

 

Jin was gone, both from the world and from inside her, but she still did not take the final step 

with Ageha. Rin feared that her determination might waver if Ageha invaded her any more than 

he already had. Still, she bathed in bliss every moment they were together. 

 

It was happiness. 

 

Just like a dream. 

 

And as such, it had to end. 

 

No, she had to end it. 

 

With her back to him, Rin said, “I can’t do this anymore.” 

 

The footfalls approaching her fell silent. 

 

“Sorry, I didn’t catch that.” 

 

“I tried my best to forget everything, to go back to before, but I can’t. I thought if I kept laughing 

and smiling I’d eventually get over it. I mean, I liked you so much, you know?” 

 

“I’m not following. What are you talking about?” 

 

“I’m talking about us, Ageha. I can’t keep going.” 

 

“Wait, where’s this coming from? ...Did Kai say something?” 

 

“Don’t insult me! This has nothing to do with her!” 

 

Rin was telling the truth. Even though Kaika had given her a push, it was ultimately her 

decision. 

 

“Then tell me!” he said. “Weren’t we doing okay? I don’t get this!” 

 

“You’re the one I don’t get. How can you act so normal after everything?” She looked at her 

palms. “I can’t sleep, Ageha. That woman keeps appearing in my dreams!” 

 

“That wasn’t your fault. You had no choice.” 
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“Yes, I did. I could’ve just left her there after stealing her gun. I could’ve shot her in the leg or 

something! I chose to kill her. But that doesn’t matter right now.” Rin shook her head. “I’m 

talking about you.” 

 

“Me?” 

 

“How can you be fine after killing so many people?” 

 

Ageha did not reply. 

 

Rin’s voice shook. “I don’t understand you.” 

 

“I… never felt anything like that.” 

 

“Like what?” 

 

“Guilt.” 

 

“That’s… sick.” Rin’s heart silently wailed as she continued her life’s finest performance. “I 

thought I was okay with it. I tried my hardest to be. I mean, you were a bodyguard, you 

protected people. I could live with that… But killing for fun? I… I don’t, I can’t understand it.” 

 

“It’s not like that!” He stepped forward. “I-” 

 

“Don’t come any closer!” Because I’ll give in and run into your arms. 

 

Ageha flinched to a stop. 

 

Keeping her back to him, she said, “...I’m scared when I’m around you.” You’re my savior. 

 

“I keep remembering painful things when we’re together.” Our memories are my treasure. 

 

“When I look at your face sometimes, I don’t recognize who I see.” Your smile always makes my 

day. 

 

“After killing a person, I finally understand what you are.” I’m sorry I can’t share your burden. 

 

“I care for you, Ageha. I do. But I… I can’t be with you anymore.” You deserve to be happy. 

 

Rin turned to face him. 

 

Ageha was crying. 

 

Her heart shriveled. 
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But that was for the best.  

 

He was too loyal, too stubborn, to leave her for anything less.  

 

She loved him too much to completely let go if any hope still lingered.  

 

For both their sakes, she had to kill the root of their bond and poison the earth in which it 

dwelled, preventing anything from sprouting ever again. 

 

Rin walked towards him, but he stood frozen with a blank expression, tears trickling down his 

cheeks. Without looking at his face, she passed by his side. 

 

“Rin, wait, I-” 

 

“You’re a monster.” And I love you. 

 

She hammered the final nail into the coffin and bid farewell. 
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*** 

 

 

Sapped of vitality, Ageha waddled to the nearest bench and roosted on it. Eventually, the full 

moon rose to the middle of the night sky, imparting a haunting hue on the scenery around him. 

Staring at the ghostly satellite above, he unfolded and tidied up his thoughts repeatedly. 

 

Something obstructed his view. 

 

“Guess who?” 

 

“You normally cover both eyes when you do this,” said Ageha. 

 

“Don’t be so picky. I only have one usable arm.” 

 

“...How are you doing?” 

 

“I’ll live, but I can’t say the same for you. You look like you’re about to wither away.” 

 

He chuckled. “I’m amazed you have the gall to say that when everything went according to your 

plan.” 

 

“I know I’m amazing. No need to state the obvious.” 

 

“Getting shot didn’t change you in the slightest. Can you let go now? You’re blocking my view.” 

 

Kaika uncovered his left eye and went around the bench. “Can I have a seat?” 

 

“Suit yourself.” 

 

“Thanks.” She plopped down beside him, patting down her black miniskirt as she did so. 

 

“You’re too close. It’ll get stuffy.” 

 

“You looked cold.” 

 

And he was, down to his very core. 

 

“How long were you watching?” 

 

“I just got here. If you’re asking about my scouts, even I don’t know. I just told them to keep an 

eye on you. How diligently they do that is out of my control.” 
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“That’s hard to believe. When I close my eyes,” and he did, “I can see everyone dancing on the 

palm of your hand. Is that shoulder wound part of your plan too?” 

 

“Would you believe me if I said it wasn’t?” 

 

“I don’t know what to believe anymore.” 

 

“It wasn’t. The last thing I remember was Akane pointing a gun at Rin. Then I woke up in a 

hospital room. Even I’m not ballsy enough to gamble on bullet trajectory.” 

 

“Did you use that to convince Rin to dump me?” 

 

“Is that what she told you? From your expression, I thought she said something, you know, 

more…” 

 

“She told me I’m a monster. Hurt like hell. Just like when Airi said the same thing.” 

 

Ageha cared for Saya more than Rin, but he still treasured the lively cameriera. To him, her 

words bore the most weight because she belonged to the light. She was his lifeline to normalcy, 

to peace. 

 

“I’m sorry.” 

 

“After sitting here for a while, I figured out that she didn’t mean it. Rin isn’t like that. But I still 

don’t know why she said those things. Can you fill in the blanks for me?” 

 

“I showed her your match with Saya. She also heard your conversation in the ring through a 

remote speaker. That’s why I brought her there that night.” 

 

Rin had not explained to him why she was with Kaika at the arena during the finals. Ageha, who 

kept a multitude of secrets from her, had been unable to ask. 

 

“...So she did it for me? That makes me wanna cry.” He exhaled a dry laugh. 

 

“Wanna borrow my shoulder?” She dusted off the shoulder seam of her sleeveless white blouse. 

 

“I don’t think I can put it back on after plucking it off.” 

 

“You say some terrifying things. But I guess I deserve that.” 

 

“Why are you here?” 

 

“I thought you needed some company.” 
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“I don’t have the energy to play your games, Kai.” 

 

“Fair enough. I want you back.” 

 

“What makes you think I’d ever work for you again?” 

 

“What would it take?” 

 

“The truth, for starters.” 

 

“I’m dying.” 

 

“What.” 

 

“I’ve told you about how I want to change the world, right?” 

 

He nodded. 

 

“A genius like myself can come up with a bunch of ways to do it. If I took my time, maybe I could 

have avoided hurting you, Rin, Saya, and many others. But I can’t.” 

 

“Are you serious?” 

 

Kaika formed a bitter smile. “You’ve probably noticed some of the signs. My pale complexion, 

severe sleep deprivation, stunted body, lack of appetite, oh, your cooking is an exception for the 

last one. The longest I have is a few more years, and that estimate is from my most optimistic 

doctor.” 

 

Ageha gazed into her eyes with a distraught expression. “I had no idea it was that bad.” 

 

“Of course. I’m the one keeping the secret, after all. I don’t want to be pitied. It doesn’t excuse 

anything I‘ve done, anyway.”  

 

Ageha mulled over her revelation. It certainly made sense. Mortality provided enough 

motivation for her pragmatic cruelty. Like she said, it did not justify her actions, but at the very 

least, the thick fog shrouding her heart’s desire had cleared.  

 

Without any direction or purpose at the moment, Ageha contemplated her offer. He found 

himself tempted to grant the ethereal girl’s wish. Putting aside his inability to trust her silver 

tongue, Ageha genuinely cared for Kaika. His panic upon seeing her wounded a few weeks ago 

proved that much. 

 

He turned to her and said, “Okay. I’ll help you out. No promises, though.” 

 

On the verge of tears, Kaika parted her trembling lips and said, “April Fools.” 
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It was April 1st. 

 

Ageha’s hand shot out and grabbed her back collar. Without moving from his seat, he hung her 

in the air in front of him like a kitten, their faces inches apart. 

 

“Wow, not even a ‘What.’ comeback,” she said.  

 

“Are you dying or not?” 

 

“Not.” 

 

“Wrong.” 

 

“Now before you kill me, I did that for a reason.” 

 

“You have one second.” 

 

“That’s too short!!!” 

 

“Fine, talk.” 

 

“It’s proof of my promise.” 

 

Ageha peered into her eyes. 

 

“Can you put me down now? This isn’t exactly comfortable. I’m injured, as you can see.” 

 

“No.” 

 

“...Okay. Remember when I first offered you a deal? We were sitting on a park bench, just like 

this one. Well, that’s how the line in my script goes, but I’m not really sitting down right now.” 

She shook her head as if clearing her thoughts. “Anyway, that was the first time I lied to you.” 

 

“Are you sure you should be wasting your last moments telling old stories?” 

 

“Calm down and listen!” The young girl thrust her open hand in front of him. “You’re messing 

up my delivery.” She coughed to clear her throat. “That was the first time I lied to you.” 

 

She actually repeated her previous line. 

 

Kaika stared into his eyes and continued, “And that April Fools’ joke just now is the last.” 

 

“I have no reason to believe you.” 
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“But you do. That’s half the reason for that final lie. You agreed to help me, even if it was out of 

pity. I could’ve simply continued lying about my imaginary terminal illness. However, I chose to 

risk my life to prove my resolve to you.” 

 

“I’m not falling for another of your schemes.” 

 

“Then ask your questions. Judge me after hearing the truth.” 

 

Ageha fell silent and thought for a moment. It could not hurt to hear her out. “Okay, first off-” 

 

“Sorry to interrupt you, but seriously, can you put me down first? My armpits are getting sore, 

not to mention my dignity is in tatters.” 

 

“I suggest you talk fast then. You said proving your resolve was half the reason for that sick joke. 

What’s the other half?” 

 

“It’s April Fools, Ageha! There was no way I could pass that up!” 

 

Ageha shook her around like a popcorn bag. He was pissed off and flabbergasted, leaving him no 

room to be depressed. 

 

What a cheeky brat. 

 

He asked about everything, and Kaika answered. She concisely explained her bet with Valeriya, 

her plan to convince Rin to leave Ageha, Arashi’s story and what she did to her, and how she 

gained control of ARMS production worldwide by absorbing NGC’s only significant rival. 

 

“What’s the point of monopolizing ARMS production?” asked Ageha. “It’s not like you need 

more money.” 

 

“I didn’t do it for money. I did it for power.” While hanging in the air, Kaika raised her index 

finger as she explained. “ARMS technology is advancing by leaps and bounds. Soon, military 

organizations, be it state or insurgent, will have no choice but to rely on it. Having full control of 

that technology gives me real power, something money cannot buy.” 

 

“Power for what?” 

 

“I can’t tell you.” 

 

Ageha gave her a shake. 

 

“Stop that!” she said. “Do you have any idea how valuable the brain you’re sloshing around is!?” 

 

“No lies, that’s what you said.” 
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“That’s why I can’t tell you. I can’t lie about it anymore.” 

 

“Then tell the truth.” 

 

“I can’t.” 

 

“Why?” 

 

“...You’ll kill me.” 

 

“...I see.” 

 

As expected, you’re a villain. 

 

“Come back, Ageha. I need you.” 

 

But so am I. 

 

“I have several conditions,” he said. 

 

Kaika flourished an ecstatic grin. “Name them.” 

 

“One, I will work on a case-by-case basis. Think of me as a contractor. The same compensation 

as before is fine.” 

 

“Done.” 

 

“Two, when you achieve your goal, tell me everything. Then I’ll decide if I’ll kill you or not.” 

 

“Are you really fine with that? It’ll be too late to stop me by then.” 

 

“I kill people after they do something I don’t like. I’m not a cop or a hero.” 

 

“Done.” 

 

“Three, give Arashi her eyes back.” 

 

Kaika’s jaw dropped. She used a moment to collect herself and put on a sour look. “That’s 

something I can’t do. She’s hunting you, Ageha. I don’t want either of you to get hurt 

needlessly.” 

 

“Who do you think you’re talking to? I’ll just kick her ass hard enough to make her lose 

motivation, again and again if I have to.” 



239 

 

The young girl stared at him in wonder and whispered, “I worried endlessly about this, but you 

blew it all away just like that. I can’t believe I trust you this much...” The young girl pinched her 

chin, her eyes furrowed. “But if she finds out that her mother is fake-” 

 

“Four, make that actress Arashi’s real mother.” 

 

Realization flashed in Kaika’s eyes. “You mean…” 

 

“Fix the actress’s face, body, whatever is necessary. Make sure that woman lives the rest of her 

life as Arashi’s mother. You can buy that much, can’t you?” 

 

“Why are you going so far for Arashi?” 

 

“I owe her one. This is payment.” 

 

“Is that all? There’s nothing Saya should be worried about, is there?” 

 

“No. I’m Arashi’s god. I should do at least this much for her.” 

 

“Deal, but not right away. I need enough time to keep her from getting suspicious,” she said as 

she wrinkled her brow. “Considering how difficult this condition is, can I add one of my own to 

balance it out?” 

 

“I’m listening.” 

 

“Please cook for me again. I miss your food. It’s okay even if it’s just from time to time.” 

 

“...Fine.” 

 

He was undeniably pleased with her request. When they had been working together, Kaika was 

not only his boss but also his best food critic. Cooking for such a refined palate was a delight for 

any chef. Kaika’s words were probably designed to stroke his pride, but she spoke about his 

cooking. She had to be telling the truth. 

 

Ageha moved Kaika closer until their faces were practically touching. “One last thing,” he said in 

a much lower, colder tone, “if you ever use Saya to manipulate me again, I will punish you.” 

 

“...I think I got wet,” she said with a blank face. 

 

“I meant to scare you, so that’s fine.” 

 

“Not that kind of wet.” 
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“You perverted brat.” He sighed and put her down. “We have a deal.” Ageha then placed a hand 

on top of her wavy mane and gently rubbed it.  

 

“This is a first.” She looked at him from below with a complicated expression. 

 

“Is it? You don’t like it?” 

 

Slightly blushing, Kaika shook her head. “It’s not bad.” She tugged on the hem of his shirt. 

“Thank you, Ageha.” 

 

“Save that for when I actually do some work.” 

 

“Not just that.” She took a deep breath and smiled. “Thanks for saving Arashi and me from 

myself.” 

 

Ageha realized how conflicted Kaika was. Even he could not find himself until recently. It was 

normal for a girl a decade younger to have doubts about herself. Her usual abnormality had 

prevented him from seeing that. 

 

Kaika bobbed her head away from his hand. “With that settled, get your ass over there.” 

Whipping her left hand out, she pointed at the other end of the park lawn. 

 

“I should’ve added more respectful treatment as a sixth condition.” 

 

“That would’ve been a dealbreaker.” Kaika grinned mischievously. “Hurry up. She’s waiting for 

you.” 

 

By process of elimination, Ageha easily figured out who she was referring to. “So you knew I was 

going to say yes from the beginning?” 

 

“Of course not. I didn’t even tell her why she’s waiting there. I couldn’t have her butting into our 

negotiations.” Kaika looked away and mumbled, “I regretted that a little when I was getting 

manhandled though.” 

 

“Did you forget my final condition?” 

 

“This is no scheme. Even if you had declined my job offer, this part wouldn’t have changed. I’m 

doing this solely for her.” 

 

Ageha pressed his lips into a thin line. “...I don’t know what I should say to her.” 

 

“Don’t be a loser. At least think of your pick-up lines yourself.” 

 

“I just got dumped, you know?” 
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“Then go and get consoled.” She then mumbled under her breath, “Your oversized head is too 

much for my delicate shoulder.” 

 

Ageha cracked his fingers. “Want to go for another ride?” 

 

“I’m sorry. Anything but that.” 

 

He smiled at Kaika, who trembled like a wet hamster, and then headed in the direction she 

indicated. 

 

The prodigy’s methods were as unpalatable as usual, but the results were undeniable. Kaika had 

ended his warped love affair with Rin, the bond he lacked the courage to sever himself. Both of 

them had gotten hurt in the process, but not as severely as they could have been if his lie had 

continued. 

 

Thanks Kai. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

“Hey.” Ageha approached Saya from behind. 

 

She turned to him and said, “Good evening, Ageha-sama,” with an immaculate bow. 

 

“You don’t look surprised.” 

 

“Apologies. I have been watching the two of you the entire time. This model has excellent zoom 

and night vision specs.” She traced the skin under her left eye with a finger. 

 

“Are you angry because I shook Kai around like that?” 

 

“No, she deserved that much. She ordered me to stay here and ran off without explaining why. I 

got so worried I resorted to peeking like a stalker.” 

 

“Is that why you’re so pissed?” 

 

“N-No. I am not angry at all. I... I am just nervous. I have something important to tell you.” 

 

“Me too.” 

 

“Please let me go first. My confession will likely change what you have to say.” 

 

Ageha’s left brow rose slightly. “Okay.” 
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“I... lied to you. In the semi-final fight, I acted surprised when I saw your face, but that was all a 

sham.” Enduring her fear, she bit her lower lip. “I knew all about it… No, I initiated all of it.” She 

unconsciously pinched her black slacks. “I tried to think of ways to get you back, but nothing 

came up. That is when I asked Ojousama for help, and we drafted a plan together. Ojousama 

firmly believed you would not kill me if we met in the ring. I was not as confident, but risking my 

life was a cheap price to pay. If it was to get you back, I would… I even involved Natsume-san 

like that. I am so sorry.” She bowed deeply, her shoulders quivering.  

 

He sighed. “Kai already told me all about that.” 

 

“Eh?” Saya raised her head. 

 

“I can’t blame you for that because I’m no different. Not anymore. Maybe I’m even worse.” He 

looked down, as if ashamed. “While we were on the run, I met Jin. He was the one who guided 

us out.” 

 

Jin? 

 

Saya had no idea that happened while she was unconscious. 

 

“In exchange for helping us escape, I promised I wouldn’t kill him. But in the end, I kinda 

rearranged his intestines.” 

 

Ageha-sama broke a promise? 

 

“I also promised Rin I would always stay with her, but here I am. She got hurt and sacrificed so 

much for me, but I gave her nothing in return. She even severed ties with me for my sake.” He 

clenched his jaw, his eyes still on the ground. “I’m nothing but a hypocrite. I’ve become the very 

thing I despise.”  

 

“That is not true! You are asking too much of yourself! No one can live like that!” 

 

He raised his head and approached her. “I’ll return those words to you.” 

 

“Ageha-sama?” She took a half-step back. 

 

He continued forward until his body almost touched hers. “I’m not the person you knew, Saya. 

I’ve changed too much.” He then wrapped his arms around her, taking care not to press on her 

injury. “But if I can finally give you my answer, then maybe… maybe that’s okay.” 

 

Saya’s heart rejoiced as she endured a torrent of guilt. Her confession about entering the 

tournament had gone according to plan.  
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Saya knew all about Rin’s sacrifice. When Ageha grabbed Kaika by her collar, she was worried 

the bug she planted on her mistress’s blouse would break, but it transmitted the entire 

conversation clearly. 

 

Kaika had decided to face Ageha with the truth. 

 

Saya had decided to embrace her own lies. 

 

Ageha’s guilt was the primary roadblock preventing their relationship from developing. By 

admitting her misdeeds, Saya indirectly absolved him of his sins. If he judged himself harshly, 

he would have to judge her with the same standard. The Ageha she loved would not do that. 

 

Saya admired Rin’s courage for letting Ageha go. But she did not envy it. What she realized in 

the time she and Ageha were apart was that she could do anything to be with him, even 

deceiving him if necessary. She had already dirtied herself for that purpose and carved out a 

place by his side. 

 

Rin was willing to sacrifice her own happiness for Ageha, but Saya was prepared to offer 

everything except that. Rin had given up after realizing how far away Ageha was. On the other 

hand, Saya had clawed her way to him, going so far as to drag him down to a place she could 

reach. 

 

Rin stayed pure. 

 

Ageha had become more human. 

 

Saya had become less. 

 

The latter two now stood on the same ground. 

 

I won. 

 

A wicked smile floated on her lips as she savored victory while in his arms. 

 

“Did your breasts get bigger?” he asked. 

 

“Really!?” she asked happily. 

 

“April Fools.” 

 

Her right hand instantly grabbed his hair. 

 

“Ow-” 

 

She then pulled his head down and planted her lips on his. 
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*** 

 

 

Kaika finished typing on her desk terminal and stretched her arms up. She then rotated her 

shoulder while giving it a rub. There was no scar thanks to her skillful surgeons, but a faint 

discomfort still remained. She looked over the proposal she just finished drafting. 

 

This should convince the Japanese government to speed up cybernetic enhancement of the 

armed forces. 

 

Now I just need to offer the same deal to China, Russia, and the United States. 

 

Kaika noticed her parched lips. “Saya, can you get me a dri-” 

 

She remembered that her hardworking butler was on a rare day off. 

 

The young tycoon pressed a button on her terminal. “Get me a chai iced tea.” 

 

“Yes, Ojousama,” said one of the maids. 

 

Kaika leaned back on her chair and slid down languidly. 

 

Good luck, Saya. 

 

Her big sister was on her first real date. 

 

Make good memories. 

 

We won’t have time for that soon. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

“That was pretty good for an animated movie,” said Ageha. 

 

“I liked the twist,” said Saya. “It was quite dark compared to the prequels, but the happy ending 

made up for it.” 

 

“Ria raved about it way before it came out. I was skeptical, but I guess she has decent taste, in 

movies at least.” 
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“...You do remember that Varrenikov will likely become Ojousama’s enemy sooner or later, 

right?” 

 

“That doesn’t mean I’m going to be Ria’s enemy. At most, I’m just Kai’s pinch hitter.” 

 

Saya’s lips curled into a cute pout. “What’s so good about that woman?” 

 

“Her breasts? That hurts. I know my arm is metal, but so are your fingers.” 

 

“Endure it.” Saya, her cheeks flushed, wrapped her arm around his and leaned on his shoulder. 

“It’s your fault I’ve become like this.” 

 

They left the movie theater and strolled down the shopping district’s main street. Colorful 

banners and signs decorated both sides of the road.  

 

Saya let go of his arm and pointed at a store window. “Look at those dolphin socks! I bet 

Ojousama would look great in them. I think I’ll get them as a present.” 

 

Ageha noticed her glittering eyes and smiled. Saya, who rarely shopped for herself, only got that 

look when buying things for her mistress. 

 

Remembering Valeriya’s positive reaction to his gift on White Day, he asked, “Wouldn’t a plush 

toy be better?” 

 

“Ojousama wants to keep her fixatio-” she coughed, “preference a secret. Socks are perfect. Wait 

here, I’ll go buy them.” 

 

“I’ll go with you.” 

 

“It’s fine. I know you don’t like going into female-oriented stores.” 

 

“It’s not that I hate it, but everyone inside looks at me like I’m a wild beast.” 

 

“You probably have that backward.” 

 

Ageha raised an eyebrow. 

 

“You’re the meat.” She laughed. “I’ll be quick.” Leaving Ageha on the street, Saya entered the 

store and spoke with the clerk. 

 

Ageha watched her with a smile on his face. 

 

Some things never change. 
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Kaika’s shyness about liking cute animals and Saya’s doting over her mistress had not faltered 

one bit. Ageha felt relieved that he could enjoy peaceful days like this despite all the chaos just a 

few weeks prior. 

 

“Ageha!!!” 

 

Ageha saw an unexpected face. “Yama-san? What are you doing here?” 

 

“I called you on the phone many times.” Yama’s shoulders heaved as he tried to catch his breath. 

“A couple of our regulars told me they saw you at the cinema so I ran over here.” 

 

Sapore was walking distance from the shopping district. Some of their younger guests strolled 

around the merchant street before heading to the restaurant. 

 

Ageha checked his phone and saw more than a dozen missed calls. “Sorry, it’s my day off so I 

had it on silent.” He scratched the back of his head and showed a regretful smile. 

 

With a small paper bag in hand, Saya appeared from the store and went to his side. “Ageha, an 

acquaintance?”  

 

Ageha turned to Saya and said, “Yeah, this is Koujirou Yama, a chef I-” 

 

“Look out!” said Saya. 

 

A fist flew towards his face.  

 

He easily dodged it by tilting his head. “Yama-san?” 

 

Was Yama an enemy? But his punch was too amateurish for an assassin. 

 

Saya poised herself for combat, but Ageha raised a hand, signaling for her to stand down. 

 

“So it was all your fault,” said Yama. 

 

“What is?” 

 

“It’s because of you, you cheating bastard!” Yama glared at him and then at Saya. “We got a call 

a few hours ago. Rin, she…” 

 

The rest of Yama’s words faded into an ear-splitting buzz. The next thing Ageha knew, he was 

sitting on the asphalt with a bleeding nose. He blankly watched Yama walk away. 

 

Saya tightly embraced him from behind, but all he could feel was emptiness. 
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*** 

 

 

“Sorry, can you say that again?” asked Kaika as she firmly pressed the phone to her ear. 

 

“Rin Natsume hung herself in her room this morning,” said Saya. 

 

Kaika stood up and swept everything off her desk. 

 


