
 



Chapter 01: Broken Wings 
 
Ageha opened the door to his apartment with a sigh, his shoulders slouched from fatigue. He 
was not physically tired. His alloy muscles could operate optimally as long as the power cells 
were charged. However, he was mentally haggard after a long day’s work.  
 
He entered the dark living room and noticed two faint silhouettes. 
 
Saya and… Kai? 
 
Taking two steps inside, he reached towards the right wall for the light switch and gave it a 
press. The tube lamps on the ceiling flooded the space with light, causing him to squint. His 
guess was correct. The tiny tycoon and her reliable butler were standing side by side in the 
middle of his living room. 
 
“Welcome back!” said Saya with a bright smile. 
 
“What took you so long?” asked Kaika, her lips forming a sarcastic grin. 
 
He was about to smile back at them when he noticed something odd. They were holding onto the 
end of a thick nylon rope. Despite him not returning their greeting, the two ladies kept 
jester-like smiles plastered on their faces. He felt a sharp incongruity between their expressions 
and the situation, as if discovering a splinter buried underneath his skin.  
 
Are they planning something? 
 
Kaika was infamous for her pranks. His instincts were sounding the alarm. He traced the rope 
with his eyes. It extended diagonally upward from the ladies’ hands, causing him to look up at 
the ceiling. The back of his head hit something.  
 
It was a pair of bare feet. Cute and feminine. And cold. His heart rate skyrocketed. Icy sweat 
leaked from his pores. Ignoring the paralyzing fear gripping his heart, he took a step back and 
looked up. 
 
A young woman hung from the ceiling. A noose was tucked snugly under her chin. Her ponytail 
gently swished in rhythm with the rest of her body.  
 
A sharp moan escaped from Ageha’s throat. He strained his neck to look away, but an invisible 
force compelled him to gaze at the woman’s face. 
 
Rin was smiling. “Welcome back!” 
 
Ageha’s eyelids snapped open. 



 
His eyes darted around, trying to make sense of his surroundings. The room was unlit, but his 
vision was already adjusted to the darkness. There was an unfamiliar ceiling in front of him. No, 
it was familiar. It belonged to the new apartment he had just moved into a few days ago. He 
forced his arms and legs into motion and noticed the rustling sheets underneath him. His rapid, 
erratic breathing gradually calmed down. 
 
It was a dream. 
 
The unnerving scene had felt absurdly real, but he quickly realized its true nature. 
 
He turned his head to the side and saw Saya’s silken nape and shoulders peeking out from 
underneath the covers. Her normally immaculate hair was ruffled by sleep. Hearing the regular 
beat of her breaths, he sighed in relief. 
 
Taking care not to wake her up, he got out of bed and picked up a small towel on the nightstand. 
While wiping off the sweat drenching his face and neck, he tried to rub out Rin’s smiling face 
from his head. If it were not for his extensive cybernetics, such a small towel would not be 
sufficient to dry him off. 
 
Ageha headed to the balcony to cool off. He normally disliked the cold, but his body was 
burning. His nerves were on edge, and his mind was fully awake. Going back to sleep was 
impossible. He opened the sliding door and stepped outside. The summer night air was warmer 
than he expected, but it still felt cooler than the stuffy room. He wondered if it was okay going 
outside in his underwear but decided not to worry about it. No one was around to see him this 
late. 
 
The nightmares began the day Yama told him about Rin. The contents varied, but the frequency 
was consistent. Hardly a night passed without him waking up from one. 
 
What an amazing brat. 
 
A newfound respect for Kaika’s hardiness was born within him. His insomnia, which had 
continued for mere weeks, had pushed him near the end of his rope. That girl had lived with it 
for her entire life. He lamented his own weakness. 
 
He leaned on the railing and recalled the dream. Saya and Kaika, teeth bared in full grins, had 
been holding up the noose around Rin’s neck. Ageha understood that neither of them were truly 
to blame. He bore the most responsibility for Rin’s fate. His teeth cut into his bottom lip as he 
cursed his cowardice. How dare he push the blame on anyone else? Logically, he knew he had no 
control over his subconscious, but that did not prevent him from seeing himself as a filthy, 
disgusting creature. 
 



“You’re a monster.” 
 
Rin was right. She herself might not have believed it, but reality was undeniable proof.  
 
He had tried to convince himself that breaking up with Rin that night was the right decision. 
Distancing himself from her was for her own safety. He piled up such reasons day and night, but 
they crumbled like sand each and every time. Hollow excuses could not hold much weight. If he 
had truly wanted to protect her, he should have kept her by his side. But he had not done that. 
 
I’m nothing but a monster that brings suffering to everyone around me. 
 
“You’re wrong.” 
 
Ageha turned to the strong yet gentle voice. Saya stood there, looking at him. Her hair was a 
mess, and her negligee was all wrinkled. Even so, her unusually unguarded appearance looked 
breathtakingly beautiful. 
 
“Did Kai grant you her mind reading powers?” he asked. “That’ll be problematic for me.” 
 
“You weren’t hiding it as well as you thought. You didn’t even notice me approach you until I 
called out.” Saya narrowed her eyes. “And why would that be problematic, hm?” Her lips curled 
into an accusatory smile. 
 
“How would you feel if I could read your thoughts?” 
 
She blushed and looked down. “Point taken.” 
 
Ageha got the feeling that they were thinking of completely different things, but he did not 
comment. 
 
Saya approached him and placed a hand on his thinning cheek. “Looks like moving didn’t help. I 
thought staying at your old apartment was part of the cause.” She tenderly ran her thumb on top 
of his cheekbone. “Maybe you should see a doctor.” 
 
He shook his head. “I already know what they’re gonna say. Kai already gave a diagnosis, right?” 
 
“But Ojousama isn’t a specialist. Maybe-” 
 
“Surgery would be one thing, but are you really implying she can’t diagnose something of this 
level?” 
 
Saya frowned. “‘Something of this level’ is giving you so much trouble. A licensed psychiatrist 
can prescribe medication-” 



 
“No meds.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
He did not answer. 
 
“Because it’s cheating?” She glared at him. 
 
He seriously wondered if Saya had indeed acquired Kaika’s mentalist powers. 
 
Saya held his face with both hands and gently pulled it downward. While closing her eyes, she 
touched her forehead to his. “Can you read what I’m thinking?” 
 
“...Yeah.” 
 
“Then please?” 
 
“...No.” 
 
This is my punishment. 
 
Saya released him and backed away with a sigh. “Stubborn as always.” 
 
“Look who’s talking.”  
 
Despite his defiant attitude, Ageha found his hands reaching for her lithe frame, as if they had a 
mind of their own. He enclosed her in a firm embrace. 
 
“Can you please decide if you’re trying to act tough or spoiled?” asked Saya with an exasperated 
tone. She pressed her body onto his and hugged him back. 
 
“Just a little while.” His voice cracked a little. 
 
She held him tighter. “I was just joking.”  
 
He could not even bear the weight of his sins properly. 
 
Truly, he was a pitiful, pitiful monster. 
 
 

*** 
 



 
“Are you sure?” asked Kaika. 
 
Ageha nodded. “Yeah.” 
 
The quasi-nymphet in twintails pulled her legs up and crossed them Indian-style on the back 
seat of the plain black car. Her dark red dress hid her thighs, but her posture was undeniably 
unbefitting a lady. She thought Saya would surely scold her had she been riding with them. 
 
“There’s no going back. Are you certain you don’t want to wait for her?” 
 
“No one knows when, if she’ll wake up.” 
 
“She’s getting the best care.” 
 
“...I’m surprised her parents accepted your help.” 
 
“They didn’t, so I bought the hospital. They don’t have to know why medical treatment is 
somehow so cheap there.” 
 
“You could’ve just paid off a doctor or two, you know?” 
 
“That’s too troublesome. Owning the place also makes it easier to post a disguised guard detail.” 
 
Ageha gave a satisfied nod. “That’s probably for the best. Her parents, especially her father, is 
really obstinate. He’d probably go at it with your men if he finds out.” 
 
“I heard from Saya that your meeting with them didn’t go so well.” 
 
“After I introduced myself, her father tried to hit me in the gut, so I dodged. He was probably 
trying to be considerate of my face, but I couldn’t let him break his wrist.” 
 
“As expected of Rin’s dad. He’s a good man.” 
 
“He went ballistic after that. In the end, the hospital guards had to drag him out. If he had just 
gone straight for my face, I would’ve let him knock himself out.” 
 
“Don’t you mean knock you out?” 
 
“I wasn’t sure he’d stop even after I went down.” 
 
Empty laughter bounced off the car windows. The sound was as lifeless as their faces. 
 



“How is she doing?” asked Ageha. 
 
“To be honest, it’s not looking good. The doctors were hopeful early on, but it’s been almost a 
month.” Kaika crossed her arms. “Still, she was lucky her parents were visiting her apartment 
that day. If they had found her any later-” 
 
“How can you call her lucky after all this?” 
 
“...Sorry. I misspoke. Meeting me is equal to a life’s worth of luck running out, after all.” 
 
“That doesn’t sound like you. Where’d all that self-confidence go?” 
 
“I’m just a broken girl who isn’t even a shell of her former self,” she said with a playful tone. 
 
“Sounds like you’re just fine to me.” 
 
Kaika smiled. “I liked, no, I like her, Ageha.” 
 
“I see.” 
 
Her lips flattened into a straight line. “I will get even.” 
 
“Still no leads?” 
 
“Not yet. You’ll be the first to know.” 
 
Kaika’s search for Rin’s attacker was still ongoing. She and Ageha never believed that Rin had 
tried to commit suicide. The cameriera was far too strong, too pure, to do something like that. 
More than anything else, killing herself would invalidate the resolve she had shown when she 
cut ties with Ageha. 
 
I do have a suspect. 
 
But no evidence. 
 
Kaika did not want to distract Ageha with baseless speculation. Luckily, he did not pry any 
further. She would be forced to spill her guts if he delved into the details. Her oath of truth 
towards him bound her to do so. 
 
The scenery outside the car gradually became greener. The farther they got from the city, the 
more foliage lined both sides of the highway. The car eventually exited the freeway and 
continued on a single lane road. Half an hour later, the driver pulled over to the side. 
 



Ageha grabbed his large rucksack and opened the car door. 
 
“Be careful,” said Kaika. 
 
“Who do you think you’re talking to?” 
 
“A broken man who isn’t even a shell of his former self.” 
 
Without denying it, he shrugged his shoulders and got out of the car. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
“Delicious!” said a plump man in Chinese. The buttons on his dark green military uniform were 
pulled to their limit.  
 
“Here, say ‘Ahh~’” A Japanese lady in a loose black kimono slightly opened her mouth as she 
prompted the man to do the same. She raised a piece of salmon sashimi near the man’s lips. 
 
“No fair! It was my turn to feed the colonel.” A younger woman dressed in similar geisha attire 
pursed her lips in an exaggerated pout. Her makeup was lighter compared to the other lady and 
complemented her cute features well. 
 
Contrary to their Japanese looks, they also spoke in Chinese. The three were snugly pressed 
together on a leather sofa, the two women sandwiching the fat officer. Saya, in her butler 
uniform, sat on a single-seat couch across the table. Aside from the occasional server bringing in 
food and drink, they monopolized the hotel’s spacious private meeting room. 
 
“Now, now, don’t fight. This is just an appetizer!” He wrapped an arm around each of the 
entertainers and dug his fingers into their fleshy parts. “I need to eat a lot so I have enough 
energy for tonight, right?” His bloated belly jiggled as he laughed wholeheartedly. 
 
“Oh you perv~” 
 
“The colonel is so naughty!” 
 
Saya sighed inwardly while watching them, but the business smile on her face never wavered.  
 
As if sensing her gaze, Colonel Liu met it. “Seems I was wrong about Japanese food and women. 
Excellent, I have to say.” 
 
“I am honored by your praise,” said Saya. Her Chinese was indistinguishable from a native’s. 



 
“It would be even better if you joined us.” Liu leered at her. 
 
Saya raised her left hand and gracefully displayed the jeweled band on her finger. “I am afraid I 
am already committed.”  
 
The ring was a gift from Ageha, but it was not a symbol of commitment. Saya simply found 
wearing it on her ring finger convenient to discourage suitors. 
 
“Oh, sorry about that!” Liu laughed and took a swig of sake. 
 
“Not at all. I am flattered.” 
 
“Aw, Colonel Liu is not happy with just us,” said the older geisha with an obviously fake frown. 
 
Her younger companion caressed Liu’s jaw line and pecked at his neck. “Maybe we should 
punish you for being so greedy.” 
 
The colonel guffawed. “What kind of punishment?” 
 
“What kind would you like?” She stared into his eyes while releasing a hot breath. 
 
Saya coughed to get Liu’s attention. “I apologize for interrupting your enjoyment, but I would 
like to discuss the metal processing plants in Guangxi.” 
 
He shifted his gaze to her. “Oh, about that. Like I said in our previous meeting, I really can’t do 
anything about it.” 
 
“But you hold significant influence within the Chinese military. I am sure a man in your 
position-” 
 
“That’s the problem. A man in my position doesn’t have the freedom to make such decisions, 
especially in matters involving the triad.” 
 
“Rumors say that you are the man to go to when it comes to dealing with those types.” 
 
“Rumors are just rumors. Even if they were true, things change.” 
 
“By that you mean?” 
 
“The triad hierarchy underwent restructuring a while ago.” 
 



“Are you saying that you are powerless in the current state of things?” she asked without 
breaking her polite smile. 
 
Liu winced but immediately regained his amiable expression. “No. It’s just more trouble than it’s 
worth.” 
 
“Maybe we can balance the scales.” Saya placed a folder on the sofa table and politely slid it 
towards him. 
 
Liu glanced at the two women draped on his shoulders. They took their weight off him and gave 
him some space. He picked up the document and quickly scanned through it. After flipping a few 
pages, his eyes widened.  
 
“I’m impressed. To think you knew I was pushing for cybernetics reform in the military.” 
 
“It is also within our interests. We would very much like to help you with that.” 
 
The plump man’s brow crinkled as he fell into deep thought. After a few moments, he shook his 
head. “I’m sorry. As tempting as this offer is, my hands are tied. The best I can do is arrange a 
meeting between you and the Soaring Serpent Society’s leader.” 
 
The corners of Saya’s mouth twitched, but she managed to prevent herself from grinning at the 
alliterative organization name.  
 
She closed her eyes for a moment. “I see. That is fine.” 
 
“Maybe I can offer you something else-” Liu raised an eyebrow at Saya. “Excuse me?” 
 
“We are still willing to provide discounted ARMS deals to the Chinese military, or more 
specifically, you, Colonel Liu.” 
 
“R-Really? Why would you do that?” 
 
“Please think of it as a sign of our friendship. I am certain our backing will be a potent card to 
play in your quest for reform.” 
 
The colonel’s face lit up. “Understood! I’ll set up that meeting as soon as possible.” 
 
“Let us discuss the details at a later date.” 
 
Saya stood up and offered her hand. Liu took it with his chubby fingers and shook it vigorously. 
 



After leaving the meeting room, Saya watched Liu, still pressed between the two prostitutes, 
head back to his suite. The moment she became alone, she called her mistress on her mobile. 
 
“How did it go?” asked Kaika. 
 
“I managed to get a meeting, but that is all.” 
 
“That’s still progress, I guess. Zhang has refused to negotiate with us so far. At least now he’s at 
the table.” 
 
“The previous leader was easier to deal with. It is unfortunate that he was removed.” 
 
Kaika’s faction already had an understanding with the leader of the previous top triad clan. 
However, the equally powerful Soaring Serpent Society had recently usurped control. Her bridge 
to the Chinese underworld had crumbled. Rebuilding it with a complete stranger on the other 
end was no easy task. To makes matters worse, Zhang, the Soaring Serpent’s boss, had ignored 
all of NGC’s attempts to communicate. 
 
“Luck hasn’t been on my side lately,” said Kaika, her voice uncharacteristically weak. 
 
Saya felt the weight of her own powerlessness bearing down on her shoulders. While wishing she 
could do more for her mistress, she searched for words to encourage her. 
 
Kaika spoke first. “We may need to move up our travel plans. I want to see someone before 
meeting Zhang.” 
 
“About that, Ageha has decided.” 
 
“Yeah, he told me just now.” 
 
“Is he still there?” 
 
“No. Did you want to send him your love?” Kaika’s tone was completely serious. 
 
“O-Of course not!” 
 
“Poor Ageha. He even got you a ring, but now you’re saying you don’t love him. I’ll make a note 
to tell him that when I pick him up later.” 
 
“Ojousama! That is not what I said! And how did you know about the ring!?” Saya unconsciously 
clenched her left hand. 
 
“How could I not know about it?” 



 
Indeed. 
 
She was Kaika Nikaido, after all. 
 
“Marriage, huh?” muttered Kaika. “I thought you two were late bloomers, but things are moving 
really fast.” 
 
“It is just a gift! A normal one! We are not engaged!” 
 
“I know, I picked the ring myself at Ageha’s request.” 
 
You’d know about it alright! 
 
Give me back my moment of awe! 
 
Not caring about Saya’s internal complaints, Kaika continued, “It’s too cheap for that. The 
thing’s not even close to three months of his salary. Trust me, I pay his wages.” 
 
“Please do not casually expose the price!!!” 
 
“Oh were you expecting it to be more expensive?” 
 
“That is not the point! It is a gift! The value is irrelevant!” 
 
“Then why are you complaining?” 
 
“That- ...Huh?” 
 
Saya did not even know what she was protesting about anymore. She heard a faint chuckle on 
the other end of the line. 
 
“Thanks, Saya.” 
 
“...It is not like I am doing this on purpose for your entertainment.” 
 
That did not change the fact that she was happy to be instrumental in lifting Kaika’s mood, even 
by just a little. 
 
“For being you, I mean.” 
 
...Am I being praised or insulted? 
 



“It’s the former,” said Kaika. 
 
“...How did you know I thought of the options in that order?” 
 
“Syntax and your personality. Anyway, what did you want to say to Ageha? Something you can’t 
tell me?” 
 
“Not at all. I just wanted to wish him luck.” 
 
“Just that? How boring.” 
 
He’ll need it. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
Enemy sighted. 
 
Arashi placed her finger on the assault rifle’s trigger. She adjusted her grip on the handguard 
and felt the weapon’s weight. It was much lighter than the custom carbine her father had given 
her. She had opted to sacrifice firepower for mobility. The reduced recoil also boosted her 
accuracy. It was a necessary change for her current mission. 
 
The moon gently shone on her battlefield. Illumination was usually advantageous for a sniper, 
but her bionic eye’s night vision rendered that irrelevant. 
 
Her target zipped from cover to cover. She did not move from her perch on a thick tree branch, 
patiently waiting for a clear shot. Shooting prematurely would just reveal her position. Sniping a 
normal person was child’s play for her, but the enemy’s speed rattled her confidence in her 
marksmanship. He was carefully but steadily heading her way. Though unaware of her exact 
position, he knew her general location, just as she knew which direction he would come from. 
 
The enemy took cover behind a large tree. An obstacle course of sandbags and metal drums lay 
in between them. Arashi saw this as a big opportunity. He would have to check his course before 
running out again due to the obstructions. She aimed her sight at the left side of the tree and 
waited for the enemy to peek out. 
 
A black helm popped out from the other side. 
 
Without wasting time to regret her wrong guess, she adjusted her aim and shot the enemy’s 
head. 
 



I got him! 
 
But she knew it was not a direct hit. The slight delay before she got the shot off had allowed the 
enemy to tuck his head into cover. The bullet had only grazed his helm. Still, that should have 
caused significant damage. He might even be unconscious with a concussion. 
 
Ten seconds. The enemy had not moved for that long. Did she do it? Did she win?  
 
Twenty seconds. He was not coming out. Did he get knocked out? Did she finally beat him? 
 
Did she kill Ageha? 
 
Instead of joy, dread crept into her chest. She jumped down from the tree and slowly made her 
way towards his hiding spot. 
 
Thirty seconds. Her cautious strides turned into a light jog. Anxiety about what she might have 
done caused her knees to tremble. 
 
Isn’t this what I wanted? 
 
I wanted to beat him no matter what. 
 
Then why do I feel so scared? 
 
Forty feet. The moment the distance between them shrunk to that, a jet-black cannonball shot 
out from behind the tree. 
 
A trick..! 
 
Arashi aimed her rifle and shot at the humanoid ram hurtling towards her. The bullets hit but 
did not even slow him down. She had lost the sniping position she had painstakingly discovered, 
and the advantage her rifle provided diminished as he closed in on her. The current situation 
was the worst possible scenario among the battle simulations she had done in her head for the 
past week. 
 
But it was still included in those simulations, and in all of them, she won. She would not have 
challenged him again without that much preparation. 
 
Instead of running away, she faced the black meteor and dashed in her 2 o'clock direction. This 
instantly shrank the gap between them, but due to the angle of her route, they passed by each 
other. Ageha’s speed was incredible, but that also meant he had trouble with unexpected stops 
and turns. 
 



As Ageha braked, she twisted her body and aimed at his head. This was no time to be caring 
about the well-being of her enemy. Her naivety had almost caused her defeat. As if gently 
squeezing a sponge, she pulled the trigger. 
 
The burst of gunfire hit its mark. Loud clanks resounded from his helm as he staggered 
backward. 
 
It’s over. 
 
The risk she took by changing her weapon had paid off. The extra speed had allowed her to lose 
Ageha and to keep him in place for a moment. The weaker recoil had allowed her to hit his head 
with several shots despite her unstable shooting posture. 
 
But he did not fall. 
 
Even though the helm did not have a visible visor or eyeholes, she clearly felt his eyes on her. 
She stifled her surprise and used her bionic eye to zoom in on his face. His helm was supported 
by an alloy neck brace that was attached to his body armor. 
 
You’ve gotta be kidding me. 
 
She was not the only one who had prepared for their duel. 
 
Sacrificing firepower had backfired on her. A more powerful rifle could possibly pierce that 
helm, but the one in her hands had already failed to do that twice. The only real weak point 
Ageha had, along with her confidence in her victory, disappeared like a puff of smoke. A certain 
emotion filled her heart. Contrary to what one would expect, it was not fear or awe. 
 
Arashi was exhilarated. 
 
She tried to keep calm. Getting too excited in combat dulled her judgment and made her too 
bold. Arashi had learned that lesson from her previous fights and was determined not to let that 
get in the way of winning. 
 
But she could not do it. 
 
A boyish grin appeared on her face. 
 
“I know you’re just happy, but that never fails to piss me off,” said Ageha, his voice slightly 
muffled by the helm. 
 
She threw three grenades at him in reply. As if expecting that reaction, he tossed a small device 
in the air. It looked similar to her grenades, except it was about two times larger. His projectile 



exploded, or rather, burst open first. A large clear film spread out like a net and ensnared her 
three grenades, killing their momentum. The bombs fell to the ground around midway between 
the two fighters and detonated. Arashi ducked behind a sandbag stack for cover. Ageha just 
stood there as the few pieces of shrapnel that made it through the transparent net bounced off 
his body. 
 
Now that’s just cheating!!! 
 
Kaika had told her that she would be impartial when it came to Ageha and Arashi’s duels, but his 
new toys indicated otherwise. Arashi wanted to complain about Ageha’s obvious preferential 
treatment, but she decided to do that after the battle was over. She had no intention of giving up. 
 
Arashi sprinted across the abandoned airsoft field while leaping over drums, sandbags, and 
wooden barriers. Following close behind her, Ageha just whacked away the obstacles. His new 
armor had reduced his flexibility and agility, but that barely slowed him down as he barreled 
through the hurdles. 
 
A sandbag hit Arashi in the back. She crashed to the ground, swimming in dirt from the ripped 
sack. Gritting her teeth, Arashi picked herself up and checked the enemy’s location. Ageha 
kicked another sandbag in her direction. She rolled to the side and unloaded a long burst of 
bullets in retaliation. While protecting his head with his arms, he randomly zigzagged towards 
her, enduring the few rounds that hit his body armor. He stopped right in front of her just as she 
ran out of bullets. 
 
Not yet! 
 
Arashi grabbed the muzzle of her rifle with her right hand and swung it at Ageha like a bat. He 
blocked it with an arm, causing the weapon to smash into pieces. Not minding the metal parts 
bouncing off his helm, he countered with a leg kick, which cleanly connected, causing her to 
buckle.  
 
Arashi knew that he attacked her cybernetic limb to prevent her from getting seriously injured. 
He was always like that, and she was thankful for it. Arashi held no pride as a martial artist or 
soldier, so handicaps did not offend her. She merely enjoyed combat, like how a child enjoys a 
game of tag or hide and seek. She appreciated anything that would prolong her time of bliss. 
 
That was why she would also resort to dirty tactics without batting an eyelash. 
 
Her left hand gently pushed off Ageha’s chest, leaving a gum pack-shaped object on it. As 
expected, Ageha had paid little attention to her human hand because it was not much of a threat. 
The rifle smash was just a distraction. Her true goal was to plant a time-delay grenade on 
Ageha’s armor.  
 



Ageha looked at the thing on his chest and immediately disengaged his body armor. That was 
the right decision. Removing the grenade forcefully risked detonating it. He hurriedly ripped the 
alloy plate mail from his torso and tossed it away.  
 
The grenade-laden armor did not blow up. But that was to be expected because it was not armed 
to begin with. 
 
Arashi landed a turning kick to his exposed back, causing him to fly forward and skid face-first 
in the dirt. Pouncing like a wolf spider, she assaulted the grounded Ageha with a jumping axe 
kick. Dust flew up from the impact. 
 
I missed!? 
 
Ageha had dodged her blow by twisting his body. Losing his armor had weakened Ageha’s 
defense, but it also gave him back his flexibility. 
 
Before she could move, he grabbed her calf and pulled her to the ground. She kicked him with 
her other leg, but he caught that with his other hand. 
 
He coughed hoarsely and said in a pained voice, “Saya is teaching you too well.”  
 
Still holding her ankles, he stood up and lifted her off the ground. She never really minded her 
small stature, but that changed just now because she was beginning to see a pattern. 
 
Why do I always end up hanging like a roasted duck? 
 
The mental image of the dish caused her salivary glands to activate, but she cleared her head and 
refocused on the fight. 
 
“I… won’t surrender..!” 
 
“I know. I didn’t ask you to.” 
 
Eh? 
 
Ageha started spinning her around, as if preparing for a hammer throw. However, he did not 
release her no matter how fast the spin got. 
 
“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa,” said Arashi in a flat tone, her face as blank as ever. She sounded like a kid 
speaking into a fan, only in this case, she was the fan. 
 
After a few minutes of that ARMS powered high-G training, Ageha flopped Arashi on the 
ground. Though her body had stopped spinning, her head and vision continued their 



merry-go-round. She turned to her side and emptied the contents of her stomach. Ageha sat 
down a few feet from her. 
 
“I hate wearing this, but it’s a good thing I did,” he said while taking off his helm. Rivers of sweat 
crawled across his face. “You’ve gotten stronger.” 
 
“You… got cheaper.” 
 
“Says the one who slapped a bomb to my body. Good thing that armor is easy to take off.” He 
released a long breath, as if discharging steam.  
 
“Wasn’t… armed.” 
 
“Fortunately. I was worried you‘d gotten suicidal after losing again and again. Are you okay 
now?” 
 
“...Yeah.” 
 
She had lost. Again. But that was fine. Having poured out her everything, she was satisfied. 
 
“Your tactics were excellent. I need to be even more careful next month.” 
 
As part of her agreement with Ageha, she was only allowed to challenge him once a month. She 
wanted to do it more, and not just because she loved fighting. Arashi took a glance at his face. 
 
Great. 
 
Looks like he’s feeling a bit better. 
 
Arashi did not know what was bothering him. Nevertheless, she was glad that their game served 
as a pleasant distraction for her god. 
 
“Can you stand?” he asked. 
 
She probably could if she tried, but she shook her head. The dust on the ground rubbed onto her 
cheek like foundation. 
 
“Guess I got no choice.” Ageha walked over to her, picked her up, and gave her a piggyback ride. 
 
He always carried her home like that after their duels. She did not really understand why, but 
being so close to Ageha aroused an unknown emotion in her. That feeling came from the pit of 
her stomach and slowly rose to her chest. Normally, she could not put it into words, but right 



now, something warm seemed to gush forth, threatening to escape from her lips. She leaned her 
chin on his shoulder and- 
 
“Blerghhhh.” 
 
“What.” 
 
 
Chapter 02: Moving On 
 
“Really?” asked a young cameriera with a bob cut. 
 
“Yeah, that bastard cheated on Natsume-san like crazy,” said Reiji. “I hear he has like four other 
girlfriends.” 
 
Hiro crossed his arms. “I’ve always known Shikimi was an asshole. He doesn’t even visit her in 
the hospital, you know?” 
 
“Be careful, Shimatane.” Reiji made a serious expression. “He might come after you next.” 
 
Shimatane, the newly hired cameriera, furrowed her brows. “He doesn’t seem like such a bad 
guy. At least not someone who’d drive a girl to suicide. Doesn’t he look kinda depressed? Maybe 
he’s sorry for what he did.” 
 
“That’s just an act,” said Hiro. “He tricked our mentor the same way. Chef Matsunaga going 
AWOL was his fault. Shikimi drove him out to get promoted. The guy has no skill. He became 
sous chef by fucking people over.” 
 
“I wish he’d just quit,” said Reiji as if spitting out something bitter. “I can’t believe he’s still here 
when everyone treats him like shit.” 
 
Ageha heaved a sigh. He had been heading to Sapore’s locker room to deposit a few things when 
he saw the two line chefs and the new server gossiping in the corridor. Coming out and greeting 
them would only cause needless friction, so he had decided to wait for them to finish. 
 
His relationship with Reiji and Hiro, Matsunaga’s two proteges, had always been strained. While 
unaware that Ageha had killed their mentor, they still suspected him of somehow being involved 
in the former sous chef’s disappearance. They had never said anything out loud until Rin got 
hospitalized. After that, Ageha became a constant target of thinly veiled animosity. 
 
He recalled his childhood. The current situation reminded him of the time Airi and Jin had 
framed him for theft. He thought he had grown stronger since then. 
 



Still doesn’t feel nice, huh? 
 
Seeing no end to the gossip session, Ageha gave up on the locker room and decided to keep his 
ring and terminal in his pockets. He turned around and headed back the way he came. From the 
cucina, Yama walked into the corridor and spotted him. The veteran chef sent him a glare. 
 
“Good afternoon,” said Ageha. 
 
Without returning the greeting, Yama passed him and joined the three chatting in the hallway. 
 
Realizing he would never joke around with Yama again, Ageha unconsciously made a bitter 
smile. He was in no mood to cook, but no matter how deteriorated, he was still a chef. Service 
would be starting soon. 
 
Time for work. 
 
Dinner service was as arduous as usual. Heading a kitchen of mutineers was a near impossible 
task. Luckily, Head Chef Kirishima picked up the slack, and service ended with no major 
incidents. 
 
Ageha was cleaning up his station when Yama walked up to him. 
 
“I challenge you to a cooking showdown,” said the veteran chef. 
 
Ageha stared at Yama’s face. “Have you gone bonkers?” 
 
“Shut it. I’m not taking no for an answer.” 
 
“I have no idea where this is coming from.” 
 
“I don’t like you, that’s where. If I win, step down from your position as sous chef. I’ll take your 
place.” 
 
I get it now. 
 
Yama had finally decided to take down the evil sous chef and get revenge for Rin. 
 
Ageha shook his head. “I don’t have the authority to decide that.” 
 
Kirishima, who had overheard their conversation, approached them. “Sounds interesting. I’ll 
recognize it, assuming Shikimi agrees.” 
 



Yama’s mouth twisted into an exaggerated smirk. “You heard the boss. You gonna run with your 
tail between your legs?” 
 
“...Fine.” 
 
Yama looked at him with narrowed eyes, as if doubting his quick agreement. A crowd of curious 
chefs and servers steadily gathered around them. 
 
“Let’s get this over with,” said Ageha. “What are the rules?” 
 
Kirishima held his chin. “Let’s see… Make one dish, a primo piatto. Prepare enough portions for 
each person here. We’ll do a blind tasting, and everyone will choose the dish they like best. The 
time limit is one hour.” The head chef closed his eyes. “Hmm… for the theme…” 
 
Shimatane raised her hand. “How about ‘summer’ since we’re going into the season?” 
 
Reiji raised his index finger in front of his lips. “Be quiet!” 
 
Kirishima nodded and opened his eyes. “Alright, summer it is. We’re about to come up with 
Sapore’s seasonal specials. If they’re good enough, I’ll include the dishes you two will prepare. 
Any questions?” 
 
““No, chef!”” said Ageha and Yama in unison. 
 
Because the judging was going to be a blind tasting, the audience moved to the sala. Kirishima 
announced the start of the contest before leaving the kitchen himself. Ageha and Yama moved to 
their respective stations without saying a word to each other. 
 
Summer. 
 
Ageha contemplated what kind of dish he should prepare as he gathered ingredients from the 
pantry. He grabbed semolina flour, eggs, tomatoes, eggplant, herbs, aromatics, and preserved 
meat. Making fresh pasta for so many people was time consuming, but after considering the 
time limit and his speed, he decided to take the risk. 
 
While mixing the flour with eggs to make the pasta dough, Ageha peeked at his rival. It looked 
like Yama’s pasta dish would use lemons as the base flavor. The pile of vegetables on Yama’s 
counter suggested he would do a light vegetarian pasta. It was quite a contrast to his own 
approach. Yama was skilled at subtle dishes, while Ageha excelled in robust flavors. Ageha found 
the matchup quite interesting. 
 
It was going to be a close match. He needed something to pull ahead of the competition. From 
the corner of his eye, he noticed a jar of wrinkled red fruits. 



 
That’s it. 
 
Ageha spent the rest of his hour weaving his summer-inspired creation for an army of hungry 
ristorante workers. The two contestants finished at roughly the same time. 
 
“Let’s begin the judging,” said Kirishima.  
 
Sapore’s staff were all seated in the sala with two plates of pasta in front of them. Yama and 
Ageha had served their dishes alongside their opponent’s. None of the judges knew who made 
what. 
 
Yama’s summer harvest linguine looked and smelled fantastic. The strong lemon aroma whetted 
the diner’s appetite, and the verdant medley of zucchini, artichoke, fava beans, and basil were 
entwined with the pasta. Shaved lemon zest and pecorino toscano littered the top. Small herbed 
croutons lingered on the edge of the plate. 
 
A cooked pasta salad. 
 
Pecorino toscano, a hard sheep’s cheese, was usually put on salads. The same was true for the 
herbed croutons, which provided crunch and concentrated flavor. Yama’s entry melded the 
concept of a summer salad with the density of a primo piatto. Ageha did not have to taste it to 
understand its excellence. 
 
Everyone started digging into their pasta. Moans of awe and pleasure filled the sala.  
 
Kirishima, who judged the dishes on the head chef’s counter, gave his impressions in front of the 
two competitors. Ageha’s analysis of Yama’s linguine was spot on. Kirishima added that the 
perfect amount of lemon juice and zest in the dish held everything together and screamed 
summer with every bite. 
 
The head chef then turned his fork to Ageha’s plate. After taking a bite, Kirishima gave him a 
look. 
 
I knew you’d figure it out instantly. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
Yama gulped as he watched Kirishima taste Ageha’s fettucine. He could not believe the young 
chef had enough time to make fresh pasta from scratch for more than a dozen people in a little 



under one hour. His own dish turned out even better than he expected, but how would it fare 
against the young sous chef’s creation? 
 
In contrast to Yama’s green and white concoction, Ageha’s dish was bright red. Tomatoes, which 
deeply evoked summer, were pureed and used in the sauce. Thinly sliced raw tomatoes peeked 
out from between golden orange pasta strands. Strips of roasted eggplant draped delicately over 
one side of the pasta mound, making the plate look like a work of art. 
 
Kirishima used his fork to nudge around the brown square flakes garnishing the fettucine. “The 
guanciale are perfectly cooked. The rich flavor gives depth and rounds out the sharp acidity of 
the San Marzano tomatoes in the sauce.” He rolled some of the fettucine onto his fork and took a 
bite. “The guanciale fat was not used in the sauce. That kept the dish light and appetizing even 
in the summer heat.” He took another bite and closed his eyes. “Fresh pasta… and sun-dried 
tomatoes?” 
 
What!? 
 
Yama squinted at the fettuccine and saw dark red bits dotting its length. 
 
He mixed sundried tomatoes into the fresh pasta! 
 
Unlike Yama who used dry linguine, Ageha could add ingredients to enhance his pasta. That 
allowed him to add an extra layer of complexity to his dish. 
 
Kirishima deeply nodded. “This is a brilliant addition. Not only does the inclusion of tomatoes fit 
the theme, it also adds bite to the fettuccine. Fresh pasta overcooks much easier than dry. 
Preparing a large number of portions before serving risks fresh pasta going limp from residual 
heat. Mixing firm and chewy sun dried tomatoes into the pasta dough compensates for that.” 
 
Yama turned his head and stared at Ageha. 
 
This kid… 
 
He really is a genius! 
 
Instead of despairing, Yama felt overjoyed. Ageha had not lost his touch. He might have been off 
his game recently, but this primo piatto proved he still had what it took to lead Sapore’s kitchen 
as the sous chef. 
 
From the beginning, Yama did not believe he could beat Ageha in a cooking contest. He had 
noticed some of Sapore’s employees, led by Matsunaga’s minions, were badmouthing Ageha. 
The exaggerated rumors were ruining Ageha’s reputation and authority, especially among the 



new hires. The information about his infidelity had leaked from Yama. He felt responsible for 
letting it get out of hand. 
 
It would be a lie to say he had gotten over his ill feelings towards the young chef. However, he 
had seen firsthand how much Rin’s coma had affected Ageha. There was probably a deeper story 
behind the events surrounding Rin’s attempted suicide, but without trying to learn that, he had 
showered Ageha with blame and hostility. 
 
In order to make it up to Ageha, Yama had decided to challenge him to a cooking contest. 
Doubts about Ageha’s skill would disappear the moment he won, and it was possible that he 
would get out of his slump at the same time. 
 
But most of all, Yama wanted to use this battle as a chance to make amends with him. 
 
“Time for the decision,” said Kirishima, addressing the entire sala. “On my signal, those who 
think the linguine dish is superior, raise your right hand, and those who believe the fettuccine is 
better, raise your left hand.” 
 
With Yama’s defeat, he would become friends with Ageha again, just like two boys shaking 
hands after a scuffle. Then he would discover the truth behind Rin’s incident and save Ageha 
from his suffering. 
 
“Begin,” said Kirishima. 
 
Everyone raised their right hand, including the head chef. 
 
Huh? 
 
The head chef extended his hand to Yama. “Congratulations. It was an excellent dish truly 
reminiscent of summer.” 
 
I… won? 
 
Without accepting the handshake, Yama turned to Ageha. Though the young man’s eyes 
reflected a shade of sadness, he was smiling. His features showed no hint of mortification. 
 
“Congratulations Yama-san,” said Ageha. ”Please continue doing your best as Sapore’s sous 
chef.” 
 
Yama marched up to him and grabbed his collar. “What the hell are you talking about!? As if 
such an important position could be decided by a dumb contest like this!” 
 
Murmurs from the audience reached his ears, but he ignored them. 



 
“You were the one who proposed it.” 
 
“I just wanted you to come to your senses!” 
 
“...I hoped that was the case. Thank you, Yama-san. I could not ask for a better senpai.” Ageha’s 
lips formed a sincere smile. 
 
“What the hell are you thanking me for? ” Yama looked at Kirishima. “Head chef, you won’t 
recognize this farce, right?” 
 
“I have no intention of going back on my words,” said Kirishima. “From today on, you are 
Sapore’s sous chef.” 
 
The people in the sala exploded with gasps, some exclaiming in disbelief. 
 
Yama tightened his grip on Ageha’s collar. “Say something! Don’t you care about your job!?” 
 
“Thing is, it is not my job anymore. I resigned a few days ago. Today is my last day here. I did 
not want to raise a fuss, so I asked Chef Kirishima to keep it under wraps. That did not turn out 
so well though.” Ageha chuckled weakly. 
 
Yama unconsciously released his grip. “You quit..? W-Why?” 
 
“I got a job as a personal chef.” 
 
“A personal chef? How can you be satisfied with that!?” 
 
Yama knew how much pride Ageha had in his craft. Limiting those who could sample his 
cooking was nonsensical. The true reason lay elsewhere. Yama did not have to think hard about 
it. Everyone in Sapore treated Ageha like a pest, including him. Though the young chef never 
retaliated with his authority or words, that kind of work environment would drive anyone away. 
 
“It pays better,” said Ageha. 
 
“Is it my fau-” 
 
“It pays better.” His tone was firm. 
 
That’s why he accepted my challenge so easily. 
 
It’s a convenient way to pass the torch to me. 
 



“Did you throw the match?” asked Yama. 
 
Ageha had much more talent than he did. Though Yama winning against him could happen by 
chance, a unanimous judgment was impossible. 
 
“I would never do something so stupid. To be honest, I wanted to leave behind a good 
impression, but a loss is a loss.” 
 
“I don’t believe you.” 
 
Ageha grabbed the plate of fettuccine on the head chef’s counter and handed it to Yama. “Give it 
a try.” 
 
Yama did just that. 
 
The ideas in the dish were excellent, but for some reason, the taste was nothing special. There 
were numerous minor errors in preparation and lazy shortcuts. One or two of those would not 
affect the dish significantly, but everything stacked together was enough to push a fine recipe to 
mediocrity. In particular, the seasoning was a little off, a mistake Ageha would normally never 
make. 
 
The new sous chef glared at Ageha. “So you were pulling punches!” 
 
“Not intentionally. Everything I make turns out like that.” 
 
“Stop lying!” 
 
Ageha sighed and stepped closer to Yama. In a small, feeble voice, he said, “I can’t cook here 
anymore. There’s too much of her.” 
 
Yama finally understood. Emotion heavily influenced cooking. Food prepared with negative 
feelings naturally turned out terrible. Professional chefs were trained to minimize that effect, 
and it is a basic job requirement to perform consistently while putting aside emotional baggage. 
Even so, there were exceptions. Chefs were human. So was Ageha. And he was broken. 
 
“I’m so sorry.” The words leaked out of Yama’s mouth unconsciously. 
 
“Don’t sweat it.” Ageha placed a hand on Yama’s shoulder. “Good luck, sous chef.” 
 
Yama could not reply. Ageha dropping polite language cemented his resignation from Sapore. 
 
Ageha bowed his head deeply to Kirishima. “Sorry for causing you so much trouble. I apologize 
for not being able to meet your expectations.” Without waiting for a reply, he turned to everyone 



in the sala and bowed again. “I apologize for everything. I have no right to request this of you, 
but please take care of Sapore.” He lifted his head and headed towards the exit. 
 
Everyone watched him silently. Right before he reached for the door, Yama unconsciously took 
two steps forward.  
 
“Ageha!” 
 
The young man stopped his feet. 
 
“Someday! Let’s work together again.” 
 
Ageha did not turn around. “That’s impossible.” He disappeared through Sapore’s main 
entrance. 
 
 

*** 
 

 
“Is that all your stuff?” asked Kaika. 
 
Ageha, carrying a large box in his hands and a rucksack on his back, turned to the little girl 
beside him. “Pretty much.” 
 
“You should have seen his apartment, Ojousama,” said Saya. “Barren as a desert.” 
 
The three of them were walking down the Nikaido mansion corridor. Saya followed a few steps 
behind the pair as they headed to Ageha’s new room. 
 
Kaika raised an eyebrow. “That so? I know the mansion already has everything you’ll need, but 
are you sure you didn’t forget anything? A box and a bag being the entirety of your worldly 
possessions is kinda worrisome.” 
 
“I have a few more things at Sapore. I wanted to get those the other day, but I couldn’t just go 
back to the locker room after that dramatic exit.” 
 
“Did you finally gain an appreciation for theatrics?” 
 
“No, it was just plain embarrassing.” 
 
“You? Embarrassed?” 
 
“What’s so odd about that?” 



 
“You ogle naked girls and show off your private parts like it’s nothing. I didn’t think you had any 
shame left in that body.” 
 
“Ageha,” said Saya, her cheek twitching. “What does Ojousama mean by ogling naked girls?” 
 
“You’re not gonna ask about the second one?” mumbled Kaika. 
 
“That wasn’t my fault,” said Ageha. “I just bumped into Kai while she was wandering around the 
mansion naked.” 
 
Kaika’s pink lips twisted in mischief. “That wasn’t the only time, was it? I remember you barging 
into the bathroom and seeing me and Rin-” Her expression froze before turning faintly somber. 
“Nevermind.” 
 
Ageha did not say anything. 
 
Saya shut her eyes and sighed internally. 
 
Again, this atmosphere. 
 
The banter they usually enjoyed always turned sour at the mention of that woman. Though Saya 
had competed with Rin for Ageha’s affections, she never hated her. She had even respected Rin’s 
strength and righteousness. But that was before. The suffocating shroud that woman had veiled 
upon her loved ones had birthed a dull hatred within her. 
 
Why didn’t you just disappear quietly? 
 
Saya scolded herself. Instead of victim-blaming, she should be lifting the mood of her 
companions. 
 
“Me… too,” said Arashi. 
 
“Whaa!!” shouted Saya. “Where did you come from!?” 
 
Arashi, who had appeared beside Saya, tilted her head with a poker face. 
 
“What do you mean, Arashi?’” asked Kaika. 
 
“Ageha… also saw me… naked.” 
 
Nice one! 
 



Saya instantly figured out that Arashi was joking around to get rid of the dreary mood. She 
winked at her in gratitude. 
 
Arashi tilted her head to the other side.  
 
It can’t be… 
 
Is she telling- 
 
“The truth, Ageha,” said Saya in a cold, monotone voice. All expression had left her face. 
 
“Scary,” said Kaika. 
 
Without a break in his stride, Ageha said, “We were fighting.” 
 
“He undressed… me. My breasts...” said Arashi. 
 
“Pray tell why you would need to undress her while you were fighting, Ageha-sama.” Saya’s 
speech became even politer than usual. 
 
Ageha shrugged his shoulders, causing the contents of the box in his hands to clatter. “I wanted 
to grab her pineapples.” 
 
“Now why would you intentionally plant a landmine and step on it like that?” asked Kaika with a 
sigh. 
 
“I’m just telling the truth. Some grenades are called pineapples.” 
 
“So are some boobs.” 
 
“Arashi’s don’t fall into that category. Not yet, at least.” 
 
“And why would you know that, Ageha-sama?” asked Saya. Her expression looked similar to 
Buddha achieving enlightenment. 
 
“Ageha always… presses my boobs… against his body,” said Arashi with a blush. 
 
Saya’s poker face collapsed and reformed into that of a rakshasi demon. 
 
Kaika tugged at Ageha’s shirt. “Hurry up and deny it before things get out of hand! It’s about 
boobs, Ageha! Boobs!” 
 
“Stop saying boobs over and over. It’s ruining your cute face. And I refuse.” 



 
“Why would you refuse!? Our hair follicles are in grave danger! And thanks.” 
 
“Because it’s technically true. And Saya is very cute like this.” 
 
Kaika glanced at her butler. “Good point. As expected of the boyfriend, you know your stuff.” 
 
The two of them cockily grinned at each other as if reaching a mutual understanding. 
 
Arashi tapped Saya’s shoulder to get her attention. “Piggyback… ride.” 
 
Saya recalled Ageha coming to the mansion with a weakened Arashi on his back the other night. 
 
So that’s what she meant. 
 
The embers of jealousy inside Saya were doused, and her face loosened up. She wanted nothing 
more than to ease Ageha’s and Kaika’s melancholy, but being a verbal punching bag was still 
exhausting. 
 
The moment the banter subsided, the two in front of her released an aura of gloom once again. 
 
On second thought, being a punching bag is easier to deal with than this. 
 
She decided to put her plan into motion despite knowing she would likely end up as their stress 
reliever. 
 
“Ojousama, there is going to be a large shrine festival in the neighboring town this weekend. 
Would you like to go visit? All four of us. You would not need any other guards that way.” 
 
Kaika had never gone to a shrine festival. It would be a good change of pace for everyone. 
 
“...I’m not in the mood. Go take Ageha on a date or something.” 
 
Surprised her mistress did not take the bait, Saya desperately searched for a way to convince 
her. Arashi beat her to the punch. 
 
“Festival!” Arashi’s sleepy eyes widened and sparkled. She jogged forward, overtook Kaika, and 
grabbed her hands. “Kai, let’s go!” 
 
Kaika looked at the adorable teen for a moment and slumped her shoulders. “Fine.” 
 
“Don’t I get a say in this?” asked Ageha. 
 



“””No.””” 
 
 
Chapter 03: Festival for Two 
 
Four days. 
 
Mitsuki’s sharp pout became even more pronounced as she sulked in the back seat of the car. 
Her eyes were focused on Sapore’s rear entrance. Another escort car stood by at the front 
entrance to cover all the bases, but no report about Ageha’s arrival came. 
 
Was Ria lying? 
 
Valeriya had told her about Ageha’s workplace, but even after several days of staking out, he was 
nowhere to be found. 
 
No, she wouldn’t lie to me. 
 
From time to time, Valeriya kept secrets from her for her own safety, but tricking her was not 
something her mother would do. 
 
Do I just have bad timing? 
 
Mitsuki had tried waiting at different times on different days, from early morning to late 
afternoon. Valeriya would worry if she stayed out too late, so it was possible she missed Ageha 
because he went home later than she did. 
 
The deep orange sun began sinking into the city’s skyline.  
 
She checked the time on her mobile. “Let’s go back for today, Viktor.” 
 
The driver, a grey-haired Russian in a suit, raised his burly arm and pointed outside the car 
window. “Mitsuki.” 
 
From the direction of the station, a young man was heading towards Sapore. 
 
Ageha! 
 
Nagging Valeriya persistently for information had paid off. She moved to open the car door, but 
her fingers suddenly froze up. 
 
What should I say? 
 



Mitsuki wanted to meet Ageha, but she was not sure why. A number of reasons swam around in 
her mind, like challenging him to a rematch to regain her honor or asking why he suddenly quit. 
Regardless, she could not decide exactly what to say. 
 
As she gathered her thoughts, Ageha walked past her heavily tinted vehicle and went inside 
Sapore’s service entrance. 
 
I missed my chance! 
 
No, I can just wait for him to leave. 
 
“Viktor, tell the other car to watch for him at the main entrance. We’ll continue to wait here.” 
 
“Understood.” 
 
Mitsuki was prepared to wait until closing hours if need be, but her resolve turned out to be 
unnecessary. In a little under half an hour, Ageha, holding a cardboard box, appeared from the 
service entrance. 
 
She stepped out of the car and began crossing the street. Before she could get his attention, a 
full-size SUV pulled in between them. Her ears caught the dull sound of the SUV door closing. 
The vehicle pulled away leaving her staring at the empty sidewalk. 
 
“Ah!” 
 
He got in! 
 
Mitsuki sprinted back to her car, dove inside, and slammed the door. “Follow that car!” 
 
“It might be dangerous,” said Viktor. 
 
“That’s why you’re here, right?” 
 
Viktor was strong. Ria calling him back from overseas to be Mitsuki’s exclusive guard 
guaranteed that. 
 
He scratched his short grey beard and released the parking brake. “You take after your mother.” 
 
“Thank you!” 
 
Viktor smiled wryly. “Well, I’d be more surprised if that little rascal raised a prim and proper 
lady.” 
 



 
*** 

 
Kaika, Ageha, and Arashi stood at the top of the shrine’s stairway. Dozens of stalls with colorful 
signs and lamps decorated the stone path. Waves of people passed by each other, occasionally 
melding together, like schools of fish. 
 
“So this is a summer festival,” said Kaika. 
 
Kaika, who had never been to a festival before, was impressed. The aroma of various fair foods 
tickled her nostrils, and the lively noise enveloping the area felt invigorating.  
  
“It’s larger than I thought. Too bad Saya couldn’t make it,” said Ageha. 
 
“Don’t blame her. Duty called.” 
 
“Your duty, to be exact.” 
 
“She insisted on taking my place. You know how stubborn she is.” Kaika, palms up, lightly 
shrugged her shoulders. Her white nape, a little moist with sweat, peeked out of her white 
kimono. Straight and angled blue lines decorated the sleeves and ran down the length of the 
dress. 
 
Kaika began walking towards the forest of people. Arashi trailed after her like an excited pet dog. 
In contrast, Ageha trudged along behind them. 
 
Noticing the gap between them increase, Kaika stopped and turned around. “What’s with that 
lack of enthusiasm?” 
 
“Who would be enthusiastic about babysitting?” 
 
“What a greedy guy. There are billions of guys who would die to be my escort.” Kaika twirled in 
place like a dancer. Her ribbon-tied twintails and navy blue obi fluttered as she gracefully came 
to a stop. 
 
“Saying billions instead of millions is so like you.” 
 
“I won’t give you a raise even if you compliment me.” 
 
“That wasn’t a compliment.” 
 
“Of course it was. Anyone would be happy to be likened to me, including myself.” 
 



Ageha closed his eyes and shook his head. “You really are amazing.” He began walking again. 
 
“I know right?” Kaika matched his pace. “You should’ve worn the yukata I prepared. A shirt and 
jeans don’t fit this atmosphere at all.” 
 
“Look around. Most men are wearing casual clothes. And did you really expect me to change 
with you two in the car?” 
 
Kaika narrowed her eyes and stared at Ageha’s body. “Nothing I haven’t seen before.”  
 
“Arashi is still a kid.” 
 
“You do know I’m technically younger than her, right?” 
 
“‘Technically’ being the operative word.” 
 
“What’s with this difference in treatment? Do you really like quiet types that much? That’s so 
unfair.” 
 
Ageha’s brow twitched. 
 
He took the bait. 
 
“Fine. How can I make it up to you, Ojousama?” he asked. 
 
“Cut the sarcasm for starters. Hmm, how about you praise my good looks?” 
 
“That blue and white kimono looks unexpectedly good on you.” 
 
“Unexpectedly? Do you even know what praise means?” 
 
“I just meant that it’s not your usual style. It’s a little scary when everything you wear looks like 
it was made for you.” 
 
“Expect a twenty percent increase in your pay starting this month.” 
 
“You’re actually giving me a raise for complimenting you!?” 
 
“Why not?” 
 
“Not that I’m complaining, but you just said the exact opposite earlier.” 
 
“Unlike earlier, I got to hear your honest opinion this time.” 



 
“I’m always honest.” 
 
“About as much as I am.” 
 
They chuckled at the same time. 
 
“Please cheer him up in my place.” 
 
Saya probably asked Ageha to do same thing for me. 
 
Kaika realized how devious Saya could be. Sending Kaika and Ageha to help each other was 
surprisingly effective. They had been too busy trying to fulfill Saya’s request to feel depressed. 
 
As they passed a particularly delicious-smelling food stand, Arashi, garbed in a pink kimono, 
tapped Kaika on the shoulder and held out her hand. Kaika sighed and handed her two 
one-thousand yen bills. Arashi trotted up to the stall while licking her lips. 
 
“Only two thousand yen? That’s rather cheap of you,” said Ageha. 
 
“I’m trying to teach her the value of money. Besides, if I give her a wad of cash, she’ll spend all of 
it on food and get fat. I don’t want a chubby guard.” 
 
Arashi returned with several skewers of yakitori and ikayaki in each hand. Though unused to 
her clothes, she moved faster than usual, clearly affected by the energy whirling through the 
festival grounds. The subdued floral design of her kimono contrasted with her boyish charm, 
showing off her youth and innocence. 
 
“I can’t believe you spent all your money on one stall,” said Kaika. “Don’t eat so quickly. You’ll 
get sauce on your clothes.” 
 
Arashi was busy gorging and did not heed her command. 
 
“It’s kind of refreshing seeing you play the big sister instead of the spoiled brat,” said Ageha. 
 
“It can be entertaining at times.” Kaika tried to grab Arashi’s hands to stop her from eating, but 
her strength could do nothing against the enhanced teen. “And a pain.” 
 
“Let me handle this.” Ageha placed a hand on Kaika’s shoulder and gently pulled her away from 
Arashi. “Arashi, banzai.” 
 



Arashi flung her arms up, tossing the skewers into the air. Ageha nudged her out of the way and 
caught the sticks of grilled goodies. A bit of sauce got on his shirt, but it was hardly noticeable 
due to the fabric’s dark color. 
 
He handed a yakitori stick to Kaika. “Here.” 
 
“Thanks.” Kaika received it. “...Hey! Why can you do that too!? I had to train her for weeks!” 
 
“Saya told me about it.” Ageha gave an ikayaki stick to Arashi. “Eat one stick at a time, and 
slowly. That dress is really expensive, so don’t get sauce on it.” He took a bite of yakitori himself. 
“Not bad.” 
 
Arashi did as he said. 
 
“And why is she listening to you but not me!? I’m her employer and mistress!” 
 
“I’m her god.” 
 
“...Point taken,” she grumbled before biting into her chicken. “This is good.” 
 
With a bit more vigor than earlier, Ageha resumed his stroll. “It’s partly the atmosphere. Food 
tastes better in the right situations.” 
 
“Interesting. This reminds me of the street food in Manila. I enjoyed that.” 
 
“You should go to Thailand. They have better stuff, like spicy beef salad.” 
 
“Can’t you just make it for me?” 
 
An apologetic frown showed on his face. “Sorry, Kai. I can’t.”  
 
“I see. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
Ageha had stopped cooking altogether since he quit his chef job. Kaika missed his food, but she 
cared much more about his well being. Ordering him to cook was out of the question. 
 
A swarm of people approached them. Ageha gently held Kaika’s shoulder and pulled her close. 
Kaika pressed her body to his waist to avoid contact with the human avalanche. Eventually, the 
crowd passed, leaving them stuck together in the middle of the empty path. 
 
“Not bad, Mr. Escort,” said Kaika. 
 
“Do I get another raise?” 



 
“Don’t push it. Looks like everyone is going to see the show. Arashi, do you wanna-” Kaika 
swiveled her head. “Arashi? Where did she go?” 
 
“Probably dragged into the crowd. Should we go look for her?” 
 
“Let’s head for the stage and check out the show. She’ll probably be there.” 
 
“Wait, there’s a takoyaki stand. I’ll go buy one first.” Ageha marched away. 
 
Arashi, your god just prioritized takoyaki over you. 
 
 

*** 
 

 
Mitsuki peeked out from behind a tree. 
 
So that’s Saya Saionji. 
 
She had been stalking Ageha’s party since arriving at the shrine. Her sporty outfit, consisting of 
a white tank top and short jeans, had allowed her to move quickly and avoid detection. Her thin 
shirt clung to her sweaty body in the humid summer air, but she was too engrossed in her 
mission to notice. 
 
Her target, a female in a pink kimono, was crouched over a tub of goldfish. 
 
Short hair. 
 
Slim. 
 
Pokerface. 
 
Her mother had described Ageha’s girlfriend that way. Valeriya had gotten the wrong idea and 
had tried to dissuade Mitsuki from meeting Ageha by telling her about his lover. 
 
I just want to settle the score. 
 
Despite thinking so, she could not help but be curious about Saionji. 
 
I’m just gathering info about the enemy. 
 
She should know him really well. 



 
That’s all this is. 
 
According to Valeriya, Saionji excelled in both academic and martial disciplines. The woman in 
front of her did not look too smart, though. Her face seemed a little young, too. 
 
Could she be someone else? 
 
Luckily, Saionji had gotten separated from her companions. Mitsuki decided to approach her 
and confirm her identity. 
 
“Good evening,” said Mitsuki. 
 
Saionji looked at her with a bored expression then quickly returned her gaze to the tank of small 
fish. 
 
Mitsuki called out to her again. “My name is Mi-, um, Fujiko Mine, an acquaintance of 
Ageha-san.” 
 
“Ageha?” Saionji focused on Mitsuki again. 
 
“Yes. I happened to see you together with him earlier. What’s your relationship with him?” 
 
What am I saying!? 
 
That was too straightforward! 
 
“Ageha is... god.” 
 
Mitsuki’s doubts were quelled. This woman had to be his girlfriend. This also reconfirmed how 
perverted a man he was. 
 
Wait, she might be joking. 
 
No one in their right mind would call another person a god. 
 
“What exactly does that mean?” asked Mitsuki. 
 
The woman turned her eyes away for a moment. “I give my… everything to him. With my body… 
I-” 
 
“Please stop! Do not say anymore!” said Mitsuki, her cheeks as red as beets. 
 



Saionji stared at the fish tank again. 
 
Finding her behavior strange, Mitsuki asked, “Why are you watching the goldfish?” 
 
“I want… to play. But my money… is with Kai.” 
 
Kai must be that other girl. 
 
“I can loan you some cash if you want.” 
 
Without hesitation, Saionji grabbed her hands, eyes glittering in anticipation. “Please!” 
 
“O-okay.” Mitsuki took out her money clip and gave Saionji a ten thousand yen bill. 
 
Saionji asked the stall owner for six poi, small round paper scoops, and handed half to Mitsuki. 
“Together.” 
 
“Ah, er, okay.” Mitsuki nodded. She grabbed a bowl from the stall counter and crouched in front 
of the fish tank. Targeting the largest fish, she dunked the scoop into the water. 
 
The paper soaked in the liquid and broke before reaching its target. 
 
This is harder than it looks. 
 
She turned to the woman beside her. Saionji had already caught five goldfish. 
 
“Wow. Do you do this often?” 
 
“First time.” 
 
Eh!? 
 
Lauded by her mother as a genius, Mitsuki was shocked at the gap in their abilities. She tried 
again with the same result. Before using the last of her three scoops, Mitsuki carefully watched 
Saionji’s technique and engraved it in her head.  
 



 



 
Taking a deep breath, she targeted the closest fish and executed the movements. The moment 
her scoop touched the water, the fish swam away. She tried to chase it down, but the paper broke 
again. On the other hand, Saionji had caught her tenth fish. It was as if she could read where the 
fish were going. 
 
What amazing motion perception. 
 
A competitive flame sparked within Mitsuki. 
 
I don’t know why, but I don’t want to lose! 
 
“Let’s go to the next stall,” said Mitsuki. 
 
“...Okay.” Saionji dropped all her goldfish back into the tank, causing the shop owner to sigh in 
relief. 
 
The two of them moved to the ring toss stall. With perfect accuracy, Saionji tossed the rings 
around the pegs and demolished Mitsuki again. She chose candies for prizes and snacked on 
them as they walked around the festival. 
 
Next, Mitsuki chose to challenge her in a cork shooting game. 
 
If it’s shooting, her ridiculous throwing skill shouldn’t matter. 
 
Saionji aimed the toy rifle at an anime figure. The model depicted a blond girl in a white one 
piece with a donut in her mouth. She pulled the trigger. The cork bullet bounced off the prize 
without even shaking it. 
 
Heh, some targets are impossible to knock down. 
 
First timers don’t know that! 
 
This is my win! 
 
Mitsuki shot and knocked down a small rabbit toy with her first bullet. She turned to her rival 
with a proud smile, but Saionji was concentrating on her second shot. 
 
What is she doing? 
 
Saionji pointed the rifle straight up. Her eyes focused on the anime figure again. She swung the 
gun down while pulling the trigger, but the cork went in a completely random direction. 
 



That won’t hit. 
 
Mitsuki missed her second shot and hit with her third, but the prize did not topple over. 
Preparing to declare her victory, she put down her rifle and watched her rival’s last shot. Again, 
Saionji pointed her rifle to the sky. Repeating the same motion as before, she launched the cork. 
This time, it hit the anime figure, causing it to waver. After rocking back and forth, the item 
finally lost balance and fell over. 
 
Mitsuki and the stall owner stared in disbelief. Saionji had just knocked down an impossible 
target using the force of her swing, as if wielding a gunblade. The match ended in Mitsuki’s 
defeat. The owner begrudgingly bagged the figure and handed it to the winner. To Mitsuki, the 
most vexing part was that Saionji did not seem to care about winning at all. Her sleepy pokerface 
had not faltered even once. 
 
I won’t let it end like this! 
 
A loud rumble erupted from Saionji’s stomach. 
 
“...Are you hungry?” asked Mitsuki. 
 
Even after eating all that candy? 
 
With a rosy blush, she nodded. 
 
Mitsuki remembered that she had not eaten anything since lunch. 
 
They visited the yakisoba stall and ordered a box each. Seeing Saionji wolf down her food, 
Mitsuki decided to race against her, only to lose for the fourth time in a row. 
 
“I can’t win at anything… You’re amazing, Saionji-san.” 
 
The woman tilted her head and pointed at herself. “Not Saya.” 
 
“Eh?” 
 
“I’m… Arashi.” 
 
She’s a completely different person!!! 
 
Mitsuki fell to her knees, her palms hitting the ground. 
 
“Are… you okay?” asked Arashi. 
 



This is so embarrassing!!! 
 
“I, I’m fine. I just need a moment to rest.” 
 
Arashi crouched beside her. Mitsuki took this chance to ask about who she was. It took a while, 
but Arashi managed to vaguely explain her identity and relationship with Ageha. 
 
“So you’re Ageha’s coworker…” said Mitsuki. “But why do you call him god?” 
 
“Food. Strength. He helped me... many times.” A different expression appeared on her face.  
 
It was longing. 
 
“...Do you love him?” 
 
“Love? I don’t… know.” 
 
She doesn’t know what love is? 
 
Being unfamiliar with romance herself, Mitsuki decided not to pursue the matter. She stood up 
and dusted off her palms. There was no meaning for her to stay with Arashi anymore. 
 
“This… is fun,” said Arashi. 
 
A smile naturally rose on Mitsuki’s face. “It is, isn’t it?” 
 
I guess a little more can’t hurt. 
 
They went to the next food stand and saw a single candied apple sitting on the counter. 
 
Arashi looked at the stall owner without saying anything. The old man looked confused for a 
moment but soon realized that she wanted to buy the last apple. He picked it up and offered it to 
her, but someone suddenly snatched it. 
 
A girl with a ponytail tossed a five-hundred yen coin to the old man. “Thanks.” She twirled the 
candied apple with her fingers. 
 
Four girls stood behind her. All of them wore the same high school uniform. Arashi stared at the 
sugarcoated treat but did not say anything. 
 
“What? You got a problem?” asked the girl holding the apple. 
 
Arashi did not respond. 



 
Why aren’t you saying anything? 
 
“Hmph, didn’t think so.” The girl joined her group and began walking away. 
 
“Did ya see the look on her face, Karen?” asked one of her lackeys. 
 
Karen flipped her ponytail over her shoulder. “Like a deer in headlights!” She laughed. 
 
I won’t let the girl who defeated me get shamed like this! 
 
“Wait,” said Mitsuki. “My friend was here first. That candied apple is hers.” 
 
Karen stomped back and glared at her. “I’ve already paid for it, so it’s mine.” She shoved the 
apple in front of Mitsuki’s face. “Any more complaints?” 
 
“I’ll pay you back the five-hundred yen. Give it to her.” 
 
Karen held her stomach and laughed. “You got guts brat, but that’s no way to talk to your elder.” 
Her smirk turned into a scowl. “Maybe I should teach you a lesson.” 
 
So these are bullies. 
 
I’ve seen them in the anime Ria watches, but to think they really exist. 
 
“Um, could you please not make trouble in front of my stall?” pleaded the old man. “I might get 
banned from participating next year…” 
 
“Well that’d be a problem. I like your apples.” Karen cracked her neck. “You two, come with us 
for a bit.” 
 
This is getting out of hand. 
 
It doesn’t make sense to get riled up by these jerks. 
 
We should just ignore them and leave. 
 
After making her decision, she tried to grab Arashi to make a run for it. However, the teen was 
no longer beside her. 
 
“Hey!” shouted Mitsuki. “Why are you obediently following them!?” 
 
Arashi was in the middle of the high school group, her eyes locked onto the apple. 



 
Mitsuki finally realized that her new friend was a fool. 
 
She jogged to catch up. Unable to pull Arashi from the human cage, she followed them to a 
clearing behind one of the shrine buildings. Unlike the main festival area, the place was dark and 
deserted. Mitsuki went to Arashi’s side as the bullies moved to surround them. 
 
I can’t let her get hurt. 
 
Mitsuki felt responsible for starting the conflict. Arashi might have been good at festival games, 
but that did not mean anything in combat. Judging from how lethargic she looked, Mitsuki 
decided not to count on her fighting potential. 
 
“We don’t want any trouble,” said Mitsuki. “I apologize if I offended you.” 
 
“It’s a little late for that now.” Karen stepped forward menacingly. “You two really messed up. 
We’re karate club members. Know what that means?” 
 
Mitsuki wanted to avoid a fight. Valeriya had taught her not to abuse her skills. Though not 
complete amateurs, the high school girls were still children. Mitsuki was younger, but she was 
confident that her training and experience far surpassed those practicing in a school club.  
 
“I understand, so please let us go with an apology,” said Mitsuki while keeping her eyes on the 
girls. 
 
“What’s with that apology? Don’t you even know how to bow? Didn’t your parents teach you 
anything?” 
 
Something snapped inside Mitsuki. 
 
These girls. 
 
Children? 
 
No. 
 
Mitsuki recalled another thing Valeriya had taught her: “Girls over fifteen are grannies!” 
 
“That doesn’t make sense,” said Mitsuki. “Between me and a bunch of cowards who gang up on 
the weak like hyenas, who do you think lacks parental guidance?”  
 
Karen glowered at her. “You little bitch...” 
 



“Are you just gonna stand there mumbling like a kid who dropped her ice cream? Come at me.” 
 
Tossing away the candied apple, Karen dashed towards her and threw a straight punch. Parrying 
the blow, Mitsuki threw her over her shoulder. 
 
“Guh!” Karen coughed violently after hitting the ground. 
 
Seeing the counterattack, the other girls took fighting stances. None of them stepped forward. 
 
Not as stupid as I thought. 
 
In that case. 
 
Mitsuki dashed to the closest enemy and thrust her fist into the girl’s solar plexus. As her first 
victim fell to the ground, two girls approached her from both sides. She hopped back twice to 
keep both of them in front of her. The faster girl reached her first and launched a roundhouse 
kick. 
 
Not bad. 
 
For an amateur.  
 
Mitsuki lowered her head, allowing the kick to pass just above her hair. Her palm uppercut 
slammed into the girl’s chin and knocked her out. The slower girl stiffened in surprise after 
seeing her friend defeated in an instant. Taking this chance, Mitsuki tensed her toes and thrust 
them into the girl’s crotch. The teenager screamed in anguish and fell to her knees. The last high 
schooler standing lunged at Mitsuki. In one motion, Mitsuki spun to avoid the tackle and 
smashed her elbow into the kneeling girl’s nape, finishing her off. 
 
Last one. 
 
The girl who missed the tackle faced her, knees trembling. Choosing fight over flight, she rushed 
towards Mitsuki. Without giving the high schooler a chance to attack, Mitsuki stepped forward 
and drove a front kick into her solar plexus. The girl staggered backward, tripped over the 
downed Karen, and fell on top of her. 
 
Because of her size disadvantage, Mitsuki had targeted the girls’ vital points. The entire battle 
had unfolded according to her calculations. 
 
But she had forgotten another of Valeriya’s lessons: “Battle is exciting because calculations hold 
no power over the unpredictable.” 
 



“You hurt my friends..!” Karen, tears streaming down her cheeks, stood up unsteadily. “I’m 
going to kill you!” 
 
Mitsuki put up her guard and focused on the revived enemy. Then her body froze up. 
 
Karen’s nose was bleeding. 
 
Mitsuki had taken care not to hit the enemies’ faces to avoid spilling blood, but the last girl she 
defeated had accidentally fallen onto Karen and elbowed her in the face. 
 
Karen charged at Mitsuki, thick red liquid dripping down her lips and chin. She pressed her 
elbow to her waist and gathered power for a karate punch. It was a completely telegraphed 
strike, but Mitsuki, paralyzed by the sight of blood, could do nothing. Karen screamed as she 
unleashed the full strength of her fist. 
 
A pink whirlwind materialized in front of Mitsuki. Arashi stretched her leg wide, tearing her 
kimono skirt open, and drove a spinning hook kick into Karen’s neck. A dull thud and a sharp 
snap reached Mitsuki’s ears. Karen tumbled to the ground, her neck sharply bent at an 
impossible angle. Arashi stopped her rotation as her torn dress fluttered down and covered her 
legs once again. 
 
A moment after the surreal spectacle ended, Mitsuki came back to her senses. “Why aren’t you 
wearing panties!?!?” 
 
Arashi’s pokerface moved. As if looking at an idiot, she stared at Mitsuki and tugged at her dress 
with her fingers. “Kimono, duh.” 
 
I can’t believe this girl treated me like an idiot!!! 
 
Mitsuki did not know whether to laugh or cry. 
 
Arashi took a bite from the half-eaten candied apple in her hand. 
 
And you were eating the whole time!? 
 
Mitsuki almost dropped to her knees in mortification. As she wallowed in self-pity, Viktor 
appeared from the shadows and approached her. 
 
“Mitsuki, I’ll have the men take care of this. Please come back with me to the car.” 
 
“Ah, oh, right.” Mitsuki looked around for Arashi who had suddenly vanished. 
 
“That girl ran away the moment she saw me.” 



 
“You do look really scary.” 
 
“What!? T-That’s not-” 
 
“And you should’ve come out to help us if you were watching the whole time.” 
 
“It was just a fight between kids. At least it was supposed to be.” Viktor nudged the corpse on the 
ground with his foot. “We need to go.” He turned around and headed for the car. 
 
“Okay.” Mitsuki noticed the paper bag containing the anime figure on the ground and picked it 
up. 
 
I should return this. 
 
I wonder if I’ll meet her again. 
 
Mitsuki hopped over Karen and followed her driver. 
 
 
Chapter 04: Bonds 
 
This is so nerve-wracking! 
 
Saya, hands on her knees, sat with perfect posture in the Nikaido mansion’s drawing room. 
Seated in front of her was Sousuke Shikimi, Ageha’s father. 
 
Her meetings had ended earlier than expected. Hoping to catch up with Kaika and the others, 
she had rushed back to the mansion to change into her kimono. That plan crumbled when she 
saw a middle-aged man arguing with the security guard at the front gate. Normally, Saya would 
have left something like that to the guards, but she had vaguely recognized the man’s face. 
Sousuke’s picture had been in Ageha’s background report, which she had prepared herself at 
Kaika’s command many months ago. 
 
Sousuke did not touch his tea. Despite the eye-catching furnishing of the manor, he did not look 
around. A stern expression remained on his face ever since Saya led him to the room. 
 
What should I do!? 
 
When they first met, she had introduced herself as Kaika’s aide out of habit. 
 
Should I have introduced myself as Ageha’s lover? 
 



Does he already know about us? 
 
What if he doesn’t approve? 
 
She barely managed to prevent her panic from showing on her face. 
 
She received a message on her terminal. Kaika and the others were already at the gate. Arashi 
had apparently experienced a wardrobe incident, forcing them to return earlier than expected. 
Naturally, Saya had already informed her mistress about their unexpected visitor. 
 
“Shikimi-sama, Ojousama will arrive momentarily,” said Saya. 
 
Sousuke nodded in reply. Though rigid in demeanor, he was quite handsome and carried himself 
in a confident and composed manner. 
 
I have to make a good impression. 
 
But she did not know how. As Saya worried endlessly over how to interact with Sousuke, Kaika 
and Ageha entered the drawing room. Arashi had probably returned to her quarters. 
 
Sousuke stood up and greeted them with a bow. “Good evening. I am Sousuke Shikimi, Ageha’s 
father.” 
 
Kaika, in a kimono, elegantly lowered her head. “Good evening. I am Kaika Nikaido, Ageha’s 
current employer.” 
 
A grimace flitted across Sousuke’s face. 
 
The mistress of the manor motioned for them to take a seat. “Please.” 
 
Saya and Sousuke sat back down. Ageha and Kaika occupied a long sofa diagonal to them. 
 
“What are you doing here?” asked Ageha. 
 
“I heard from Kirishima-san that you quit your job,” said Sousuke. 
 
“So that’s how you found this place. Yes, I resigned a few days ago.” 
 
“Is that all you have to say? I think you owe me an explanation.” 
 
“It’s no big deal. I just got a new job here as a personal chef.” 
 
“Why?” 



 
“It pays better.” 
 
“How stupid.” 
 
Saya was surprised at Sousuke’s scathing remark. Ageha rarely spoke about his past and family, 
so she barely knew anything about his father. 
 
Sousuke closed his eyes and shook his head. “I came here to see if it was all a misunderstanding, 
but this is what I get. A personal chef is no different from a lowly servant. Culinary skill and 
fame grow from the recognition of many. Keeping a single person happily fed can be done by a 
bum off the street. You’ll only rot here.” 
 
Saya’s temper rose sharply from Sousuke’s comments, but she decided not to jump the gun and 
waited for Ageha’s rebuttal. 
 
“...You’re right.” 
 
Ageha’s agreement caused her eyes to widen. 
 
“If you think so, go back to Sapore. If you don’t want that, I’ll get you another job at a different 
restaurant. With your skills, a little push from me should be enough.” 
 
“No. I’ve found a different path now.” 
 
“Is this about your girlfriend’s suicide attempt? I hear she’s still in a coma.” 
 
“We broke up before that.” 
 
“Ex-girlfriend then.” 
 
A pained expression surfaced on Ageha’s face. He did not reply. 
 
Sousuke sighed deeply. “I’m disappointed in you. I thought you’d become stronger after that 
accident in middle school. Looks like I was wrong. Letting a fling affect your judgment… Don’t 
you have any pride as a chef!?” 
 
“I… may have lost it,” said Ageha with a bitter smile. 
 
Sousuke’s gaze grew cold and distant. “Pathetic. You’re a disgrace.” He stood up and glanced at 
the two ladies. “If you’ll excuse me.” 
 



Ageha’s head drooped. His father’s words had clearly cut into him, slicing up his already 
wounded confidence. Saya felt the urge to object, to tell Sousuke how wrong he was. But he was 
Ageha’s father. The idea of irreparably destroying her relationship with her lover’s only parent 
caused her to hesitate. In that short pause, Kaika rose from her seat.  
 
“Are you finished?” she asked. 
 
Sousuke’s eyes went to Kaika. “Yes, I have nothing more to say to this worthless-” 
 
“Then shut up.” 
 
Sousuke’s brow rose as far as it would go. Saya looked at Kaika. Her mistress was angry. 
Seriously angry. 
 
Kaika brandished a malevolent grin. “Tell me, do you think people are born equal?” 
 
Clearly confused by the sudden inquiry, Sousuke examined Kaika’s face. “No. Talent and 
dedication are different for every person. Some people are simply better and more valuable than 
others. That is precisely why I am opposed to Ageha-” 
 
“Good. It seems you aren’t beyond saving.” Kaika approached Sousuke and stopped a few steps 
away from him. Due to their height difference, she raised her head to meet his eyes. “Do you 
know who I am?” 
 
“Yes, you’re the CEO of the Nikaido Group of Companies.” 
 
“You’ve heard about me, but no, you don’t know me. Otherwise, you would be kneeling right 
now to prevent me from craning my neck like this.” 
 
Saya felt the atmosphere in the room grow heavier tenfold. 
 
“Kai, wait-” 
 
“Silence.” Kaika shot Ageha a fierce look before returning her gaze to Sousuke. “One day.” 
 
“What?” asked Sousuke. 
 
“That’s how long it would take me to buy or destroy your five restaurants.” 
 
NGC’s money troubles were a thing of the past. After acquiring KyberCorp, Kaika had gained a 
practical monopoly in the cybernetics market. Not only that, recent dealings with the Japanese 
government and military had given her incredible influence within Japan. Maybe she would only 
need one phone call. 



 
A drop of sweat rolled down Sousuke’s brow. “Who’d believe such a childish bluff?” 
 
“Tax evasion,” said Kaika. “And I have proof.” 
 
This time, Sousuke’s face went completely pale. 
 
“You mentioned earlier that keeping a single person happily fed can be done by a bum off the 
street. I’m not a chef, so I don’t have the right to refute that statement in general. But you 
overlooked one thing when you said that to Ageha.” Kaika’s glare turned colder than an 
Antarctic plateau. “That single person is me.” 
 
Sousuke, who was slightly taller than Ageha, was dwarfed by the intimidating aura Kaika 
unleashed. “I-I understand. I apologize for my rude remarks.” He bowed to the little girl before 
him. 
 
“You’re apologizing to the wrong person.” Kaika motioned to Ageha with her thumb. It was a 
rather masculine gesture for the fae-like lass, but it perfectly fit her current attitude. 
 
Sousuke turned to his son. “Sorry, I said too much.”  
 
He did not bow, but Kaika did not seem dissatisfied. 
 
“With that off my chest, I have something else to say.” Kaika took several steps backward, 
creating space between her and Sousuke. 
 
Saya could easily read the thoughts “what now” from the father’s face. Truthfully, even she did 
not know what Kaika planned to do next. 
 
Kaika gracefully lowered her knees to the ground and, while bending forward, placed both her 
hands on the floor. Her shiny black locks sprawling around her, she touched her forehead to the 
carpet. Her white kimono added an extra level of formality to the act. 
 
Saya and Ageha both stood up after seeing Kaika prostrate herself in front of Sousuke, but 
before they could approach her to pull her up, her dignified voice froze them in place. 
 
“Please give me your son!” 
 
WHATTTTTT!?!?!?!?!?!?!?!? 
 
““What,”” said father and son simultaneously. 
 
So that’s where Ageha got that weird expression. 



 
That isn’t what I should be thinking right now!!! 
 
“I didn’t say all that earlier to coerce you into letting Ageha do as he pleases,” said Kaika. “It was 
rather forceful, but I wanted to show you that what he is doing right now and who he is doing it 
for are truly worthwhile. I apologize for my rudeness, but please understand that I did all that 
because I need Ageha. He is irreplaceable to me.” 
 
“Er, o-okay...” said Sousuke. 
 
“Scaring you away was an option, but I believe that Ageha, despite how cold he normally acts, 
truly cares about you. I would like to continue our relationship with your approval. Without it, 
he’ll feel a certain degree of sadness and regret about choosing me over his father’s wishes.” 
 
“Don’t go off deciding how people feel,” said Ageha. 
 
“But Ojousama is telling the truth, right?,” asked Saya. 
 
Ageha frowned in silence. 
 
“Son,” said Sousuke. “I didn’t expect you to go after someone so young.” 
 
““That’s a misunderstanding!”” said the actual pair of lovers. 
 
“That is indeed a misunderstanding,” said Kaika as she rose from her kowtow. “I’m just his 
employer, and I value him purely as an employee. Ageha’s lover is Saya.” Kaika pointed at her 
butler. 
 
“Eh!? You’re revealing that now!?” shouted Saya. 
 
“But Ojousama is telling the truth, right?,” asked Kaika. 
 
“You cannot confirm your own statement! It does not work that way! Even if it is true!” 
 
“You complain and then confirm it yourself. You’re so interesting.” 
 
The sound of laughter interrupted their comedy skit. It came from the older Shikimi. 
 
“I understand,” said Sousuke. “Ageha, I still believe that your skill should be displayed to a wider 
audience and not to one person only. However, I now understand that your current employer is 
an exception, in many ways. Working for a person shouldering the fates of many is fulfilling in 
its own right. The executive chef at the White House seems to think so. Putting aside the value of 



the work itself, I can’t blame you for choosing such an interesting workplace.” Sousuke turned to 
Kaika and bowed deeply. “I will leave my son in your care. Please use him wisely.” 
 
“Of course,” said Kaika. 
 
Sousuke faced Saya, who flinched from the sudden attention. “Sorry for meeting you under such 
unpleasant circumstances. I hope we can meet again for a proper introduction at a later date.” 
 
“Y-Yes, Father!” said Saya. 
 
Kaika hopped to Ageha’s side and jabbed him with her elbow. “Father, she said.” 
 
“Well, it’s only a matter of time,” whispered Ageha. 
 
After hearing his comment, Saya blushed furiously. 
 
The father and son exchanged a few more words in private. Sousuke then left the drawing room 
escorted by a maid. Ageha sank into the sofa as if completely drained of energy. 
 
“I told him I’ll be out of the country with you for a while,” said Ageha. 
 
“I assume he’s fine with it,” said Kaika, who sat beside him. 
 
“Even if he wasn’t, he can’t complain after your stunt. I honestly didn’t think you’d win him 
over.” 
 
“It definitely took more effort than a simple threat. I’ve never prostrated myself in front of 
anyone before, even as an act.” 
 
“Then why did you do it?” 
 
“I can understand your situation. Have I ever told you how I learned to detect lies?” 
 
“No, I thought you were born with that talent.” 
 
“Talent matters, yes, but extensive experience, or in my case, grueling training was necessary 
too. My father locked me in a torture room-” 
 
Ageha’s expression tightened. 
 
“Relax,” said Kaika. “I wasn’t the one in the chair. When under torture, people lie through their 
teeth, going so far as fooling themselves, just to end the pain. My father had me watch them and 
try to pick out the lies from the truth. I wasn’t punished if I failed, but I wasn’t allowed to leave 



the room until I got a near-perfect score. I could’ve probably thrown a tantrum and forced my 
father to let me out, but quitting isn’t in my vocabulary. It wasn’t pleasant. I vomited my guts out 
the first few times.” 
 
“That’s surprising. I thought you wouldn’t bat an eyelash to torture.” 
 
“Hey, even I was a child at one point.” 
 
“I sort of imagined you spouting wisecracks while your mother was in labor.” 
 
“You little…” Kaika sighed. “Anyway, what I’m trying to say is, even after my father died, I 
remember him each time I use the skills he taught me. Regardless of what I think about him or 
his cruel education methods, I can’t forget. In your case, it’s cooking. Severing the bonds with 
the one who raised you is difficult, even if you hate them. I wouldn’t force you to do that 
needlessly.” 
 
Ageha smiled gently and roughly rubbed her head. “Thanks, Kai.” 
 
“Y-You’re ruining my hair.” 
 
He tapped his index finger on top of her head, producing a knock. “Sorry bout that.” 
 
“Be careful with that! It’s a world treasure!” 
 
“At least limit it to national.” 
 
Seeing the two most important people in her life get along, Saya felt a certain emotion. 
 
Huh? 
 
That’s odd. 
 
Instead of the warm, fuzzy feeling she expected, a dull grating noise echoed in her chest. 
 
Why wasn’t I the one who defended him first? 
 
Why wasn’t I the one who understood him? 
 
Why am I not the one by his side right now? 
 
What is this feeling? 
 



Saya shook her head vigorously to erase those thoughts. However, no matter how much she 
cleared her head, the seed of jealousy had already been planted in her heart. 
 
“Are you okay, Saya?” asked Ageha. 
 
“Ah, it’s nothing. I’ll go check on Arashi. I hope the kimono isn’t beyond repair.” Saya stood up 
and left the room as if fleeing. 
 
 
Chapter 05: Bottoms Up and Down 
 
“So, did the person we’re meeting pick this place?” asked Ageha. 
 
“I chose the venue,” said Kaika. “Dissatisfied?” 
 
“No, it’s fine.” 
 
They were seated beside each other on the tatami floor of an inn’s communal dining room. The 
space, enclosed by paper dividers, was large enough to fit about twenty guests. Saya and Arashi 
formed a line with them on one side of the room. Saya held a perfect seiza without a hint of 
fatigue. Arashi, oblivious to manners, sat cross-legged. 
 
The constant buzz of pouring rain filled the gaps in their conversation. 
 
“Just seems like a bit of a waste,” said Ageha. “Staying at a Japanese-style inn after coming all 
the way to China.” 
 
Ageha had endured a long drive to get to the inn. He felt a little disappointed to see such a 
familiar setting. 
 
“What? Don’t you know this place is secretly famous for its amazing food? You’re so out of the 
loop, Ageha.” 
 
“What does ‘secretly famous’ even mean?” 
 
“How should I know? I’m just quoting a food blog I read a few days ago.” 
 
“Don’t brag about info you just skimmed off the net!” 
 
A voice came from behind the sliding door. “Please pardon the interruption. Your visitors have 
arrived.” 
 
“Come in,” said Kaika. 



 
Ageha turned to the room entrance. The paper door opened soundlessly, revealing a kneeling 
woman in a simple black kimono. Her hair was neatly bound in a bun behind her head. Wong 
Setsu, the inn’s manager, carried herself in an elegant and formal manner that rivaled even Saya. 
Her round eyes and pleasant face made her appear quite young, but the mature timbre of her 
voice suggested she was older than the butler. Despite her Chinese surname, she spoke perfect 
Japanese. 
 
The door opened further. Ageha jumped to his feet upon seeing the person standing next to 
Setsu. 
 
“Long time no see, Ageha,” said Valeriya. The right sleeve of her purple kimono hung loosely at 
her side. 
 
“Kai, what’s the meaning of this?” asked Ageha. 
 
Kaika raised her head to meet his gaze. “Just to be clear, I didn’t lie to you. You just never asked 
who we were meeting.” 
 
That was true. Ageha tried not to involve himself in the political side of Kaika’s operations. Still, 
he felt a little irked at being blindsided. In contrast, Valeriya seemed to know he would be there 
and calmly entered the room. 
 
Ageha knew Kaika was still linked to Valeriya in more ways than one. Even if Kaika had made 
peace, he had not forgiven the Russian’s betrayal. After the final match months ago, Valeriya 
had reported Ageha to the arena officials and asked for his capture. Her actions had placed the 
gravely wounded Saya in mortal danger. That courtesy had not yet been repaid. 
 
Valeriya raised her left hand, signaling him to stop. “Please wait.” 
 
Ignoring her plea, Ageha stepped forward. He prepared his alloy muscles for motion. While 
Valeriya was technically no match for his enhanced body, she was still a dangerous fighting 
prodigy. He would not underestimate her again. 
 
Something black peeked out from behind Valeriya, gluing Ageha’s feet to the floor. 
 
What’s she doing here!? 
 
With her trademark arrowhead pout, Mitsuki glared at Ageha from behind her mother. 
 
Valeriya made a pleading smile. “Please?” 
 
Ageha took a deep breath and jerked his head towards the far door. “Outside.” 



 
“Ageha,” said Kaika with a concerned tone. 
 
“I understand. I’ll listen first.” 
 
Kaika stood up. “I’m going too.” 
 
“Mitsuki, stay here with these ladies for a bit,” said Valeriya. “Don’t forget to introduce yourself 
properly, okay?” 
 
The raven-haired micro-nadeshiko looked at her with worry. “Where are you going?” 
 
Valeriya pressed her index and middle finger together, as if holding an imaginary cigarette. “Just 
outside for a short break.” 
 
Ageha shot her an accusatory look. “Didn’t you quit smoking?” 
 
“Who said anything about smoking? I’m just going to suck a loli.” 
 
“A lollipop. That abbreviation makes it sound illegal, especially coming from you.” 
 
Valeriya closed her eyes and shrugged her shoulders. “Snarky as always.” 
 
The Russian parted from her daughter, giving Mitsuki full view of the other people inside the 
room. 
 
“Arashi!?” shouted Mitsuki. “What are you doing here?”  
 
The teen with unkempt hair focused on Mitsuki, her face lighting up. They jogged towards each 
other and began chatting. 
 
Seeing this, Valeriya frowned at Kaika. 
 
Kaika shook her head. “I’m just as surprised as you are.” 
 
Ageha was similarly dumbfounded. 
 
How do those two know each other?  
 
Saya gave him an appeasing look. “I will handle things here. Please go.” 
 
Ageha nodded and sought agreement from Kaika and Valeriya with his eyes. The two bosses 
nodded and followed him out of the room. Sandwiched between Ageha and Valeriya, Kaika 



looked like a tiny house in the shade of skyscrapers, but she acted the most composed among 
them. They exited the building and faced off on the inn’s porch. 
 
“Talk,” said Ageha.  
 
As he expected, the rain muffled his voice enough to prevent eavesdropping. 
 
Valeriya lowered her head. “I’m sorry for betraying you that night. I let my emotions get the 
better of me.” 
 
“Saya almost died because of what you did. Then again, that was your aim, wasn’t it?” 
 
Still bowed, Valeriya turned her head to Kaika. “You told him that?” 
 
“I didn’t want to, but I had no choice,” said Kaika. “Don’t ask, it’s complicated.” 
 
Valeriya straightened her body. “I can’t deny that, but that was then. I don’t hold any ill feelings 
towards Saionji anymore.” 
 
“I’m planning to establish a partnership with Ria. It’s necessary for the next phase. Saya is aware 
of this, and she did not object.” Kaika implored Ageha with her eyes. “Can you put aside your 
anger for now?” 
 
In truth, Ageha did not hate Valeriya. Although she had attempted to kill Saya, no permanent 
damage had been done. If Saya herself was willing to work with Valeriya as Kaika said, he had 
no reason to stubbornly reject the Russian. If he kept hating every person who had tried to hurt 
either him or those he held dear, there would be no end to it. Arashi, Kaika, and even Saya fell 
into that category. It would be unfair to forgive them but not Valeriya. 
 
“Understood.” Ageha glared at the Russian. “But you owe me one, Ria.” 
 
“I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
“Then we’re good.” His face relaxed. 
 
Valeriya sighed in relief, while Kaika revealed a satisfied smile. 
 
“You two get along really well,” he said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were old friends.” 
 
“Friends?” Valeriya laughed. “Far from it. We’re fated enemies. But that doesn’t mean we can’t 
work together.” 
 
“Did you two plan this behind my back?” 



 
Kaika had even gotten Saya’s permission to ally with the Russian in advance. It felt too 
premeditated. 
 
“That’s a mean way to put it. I simply asked Kai for advice on how to make up with you. I had a 
couple things in mind, but she insisted that a straight apology would work best. She was right. 
Guess I’m no match for your true mistress.” 
 
“I feel like I’ve been duped.” Ageha sighed and slightly slumped his shoulders. 
 
“Don’t sulk. Well, that’s cute in its own way.” Valeriya approached him and reached for his hair.  
 
Before she could make contact, her sleeve got pulled downward. 
 
“Hands off my property,” said Kaika. 
 
“But nothing beats a possessive loli!!!” Valeriya wrapped her arm around Kaika and hugged her 
tightly, pressing the girl’s face into the bottomless valley between her breasts. 
 
“MMffgh! Hggh! Age-fuh!!! Hel-pughhh!” 
 
“You didn’t lie, but you hid the truth,” said Ageha. “Think of this as punishment.” 
 
After Valeriya had her fill and Kaika caught her breath, the three of them returned to the dining 
room. A dangerous atmosphere greeted them, as if a single spark could cause an explosion. 
 
“Ageha-sama.” Saya smiled at him, but her eyes had lost their shine. “Mitsuki-san has been 
telling me about your strip, I mean, trip to the pool. And your close relationship with Arashi.” 
 
“Calm down,” said Ageha. “We weren’t a couple yet when I went to the pool with Mitsuki. And 
you know very well what kind of relationship I have with Arashi. Are you really getting jealous 
over a bunch of kids?” 
 
“I am worried precisely because they are kids.” 
 
“Don’t say things people will misunderstand.” 
 
“Seems we’re fated not to get along,” said Valeriya while shaking her head. “I can’t be friends 
with the competition.” 
 
“Don’t group me with you, you pervert.” 
 



Ignoring Ageha’s comeback, Valeriya approached Arashi. “So you’re Kai’s bodyguard, huh? I’ve 
seen videos of you before, but the real thing always looks better. Judging from Mitsuki’s reaction 
earlier, you must be the one who helped her during the summer festival.” 
 
Arashi meekly nodded. 
 
“I have one thing to say to you.” 
 
Ageha and Saya stopped bickering and pricked their ears, waiting for Valeriya’s next words. 
 
“I won’t return Shinocchi even if you ask!!!” 
 
Arashi, along with everyone in Kaika’s party, tilted their head. 
 
“She’s talking about the anime figure you won at the festival,” said Mitsuki. “Sorry, Ria placed it 
in her display room the moment she saw it.” 
 
“Keep... it,” said Arashi. 
 
“...You won’t take that back?” asked Valeriya. 
 
Arashi nodded. 
 
“Whoohooo!!!” 
 
“You have an interesting mother,” said Saya. 
 
“Isn’t she amazing?” With a proud smile, Mitsuki watched the Russian parade around the dining 
room, dragging the languid Arashi by hand. 
 
“Uh, you are amazing too.” 
 
The chaos continued until Setsu and a few female staff brought dinner. Bearing witness to the 
ruckus, a certain sentiment was cemented within Ageha. 
 
Women are noisy. 
 
Everyone eventually settled down after trays of food were laid in front of them. A vibrantly 
colored appetizer decorated their plate.  
 
“I was prepared for rude service and unsanitized utensils when I came to China,” said Kaika. “I 
even studied how to wash my plate and chopsticks with tea. I certainly didn’t expect a kaiseki for 
my first meal here. I’m almost disappointed.” 



 
Setsu, while kneeling on the tatami, bowed deeply. “I apologize if it did not meet your 
expectations.” 
 
“No no, I wasn’t criticizing the meal. Pardon my careless words.” Kaika lifted a piece of her 
appetizer and gracefully placed it in her small mouth. “...Excellent. I haven’t had anything this 
good since…” Trailing off, Kaika glanced at Ageha. 
 
Ageha took a bite.  
 
This isn’t a Japanese dish. 
 
It’s Chinese. 
 
A flavorful sauce topped the cold slice of beef shank wrapped around thinly shredded seasoned 
jellyfish. A small flower with petals made of paper-thin pork was also on the plate. The attention 
to color and appearance reflected Japanese sensibility, but the flavors used were predominantly 
Chinese. The dish was an ingenious rearrangement of a Chinese cold cuts course. 
 
“Very good,” he said. 
 
Kaika made a stupefied face. “Did you just praise someone else’s cooking wholeheartedly? I 
must be hallucinating.” 
 
“I’m just telling the truth.” 
 
“Thank you for the praise,” said Setsu. 
 
“Who made this?” 
 
“That would be my husband. He is our head chef.” 
 
“Why does he serve Chinese food in a Japanese-style inn?” 
 
“This inn was originally established by my parents to cater to tourists and locals who wish to 
experience a traditional Japanese inn. We originally served Japanese food, but when my 
husband took over the kitchen, the menu was changed. He specializes in Chinese cuisine. The 
mixture of styles may be a little unusual, but our regular guests are a big fan of his meals.” 
 
“If possible, I would like to meet your husband later. Oh, but I don’t know Chinese.” 
 



“That is not a problem. He can speak Japanese quite well. I taught him after we got married. My 
mother was Japanese so I naturally picked up the language as a child.” A proud smile surfaced 
on Setsu’s face. “I will introduce you when you have finished your meal.” 
 
“No need to rush. I can go when he’s done with work.” 
 
“He should be done by then. We have no other guests tonight. The entire inn has been reserved 
for your group.” 
 
Right. 
 
Kai. 
 
“Then I’ll take you up on that offer.” 
 
The meal continued without a fuss, except for Arashi asking for seconds of each course. Setsu 
happily obliged, as if she herself was being praised. 
 
After everyone finished their meal, Valeriya asked Mitsuki to go play with Arashi in a different 
room. 
 
“Can’t I stay with you?” asked Mitsuki. 
 
“Sorry, but you’re still too young for our conversation. Can you do it for me? Pretty please?” 
Valeriya puckered her lips as she pleaded. 
 
“Disgusting,” whispered Kaika. 
 
Ageha, the only one who heard her, nodded. 
 
Mitsuki shyly pointed at Kaika. “But isn’t she a kid like me?” 
 
Valeriya wagged her index finger. “You musn’t get tricked. Despite her looks, she’s a 
reincarnated witch and an immortal vampire.” 
 
“Whoa! Really!?” 
 
Arashi, mouth agape, stared at Kaika. 
 
Kaika stood up and slapped Arashi’shead. “Don’t believe her!” She turned to Valeriya. “And if 
you’re gonna make up some random backstory, at least choose only one! That setting is too 
convoluted! How can someone immortal get reincarnated in the first place!?” 
 



Ignoring Kaika’s protests, Valeriya patted Mitsuki’s head. “Go on. I’ll call you back when we’re 
done.” 
 
Mitsuki obediently went to the other room, pulling Arashi by the hand. 
 
“Saya, order us some alcohol,” said Kaika. “About this much.” She raised a few fingers. 
 
“Understood, Ojousama.” Saya stood up and left the room. 
 
“Hey, shouldn’t we be calling it ‘juice?’ You know, to avoid trouble,” said Valeriya. 
 
“With everything that’s happened so far, calling a drink by its proper name is the least of our 
worries.” 
 
“True enough.” 
 
Ageha also left his seat and headed for the exit. 
 
“Wait, you don’t have to leave too.” said Kaika. “Oh, sorry, if you’re following Saya and do 
something you can’t talk about, don’t let me stop you.” 
 
“I’m just going to meet the chef.” Ageha closed the door behind him.  
 
Upon reaching the lobby, he spotted Setsu giving directions to the inn staff and asked her to 
introduce him to her husband. She readily agreed. They entered the kitchen and approached a 
slightly lanky man wearing a black apron. He looked a few years older than Ageha. 
 
“Dear, one of our guests wanted to meet you,” said Setsu. She then stepped aside and motioned  
towards her husband. “This is my husband, Wong Mei Xing.” 
 
“Pleased to meet you,” said Mei Xing. He stood about an inch or two taller than Ageha, not 
counting the raised end of the black kerchief covering his head. 
 
“Mei Xing?” mumbled Ageha. 
 
“I guess a Japanese person would notice. Or do you perhaps speak Chinese?” 
 
“No, I don’t speak Chinese, but I have worked with a few Chinese people in the past. Isn’t Mei 
Xing a female name?” 
 
“You got me there.” Mei Xing’s thin eyes turned into straight lines as he laughed.  
 
“This man is Shikimi Ageha-sama,” said Setsu. A slight irritation could be heard in her voice. 



 
“Nice to meet you,” said Ageha. “And Setsu-san, I meant no disrespect. I have a rather feminine 
name myself, so I found the similarity interesting.” 
 
“Looks like he got you too, Setsu,” said Mei Xing. “I’m happy you’re so eager to defend me, but 
you shouldn’t be rude to a guest. Your parents would roll over in their graves if they saw that just 
now.”  
 
Contrary to his words, Mei Xing’s tone was cheerful. Ageha understood he was playing the 
situation off as a joke to save his wife from embarrassment. 
 
With an almost invisible blush on her cheeks, Setsu bowed. “I apologize for my behavior. I just-” 
 
“Please raise your head, it was my fault for saying something inappropriate,” said Ageha. 
 
After they exchanged apologies, a waitress approached Setsu and whispered a few words. 
 
“Dear, I’m going out to buy drinks for our guests. It seems we may not  have enough in stock.” 
 
“Alright. But will you make it?” Mei Xing checked the wall clock. “The shops in town are about to 
close.” 
 
“Hm, you’re right. I can call ahead, but keeping them open for a long time would be-” 
 
“Please do not worry,” said Saya as she approached them. “I can drive you to the store. I 
guarantee we will make it in time.” 
 
“We could not possibly impose such a thing on one of our guests.” 
 
“I am Ojousama’s aide before I am a guest. She has instructed me to procure drinks, so I am 
merely doing my best to fulfill her command.” 
 
“Please take her up on the offer,” said Ageha with a smile. “She’s more stubborn than she looks.” 
 
Setsu peeked at her husband, as if communicating with her eyes. They nodded at the same time. 
 
“I humbly accept your offer,” said Setsu. “Dear, please keep Shikimi-sama company in the 
meantime.” 
 
“Gladly.” 
 
The two ladies departed, leaving their partners alone in the kitchen. 
 



“So, was there anything of concern with the meal?” asked Mei Xing. 
 
“No, it was delicious. Actually, I wanted to ask about you.” 
 
“Me? I’m afraid I’m not that interesting.” He waved his hand, as if dismissing Ageha’s interest. 
 
“What are you doing in a place like this?” 
 
“I’m not sure what you mean.” Mei Xing scratched the back of his head with a smile. 
 
“I think you do. Someone of your caliber shouldn’t be wasting your time here.” 
 
Mei Xing stopped his hand, but his smile did not falter. “Who are you?” 
 
“A chef like you.” 
 
Mei Xing’s eyebrows jerked up. “Oh, so that’s it.” A faint sigh of relief escaped his lips. 
 
Who did he think I was? 
 
Ageha pondered for a bit but decided to shelve that line of thought. 
 
“Then where do you think I should be?” asked Mei Xing. 
 
“With your skills, you could be working at the top hotels or restaurants in the country, no, the 
world. I hate to admit it, but you might even be better than me at my best.” 
 
“‘I’m grateful for the praise,’ is that what you thought I would say?” Mei Xing’s smile never 
broke, but his tone changed ever so subtly. “To answer your question, I’m here because my wife 
and daughter are here. I’m afraid I have nothing more to say to someone who can’t understand 
that much.” 
 
Ageha lost his words. 
 
“I know you meant no disrespect,” said Mei Xing, “but words speak much louder than 
intentions. As for the motive behind your question, were you perhaps asking yourself the same 
thing?” 
 
Mei Xing’s words were polite, and his voice contained no malice, but each syllable hammered 
Ageha’s core. Ageha had unconsciously voiced an opinion almost identical to his father’s. The 
inherent value of recognition was more ingrained in him than he had realized. 
 
Ageha blinked a few times. “You have something… more important than recognition.” 



 
The stiffness in Mei Xing’s smile disappeared. “Indeed. I’m glad you understand. Are you 
perhaps in a similar situation?” 
 
“...You could say that. It’s nothing as admirable as yours, though.” 
 
“Don’t be modest. She seems like a fine lady.” 
 
“You mean Saya?” 
 
“Wasn’t she your reason?” Mei Xing scratched his hair again. “Odd, I was sure you two were a 
couple.” 
 
Ageha had immediately thought of helping Kaika as his reason for quitting Sapore. But Mei Xing 
was correct. The main reason he worked for Kaika was to protect Saya. Protecting the little devil 
herself was a close but second priority. 
 
“We are, and you’re right.” 
 
Ageha’s doubts about his own decision had surfaced when confronted by Mei Xing’s situation. 
He felt ashamed for pushing his own insecurities onto someone he just met. Putting aside their 
skills as chefs, he had completely lost to this man’s resolve. 
 
Ageha bowed deeply. “I’m sorry.” 
 
“Forget about it.” Mei Xing extended a hand towards him. 
 
Ageha raised his head and accepted the handshake. 
 
“Ouch, you have a strong grip,” said Mei Xing, wincing. 
 
“Sorry!” Ageha released his hand. “I’ll be going now. Sorry for bothering you.” 
 
“Wait, can we chat some more?” 
 
“I don’t mind, but I don’t want to get in the way of your work.” 
 
Ageha had no male friends, at least not anymore, so speaking with Mei Xing was a rare 
experience. Still, he did not want to intrude. 
 
Mei Xing took off his kerchief and ruffled his sweaty hair. “If Setsu finds out that you walked off 
after I said such impolite things, she’d kill me. Doesn’t matter if she was rude to you first.” 
 



Ageha laughed and corrected a certain sentiment within him. 
 
Women are noisy and scary. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
“Sorry about this,” said Setsu as she coddled her four-year-old daughter. “Li Xue can be a little 
spoiled sometimes.” 
 
Only Saya, in the driver’s seat, wore her seat belt. Setsu rode shotgun with Li Xue on her lap. 
Earlier, the little girl had seen her mother about to leave the inn and insisted on tagging along. 
 



 



 
“I do not mind at all. How could I complain about having such a cute passenger?” Glancing at Li 
Xue, Saya completed another drift as she plunged down the twisting mountain roads. 
 
Li Xue tucked her face into Setsu’s armpit, as if hiding from Saya’s eyes. Only her short pigtails 
and red ears were visible in that position. 
 
“She likes to tag along when I go on errands.” 
 
“Do you drive often?” 
 
“Not at all. I’m a horrible driver. My husband stops me whenever he sees me reaching for the 
keys.” Setsu chuckled softly. “But there are times when there’s nobody around to drive me or 
watch Li Xue, so I sneak out and drive with her in the backseat.” 
 
“That is… interesting.” 
 
Saya had heard of China’s aversion to seatbelts and carseats, but taking a child along despite 
being a terrible driver bothered even her uncommon common sense. 
 
“I have to say, your driving is amazing. You’ve probably broken the speed record for this 
mountain pass, but Li Xue is perfectly fine. She usually gets a little sick when I’m at the wheel.” 
 
“This is easy compared to not spilling a cup brimming with water.” 
 
“Sorry, I don’t understand what you mean.” 
 
“Please do not mind it. I am just a little energetic after having such an excellent meal. Your 
husband is very skilled.” 
 
“Thank you. I will be sure to pass on the compliment.” 
 
“Do you cook as well, Setsu-san?” 
 
“I married my husband because of his cooking. Does that answer your question?” Setsu giggled. 
 
Saya laughed. “More or less.” 
 
“Whoever said ‘the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach’ clearly doesn’t know anything 
about a woman’s heart. Or her appetite.” 
 
“I can understand that.” 
 



“Oh? Is Shikimi-sama a good cook?” 
 
“W-What do you mean?” 
 
“Were you actually trying to hide your relationship? It was obvious from the way you look at 
each other.” 
 
Eh!? 
 
“You don’t have to be so surprised. That’s normal between lovers. Anyway, is he skilled in the 
kitchen?” 
 
“Ageha was a sous chef at an Italian restaurant.” 
 
“Was?” 
 
“He resigned just a few weeks ago to work as Ojousama’s personal chef.” 
 
Setsu made a teasing smile. “You’re so loved!” 
 
“It is not like that. He simply chose the more lucrative job.” 
 
“No need to be humble.” 
 
“I… I am not.” Saya focused more intently on the road, her face forlorn. 
 
Saya knew Ageha’s resignation was partly driven by his guilt over Rin. 
 
“Seems like there’s a bit more to it. I can lend an ear, if you’d like.” 
 
“I appreciate the offer, but I cannot possibly bother someone I just met with something like 
that.” 
 
“Isn’t it better because we hardly know each other? Some things are easier to share with passing 
strangers than to family. I may not look it, but I have a lot of experience in these types of things. 
The staff at the inn come to me all the time with all sorts of worries. Think of it as thanks for 
driving me.” 
 
Saya hesitated, but she decided that it would not hurt to share her and Ageha’s story as long as 
she omitted certain dangerous details. She told Setsu about Rin, Ageha’s guilt, and her own 
inability to help him through it. 
 



Setsu tightly shut her eyes, her brow crumpled. “That’s a very delicate situation. Guilt can be 
very hard to let go. The more you want to, the more it spreads its roots. I told you about how I 
married Mei Xing because of his cooking, right?” 
 
Saya nodded. 
 
“That was actually true. A few years after my parents opened this inn, business started declining. 
The Japanese menu wasn’t popular, and our chef wasn’t that skilled. We even considered closing 
down. That was when Mei Xing visited the inn by chance during his travels. He took a liking to 
me, and we became friends.” Setsu gently stroked the sleeping Li Xue’s head. “He wanted to 
impress me and borrowed the kitchen to make me breakfast. One bite and I knew he was our 
inn’s last hope.” Her kind smile turned slightly bitter. “I… I didn’t actually love him at that time, 
but I accepted his feelings and we got married. Business boomed after he took the helm at the 
kitchen.” 
 
“That is not surprising considering his skill. I believe he would do very well even in world-class 
restaurants.” 
 
“That’s partly why I felt guilty. First, I married him with impure motives. Oh, don’t get me 
wrong, I soon fell head over heels for him.” 
 
While expertly steering out of another drift, Saya smiled to dismiss Setsu’s concern.  “That much 
is obvious.” 
 
“And second, I kept him from spreading his wings in a larger world. I… trapped him here.” Setsu 
took a deep breath and smiled. “But that’s all in the past. Now we have Li Xue, and it’s almost 
scary how happy we are. Shikimi-sama’s case is quite different from mine. I don’t think I can be 
of any help.” 
 
“Please do not worry about it. I am satisfied hearing such a heart-warming story.” 
 
“It’s too early to give up. I’ll talk to my husband when we get back. He might be the perfect 
person for it.” 
 
“...Why are you going so far to help us?” Saya could not help but show a wary look. 
 
“I was a little rude to Shikimi-sama earlier. It’s the least I can do.” 
 
 

*** 
 
 



“I’m surprised you brought your daughter along,” said Kaika, sitting cross-legged on the tatami. 
“I appreciate the trust, but don’t you think it’s a little dangerous to get her involved?” 
 
Valeriya, alone with her in the dining room, pulled a grape lollipop from her mouth, making a 
smacking sound. “I’m not caring for a lamb. I’m rearing a lioness. That was the choice she 
made.” 
 
“The apple refused to roll away of its own accord?” 
 
“I can’t say I didn’t influence her somewhat, but the final decision was, and still is, hers to make. 
How about you? You seem to be having fun with that girl Arashi.” 
 
“It’s a little odd raising someone older than myself, but it isn’t boring.” 
 
“How’s her mother?” 
 
“...Where did you hear about that? No, I can guess. Gossip is inseparable from showbiz, after 
all.” 
 
“Don’t blame her. The value may go up or down, but a price tag, once put on something, is 
permanent. It’s just a matter of who’s buying.” Valeriya stared into Kaika’s eyes. “You don’t look 
too worried.” 
 
“As long as Ageha is here, there’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
“True. I intend to leave her alone, for now anyway.” 
 
Kaika pondered what to do next. Valeriya had taken the first move. Negotiations hinged on 
leverage, and leverage only mattered if both parties were aware of it. She had to even the playing 
field, even if it cost her one of the stronger cards in her hand. 
 
“How’s Sakuya?” asked Kaika. 
 
“...I gotta say I didn’t expect that.” 
 
“Psychiatrists are a liability. That’s why I never visit one.” 
 
“I should’ve made Ageha promise to keep quiet about Mitsuki’s past.” 
 
“And he would’ve kept it. With that clue, I tracked down her doctors and the rest was easy. I 
wouldn’t call it a mistake, but that was fairly careless of you.” 
 



“The entire thing between Mitsuki and Ageha is a careless mistake.” Valeriya shook her head. “I 
wouldn’t be surprised if you said you planned it.” 
 
“I planned it.” 
 
Valeriya’s eyes grew wide. 
 
“What?” Kaika raised an eyebrow. “Why do you look so impressed?” 
 
“I was really careful not to underestimate you, but I guess I failed to account for your rapid 
growth. Intellectually, I mean. Your body is perfect the way it is.” Valeriya licked her lips before 
re-inserting the lollipop. 
 
Kaika shrugged off the sexual harassment. “To be more accurate, I didn’t plan it. I predicted it 
the moment I heard Ageha landed on your doorstep. He has a soft spot for kids, and vice versa. 
It was only a matter of time.” 
 
“You make it sound easy. It took me months to conquer Mitsuki. Ageha just took advantage of 
her maidenly heart.” 
 
“And he didn’t kill her father.” 
 
Valeriya bit into her lollipop to finish it off. “There’s that too. In any case, I’m glad you haven’t 
lost your edge. If anything, you’re sharper than ever.” 
 
“If you’re satisfied with your tests, then let’s get down to business.” 
 
“How impatient.” Valeriya flashed a childish pout as she unwrapped a strawberry sucker. “Go on 
then.” 
 
“I want to gain control of the metal processing plants in Guangxi. Zhang isn’t being cooperative.” 
 
Guangxi was a Chinese autonomous region. That meant it had the cheap labor and relatively lax 
laws. The large area included a convenient coastline that would allow NGC to process and 
transport massive quantities of alloy via sea. Control over that area was essential to her plans. 
 
“I know all that. What exactly do you want from me?” 
 
“Your organization has significant pull with the Chinese triads. I’m going to meet Zhang in a few 
days. I need something that can convince him to sell his influence over Guangxi to me.” 
 
“It’s true that my organization has been allied with the triads even before the wars ended, but 
that makes me wonder all the more why you think I’d betray them to help you.” 



 
“I’m not asking you to betray the triads. I’m asking you to help them. Zhang and his society have 
everything to gain and nothing to lose from my proposal, but he has constantly refused meetings 
until Colonel Liu stepped in. Zhang’s illogical stubbornness is hurting his own people.” 
 
“Even I don’t understand why he’s taking such a stance in this matter. Having the financial 
backing of NGC would ensure his society’s top spot among the triads.” 
 
“Right? The way I see it, I have two options: One, to remove Zhang from his seat of power, or 
two, to somehow succeed in negotiating with him. I was hoping you could lend your aid with 
either of those.” 
 
“And what would I get in return?” 
 
Kaika faked the most adorable face she could muster. “Can’t you do it for me?” 
 
“Guh!!! Gotta look away!” Valeriya covered her eyes with her kimono sleeve and turned to the 
side. “How cheap!” 
 
“Tsk. Didn’t work.” 
 
“Did you actually expect it to work!?” 
 
“It was worth trying.” Kaika shrugged. “Kidding aside, I heard that you recently invested in 
extending power grids to the rural poor in less developed countries. Even with unlimited energy 
from fusion reactors, it’s pointless without power lines. Establishing a power network for 
numerous small communities scattered in faraway locations isn’t cost effective. It would be 
better to use solar power and the like for those. However, since the fusion energy revolution, 
research and implementation of other energy sources has practically halted. That makes your 
goal of building self-sufficient power plants for those straggler communities very difficult.” 
 
“Your information network is impressive as always.” 
 
“NGC is willing to lend you the expertise of our power cell researchers and invest in making your 
goal a reality.” 
 
“...Can you even do such a thing?” 
 
“Aside from cybernetics, I have a practical monopoly over alternative energy research and 
development. Your power and funding in the underworld are vast, but those have great 
limitations when used legally. Money doesn’t grow on trees, after all. Much less from 
orphanages. I, on the other hand, can easily throw cash around in the daytime without worrying 
about the consequences. More freely than you, anyway.” 



 
“Very attractive.” The Russian held her chin and closed her eyes. “But I don’t think I can answer 
your expectations.” 
 
Kaika’s gaze sharpened. “I don’t have time for jokes.” 
 
“I wish I was joking. Even if it’s for the sake of the children in those impoverished villages, I 
can’t do what I can’t do. The Soaring Serpent Society, representing all of the Chinese triads, has 
cut ties with my organization.” 
 
“Seriously!?” 
 
“I only heard about it on the way here. I don’t know what Zhang is planning, but he seems to be 
intent on isolating the Chinese triads from other organizations, including yours.” 
 
Kaika did her best to read Valeriya. The Russian was telling the truth. 
 
Valeriya idly twirled the lollipop in her mouth. “It wasn’t a hostile affair. They paid their dues, in 
respect and in cash, before announcing their separation. I can’t go after him anymore.” 
 
“Does he want to be the sole ruler in his own little kingdom?” 
 
Valeriya shrugged. “Who knows?” 
 
Kaika stared at the floor and gripped her skirt tightly, causing countless creases to form. 
 
“I have a different proposal,” said Valeriya. 
 
Kaika looked back up. “I’m listening.” 
 
“Get rid of Zhang. Of course, you’re welcome to try to negotiate with him, but if that fails, just 
take him out. You have an overpowered team of assassins on your side. That much is doable, 
right?” 
 
“Another leader will just take his place.” 
 
“That part you can leave to me.” 
 
“So you’ve had your eyes on him from the start.” 
 
“That man is too charismatic. The previously clashing triads started coming together quickly 
since he took the top. Once he’s gone, my organization can simply support a different society to 
take the place of the headless Soaring Serpent. Then you’ll have your processing plants.” 



 
“You make it sound easy, but I’m the one shouldering all the risk. Even Ageha isn’t immortal, 
and a war with the triads is the last thing I want. I’ll consider that option as a last resort. A 
peaceful resolution is ideal.” 
 
“That won’t be easy.” 
 
“I’m Kaika Nikaido.” 
 
“I know.” 
 
Both of them fell silent. Although Kaika was not able to get what she wanted, the meeting was 
not fruitless. She had obtained information about her opponent, allowing her to see his 
motivations a bit more clearly. An idea popped into her head. 
 
It seems Ria doesn’t know that other detail about Zhang. 
 
I can work with this. 
 
“Let’s end the business talk here.” Kaika took the bottle of baijiu on the table and poured some 
into Valeriya’s cup. “Please.”  
 
“Mitsuki doesn’t like it when I drink.” 
 
“Don’t be such a stiff. Saya and the manager are off buying more bottles. Let’s empty this one 
before they get back.” 
 
“Like I said-” 
 
Kaika raised an eyebrow and smirked. “Could it be that you can’t hold your liquor?” 
 
Valeriya’s cheek twitched. “Are you already drunk? I’m Russian. I drink vodka for breakfast.” 
 
“Then let’s have a drinking contest. First one to quit or drop loses.” 
 
The Russian unveiled a confident grin. “Sure, I’ll take you on.” 
 
I may have bitten off more than I can chew. 
 
Kaika possessed relatively strong tolerance thanks to her upbringing under Karasuma, but she 
could not shake the feeling that Valeriya had roped her into this contest. There was also the 
disparity in their body size, which was a significant factor in alcohol tolerance. Her opponent 
was five foot ten, a full foot taller than she was. 



 
The blonde filled Kaika’s cup with transparent distilled liquid. The stench of ethanol seared 
Kaika’s nostrils. 
 
Sixty percent? 
 
This is stronger than I expected. 
 
I’ll have to carefully pace myself. 
 
Without showing hesitation, Kaika raised her ceramic cup. “A toast to our continued friendship.” 
 
Valeriya raised her cup as well. 
 
““Gan bei!”” 
 
They emptied their cups in one go. 
 
And Valeriya flopped down on the floor unconscious. 
 
SO WEAK!!! 
 
Kaika stared in shock at her defeated opponent. 
 
A strange sound came from Valeriya’s lips. “Uguuu~” 
 
The sliding door to the dining room slammed open. 
 
“Ria!!!” Mitsuki rushed over to her mother with beast-like ferocity. 
 
Kaika reflexively shuffled backward, still on her bottom. 
 
“You!” Mitsuki glared at Kaika. “You made Ria drink, didn’t you!?” 
 
“Uh, we were supposed to have a drinking contest, but we just had one toast…” 
 
“Uguuuuu~” 
 
“What’s that sound..?” asked Kaika. 
 
“Ria makes it whenever she’s in trouble, like when she drinks alcohol or gets sick. I heard it from 
the other room so I rushed over here. Why did you do this to her?” Mitsuki bared her teeth like a 
hungry lion. 



 
Ageha calls this brat “Sensei.” 
 
Kaika quickly scanned the room. None of her bodyguards were around. 
 
This might be a little dangerous. 
 
“It was a proper match, and she lost. You have no right to complain.” 
 
As if she swallowed a bitter pill, Mitsuki wrinkled her cheeks. A moment later, she whipped her 
index finger at Kaika. “Then I’ll continue the drinking contest in Ria’s place!” 
 
“Pointless. I may be shorter than you, but I’ve been drinking alcohol much longer than you can 
imagine.” 
 
Mitsuki crossed her arms and formed a smug grin. “That doesn’t make sense. If you’re an 
exception, what makes you think I’m not? You’re making assumptions about your opponent. 
Who do you think has been secretly drinking in Ria’s place during formal parties and 
organization meetings?” She sat down beside her sleeping mother and poured liquor into the 
two cups on the table. 
 
Kaika’s competitive spirit was lit up. 
 
“Fine, I’ll take you on.”  
 
Arashi took a seat on the side of the table. “I will… judge.” 
 
Both girls jerked in surprise at her sudden appearance but quickly recovered and took hold of 
their respective cups. 
 
““Kampai!”” 
 
 

*** 
 

 
Mei Xing returned to the kitchen with a large bottle of liquor in each hand. He and Ageha had 
been chatting about random things when Setsu returned and called him out for a few minutes. 
 
“Where’s Saya?” asked Ageha. 
 



“She went to deliver the rest of the bottles to Nikaido-sama. Setsu says she’ll keep her company 
after that. Seems your friends will be having a drinking party.” Mei Xing placed the bottles on 
the kitchen counter and sat on a stool across from Ageha. “This is for us.” 
 
“I don’t really drink.” 
 
Ageha remembered the time Kaika drank him under the table on a bet. With barely any human 
parts left, he was really weak to alcohol.  
 
“C’mon, just a few.” Mei Xing took out two cups and placed them on the counter. 
 
“...Okay.” 
 
“Now that’s what I’m talking about.” He quickly opened the first bottle and filled the two small 
cups to the brim with clear liquor. 
 
“You like drinking?” 
 
“Only second to my wife and daughter.” 
 
“You don’t look like the type.” 
 
Mei Xing smiled, his thin eyes disappearing into lines. “I get that a lot. People tend to think that 
drinkers are either people who love to party or want to forgot. I’m neither.” He pushed a cup 
towards Ageha and raised his own. “Gan bei.” 
 
Ageha clinked his cup to Mei Xing’s and downed the contents. He coughed when the potent 
liquid singed his throat. 
 
Mei Xing placed his cup on the counter with a sharp tap and chuckled. “Strong, isn’t it?” 
 
“I wouldn’t know.” 
 
“Well, it’s never too late to learn.” Mei Xing filled the cups again. 
 
Ageha decided to make conversation to slow down the pace. “Why did you become a chef?” 
 
“I liked cooking ever since I was a kid. My mom was a really good cook, and she taught me a few 
easy recipes at first. I’ll never forget how happy she was when she tried my first dish. I guess that 
was the trigger. How about you?” 
 
“...My father is a famous restaurateur. He insisted that I follow his footsteps. It’s not like I hated 
cooking, but thinking back, I never really had a choice.” 



 
“I can understand that.” 
 
“Didn’t your mother support you?” 
 
“She did, unlike my father. He runs the family business and wanted me to succeed him. Like 
you, I didn’t really hate the idea at first. I wanted to pursue cooking, but I was fine even if that 
didn’t work out.” 
 
“But here you are.” 
 
“Well…” Mei Xing played with his cup. “An accident happened. Since then, I rebelled against my 
father. I left home and studied culinary arts. I even went around the world to hone my skills. In 
the end, I settled here, back in my home country.” 
 
“An accident?” 
 
Ageha, who had continued to tread the rails his father set despite the tragic incidents in his 
youth, was intensely curious about what had triggered Mei Xing’s rebellion. 
 
Mei Xing raised his cup brimming with baijiu. Ageha’s cup was only about half full. It seemed 
the Chinese chef was politely pacing Ageha’s drinking for him. They emptied their cups and 
lightly slammed them on the table at the same time. 
 
“My mom and I got into a car accident. The car went out of control, shot through the barrier on a 
mountain road, and fell down the cliff. She died protecting me with her body.” 
 
“I see.” 
 
“I’m glad you didn’t apologize. Seems you’ve had your share of troubles too.” 
 
“Doesn’t everyone?” 
 
Mei Xing laughed. “Maybe. Anyway, my father never went to the funeral. Too busy with work, he 
said. I tried to understand his position. I knew he shouldered a lot of responsibility. But I 
couldn’t forgive him. It’s pathetic, but maybe the reason I worked so hard to become a chef was 
to get back at him.” 
 
A thin fog slowly crept into Ageha’s mind. The liquor was already taking effect. Not knowing 
about that, Mei Xing filled the cups again. 
 
“I think I’ll pass,” said Ageha. 
 



“Don’t be such a killjoy. What’s wrong with getting drunk every now and then?” 
 
“No, I really can’t.” 
 
“Because you don’t want to forget?” 
 
Ageha felt his chest throb. Mei Xing’s words had stabbed directly into his heart. 
 
“First, let me apologize. Setsu actually asked me to accompany you for a few drinks. She heard 
about your cooking slump from Saionji-san and asked me to help. Of course, I’m doing it 
because I want to.” 
 
“...I appreciate the concern, but it’s not a big deal.” 
 
“A chef that can’t cook is a big deal. I heard some of the details from my wife.” Mei Xing’s thin 
eyes spread open and stared at Ageha, as if peering into his soul. “Are you trying to punish 
yourself?” 
 
Normally, Ageha would just ignore the probing and walk away, but his slightly buzzed state 
loosened his tongue. 
 
“I deserve that much.” 
 
“How naive.” 
 
“...What did you say?” Ageha scowled at him. 
 
“I said you’re naive. You’re just trying to run away from your problems.” 
 
“No! I’m carrying the burden even now. I won’t forget about it and go on as if nothing 
happened.” 
 
“And that’s why you won’t drink? That’s why you won’t cook? You’re going about punishing 
yourself the wrong way.” Mei Xing flashed a sardonic smile. “You’re taking the easy way out.” 
 
“What part of this is easy!?” 
 
“Because it’s a quick death.” 
 
Ageha’s temper cooled from the unexpected reply. 
 
Mei Xing pushed the half-full ceramic towards Ageha. “Drink.” 
 



Again, they emptied their cups. 
 
“I said I don’t drink to forget or to have fun, right? That’s because I drink to remember.” Mei 
Xing filled their cups again. “When my mother died, I fell into depression. If she didn’t try to 
save me, she’d still be alive. That’s what I thought. I believed it was my fault and wanted to 
punish myself.” 
 
“But that was an accident.” 
 
“Are you seriously saying that?” 
 
Ageha clenched his jaw and looked away. Guilt did not adhere to logic. Even he knew Rin’s fate 
was not his responsibility. She had made her own choice to step into their world, and the person 
who actually tried to kill her was still out there. But that knowledge did nothing to lessen the 
crushing weight on his shoulders. 
 
Without waiting for Ageha, Mei Xing drank from his own cup and refilled it. “I tried to ruin 
myself after that, much like what you’re doing now. But eventually, I realized I was just escaping. 
Destroying myself was easy. It takes so little time, you know? You can’t sleep. You can’t work. 
How long do you think you’ll last? A year? Two? Then you’ll either forget, or you’ll die.” 
 
“I won’t forget.” 
 
“You will. Humans are made to forget things that overwhelm them. Once you break down from 
hurting yourself, you’ll escape from your sins one way or another. I know that because it almost 
happened to me.” 
 
“Then what do you want me to do?” 
 
“Live, remember, and suffer.” 
 
Ageha instinctively understood what Mei Xing was saying. He reached for his cup and gulped 
down the contents. 
 
“There you go.” Mei Xing emptied his own cup as well before replenishing both. “Dying from a 
gunshot to the head or drowning slowly, it’s obvious which one is worse. What you are doing 
right now is the former. You just want to be put out of your misery. And once you’re gone, what 
happens to you sins? Do they disappear? That’s no different from forgetting. That’s why I drink. 
To not be crushed and to never forget.” 
 
Ageha could not help but laugh. “You’re terrible. You’re actually telling me to suffer more.” 
 



“That’s a misunderstanding. What I’m telling you is that there’s something beyond that 
suffering. Have you met Li Xue?” 
 
“Who?” Ageha’s speech had become more relaxed, or rather simple, because his mental faculties 
had slowed down. 
 
“My daughter. Setsu and Li Xue are my world, my reward for enduring for so long.” Mei Xing 
raised his cup again.  
 
Ageha hurled the contents of the small cup down his throat. The burning liquid crawled down to 
his chest, giving feeling to his numbed core. Weakened by the liquor, the walls built around his 
heart began to creak. 
 
“It’s not over yet, Ageha.” 
 
“It... isn’t?” His voice cracked. 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
Ageha saw the hope, the future, that he had lost in Mei Xing. 
 
He clasped his hands and rested them on the kitchen counter. Bowing down, he placed his 
forehead on his entwined fingers. Teardrops seeped into the artificial skin on his hands. With 
each jerk of his shoulders, the titanic weight on his back crumbled down piece by piece. Mei 
Xing said nothing as Ageha wept for a few minutes. 
 
“Sorry, but looks like you have visitors,” said Mei Xing. 
 
Ageha quickly buffed away the saltwater on his face and raised his head. Before him was Arashi 
and Mitsuki, the latter’s face as red as a ripe tomato. 
 
“What’re you guys doing here?” asked Ageha. He resisted the tempting drowsiness taking over 
his body. 
 
“Found you!” shouted Mitsuki. “We’re here to defeat you, you two-timing bastard!” 
 
Mei Xing crossed his arms. “Seems like your problems are much more complicated than I 
thought.” 
 
“There’s an explanation for this, probably,” said Ageha. 
 
“Don’t worry, I won’t judge you. I’m not against polygamy. You just have to handle it better. 
They’re a bit young though.” 



 
Mitsuki pointed at Ageha’s face, her finger inches from his nose. “Arashi and I can’t beat you 
separately, but it’s a different story if we fight together! Prepare to take on one of Ria’s most 
powerful combination techniques!” 
 
Hearing the mention of Valeriya, Ageha stood up from the stool and raised his alertness. 
Although she appeared to be wasted, Mitsuki was still a genius, and the sober Arashi looked 
completely eager to come at him. The alcohol in his blood made it hard to focus, but adrenaline 
cleared his head a little. 
 
The two girls took some distance between each other, both of them still facing Ageha. Mitsuki 
stretched her arms to the left. Arashi mirrored all of her movements just a split-second behind. 
Then they shuffled sideways towards each other while slowly making an arc over their head with 
their extended hands. Mitsuki continued this movement until her hands pointed at Arashi. The 
moment their fingers almost touched, they whipped their arms across their bodies while closing 
their fists and raising one leg. 
 
Ageha, despite having trained in various martial arts under Mitsuki and Valeriya, could not 
comprehend what kind of technique they were performing. 
 
The teens held their poses for a second, as if gathering power. With the speed of a cracking whip, 
they raised both hands above their heads, their index fingers pointing to the sky, and then bent 
their torsos sideways towards each other. The instant their index fingers touched one another, 
they shouted. 
 
“FUSION!!!” 
 
“What.” 
 
Ageha considered himself lucky that he stood up to face their technique. He would have fallen 
out of his chair otherwise. 
 
Arashi lifted Mitsuki up and placed the girl on her shoulders. With their combined height, they 
surpassed Ageha’s stature by a few inches. 
 
With a cocky grin plastered on her face, Mitsuki posed with her hands on her hips. “How do you 
like our ultimate form!?” She hiccuped. 
 
Though Arashi did not smile, enjoyment was clearly sparkling in her wide-open eyes. It seemed 
even she understood that this was mere play. 
 
“Looks like they’re wasted,” said Mei Xing. 
 



“No, the one on the bottom is completely sober. She’s just nuts by default.” 
 
With a sigh, Ageha grabbed Mitsuki by her collar and lifted her off Arashi’s shoulders. The 
micro-nadeshiko, looking more like a puppy than the ideal Japanese female at this point, began 
punching at his arms, but there was no force behind her blows. 
 
“Sorry bout this. I’ll take her to her mother,” said Ageha. 
 
“Take your time.” 
 
Mei Xing winked, or at least Ageha thought he did. It was hard to tell with the Chinese chef’s 
paper-thin eyes. Ageha, carrying his rambunctious package, headed to the dining room. Arashi 
quietly followed. 
 
What greeted him was the aftermath of a chaotic battle. He questioned his sanity, or more 
accurately his sobriety, as he surveyed the scene. Valeriya was sprawled on the tatami, her blond 
hair undone along with most of her clothes. Upturned cups and glass bottles were strewn across 
the floor. He found Kaika sitting curled up in a corner of the room, timidly hugging her knees. 
 
“What the hell happened here?” 
 
“Mitsuki… won,” said Arashi. 
 
Ageha put two and two together. He could not believe it, but it appeared that the girl in his hand 
managed to defeat that Kaika in a drinking contest. She had gotten piss drunk doing so, but it 
was still an impressive achievement. 
 
He walked over to Valeriya and tapped her marshmallow-soft butt with his foot. “Wake up.” 
 
Valeriya quickly reacted to the stimulus. Without bothering to fix her kimono she sat up and 
looked around. “What happened?” 
 
“That’s my line. Here, take this.” Ageha gently dropped Mitsuki in Valeriya’s lap. 
 
Valeriya looked back and forth between her daughter and the young chef, who had a faint blush 
on his cheeks. “What did you do to her?” Her tone dove under sub zero. 
 
“Nothing.” 
 
Ageha noticed something pulling at his shirt. It was Kaika, her face bright crimson. 
 
“I wanna be carried too.” She looked up at him, her demeanor bashful and hesitant. 
 



Kaika had once tried to act like that months ago, but it had only triggered a gag reflex in Ageha. 
However, he could tell that her current state was not a product of her thespian talents. She 
sincerely wanted to be carried.  
 
And she was ridiculously cute. 
 
“G-Guess I have no choice,” said Ageha. He carefully picked her up by her armpits and held her 
like a princess. 
 
Kaika rubbed her cheek on his shoulder like a cat. “Mmm… Feels good.” 
 
“I-I see. That’s good then.” 
 
He then felt another tug. It was Mitsuki. 
 
“T-That’s unfair. Me too.” She raised her arms, palms open, asking to be carried. 
 
Well, gotta be fair. 
 
Ageha’s brain was completely addled by ethanol. 
 
“Sure.” He shifted his hold on Kaika and carried her in one arm like a small child. He then bent 
down a little and picked up Mitsuki with his other arm. 
 
Valeriya rose to her feet, her blonde hair flowing down her half-exposed breasts. She glared at 
Ageha. “I knew it. You really are my sworn enemy.” 
 
“What now..?” 
 
She dashed towards him, her hand aiming for his throat. “I’M SO JEALOUS, YOU HAREM 
BASTARD!!!” 
 
But her godlike reflexes failed her due to the liquor in her system. She tripped over her own foot 
and fell forward. Her hand automatically grabbed the closest thing in reach. 
 
Ageha’s pants. 
 
She slid down his leg along with the item in her grasp. 
 
“Ugh, this damn drunk,” he said.  
 
Ageha, now in his briefs, tried to figure out a way to lift his pants back up. With a girl in each 
arm, the task seemed insurmountable. 



 
“Arashi, can you help me with my pants?” 
 
What the hell am I saying? 
 
Oh who gives a shit. 
 
Arashi looked surprised for a moment but obediently approached him from behind. She 
crouched and grabbed his pants with both hands, but she could not lift them back up because 
Valeriya, who had fallen asleep again, had a good grip on them. 
 
He heard the voice of death from behind him. “Ageha-sama.” 
 
Oh right. 
 
She gives a shit. 
 
He wanted to turn around but could not move with his arms occupied and his legs ensnared. 
 
“Just so you know, I’m drunk,” he said. 
 
“What fitting last words.” 
 
That night, Ageha learned to drink in moderation. 
 
 
Chapter 06: Complications 
 
A tall man in a white mandarin collar suit entered the room. His subordinates, a short-haired 
man and a young woman with a long braid, followed behind him. Lien Hua kept a close eye on 
the group as they approached her and her companions. 
 
Her boss, Luo Feng, and the other bodyguard, Tao Song, bowed to greet the Soaring Serpent 
Society’s leader. Lien Hua quickly did the same. 
 
“Sorry for being late! I got caught up in something.” Zhang Wei Long smiled cheerfully. His crisp 
white suit and black ponytail gave him an air of elegance. 
 
The young woman behind him flashed a derisive smile. “Says the guy who completely forgot 
about this meeting and overslept.” Although not hostile, her eyes and tone clearly belittled 
Zhang. 
 
“You shouldn’t joke like that in front of guests, Mao. You’ll ruin my reputation.” 



 
“Your hair is sticking up.” 
 
“Guh.” Zhang quickly patted the top of his head. His long ponytail swished as he checked for any 
unruly strands. 
 
“I was lying.” Mao made a mischievous grin.  
 
“...Of course. I knew that. I’m just trying to lighten the atmosphere.” 
 
“It’s pointless to act cool. Even if you try to keep it in, you’re bound to spill it all out.” Mao’s eyes 
narrowed as her lips curled into a sadistic smirk. “You couldn’t last two minutes.” 
 
“That fast!? Am I a virgin!?” Zhang’s mouth opened wide, but his thin eyes remained like black 
slits. 
 
It was Lien Hua’s first time meeting Zhang, but she knew how powerful he was. His silly 
behavior did nothing to dampen his dangerous aura. Despite that, Mao, who looked to be in her 
mid-twenties, had spoken to him with utter disrespect. Her attire, a purple sleeveless qipao with 
a short skirt and black stockings underneath, was out of place for a formal meeting, especially 
among triad executives. 
 
Who is this woman? 
 
Zhang’s male companion shot Mao a stern look and coughed. Mao glared back for a moment but 
turned her head away without saying anything. 
 
After exchanging quick introductions, Zhang and Luo Feng took seats across from each other at 
the round table. Zhi Zhu, Zhang’s right-hand man, stood directly beside his leader. Everyone 
else remained a few steps behind their representative. Although supposedly Feng’s elder, 
Zhang’s appearance suggested he was in his early thirties. Rumors recently circulated about him 
undergoing cosmetic surgery regularly to keep his youthful visage. 
 
“It’s not every day that I get a visit from the dragon head of the Golden Lotus Group,” said 
Zhang. “So, what do you want to talk about?” 
 
“Recently, your Soaring Serpent Society, representing the triads, has severed ties with foreign 
organizations. That will inevitably isolate us and weaken our influence. Could you shed some 
light on why you are doing such a thing?” 
 
“It’s a temporary measure. I want to remove external hindrances until I’ve united the triads.” 
 



“United? The different groups have always operated with a certain degree of freedom. Even 
though we recognize you and your society as our leader, we have the right to act as we see fit on 
matters concerning our group.” 
 
“That freedom is the problem. It’s fine when the individual groups act with consideration as part 
of the whole, but that’s often not the case. The constant bickering and infighting, especially 
among the smaller gangs, is wasteful. I simply decided to step in and stop all that.” 
 
Feng’s expression grew dark. “You are overstepping your bounds. The triads are connected for 
the sake of expediency. We are not a single organization under your command.” 
 
“Please don’t misunderstand. I’m not doing this for my own benefit. Unification will benefit 
everyone in the organization. When we are free from internal strife, we can resume our dealings 
with foreign groups without fearing usurpation of authority.” 
 
“Your motivation, while admirable, is irrelevant. The problem lies in the fact that you intend to 
rob the groups of the free will they have enjoyed for decades. That shows distrust and disrespect. 
Please rethink your stance. Otherwise, I will have to speak with the other groups about this.” 
 
The tension in the room caused cold sweat to form on Lien Hua’s face and neck. Before being 
assigned to guard Feng, she had faced many critical situations. She was more than confident she 
could handle herself in battle, but Zhang and his retainers were definitely not people to trifle 
with. 
 
Zhang closed his eyes and sighed. “I understand. I may have rushed too much. Thank you for 
your counsel.” He smiled at Feng. 
 
“I am glad you understand our position.” Feng nodded in gratitude. 
 
Lien Hua relaxed her shoulders a little. Her fellow bodyguard Song’s face slackened as he 
breathed out in relief. Zhang was a reasonable man, just as his reputation suggested. Feng was 
right in approaching him directly with his concerns. 
 
Zhang casually pointed at Feng. “Kill him.” 
 
Zhi Zhu leapt over the roundtable and grabbed Feng’s throat with one hand. With a wet, 
crunching noise, he squeezed the man’s neck like a soda can. 
 
Boss!!! 
 
Lien Hua rushed towards Feng, but Mao intercepted her from the side. Mao spun around, her 
three-foot braid whipping, and thrust out her leg. Lien Hua blocked the kick with her cybernetic 



left arm and jumped away. A searing pain stung her stomach. Her black suit and white shirt had 
four parallel cuts. Blood seeped into her clothes. 
 
Claws!? 
 
Metal-tipped fingers bared, Mao dashed towards Lien Hua and swung each hand. Lien Hua 
narrowly dodged the first strike and blocked the second. Like a cat, Mao lowered her body. Her 
claws swerved towards Lien Hua’s legs. Lien Hua could not keep up with Mao’s speed at all. 
 
Shit! 
 
Song tackled Mao from behind, pinning her to the floor before she could rend Lien Hua’s flesh. 
“Run!!!” 
 
Lien Hua sprinted for the closed door and rammed it open with her alloy shoulder. Taking a 
peek behind her, she saw Zhi Zhu stomp on Song’s neck, crushing it. 
 
Dammit!!! 
 
She had been too careless. Because of her naivety, Feng and Song were dead. But she could not 
give up. She had to tell the Golden Lotus Group what happened. Her heartbeat drummed in her 
ears as she blazed through the corridors of the Soaring Serpent Society’s headquarters.  
 
Lien Hua checked behind her. No one was in pursuit. She could make it to the exit. A few men 
were stationed there, but if she focused on breaking through, escape was possible. 
 
The shiny wood floor rushed at her face as she fell and skidded to a stop. 
 
What the- 
 
Her legs felt like jelly and would not move. Not only that, her arms had also stiffened. 
 
What’s happening!? 
 
Move! 
 
Move!!! 
 
She screamed in her heart for her limbs to obey her will, but they lay limp on the floor. 
 
Soon, Lien Hua heard footsteps approaching from behind. She wanted to look, but her neck 
would not budge. 
 



“Did you know that a cat’s bite is more dangerous than a dog’s?” asked Mao. “The wound itself is 
small, but the bacteria injected deep into the flesh is another story. They attack the tendons and 
joints, causing paralysis.” 
 
Poison..! 
 
Lien Hua tried to curse at her enemy, but her jaw hung loosely as saliva dripped from the 
corners of her mouth. 
 
“Don’t worry, you won’t die from that. We still need to find out who else agrees with Feng’s 
thinking.” 
 
“You sure sound arrogant for someone who got tackled to the floor,” said Zhi Zhu. 
 
“He came at me from behind. And wasn’t Song your responsibility?” 
 
“Excuses. You should’ve taken her down with your first strike. I’ve given up on expecting 
manners or respect from you, but at least do as your teacher says. The boss may have taken a 
liking to you, but if you diminish his or our society’s face, not even his favor will save you.” 
 
“Whatever.” Mao grabbed Lien Hua by the foot and dragged her back the way she came. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
Ageha gently shook Kaika’s shoulders. Her eyelids fluttered open. 
 
Kaika slowly sat up. “Ugh... What happened last night?” 
 
“You girls got drunk and went nuts.” 
 
“...Sounds about right.” 
 
Kaika, with an incredible bed head and dried drool on her chin, was in the middle of a minefield 
of ceramic cups and liquor bottles. Valeriya lay snoring on the tatami, snuggling with Mitsuki 
the hug pillow. Arashi slept peacefully with her back against the wall. 
 
“Setsu-san didn’t want to wake all of you up so she left the cleaning for later.  
 
“Where’s Saya?” 
 
“In our room finishing up some work. She’ll be back in a few minutes.” 



 
“My head is killing me.” 
 
“Wake up the others so you can share the pain. It’s already a little late, but I made breakfast.” 
 
“...You did?” 
 
“Yeah. Setsu-san invited us to eat with them. Hurry up so the staff can start cleaning up this 
mess .” 
 
“Got it.” Kaika jumped to her feet. 
 
She’s surprisingly obedient. 
 
Must be the hangover. 
 
“Don’t forget to wash your face.” 
 
Kaika shook the mother-daughter pair until the snoring stopped. After they began to stir, she 
went to Arashi and pulled on her ears until she opened her eyes. About ten minutes later, 
everyone, including Mei Xing, Setsu, and Li Xue, gathered in the Wong family’s personal dining 
room. 
 
Unlike the Japanese design of the rest of the inn, the family dining room had a more typical 
Chinese style. An ornately engraved wooden cabinet and a large round mirror decorated the far 
wall. Bamboo house plants were placed in the corners of the room, brightening the area with a 
touch of greenery. A round table in the center held stacks of wooden steamers and a large lidded 
square platter. One by one, everyone took a seat at the table. 
 
“Dim sum?” asked Kaika. 
 
Ageha smiled confidently. “Sort of.” He uncovered and laid out the steamers one by one. Finally, 
he took the metal cover off the square platter. 
 
The aroma of the steamed morsels tickled everyone’s nose, whetting their appetites. Har gow 
dumplings, chee cheong fun, fried taro dumplings, and small meat buns filled the table. Coffee 
and tea accompanied the dim sum spread. 
 
“The rest look like normal dim sum, but that platter has something I have never seen before,” 
said Saya. 
 
“That’s a deconstructed siu mai,” said Ageha. “It’s the most eye-catching, but don’t be fooled. 
None of these dishes are your typical dim sum.” 



 
“Quite a boast from someone coming off a slump,” said Kaika. 
 
“Slump? What slump?” asked Valeriya. 
 
Mitsuki slightly furrowed her brows in worry. 
 
“It’s nothing,” said Ageha. 
 
“Better dig in while it’s hot.” Kaika extended her chopsticks and reached for the rice noodle roll. 
 
“Wait, that chee cheong fun isn’t done yet. I haven’t added the finishing touches.” 
 
“I thought it looks a bit naked.” 
 
Ageha picked up a small sauce boat and poured thick, dark brown liquid on top of the flat noodle 
rolls. From underneath the table, he took out a kitchen torch. With a pull of the trigger, blue 
flame surged from the muzzle. He carefully caramelized the sauce on top, causing an intensely 
sweet fragrance to waft throughout the room.. 
 
““Whoa!”” Arashi and Mitsuki gasped in amazement. 
 
“Here you go,” said Ageha as he scattered chopped green onions on the shiny caramel glaze. 
 
Everyone picked up a piece and tried it. 
 
“This is… buta kakuni,” said Kaika. “The crispy glaze on top provides a nice texture contrast to 
the soft rice noodle and braised pork belly filling. The sweet soy ginger sauce is reminiscent of 
the traditional pork barbecue stuffing of chee cheong fun.” Kaika took another bite. “The 
generous topping of green onions cuts the decadence of the pork fat and awakens the appetite! I 
could sell this.” 
 
While Kaika was busy dissecting the dish, Arashi was stuffing her face. 
 
Kaika poked Arashi’s puffed up cheek with her chopsticks. “At least listen to the explanation 
when I’m judging the food! That’s basic manners!” 
 
“Yeah, like when enemies wait for masked heroes to finish transforming!” said Valeriya. 
 
Saya munched on a piece of the har gow. “This filling is… crabcake.” Her cheeks rose as she 
giggled. “With cajun spices. As advertised, this really is not your usual dim sum.” 
 



Her vibrant smile was not just because of the food. Ageha could tell that Saya was happy seeing 
his recovery more than anything else. 
 
“You were being modest, Shikimi-kun,” said Mei Xing. “You’re not behind me in culinary skill at 
all.” 
 
“Yeah, I really was being modest, wasn’t I?” 
 
“How incredibly humble of you,” said Kaika, sarcasm permeating her voice. 
 
“Mei Xing’s dim sum is still better,” said Setsu. 
 
“That is what you call bias,” said Saya. 
 
“I don’t want to hear that from you.” 
 
“Joking aside,” said Ageha, “Mei Xing helped me with the prep.” 
 
Kaika puffed out a two-note whistle. “That really is unexpectedly humble of you.” 
 
Mitsuki nibbled alternately between the taro dumpling, which was covered in a crisp, golden 
honeycomb shell, and the fluffy meat bun. “What a waste…” 
 
“You don’t like it?” asked Ageha. 
 
“It’s too good. To think I could’ve been eating this every day.” Mitsuki shook her head as she 
continued nipping away at the bun. “Why’d you have to leave?” she quietly mumbled. 
 
“So you two really were in that kind of relationship,” said Setsu. “I heard from my husband, but I 
couldn’t believe that Shikimi-sama would lay his hands on such a young child.” 
 
“I worked for her mother a while ago. That’s all.” Ageha handed Saya a new pair of chopsticks to 
replace the ones she had just snapped to pieces. “Please don’t break borrowed utensils.” 
 
Valeriya picked up the deconstructed siu mai. It consisted of a three-inch long skewer of 
steamed pork dumpling studded with crab roe, half a flash-steamed prawn tinged in yellow fat, 
and a cherry tomato. The skewer itself looked like a small dropper. Its transparent squeeze 
handle contained a black sauce. She popped the morsels in her mouth and gave the dropper a 
squeeze, causing the sauce to travel through the hollow skewer and squirt onto her tongue. Her 
blissful expression told everyone how much she enjoyed it. 
 
Ageha responded to the silent compliment in a haughty tone. “It wasn’t much.” 
 



“I can’t complain about your smugness this time,” said Valeriya. “It’s a really strange take on a 
steamed dumpling. It’s served cold, and the cherry tomato with the dropper reminds me more of 
a one-bite salad. But the soy balsamic sauce coherently ties everything together. Using the fatty 
head end of the prawn gave the dish some richness to balance out the tangy elements.” Valeriya 
played with the dropper sticking out of her mouth like a reversed lollipop. “You’ll make a 
wonderful wife someday.” She gasped, as if remembering something. “But there’s no way I’m 
letting you marry into my family, okay!? My daughter is out of your league!” 
 
Ageha clicked his tongue. “Too bad. If I married Mitsuki, I would’ve inherited Ria’s assets sooner 
or later.” 
 
“W-Wharyou shaying!?” shouted the beet-red Mitsuki, bits of taro flying out of her mouth. 
 
“It was obviously a joke.” Ageha handed fresh chopsticks to Saya. “Maybe you should eat with 
your left hand before the Wong family runs out of chopsticks. Wait, stop, my fingers aren’t 
utensils, and they’re much more expensive to fix than chopsticks.” 
 
“C-Can fingers bend that far..?” asked Setsu. 
 
“Wow!” said Li Xue. The preschooler watched in amazement as Saya dislocated Ageha’s alloy 
fingers. 
 
He returned his hand to its original shape with a few snaps, but the process was not exactly 
painless. 
 
“Serves you right, you harem bastard,” said Valeriya. She picked up a taro dumpling and took a 
bite. 
 
Mitsuki turned to her mother with a surprised expression. “Ria, wait! That’s-” 
 
“SPICY!!!” Valeriya gulped down her tea and then Mitsuki’s right after. 
 
“The minced beef curry filling is very hot. Here’s a meat bun. The sweet barbecue sauce and fatty 
brisket inside should help with the burn.” 
 
Valeriya obediently took the small white bun from her daughter and chomped it down in two 
large bites. “Whew.” 
 
“Can’t drink liquor. Can’t eat spicy food. You’re like a big baby,” said Kaika with a mocking grin. 
 
“Better than a tiny granny.” 
 



A vein bulged on Kaika’s forehead. “Who’s the granny here? Maybe I should tell everyone how 
old you are?” 
 
“Don’t bluff. That information is more secure than U.S. nuclear launch codes.” 
 
“The fact you need to hide it is proof enough.” 
 
The two tycoons continued to squabble while eating. Everyone stuffed themselves until all the 
steamers were empty. 
 
“Each dish was excellent, but the meal itself was all over the place,” said Kaika. 
 
“Indian, Japanese, American, Italian, Cajun,” said Saya. “It is amazing you could come up with 
so many combinations, but having them together was a bit overwhelming to the palate.” 
 
“The only thing common between them was the dim sum theme. The fusion of so many cuisines 
in one meal didn’t make sense,” said Mitsuki. 
 
Still made more sense than your fusion with Arashi. 
 
“And none of the dishes were good for a hangover,” said Kaika as she held her full stomach. “You 
didn’t even spare a thought for who’s gonna eat them. I think I’m gonna be sick…” 
 
“Sorry about that,” said Ageha. 
 
He agreed with her. The moment he started cooking that morning, he completely lost himself in 
coming up with interesting dishes. Ageha had not considered his diners one bit while preparing 
the meal. 
 
“You don’t look like you’re sorry at all.” Kaika grinned. “Did you have fun?” 
 
He smiled from his heart. “Yeah.” 
 
Seeing Ageha’s carefree, boyish grin, Saya and the teenagers all blushed. 
 
Setsu looked around the table. “Shikimi-sama is a sinful man.” 
 
“So this is the power of a male kuudere… I really might have to kill you one day,” said Valeriya, 
her fist shaking in fury. 
 
“Your friends seem to be really well-versed in food, Shikimi-kun,” said Mei Xing. “Anyone would 
find these dishes delicious, but understanding them to such an extent is quite impressive.” 
 



“They might not look like it, but the ladies here are all billionaires. They’ve accumulated culinary 
knowledge through years of fine dining.” Ageha glanced at Arashi, whose cheeks were smeared 
with sauce. “Except for that one.” 
 
“So you say,” said Kaika, ”but I bet the blissful look on Arashi’s face while she eats your food 
makes you very happy.” 
 
As usual, Kaika’s mind-reading was spot on. 
 
Feeling a little embarrassed, Ageha turned away. “Leave me alone (Hottoke).” 
 
“Did someone say hotcakes (Hottokeki)?” asked Valeriya. 
 
Saya’s eyes lit up. “It seems I may have misunderstood you, Varrenikov-sama. I have come to 
realize that you are a magnificent person.” 
 
“Don’t judge a person’s character from a single pun! And a bad one at that!” said Kaika. 
 
“These people are very funny,” said Li Xue. 
 
“Don’t say that about our guests, it’s rude,” said Setsu in a scolding tone. 
 
“It’s fine, it’s the truth,” said Ageha. “If anything, that evaluation is too nice.”  
 
“...You do understand you’re included in that, right?” 
 
“What.” 
 
“What’s wrong with being funny?” said Mei Xing. “It’s better than being boring, right?” 
 
“Exactly,” said Kaika while puffing out her non-existent chest. 
 
Ageha squeezed his temples while shaking his head. “When did I become part of this circus?” 
 
“I do not think the ringmaster has any right to complain,” said Saya. 
 
Everyone except Ageha nodded in agreement. 
 
 

*** 
 
 

Saya released the parking brake. “Where to?” 



 
“First, let’s get some clothes,” said Kaika. 
 
“The city then.” 
 
They had just dropped off Ageha and Arashi for a scouting mission.  
 
Saya stepped on the accelerator and merged into traffic. “The Wong couple was really nice.” 
 
Kaika crossed her arms. “They really were.” 
 
“You sound irritated. Did they offend you in some way?” 
 
“No, I’m irritated because they were too nice. It was them, wasn’t it? The ones who helped Ageha 
out of his slump.” 
 
“Yes. I spoke with Setsu-san about Ageha’s problem, leaving out the unsavory details, of course. 
She asked her husband to give Ageha some advice. It seems he went through a similar 
experience.” 
 
“Now I owe them one. This is terrible.” 
 
“I am not following.” 
 
“Did you know that Mei Xing married into the Wong family?” 
 
“Yes, I think Setsu-san mentioned it last night.” 
 
“His original surname is Zhang.” 
 
The car swerved slightly. 
 
“...So that was why you chose that inn.” 
 
“He would’ve been the perfect card for the coming negotiation.” 
 
“Would have been?” 
 
“I can’t use him anymore. Not after he saved Ageha. Putting aside their fledgling friendship, 
Ageha would never let such a big favor go unpaid. Besides, that couple seems to be unrelated to 
any triad business. I gave our real names when we checked in to test that, but neither of them 
appeared to know about us.” 
 



“...May I speak my mind?” 
 
“Sure.” 
 
“You have never let something like that stop you before.” 
 
“Like you said, that was before. I can’t lie to Ageha anymore. If he finds out I harmed Mei Xing 
or his family, I don’t how he’ll react.” Kaika shut her eyes tightly and sighed. “I don’t want him to 
run off again.” 
 
Though Kaika fully intended to keep her vow of truth, she still selectively kept things from 
Ageha. The promise was not about actively divulging all her secrets. That would be inefficient 
and dangerous. Ageha understood that, which was why he did not fault her for keeping the 
meeting with Valeriya a secret. 
 
However, if he did ask her directly about something, she could not lie. Doing so would 
completely destroy his trust in her. Not only that, it would betray Kaika’s own feelings for the 
young man. Ageha was irreplaceable to her. The emotion was not romantic. It was closer to a 
profoundly deep kinship. In certain aspects, Kaika trusted Ageha more than Saya, or even 
herself. 
 
Despite that, she understood that a time might come when she would have no choice but to lie to 
him. If the result was worth it, she would definitely break her word, no matter what tragedy or 
suffering awaited. That was her resolve and punishment. 
 
“You care about him a lot,” said Saya. 
 
“Not as much as you.” 
 
“I do not know about that.” 
 
“Have you lost some affection for him? Sure, he can be a bit of a player, but-” 
 
“Not at all. My feelings have not changed in the least. It is yo-, ...never mind.” 
 
Jealousy? 
 
Kaika considered reassuring Saya that she did not see Ageha in that way, but in the end, she said 
nothing. 
 
I guess it’s fine. 
 
Letting things play out was also part of the devil’s entertainment. 



 
A little bit of spice in their relationship can’t hurt. 
 
 
Chapter 07: Breakdown 
 
Kaika and Saya gracefully walked across the room, the sound of their high heels muffled by the 
thick red carpet. Zhang and an unfamiliar young woman were already waiting for them at a 
round dining table. The spacious private function room of the upscale Chinese restaurant looked 
deserted with only four guests. 
 
Zhang stood up from his chair and sent the two ladies a jovial smile. The woman beside him also 
got up, but her lips curled into an arrogant smirk instead. 
 
“Good evening. I am Zhang Wei Long, leader of the Soaring Serpent Society.” He motioned 
towards his companion. “This is my associate, Mao.” 
 
Despite finding Mao’s expression and mononym a little odd, Kaika returned the courtesy with 
immaculate manner. 
 
“Charmed. I am Kaika Nikaidou, and this is my assistant Saya Saionji.” 
 
Saya executed a perfect bow. “It is a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
“I heard from Colonel Liu about Ms. Saionji, but I didn’t expect both of you to be so young!” 
Zhang laughed cheerfully. “And so beautiful!” 
 
Kaika expertly faked delight, faintly blushing at will. “I am humbled by your praise.” 
 
She flaunted a sleeveless qipao. Its flaring knee-length skirt gave off a youthful and lively feel, 
perfect for a girl her size. Gold embroidering shone against its glossy black fabric. 
 
With a gentle yet confident smile, Saya gazed directly into Zhang’s eyes. “You are too kind.” 
 
Compared to the rather modern design of Kaika’s chinese dress, Saya’s crimson qipao was more 
traditional. The one-piece tightly enveloped her figure, showing off her delicate curves. The long 
skirt reached just above her ankles. A side slit, which ran up to her pelvis, granted glimpses of 
her bare legs with each step she took. 
 



 



 
As the two parties seated themselves around the table, Mao sneered at Zhang. “Sexually 
harassing people you’ve just met, as expected of a dirty old man.” 
 
“Can’t I even compliment people in peace?” 
 
“Not when you’re leering at girls young enough to be your granddaughters.” 
 
“Guh.” 
 
Kaika smiled, faint dimples showing on her cheeks. “No lady would feel unhappy after being 
complimented by a man as fetching as yourself, Mr. Zhang.” 
 
“See that Mao? Unlike you, she understands my charm.” He touched his chin and made a smug 
face. 
 
“She’s just being polite. And stop bragging about a face designed by your surgeon.” 
 
“It’s a perfect copy of my younger self, you know!? And please don’t blurt out things that’ll ruin 
my reputation!” 
 
“Beauty is beauty,” said Kaika. “It is meaningless to distinguish between fake and genuine in 
aesthetics. The ability to acquire beauty is no less impressive than the luck of being born with it.” 
 
“Wise words.” 
 
“That you didn’t even get.” Mao shrugged. “Faking understanding with one-liners will come back 
to bite you later.” She shook her head, eyes closed. “This is the problem with posers.”  
 
“First my age, then my looks, and now my brains. You really leave no stone unturned.” 
 
“You won’t get anything even if you praise me. Except insults. Those are free of charge, 
especially for you.” 
 
“I think I’ll pass on that kind of special treatment.” 
 
Kaika glanced at Mao. 
 
From the start, Kaika knew Zhang’s antics were all a ruse to make her lower her guard. It was 
unheard of for a Chinese triad boss, who should highly value dignity, to behave in such a 
manner. By acting like a clown, he was likely checking the reactions of his enemies and probing 
their psyche. 
 



What piqued Kaika’s curiosity was the sharp-tongued yet strangely captivating woman he 
trusted enough to use for his ploy.  
 
Her Chinese has a familiar accent. 
 
Kaika analyzed Mao’s appearance. Her expression made it seem as if she had the entire world 
beneath her feet. In stark contrast to her full and perky bust, Mao had a very slender physique. 
Regardless, Kaika understood that body shape revealed next to nothing in a world with ARMS.  
 
Not enough info. 
 
Let’s poke around a little. 
 
Kaika met Mao’s eyes. “Are you two a couple?” 
 
Mao did not answer, but Kaika caught a flash of uncertainty on her face. 
 
“Not at all!” said Zhang. “I’m not the type to be bound to one woman.” 
 
With a sharp sneer, Mao cast a pitying gaze on her boss. “That’s because you’re destined to be 
bound to no women.” 
 
“Guh. I don’t even get a chance in the future?” 
 
He covered for her. 
 
So she’s just a mascot at the negotiation table. 
 
But that also confirms her martial ability. 
 
If Mao was not there to directly participate in the negotiation, she had to be a bodyguard. 
Bringing only one guard into the room meant Mao was extremely capable. 
 
But so was Saya. 
 
To communicate the danger, Kaika glanced at her butler and then darted her sight to Mao for an 
instant. Saya nodded ever so slightly in response. 
 
Servers brought in several trays of food. With practiced hands, they quickly laid out various 
Chinese dishes on the lazy susan. Baijiu, in small cups, were served to each person on the table. 
 
“Gan bei!” said Zhang while raising his cup. 
 



Kaika took a whiff of the transparent liquor in her hand. A bout of nausea assailed her, but she 
kept it from showing. She had not fully recovered from her hangover, so alcohol was the last 
thing she wanted, but turning down the toast would make Zhang lose face. For the sake of 
smooth negotiations, she forced the baijiu down her throat. 
 
The meal proceeded peacefully, with both parties sizing each other up under the guise of small 
talk. Kaika patiently waited for Zhang to open up formal negotiations. However, the dessert 
course, a selection of fresh fruits, came without him even touching on the topic. 
 
“If I’d known you ladies were such great company, I would’ve accepted your invitation much 
earlier!” said Zhang. 
 
“Our dealings with Colonel Liu were a stroke of luck,” said Saya. “This meeting would not have 
happened if not for that coincidence.” 
 
“No need to be humble. Approaching him to get to me was an excellent move. I didn’t agree to 
this meeting because the colonel asked me. I simply found the one who successfully used him 
quite interesting.” Zhang pulled out his chair. “Well then, I will take my leave.” 
 
What did he just say? 
 
Kaika covered her mouth and giggled. “You are such a joker, Mr. Zhang.” 
 
He donned a plastic grin. “I’m completely serious.” 
 
“Please wait. We have not discussed the main topic yet.” 
 
“Main topic? I only agreed to have a meal together. We have nothing to discuss.” 
 
Did I screw up somewhere!? 
 
Zhang looked into her eyes, as if reading her mind. “No, you were excellent. Too excellent. That’s 
why I decided not to broach any serious topics. Who knows where that devilish tongue of yours 
would lead me? If you were a bit less competent, we might’ve been able to at least discuss your 
offer. Not like that would’ve changed anything.” 
 
Eloquence meant nothing without a chance to speak. Kaika realized she had made an incorrect 
assumption, a critical error, regarding this negotiation. Zhang’s words made her aware of a 
single fact. 
 
It was never a negotiation in the first place. 
 



Zhang’s gaze sharpened. “The triads will not allow NGC to conduct illegal business in Guangxi. 
That is set in stone.”  
 
He stood up. Mao followed suit. 
 
I’ve gotta do something! 
 
“Please, Mr. Zhang. I am certain we can come to an agreement if you just hear me out. The 
financial backing of NGC is a great asset for a man in your position.” 
 
Zhang turned to his bodyguard. “See, Mao, this is the problem with prodigies. Unlike us normal 
folks, they have the talent to achieve things with very little time and effort. They rarely stumble 
on the road to each success.” He faced Kaika. “That’s why you can easily ask me to relinquish my 
hard-earned authority. Your excellence has spoiled and blinded you.” 
 
“What are you trying to say?” 
 
“You haven’t sacrificed much to get to where you are, have you?” 
 
Images of Kureha and Rin filled Kaika’s head. 
 
Not much..? 
 
Wrath gushed forth from her core, threatening to burst out of her every pore. 
 
How dare you… 
 
How dare you!!! 
 
Her face did not move. Her breathing remained calm. She dammed up her flooding emotions 
with willpower and plugged the leaks with impeccable acting. 
 
Zhang narrowed his thin eyes for an instant but quickly brought out a smile. “Otherwise, you 
would’ve understood that there’s no room for negotiation without us needing to exchange a 
single word.” 
 
The gears inside Kaika shifted. She began moving on a completely different track. 
 
“Please reconsider!” Kaika placed her palms on the table and stood up. “I have no intention of 
infringing on your authority. At least allow us the chance to meet with you again. I promise to 
come up with conditions that will satisfy you.” 
 
He shook his head. “Money can’t buy unity.” 



 
“I still believe we can establish a good partnership. I will definitely come back to discuss this 
again!” 
 
Without another word, Zhang and his mascot left the room. 
 
Kaika and Saya were left alone. In a desperate attempt to control her rampaging emotions, the 
prodigy bit her bottom lip until it bled. Saya wiped the blood from her lip and chin with a 
handkerchief. Kaika wanted to flip the table and smash the chairs against the wall, but doing so 
would impede her next steps. Kaika gripped her butler’s hand as hard as she could as they 
headed back to the car. 
 
Once inside the vehicle, Kaika began gnawing at her knuckle. Saya hurriedly stopped her from 
hurting herself and offered her own left hand. Kaika bit into it with all her might. The moment 
she tasted iron, her boiling blood settled down. 
 
“Sorry, Saya.” 
 
“This is nothing.” She wrapped the handkerchief on her hand to stop the bleeding. 
 
“I’m going to kill him.” 
 
“...You told Zhang you have not given up on negotiating.” 
 
“I didn’t want to alert him.” 
 
“Are you sure attacking him is wise? The risks-” 
 
“I know the risks. That man doesn’t care about danger or keeping face. He’s willing to crawl 
through mud to achieve his goal. Like he said, there’s no room for negotiations.” Kaika grinned. 
Her teeth creaked from how hard she clenched her jaw. “I’ll make him regret forcing my hand.” 
 
You questioned my resolve. 
 
Then taste it yourself. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
“Sorry, Boss,” said Mao as she prepared a pot of oolong tea. 
 
Zhang, who was lounging on the sofa behind her, turned his head to the side. “What for?” 



 
“I blanked out for a moment earlier. I didn’t expect that Nikaido girl to suddenly ask me that 
question.” 
 
“That surprised me too. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
“Not just that… If I had brains like Zhi Zhu, I could be more useful to you. He’s always busy 
handling business operations, but all I can do is play along with your act.” Mao carried a tray 
with a teapot and cups to the table. 
 
“A flying dragon is without feet yet flies.” 
 
“Uh, okay. Can we skip to the explanation?” Mao took a seat on the same sofa, leaving enough 
space for another person between them. 
 
Zhang chuckled. “Success comes from honing one’s abilities. Working on weaknesses isn’t a bad 
thing, but it’s more efficient to focus on strengths. Bantering with me in front of big shots is 
something only you can do. I don’t think anyone else can insult me so well.” 
 
Mao frowned. “You were the one who taught me to act like that. It’s just a side effect.” 
 
“It is, but it’s useful nonetheless.” 
 
“Is it? I just don’t see the purpose.” 
 
“It didn’t do much against those two girls, but it’s an effective tactic against lesser foes. The 
reason I could easily fend off NGC’s approach is because I’m wary of how dangerous Kaika 
Nikaido is. Hiding one’s talons is just as important as concealing one’s nest.” 
 
“Is she really that dangerous? Her assistant I can understand. That woman was prepared to 
come at me during the entire meal.” 
 
“Was she? I know next to nothing about fighting, so I’ll take your word for it. You should take 
mine regarding Nikaido. She even knew I like qipaos. Scary.” 
 
“She did seem totally calm even after you pulled the rug out from under her.” 
 
“Actually, I found that very strange. Anyone should get agitated when someone insults their 
resolve, but she showed no reaction at all.” 
 
“Maybe she just doesn’t care?” 
 



“No matter how talented she is, it’s impossible for her to hold such power at that age without 
having sacrificed anything important. Feeling no pride or guilt over that is unbelievable.”  
 
Maybe it’s the opposite? 
 
Was it enough of a blow to force her to completely kill her emotions? 
 
Zhang had taken a hard stance against Kaika because he knew about her prudence. She 
thoroughly calculated her every move. There was no trace of emotion in the strategies she had 
taken, at least according to his investigation. 
 
That girl may be more volatile than I thought. 
 
“You sure it was a good idea making enemies with someone like that?” asked Mao. 
 
“If I had the choice, I’d rather be friends with her. But uniting the triads is impossible if I 
welcome NGC into the Chinese underworld. It’s an economic dragon. Riding on that would 
ensure anyone a chance at power. The different triad societies will compete to get its support in 
order to gain advantages over the others. I have to keep outsiders from sparking another 
political tug-of-war until the triads have truly become one.” 
 
Mao sighed. “I wish you’d put yourself in my position. I’m the one who has to protect your ass 
until then.” She rotated her shoulder and stretched her neck. 
 
Maybe I’ve been working her too hard lately. 
 
“I feel so tired,” said Zhang as he massaged his nape. “I’m taking the day off tomorrow.” 
 
“You’re such a bum. I wonder what the members would say if they saw you lazing around like 
this.” 
 
“Give me a break. I’m not young anymore.” 
 
“You mean you’re really, really old.” 
 
“Can you at least drop one ‘really’ from that?” 
 
“I’ll think about it, no.” 
 
“At least think a little longer! Anyway, I’ll stay in the house for the entire day. I’ll have Zhi Zhu 
handle things in my place. You can take the day off too.” 
 



Mao’s eyes opened as wide as they could go. After blinking a few times, she stood up and moved 
behind him. 
 
“What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
She placed her fingers on his shoulders and pressed deep into his muscle. Without saying a 
word, she skillfully worked on his stiff shoulders, loosening them up with her cybernetic hands. 
 
“You could make a living off those fingers.” 
 
“Is that sexual harassment?” 
 
He turned his neck and peeked at her face. “As if I’d harass someone who’s practically my 
daughter.” 
 
She narrowed her eyes like a purring cat and bashfully smiled. “Thanks, Boss.” 
 
He showed a gentle smile. “What for?” 
 
 

*** 
 
 
It’s raining again… 
 
Mao hated the rain, especially in summer. The moisture stuck to her skin and made her sweat a 
lot. Instead of her usual qipao, her attire consisted of a plain white shirt and cotton shorts. She 
had no reason to wear her rather raunchy chinese dress when Zhang, who not-so-secretly loved 
it, was not around. Though minimal in coverage, the tight-fitting dress functioned like a 
compact sauna in hot weather. 
 
Umbrella in hand, she strolled along the street of a shopping district. Though she had already 
checked out several clothing stores, she had not bought anything yet. Coming up on her fifth 
store, the design of a red dress in the display window caught her eye. She went inside to take a 
closer look. 
 
I wonder if Boss would like this? 
 
It’s definitely skimpy enough. 
 
Mao decided to buy it along with some matching accessories. The rain had already let up by the 
time she stepped out of the store. 
 



After spending another hour shopping, she reached an area dotted with small restaurants and 
food stalls. The delightful aroma wafting from the shops caused her stomach to rumble. She 
checked her terminal and noticed that it was already past noon. Most of the establishments had 
many patrons seated or lining up for take out. Avoiding the crowds, she gravitated to the less 
popular shops. 
 
Red bean buns… 
 
Egg tarts… 
 
Sweet rice cakes... 
 
Isn’t there any real food here? 
 
Her feet stopped in front of a small open-air shop selling scallion pancakes. It had no customers 
in line, so she came closer and read the prices posted on the wall. 
 
Noticing her, the shopkeeper came to the front. “What’ll you have?” 
 
“I’ll have two congyoubing. And please don’t put anything spicy in it.” She counted some money 
from her wallet. 
 
A male voice came from behind her. “Do you speak Japanese?” 
 
She reflexively closed her wallet and turned around. A man holding several shopping bags stood 
a few steps away. 
 
Mao’s eyebrows gathered into a scowl. “Who are you?” She replied in Japanese because the man 
had called out to her the same way. 
 
“Great. I noticed your accent, but I wasn’t sure. You’re better off not buying from this shop.” 
 
“Are you from a competing store?” Her lips twisted into a condescending grin. “Smearing your 
rivals? Pathetic.” 
 
“It’s not that.” He pointed into the shop, more specifically, at a corner of the small dining area. 
 
Mao had to look very hard but eventually saw tiny black rectangles on the floor. “What are 
those?” 
 
“Droppings. This shop has pests. Probably why there are no other customers. Well, if you’re into 
eating rat scat, I won’t stop you.” 
 



Mao’s face turned white as a sheet of paper. “D-Did you say r-rat?” 
 
“Hey, are you gonna buy or not?” asked the shopkeeper, impatience visible on his wrinkled, 
sweaty face. 
 
At that moment, a large gray rat ran along the wall the passerby had pointed to. 
 
Mao screamed in terror and jumped onto the man, pulling herself up by embracing his neck. 
 
Instead of pushing her away, he placed a hand on her back and gave it a gentle pat. “Hey, it’s 
gone now. You can relax, okay?” 
 
Mao gingerly turned her head and peeked at the wall. There was no rodent in sight. Her soaring 
pulse gradually slowed. She sighed in relief and turned back to the man, meeting his gaze. 
Realizing her embarrassing position, she frantically released his neck and stepped back. 
 
“Sorry, I was just-” 
 
“Don’t worry about it,” he said with a casual wave of his hand. He then turned around and 
walked away from the shop. 
 
“Wait-” 
 
“Lady,” said the shopkeeper, “I’d appreciate it if you don’t cause a commotion in front of my 
store. If you’re not buying, please leave.” 
 
This asshole. 
 
Mao clenched her fist. If the Japanese passerby had not warned her of the pest, she might have 
been chewing on a pancake contaminated by those filthy, hateful, terrifying, disgusting vermin 
right now. She remembered that she had not thanked the man and searched for his figure. Mao 
found him in the midst of the crowd, walking alongside a girl with twintails and a young woman. 
 
Water droplets tickled her cheek and arms. Rain began pouring in earnest, so she quickly moved 
all her bags to one hand and opened her umbrella. By the time she finished, the man and his 
companions were no longer in sight. She had lost him amidst the bustling pedestrians and their 
kaleidoscope of umbrellas. 
 
He’s gone. 
 
She felt a strange melancholy at the transience of her encounter. 
 
“Hey lady, are you listening to me?” The shopkeeper waved his hand in front of her face. 



 
“You’re in the way.”  
 
She kicked him in the gut, launching him towards the cooking counter. His face slid across the 
hot griddle, releasing steam and the smell of burning skin in its wake. He crashed to the floor 
along with his cooking utensils. Other pedestrians began taking pictures of the scene with their 
mobile terminals. 
 
Wearing a sadistic smirk, Mao belittled him with her eyes and stepped on his butt. “If you have 
any complaints, come to the Soaring Serpent’s HQ.” 
 
The crowd around them instantly dispersed. Holding his face in pain, the shopkeeper 
whimpered on the ground while croaking out apologies. 
 
 
Chapter 08: Cat and Mouse 
 
Chika hugged her knees and peeked over them. Her big, round glasses slid down her circular 
face. “How about you? How’d you end up here?” 
 
“M-Me?” asked the girl with a long braid. “...I wanted to move to this country so I went to an 
immigration office.” She played with the end of her long woven locks. “I don’t have much money, 
and the processing fee looked really cheap, so…” 
 
“Then you got tricked and kidnapped.” Shouko flipped her blond-dyed hair over her shoulder. 
“Just like everyone else this damn warehouse. She’s asking why you wanted to live in this 
godforsaken country.” She turned to Chika. “This is the problem with Braids, Chika-chan. I 
think all the nutrition went to her hair instead of her brain.” 
 
“A braid brain?” mumbled Chika. 
 
Shouko burst out laughing. 
 
“...U-um, it wasn’t that funny…” said Braids. She then looked up and stared at the roof as if 
trying to see through it. “And my name isn’t Braids.” 
 
Chika tilted her head. “Who’s she talking to?” 
 
Shouko rolled her shoulders in an exaggerated shrug. “Who knows? We’re talking about Braids 
here.” Her focus switched back to the girl with the long black braid. “Anyway, out with it.” 
 
“With what?” asked Braids, her tone hesitant. 
 



“Your story! We already told you ours!” 
 
It’s not like I asked you to tell me... 
 
Shouko glared at her, her bronze-tanned face wrinkling in annoyance. 
 
Scary! 
 
“O-okay, I’ll tell you! I’ll tell you everything!” 
 
Chika giggled. “You scared her into it.” 
 
Shouko clicked her tongue. “I’m just asking a question, stop trembling like a wet bunny.” 
 
“M-My mother is Chinese. She told me many stories about her childhood in Beijing.” Braids 
rubbed her hands together to warm them up. “Listening to her, I always thought it’d be nice 
living there…” 
 
“Did you come here with your mother?” asked Chika. 
 
“No, she passed away from a heart attack when I was thirteen. Dad was never the same after 
that. He followed her a few years later. I have no other family, so I had nowhere to go.” 
 
“Sure, but coming all the way here to China is a little crazy, don’tcha think?” asked Shouko. 
 
“I couldn’t go to college with the little money my parents left me. I worked part time jobs to get 
by. It was tough at first, but I got used to it after a year or so. That’s when I saw the ad for a 
Chinese immigration office. It said it was really cheap to live in this country, and it’s Mom’s 
hometown, so…” 
 
Shouko shook her head. “This girl’s skull really is chock-full of hair.” 
 
“Stop being mean,” said Chika. 
 
“I’m just telling it like it is.” Shouko pursed her lips and turned away. 
 
“Can you blame her for wanting a new start? Look at how she acts. she definitely has no friends.” 
 
That’s even meaner! 
 
The three of them were sitting in a dark corner of the warehouse. Numerous murmurs faintly 
reverberated throughout the building. Groups of girls were huddled together in different spots. 



Some seemed to know each other, while others, like Shouko, Chika, and Braids, had only met 
after being thrown into the makeshift prison. Several armed men stood guard over them. 
 
Chika sighed as she buried her nose into her knees. “What’s going to happen to us?” 
 
“Sold to prostitution, probably,” said Shouko. 
 
“Figures.” 
 
Braids found herself trembling like a leaf. Crushing anxiety weighed on her heart as she 
considered her future. She felt something land on her shoulders. It was a thick blanket. 
 
“Huh?” 
 
“You’re cold, right?” asked Shouko. 
 
Braids nodded without thinking. It was indeed cold because the warehouse did not have any 
heating, but she was trembling for a different reason. Even with the blanket, her shaking did not 
stop. 
 
“Tsk. How troublesome.” Shouko sat on the floor beside Braids and snuggled with her, pulling 
the blanket over their shoulders. 
 
“Eh, ah, S-Shouko-san?” 
 
“Cut it out with the honorifics. You’re older than me, anyway.” 
 
“O-Okay.” 
 
“Sorry about earlier.” Shouko turned away, hiding her face from Braids’s view. “I’m just a little 
irritated, stuck here and all. And the food is horrible.” 
 
“...Don’t worry about it.” 
 
“Am I being left out? Is this bullying?” asked Chika, who had her own blanket and looked more 
than warm enough. 
 
“Tsk. Shut up and get over here,” said Shouko. 
 
The three of them huddled together under one blanket until they fell asleep.  
 
Nights like that continued for a week or so. 
 



Then that night came. 
 
Flashes of light brightened the dimly lit warehouse. Bursts of deafening noise, like crashing 
thunder, battered Braids’s eardrums. A chorus of screams and wails played over the beat of 
gunfire. 
 
Three of the men guarding them had already been killed. Several women were sprawled on the 
ground, bathed in red. 
 
Chika, Shouko, and Braids hid behind large crates, their eyes shut tight and knees trembling. 
 
One of the mobsters found them. Braids recognized him. He was the man assigned to guard the 
rear entrance. He grabbed Chika by her arm and pulled her into the open. 
 
Braids tried to go after them, but Shouko grabbed her wrist and pulled her back. 
 
“Don’t move! Or I’ll kill this girl!” The guard wrapped his free arm around Chika’s chest. 
 
Beyond him, a policeman wearing a vest raised his shotgun and pulled the trigger. 
 
The pellets dug into Chika’s body. Braids could not see her expression from the side, but the 
tears and blood rolling down her chin clearly communicated her suffering. 
 
The policeman pulled the trigger again, this time hitting the hostage-taker’s head. Chika’s 
glasses shattered as metal beads mutilated her face. 
 
You bastard!!! 
 
Consumed by anger and shock, Braids rushed out of cover. 
 
Shouko reacted too slowly to grab her. “What the hell are you doing!?” 
 
Ignoring her friend, Braids dashed towards the policeman. He leveled the shotgun at her face. 
The pitch-black abyss within the gun barrel stared her down, and she realized her foolishness. 
 
I’m gonna die. 
 
The muzzle flashed. 
 
Braids felt a powerful force pull her backward. Her back hit the ground. Something heavy landed 
on top of her. Blond-dyed hair covered her face. Warm liquid dampened her clothes and breasts. 
 
What the… 



 
What the hell is this? 
 
Shouko, eyes wide open, lay lifeless over her. 
 
“Looks like that’s the last of the hostiles,” said the policeman. He stood over Braids and kicked 
off Shouko’s corpse.  
 
Despite being freed from the weight, Braids could not utter a word, much less move. 
 
“A few girls got away, but there’s no guarantee the triad will find them,” mumbled the 
policeman. “Hey, you.” 
 
She raised her head towards the voice. 
 
“You’re the only one left, so listen well.” The policeman lowered his gun. “You’ll stay here and be 
my messenger. When the friends of these criminals get here, tell them what happened. Tell them 
that their days of feeling untouchable are over. Tell them about me.” 
 
“...W-Who are you?” 
 
“Just a cop sick of bowing his head to these mobsters.” 
 
“Then why!? Why did you kill Chika and Shouko!?” 
 
“What are you talking about? You mean these two girls?” The policeman cocked his head 
towards Chika’s corpse. “That one was taken hostage. I had no choice. The other one saved you 
when you tried to attack me. An unfortunate accident. One you caused. Can you blame me for 
defending myself?” 
 
Shooting down a hostage and an unarmed woman “in self defense” was not something a sane 
person would do. 
 
He’s crazy… 
 
Without waiting for her reply, the policeman exited the building and pulled down the rolling 
door behind him. Between her sobs, Braids could barely hear the door being locked, but she was 
too emotionally ravaged to care. 
 
After hours of sobbing, she got up and tried to find a way out. All the exits were locked from 
outside. She gave up on escaping and dragged Chika’s and Shouko’s bodies to the corner they 
usually slept at. She tried cleaning them up using some blankets but gave up after a while. Chika 



barely had a face left, and Shouko’s clothes were steeped in blood. It was impossible to make 
them look anywhere near dignified. 
 
That night, she slept beside her friends. Their warmth had completely faded by the time the sun 
rose. 
 
The next day, no one came to the warehouse. Braids ate the food and water stored in the guard 
room and slept in the same place. 
 
The second day, no one came to the warehouse. The metal-roofed building got very warm at 
noontime. The corpses had begun to rot. To avoid the smell, Braids had no choice but to dump 
them together in a pile and stay as far away as possible. She kept Chika’s and Shouko’s bodies a 
few feet away from the human landfill. 
 
The third day, Braids became seriously worried about the decomposing bodies. She had lost her 
desire to eat because of the foul odor. The idea of starvation loomed over her. But that worry 
turned out to be pointless. 
 
Visitors arrived. To be accurate, they were not really visitors because they lived in the warehouse 
even before Braids came along. Also, they were not people. 
 
Rats. 
 
It started with only one. Braids found a single grey rat nibbling on a dead mobster’s eyelid. She 
ignored it. An hour later, a dozen rats began swarming over the bodies. Then a dozen more. 
Then a hundred. Then she lost count. 
 
Thousands of tiny teeth ruthlessly ripped apart the soft tissue on the faces and fingers. The 
eyeballs were exposed and eaten. The tongues were pulled out and eaten. They burrowed into 
the bellies and relished in the innards. 
 
The vicious creatures concentrated on the tall stockpile of bodies at first but eventually set their 
eyes on Braids’s friends. Braids drove the vermin away from Shouko and Chika. The critters ran 
away for a while but returned, taking a nip or two, every time Braids distanced herself from the 
flesh smorgasboard. After retreating a few times, the rats became bolder.  
 
The fifth time Braids tried to shoo them away, a rat the size of a one-liter bottle leapt at her. She 
fell on her butt and shut her eyes in shock. The moment she opened them, she saw the rat 
gnawing on her bottom lip. 
 
Something broke inside her. 
 



When she came to, she found herself tightly holding the rat by the tail. Its head was smashed. 
She hurriedly threw it away and ran to her favorite nook. Soon after, the other rats began 
feasting on their dead kin. Braids fell to her knees and laughed until she fell asleep. 
 
The fourth day, the warehouse door rolled open. Armed men stormed in and found her shriveled 
up in the corner farthest away from the feasting rats. 
 
“There’s a survivor.” 
 
“Take her. We’ll interrogate her later.” 
 
“I don’t think she’s sane enough for that.” 
 
“Who could blame her.” The man glanced at the feeding rats, which did not even flinch at the 
sight of humans. 
 
The men carried Braids, who neither spoke nor moved, and shoved her into a car. The events 
after that were a blur. The next thing she knew, she was sitting in front of a tall man in a white 
mandarin collar suit. 
 
“What happened at the warehouse?” he asked with a smile. 
 
Braids sat across from him without saying anything. She could barely make out her 
surroundings. They seemed to be in a spacious, brightly-lit room with chandeliers. 
 
“Just like Zhi Zhu said, huh? Bring me the cage.” 
 
“Yes, Boss!” said a younger man before carrying a small cage over to the tall man. 
 
Braids quivered the moment she saw what was inside. She could never forget those black, beady 
eyes and long, yellowed, pick-axe teeth. 
 
The tall man grabbed the rat inside the cage and held it by its nape. He walked over to Braids 
and thrust the struggling animal in front of her face. 
 
“A-Ahhhh… AhhhhHHHH!!!” She scampered away on her hands and knees. 
 
The tall man leisurely trailed after her while hanging the rat in front of him. Braids’s back hit a 
wall, forcing her into a staredown with the squealing monster. 
 
“Talk and I’ll put it away,” he said with a gentle smile. 
 



A bone-chilling fear ran through her spine. She forced her parched tongue to move. Squeezing 
out her elementary Chinese, she explained what happened that night. She then delivered the 
policeman’s message. 
 
“Thank you for your cooperation,” said the tall man. He shoved the rat back into the cage and 
whispered something to his subordinate.  
 
The young man took the cage and left the room. While wiping his hands on a piece of cloth, 
Zhang crouched down in front of her. 
 
“I’ll give you a choice. You can either live or die.” 
 
What a stupid question. 
 
There was only one answer. 
 
“...I wanna... die.” 
 
“I wasn’t asking you a question. Not yet. Choice only exists if the options presented are possible. 
In your current state, living is impossible. That may not be the case tomorrow, or the day after 
that. I’ll grant you that choice. Think of it as my gift for living long enough to deliver that man’s 
message to me.” 
 
What’s he talking about? 
 
What will happen to me? 
 
“First off, let me introduce myself. I’m Zhang Wei Long, the dragon head of the Soaring Serpent 
Society.” 
 
Braids had no idea what his position actually meant, but she at least understood that he was a 
very important person. Scared of being punished for disrespect, she tried to introduce herself. 
 
“I… I’m-” 
 
“And you’re Mao.” 
 
“Huh?” 
 
“Forget your old name. An illegal immigrant like you doesn’t have such a thing.” 
 
“...W-Why?” 
 



“Pretending that one’s weakness is one’s strength is an excellent way to mislead the enemy. I 
wasn’t born as Wei Long. I chose the name ‘great dragon’ because I was horrible at fighting.” 
Zhang shrugged, palms up. “I still am, but I’ve reached a position where that shortcoming means 
nothing.” His thin, oppressive eyes stared into hers. “You’re terrified of rats. Isn’t Mao the 
perfect name? Even with your poor mandarin, you should know it means ‘cat.’” 
 
Mao. 
 
A fleeting warmth dampened her desiccated heart. 
 
“...Y-Yes, Mr. Zhang…” 
 
“Second, stop speaking like a bullied child. Doubt in your words shows doubt in yourself. A 
cobra that doesn’t spread its hood is no cobra. The absence of strength is invitation for attack. A 
bit of arrogance shows others that you aren’t to be trifled with.” 
 
Afraid to earn Zhang’s ire, she opted to keep quiet and nodded. 
 
“And last, you have to acquire the venom that gives your fangs meaning. Fake strength withers 
away the moment an enemy is foolish enough to test it.” 
 
A short-haired man entered the room and approached Zhang. “You called, Boss?” 
 
“Let me introduce you. This is Zhi Zhu, my most trusted comrade. This girl is Mao.” 
 
“Mao? Isn’t she the survivor from the warehouse?” 
 
“Teach her how to fight.” 
 
“Excuse me?” 
 
“Was I unclear?” 
 
“No, Boss.” 
 
Neither of the men asked or cared about Mao’s approval. 
 
Hellish days that made her regret not killing herself in that warehouse began. 
 
 

*** 
 
 



Mao hurled the policeman to the ground. He rolled on the floor several times and ended up 
sprawled in front of Zhang. 
 
“So he’s the one?” 
 
“Yeah, I remember his face clearly,” said Mao. 
 
“Excellent job.” 
 
“Stop sending me on these stupid errands.” 
 
“Stupid errand? Isn’t he the man who killed your friends?” 
 
“Like I care about something that happened so long ago.” 
 
But you just said you remember his face clearly. 
 
Zhang smiled. “If you say so.” 
 
The policeman squirmed like a slug as he lay prone on the ground. His shoulder had multiple 
parallel cuts.  
 
Zhang turned him over with his foot and dug his shoe into the wound. “Took me a while to find 
you. You completely disappeared after leaving that ominous message. Didn’t you say back then 
that the days the triads feel invincible are over?” 
 
“He said ‘untouchable.’ Are you going senile?” 
 
“I remember it just fine. They mean the same thing.” 
 
“It depends on the context.” 
 
“I know that!”  
 
I also remember telling this girl to be a bit more arrogant. 
 
This is way more than a bit! 
 
Zhang sighed and looked at the policeman. “I’m impressed you’re not begging for your life yet.” 
 
“About that, he can’t talk. He’s paralyzed from my poison.” 
 
Say that earlier!!! 



 
“...Whatever.” 
 
One of the reasons Zhang had decided to make use of Mao was to see the policeman beg for 
mercy from the girl he had spared at the warehouse. Complete loss of dignity was an appropriate 
punishment for his attack on the Soaring Serpent Society. Zhang had not expected Mao to 
become one of his most valuable assets. Her current self was worth much more than petty 
vengeance over a warehouse of whores. 
 
“Mao, you decide what to do with him.” 
 
“I don’t care.” 
 
“Is that your honest opinion?” 
 
The demeaning smile on her face vanished. “...Yes, Boss.” 
 
“Okay then.” Zhang pulled out a handgun and shot the policeman in the head. “Clean this up.” 
 
Several men on standby dragged the corpse away. Mao turned around and headed for the door. 
 
“I almost forgot,” said Zhang. “I think it’s about time I gave you that choice.” 
 
Her feet stopped, but she did not turn around. 
 
“You can either live or die.” 
 
“The hell are you talking about you old fart?” Mao left the room. 
 
That’s my girl. 
 
 
Chapter 09: Jackpot 
 
“Sorry for not telling you about Zhang and Mei Xing’s relationship earlier,” said Kaika. 
 
“You had your reasons,” said Ageha.  
 
“You probably know where I’m going with this, but I’ll say it anyway. I want you to kill Zhang.” 
 
“Okay.” 
 
“...I didn’t think you’d agree so easily.” 



 
I even prepared several ways to convince you. 
 
It’s almost disappointing. 
 
Kaika and Ageha were seated diagonally across from each other in the living area of a luxury 
suite. Saya demonstrated the perfect sitting posture on the couch next to Ageha. Arashi, hugging 
her knees on a recliner, looked even sleepier than usual. 
 
“Zhang Wei Long is scum,” said Ageha. “Kidnapping, murder, drug and human trafficking. 
That’s just a small part of his profile. I already knew it would come to this when you sent Arashi 
and me to scout Zhang’s HQ.“ 
 
“But he’s Mei Xing’s father.” 
 
“Doesn’t change who he is or what he’s done. Mei Xing hates him anyway. He isn’t exactly the 
best father around.” 
 
“They’re still family. Like you and Sousuke.” 
 
“I understand that. I’ll take responsibility.” 
 
“What does that mean?” 
 
“I’ll let Mei Xing decide.” 
 
“I can’t allow that. What if he asks for your life or something?” 
 
“I’ll only accommodate him within reason. He at least deserves to know I’m responsible for 
killing his father. I owe him that much.” 
 
“But you’re not responsible. This is my decision. Tools shouldn’t share the blame.” 
 
“That’s no excuse. A tool has no choice but to be used. I chose this.” 
 
“Saya, say something to this stubborn mule.” 
 
“If that is what he wants to do, I have no reason to oppose,” said Saya. 
 
Kaika blinked a few times before sinking into the sofa with a sigh. “My butler has abandoned me 
for a man. How tragic.” 
 
“That is not true, Ojousama! I just think that this is his decision to make.” 



 
Kaika thought about it some more but eventually decided to trust in their judgment. Ageha 
would not do anything that would needlessly endanger her or Saya. He had learned the limits of 
fairness firsthand when he chose Saya over Rin. 
 
“Fine. I won’t stop you, but wait until we successfully complete the mission. We can’t risk 
leaking any info.” 
 
“Understood,” said Ageha. 
 
“Then I’ll begin the briefing.” Kaika pressed her mobile terminal, causing a mini-projector to 
display an image on the hotel suite’s wall. “Arashi, make sure to listen.” 
 
“Roger.” Arashi revealed a serious expression, her eyes alert. 
 
I wish she were this attentive all the time. 
 
Everyone in the room focused on the projected blueprint. 
 
“This is a drug production facility,” said Kaika. “We’re going to attack it.” 
 
“Not the HQ?” asked Ageha. “Why did we go through the trouble of scouting the area around it?” 
 
“Zhang has a good nose. He tightened his security after his meeting with me. I thought I fooled 
him into thinking I still intended to negotiate, but he’s sharper than I expected. As your scouting 
report said, the Soaring Serpent’s HQ is locked down like a fortress. It’s even worse within the 
building.” 
 
“How do you know that?” 
 
“I have people inside.” 
 
“Why not use them to kill Zhang?” 
 
“Are you insane? Spies aren’t supermen or suicide bombers. They’re mostly glorified actors. You 
watch too many secret agent movies.” 
 
“That said, it is thanks to them that we got our hands on this blueprint,” said Saya. “They are 
doing good work.” 
 
“This blueprint isn’t official,” said Kaika. “It’s just a map drawn by my mole. It may have some 
inaccuracies, but in exchange, there are details on the renovated sections not included in the 
original blueprint. For example, this underground lab.” She used a laser pointer to indicate a 



spot on the projection. “There’s also basic information on the security detail. Not as airtight as 
HQ, but it’s still very secure.” 
 
“How about attacking him in his vehicle?” asked Ageha. “That worked in Akihabara.” 
 
“We can’t count on a truck to finish Zhang off.” 
 
“When are you gonna let that go?” 
 
“Seriously though, that plan has a low chance of success. Zhang sends out several convoys when 
he goes out. We have no way to know which car he’ll be riding in, and they all take different 
routes. It’s even possible he wouldn’t be in any of them. We can’t afford to attack the wrong 
vehicle and let him escape.” 
 
“We can only confirm his whereabouts when he enters that drug facility,” said Saya. “He goes 
there every two weeks for a check, though he changes the exact day at random. We will stay 
somewhere in the vicinity and wait for a message from the mole confirming Zhang is inside. 
Then we will attack and eliminate him.” 
 
Kaika gently pinched her tiny chin. “But this is still a risky plan. We don’t know where he’ll be in 
the building, so the three of you will have to split up to find him. That increases the danger of 
getting cornered alone.” 
 
“I have a better idea,” said Ageha. “It’s perfect for scum like him. You know about skimming 
scum when cooking, don’t you?” 
 
“You mean removing the layer of foam that forms on top when simmering a soup or stock?” 
Kaika’s eyes lit up. “I see.” 
 
“We raise the heat on one side to force him out the other. Then someone can get rid of him when 
he shows up.” 
 
“That idea isn’t half bad, but it’s still lacking. Your plan still requires us to split our forces. Two 
of you are necessary to put on enough pressure for Zhang to run, and Ageha needs to be on that 
team. I’m not sure if Saya or Arashi alone can take Zhang out. He’ll be right beside his personal 
guards while escaping. We need a contingency plan.” 
 
Kaika began discussing the revised strategy based on Ageha’s idea. She specified the positions 
they needed to take, their individual objectives, and Zhang’s possible escape routes. 
 
“Sounds like a plan,” said Ageha.  
 



“No need to be amazed,” said Kaika as she crossed her arms and raised her chin proudly. “It’s 
easy because I have more pieces I can move around.” 
 
“I wasn’t amazed. And this isn’t a game of chess.” 
 
“But it is. Arashi is the rook, Saya is the queen, and you, with your horrible marksmanship, are 
the King.” 
 
“Shouldn’t you be the King?” 
 
“What are you talking about?” Kaika looked at him like he was an idiot. “I’m the player.” 
 
 

*** 
 
 
Arashi followed Ageha’s lead as they stealthily approached the main entrance of the drug facility. 
A simple black mask hid her face, leaving only her eyes visible. Her outfit, gray bordering on 
black, allowed her to easily blend into the darkness of the night. 
 
She readied her new weapon, an improved version of the custom rifle her father gave her. Kaika 
had grumbled about how often Arashi asked for new toys but had gotten it for her anyway. 
 
Kai is so nice. 
 
She stroked the barrel of her rifle as if caressing a plushie. 
 
“Wait for my signal,” whispered Ageha, his voice slightly muffled by his helmet. “First we take 
out the guards in front. Then I’ll break the gate and we storm in. Within the gate, there should 
be seven guards on each side. You take the right, I’ll take the left.” 
 
“No.” 
 
“On my count. Three. Wait, what did you say?” 
 
“Leave it... to me.” 
 
Time to show Ageha what I can do! 
 
“Hey, wait!” 
 
Arashi left the cover of the underbrush and faced the wide metal gate. The gate was around one 
story high.  The building behind it was three. The two guards stationed in front immediately 



noticed her and took aim. Arashi fired two short bursts, mangling their bodies with high-calibre 
bullets. 
 
She flipped a switch on her gun and shot a grappling hook into the third-story wall of the 
building. Several shouts could be heard from inside the gates. Alerted by the gunfire, the security 
teams began to converge on the gateway. 
 
Arashi took three grenades from her vest, pinching them between the fingers of her left hand. 
With the flip of a switch, the rope mechanism rapidly pulled her diagonally up towards the 
third-floor wall.  
 
As soon as she cleared the gate, she tossed the time-delay grenades towards the guards on the 
left. She switched off the rope’s pull action and landed with both feet slamming into the wall. 
Positioned like a rappeler, she pulled out three impact-detonated frag grenades and showered 
them on the guards coming from the right. They saw her hanging from the wall and aimed at 
her. 
 
A tsunami of explosions swallowed her enemies. 
 
Arashi rappelled to the ground and recovered her grappling hook. Ageha tore open the metal 
gate and walked up to her. She waited for him in the middle of a parted red sea composed of 
blood and shredded flesh. 
 
“All clear,” she said. 
 
“Stick to the damn plan.” Ageha flicked her forehead with his middle finger. “But good job. We 
definitely have their attention now.” 
 
She rubbed the spot he flicked. His alloy finger had the force of an airsoft bullet, but her 
forehead felt warmth instead of pain. 
 
Ageha unsheathed his knives. “From here on, we move together. Got it?”  
 
Arashi nodded. 
 
He kicked open the main door, and Arashi pitched two flashbangs inside. They planted their 
backs on the outside wall until a deafening boom escaped from the doorway.  
 
“Stay here and cover me. I’ll handle the small fry, so don’t waste your ammo.” 
 
Ageha dashed inside the lobby. Several groups of armed men were moaning while holding their 
eyes in pain. 
 



Arashi took a sniping position from outside the door and shot a guard in the head. Ageha 
barreled towards an enemy group before they could disperse and used his body like a battering 
ram. Half of the men got knocked down like bowling pins. Ageha proceeded to slice open the 
remaining half with his knives. 
 
As ordered, Arashi sniped the enemies aiming for Ageha. Three gunmen noticed her fire support 
and focused on her. Forced to take cover, she was unable to continue covering for Ageha. 
 
I have to do something. 
 
Arashi analyzed the image of the battlefield in her head. From her position, she could aim at one 
of the gunmen without taking fire from the others. With just the right angle, she peeked out and 
shot him with the grappling hook. The metal spike stabbed into his shoulder, causing him to 
drop his submachine gun. Arashi flipped a switch to pull the rope in, dragging the struggling 
gunman towards her like a hooked fish. When her prey got close enough, she pulled him close to 
her body and stepped out of cover. 
 
Using the guard as a shield, Arashi aimed her rifle, but the two other enemies shot through the 
hostage without hesitation and hit her alloy leg. Another bullet grazed her left arm. 
 
These guys don’t care about friendly fire! 
 
She had thought that taking a hostage would delay them enough for her to shoot them down, but 
the enemies were more professional than expected. 
 
Arashi was holding a tattered umbrella in the middle of a downpour. It was only a matter of time 
before she got fatally injured. She could drop her shield and run, but starting from zero velocity 
would make her completely vulnerable to fire for a deadly second. 
 
The rain of bullets stopped. 
 
Arashi took a peek from behind her meat shield. Ageha stood above the corpse of one of the 
gunmen that had been shooting at her. About a dozen feet away from him, the other gunman fell 
to the floor, a knife embedded in his chest. Ageha had thrown it to save her as soon as possible. 
 
“You okay?” he asked. 
 
She checked her wound and then nodded, dropping the useless meat shield to the floor. 
 
I was supposed to be covering for him. 
 
But he saved me instead. 
 



I screwed up. 
 
Ageha walked over to the dying gunman and pulled the knife from his chest. While turning his 
head to Arashi, he slashed open the gunman’s neck, putting him out of misery.  
 
“I know you like copying moves from me and Saya, but you have to choose what to use in 
combat. Human shields work for me because I’m mostly metal and I have armor.”  
 
“Sorry… Ageha. And thanks… for saving me.” 
 
“No problem. You took the risk to cover my back. Just take better care of yourself.” 
 
A smile appeared beneath Arashi’s mask. It was different from the grin she usually showed in 
combat. Tinged with a slight giddiness and an ounce of embarrassment, it resembled one 
belonging to a girl on a date. 
 
“Please cease unnecessary conversation and continue with the mission,” said a stern voice 
coming from their earpieces. It was Saya’s. 
 
“Yes, ma'am. Let’s move, Arashi. Reinforcements will show up if we take too long.” 
 
“Roger.” 
 
“Saya, we’re heading to the basement laboratory. If we’re lucky, you might not have to do 
anything.” 
 
“Sorry, but it looks like I hit the jackpot.” 
 
“Where?” 
 
“Area D3.” 
 
“Isn’t that a little too fast? We just finished clearing the first wave over here.” 
 
“Shows how decisive Zhang is. I’ll look for a clear shot.” 
 
A new group of enemies appeared from the lobby corridor. 
 
“Arashi, get to position. I’ll clean this up and go to Saya as soon as I can.” His eyes met hers. “I’m 
counting on you.” 
 
Arashi nodded. She ran back outside and shot her grappling hook upward. Glancing at Ageha’s 
back one last time, she flipped the switch on her rifle and soared into the sky. 



 
 

*** 
 
 
Lying prone at the top of a grassy hill, Saya aimed her automatic rifle at her target. At least, she 
tried to. Tucked in the middle of a dozen bodyguards, Zhang briskly walked towards a black 
sedan. His head, pushed down by the guards, was buried in a mass of suits. 
 
Impossible. 
 
Arashi might have been able to shoot through the guards and hit Zhang, but Saya lacked the 
sniping experience for such a feat. Moreover, her rifle was likely not powerful enough to 
completely pierce the kevlar-reinforced wall of flesh. 
 
I have to scatter the guards first. 
 
Saya shot the two guards directly blocking her line of sight to Zhang. They fell, but the other 
guards quickly filled in the gap. Like a spartan phalanx, Zhang’s group continued towards the 
getaway vehicle. 
 
“Get the car!” shouted one of the men. 
 
The guard closest to the car ran towards it. Saya picked him off with a burst of bullets. 
 
I’ll try the car next. 
 
She moved her sights to the vehicle and shot at it. The black sedan’s hood slightly dented from 
her bullets, but she concluded that it would take at least her entire magazine to go through the 
armor plating, if not more. A couple bullets into the tires confirmed they were military-grade 
run-flats. 
 
Tearing down that human wall looks easier. 
 
She shifted her aim back to the phalanx and eliminated two more guards. Stopped by their 
bulletproof armor, her bullets did not reach Zhang. 
 
She heard grass rustling to her right. 
 
Following her intuition, she let go of the rifle and protected her face with her right arm. Sharp 
blades tore through her combat suit and artificial skin. Rather than a sword slash, the attack felt 
more like a shark’s jaw clamping down on her arm. 
 



Saya rolled to her left and stood up to face the enemy. She recognized her. 
 
Mao, was it? 
 
The qipao-garbed woman was crouched like a panther, the end of her long braid coiled on the 
ground like a tail. The metal claws fitted on her fingers gleamed in the moonlight.  
 
“Tsk. An alloy arm,” said Mao in Chinese. 
 
Saya considered using the pistol holstered at her back, but the enemy was too close. Mao kept 
her stance without moving an inch. 
 
She is buying time. 
 
Saya turned her eyes to the left to check on Zhang. He was just a few steps away from the sedan. 
In that instant, Mao rushed towards her and swung her claws. Saya leaned back to avoid the first 
attack and sidestepped the next. She did not even see the leg sweep that followed. 
 
Fast!!! 
 
Her legs were taken off the ground. Saya used her cybernetic hand to push off the grass and 
intentionally rolled down the hill to create distance. 
 
“You even have alloy legs? I’m impressed,” said Mao. 
 
Saya noticed that her pants had four cuts on her left calf. 
 
When did she..? 
 
Mao resumed her attack. Saya avoided a low kick by raising her leg and countered with a right 
straight. Mao weaved around the punch and swung her left claw. Saya raised her right arm to 
defend and braced herself for impact. 
 
A solid mass hit her face. 
 
A headbutt!? 
 
She had been tricked by a feint. Vision flickering, she desperately forced herself to throw a right 
hook. With a look of surprise on her face, Mao blocked it with her left forearm. The force blew 
away her guard. Braid trailing in front of her, Mao hopped back to create space. 
 
Blood trickled from Saya’s nose, further soiling her cut lip. Tears blurred her vision. Her enemy 
was, without exaggeration, a true beast. Like a lurking lion, Mao calmly waited for opportunities 



and pounced whenever one came. Saya realized that the enemy before her was significantly 
more battle-hardened than she was. If not for her lucky counter hook, she would already be 
dead. 
 
Mao flexed her left arm, checking its condition. Saya used this time to wipe the mixed fluids on 
her face and analyze her enemy. 
 
Saya had confirmed that Mao’s forearm was alloy on contact. Despite that, her hook had blown 
away Mao’s guard with ease. 
 
Her left shoulder isn’t cybernetic. Right’s probably flesh too. 
 
Based on her speed, her legs are alloy. 
 
“That was close,” said Mao. “Seems your luck is better than mine, but that’s about it.” She 
flashed a mocking grin, her eyes full of disdain. 
 
I can work with this. 
 
Saya leapt back and pulled out her handgun. Mao leaned forward and ran after her while 
covering her face with her claws. Saya managed to fire off two shots. The first, aimed at Mao’s 
head, was deflected by the claws. The second grazed Mao’s right shoulder, gouging out a small 
chunk of flesh.  
 
Mao grabbed and squeezed Saya’s gun with her claw, cutting it to pieces. At the same time, Saya 
jammed her left thumb into Mao’s shoulder wound. As Mao grimaced in pain, Saya feinted a 
right palm strike and connected with a left uppercut to the chin.  
 
Rocked by the blow, Mao fell on her back. Saya raised her leg for an axe kick, but Mao, still lying 
on the grass, hurriedly kicked her torso. The kick launched Saya backward. She crashed to the 
ground and skidded to a stop about a dozen feet away. 
 
I got too greedy! 
 
Saya had not expected Mao to attack so soon after suffering a down. She regretted not using a 
quicker finisher. 
 
Both women struggled to stand up. Saya found it difficult to breathe. Her ribs were probably 
cracked, if not broken. She turned her head to the drug facility. The car, with Zhang safely 
inside, began rolling away.  
 
She did not make it in time.  
 



Saya alone was not enough to eliminate Zhang. 
 
Just as Ojousama predicted. 
 
The car’s windshield cracked. Another gunshot followed, breaking the glass completely. The 
sedan sputtered to a stop as the gunfire accelerated. Innumerable holes riddled the black sedan. 
The rear door opened, and a bloodied Zhang fell out. Before he hit the ground, his head burst 
open, smearing his brain fluids on the car door. 
 
Saya glanced at the drug facility’s rooftop and saw the slim sniper. 
 
Excellent work, Arashi. 
 
Saya focused her attention on Mao. Though still wobbly, they had both regained their feet. The 
wounded butler considered her options: escape because the mission was completed, or kill Mao 
to prevent retaliation. 
 
“So... rry.” Ageha’s weak voice whispered in her right ear. 
 
Saya unconsciously touched the receiver. 
 
It can’t be. 
 
“Where are you!?” she asked. 
 
There was no answer. 
 
Her blood turned cold. 
 
“Arashi, go to Ageha, now!!!” 
 
“Roger.” 
 
Saya turned to the direction of the facility and began running.  
 
Mao zipped into her view. “As if I’d let you!!!” 
 
Saya reflexively launched her favored kick, a roundhouse to the head. Mao calmly bent her knees 
to duck just under it. Saya realized her attack would miss. 
 
It would miss, and she would not make it in time. 
 
In time to save Ageha from danger. 



 
In time to reach her beloved. 
 
DON’T GET IN MY WAY!!! 
 
Saya rotated her supporting leg and twisted her torso to change the trajectory of her kick. The 
scythe-like roundhouse curved down, turning into a brutal poleaxe. The forced motion strained 
her muscles and amplified the pain of her injuries. Her consciousness flickered, but she poured 
her everything into the attack anyway. 
 
Mao bent forward and deflected the kick with her forearms. Despite avoiding the brunt of the 
impact, her entire body slammed flat to the ground, as if gravity had suddenly quadrupled. 
 
Ignoring her opponent, Saya sprinted towards the building while praying to the gods she never 
believed in. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
So they were pawns sacrificed to study me. 
 
Ageha had swiftly defeated the four men who attacked him. The only one left was the leader, a 
short-haired middle-aged man in a long-sleeved kung fu outfit. White folded cuffs and front 
fasteners decorated the simple dark-grey suit. 
 
With a serious expression, the leader clapped lightly and said something in Chinese. Ageha 
could not understand a word of it.  
 
As if realizing this, the man pointed at his own chest and said, “Zhi Zhu.” 
 
Ageha figured out it was an introduction. In response to the courtesy, he decided to kill him as 
soon as possible. 
 
Taking two large strides forward, Ageha swung his reverse-gripped knife towards Zhi Zhu’s 
throat. The enemy casually parried it, but that was within expectations. Ageha flipped the knife 
on his left hand to a forward grip and thrust it towards Zhi Zhu’s ribcage. 
 
Ageha felt no resistance. Instead, he noticed a subtle impact on his leading knee. 
 
Wing chun!? 
 



He instantly recognized the counterattack. Zhi Zhu had parried Ageha’s knife while 
simultaneously thrusting his left foot into his knee. 
 
Zhi Zhu’s retaliation did not end there. He unleashed a series of strikes at almost zero distance. 
Ageha blocked most of them, but his guarding arm was suddenly pulled away, exposing his 
torso. Zhi Zhu landed three blows to his body in an instant.  
 
Ageha’s armor protected him from critical damage. Zhi Zhu’s arms were definitely cybernetic, 
but due to the compact motions, his attacks were leagues below Ageha’s in terms of power. 
 
Ageha knocked away a punch and countered with a knee. Zhi Zhu dodged it by taking a step 
back. Ageha took a large leap backward and sheathed his knives. Blades were meaningless 
against his extensively enhanced enemy. 
 
Both arms and legs. 
 
With that level of skill. 
 
Ageha concluded that he was at a disadvantage. But this was not the first time. His battles with 
the Nikaido cyborgs and Valeriya’s dolls had been no different. He had to take more risks, but 
there was definitely a chance of winning. 
 
Ear-splitting gunfire echoed from outside. He recognized it. It was from Arashi’s custom rifle. 
Saya had failed to kill Zhang alone, and Arashi had provided assistance. 
 
Gotta hurry and regroup with them. 
 
He decided to end the battle in the next exchange. 
 
While keeping his open palms near the center of his body, Zhi Zhu carefully approached. Ageha 
took the opposite approach and relied on sheer power and speed to overwhelm him. He sprinted 
at Zhi Zhu, who stepped aside to dodge the human bulldozer. Ageha then stabbed his fingers 
into the floor to rapidly change direction. Zhi Zhu easily kept him in front by pivoting his heel. 
 
Even this didn’t work. 
 
Valeriya’s technique was highly effective as a counterattack, but Zhi Zhu, who focused on 
defense, had easily broken it. 
 
Doesn’t matter! 
 
Using his embedded fingers as an anchor, Ageha transformed his forward momentum into 
rotational energy. He swung his entire lower body towards Zhi Zhu’s legs, forcing him to jump. 



Ageha was completely open to attack from above, but he had also successfully taken Zhi Zhu 
away from the ground, where wing chun was at its best. 
 
Zhi Zhu tried to stomp on Ageha’s face. He dodged it with room to spare because he knew it was 
coming. He did not expect Zhi Zhu to instantly follow up with a kick to his head. Ageha rolled 
towards Zhi Zhu, taking the kick on his helmet well before it reached full velocity. The impact, 
though diminished by his alloy neck brace, shook his brain. 
 
Ignoring the pain, Ageha grabbed Zhi Zhu’s other leg and pulled him to the ground. Trying to 
mount or grapple a better martial artist would only lead to defeat, so he opted for a simpler 
attack. Firmly holding onto the enemy’s ankle, he raised his other hand above his head to gather 
power for a hammer smash. This left him vulnerable to attack, but the fight would be over if he 
could destroy the enemy’s knee joint. 
 
Ageha gambled that his armor could take another punch or two. 
 
Before he could slam his fist down, Zhi Zhu punched him in the thigh. Two tiny spikes on Zhi 
Zhu’s fist dug into Ageha’s skin and touched his alloy muscle. 
 
Ageha’s entire world flashed white and then turned black. 
 
Next thing he knew, he was flat on the floor. 
 
He tried to move, but his arms and legs would not obey him. Burning away his willpower, he 
managed to move his neck, one of his few non-cybernetic parts. Rotating his head, he saw Zhi 
Zhu prying open his grasp to free his ankle. 
 
Ageha stared into his eyes.  
 
What did you do to me? 
 
Zhi Zhu spoke, as if replying to the unvoiced question. Ageha was unsure if the gibberish he 
heard was due to his lack of mandarin mastery or his current condition. 
 
Ageha had lost the bet. 
 
If one kept gambling, that was inevitable. Those who lived by the roll of the dice died the same 
way. 
 
He had been completely defeated. 
 
He could not move no matter how much he strained to do so. 
 



It was like his body was no longer his. 
 
As if caged within a metal safe, his mind screamed and clawed at the impregnable walls in 
futility. 
 
He felt an odd sense of alienation from his senses, as if he were no longer alive. 
 
Maybe he was indeed dead, and this was all a nightmare in the afterlife. 
 
He closed his eyes. 
 
All he could see in the darkness was Saya’s smile. 
 
It was likely the last time he would see it. 
 
He regretted that with every fiber of his being. 
 
Forcing his paralyzed throat to move, he squeezed out his last word. 
 
“So... rry.” 
 
 
Chapter 10: Punishment 
 
[mission accomplished ageha is hurt] 
 
The text message from Saya seemed rushed. 
 
Kaika found herself speeding up while repeating that line in her head. The thick heels of her 
sandals clacked loudly on the hotel’s marble floor. Two bodyguards in black suits followed 
behind her. 
 
She had just received good news from Japan before that message came. Her mood had peaked 
and then hit rock bottom in the blink of an eye. 
 
He’s fine. 
 
She sharply turned a corner as she continued to convince herself, not noticing the right shoulder 
strap of her sundress slip down her arm.  
 
Ageha is a monster.  
 



Even if he had gotten injured, he would be up and about in a few days, just like when he was shot 
almost a year ago. 
 
Kaika did not want her escorts to hear Saya’s report because it contained sensitive information, 
so she had them wait a few doors away from her destination. She jogged to a locked hotel room, 
inserted a card key, and opened the door. 
 
Her entire body reacted even before her mind completely processed what she saw. Every part of 
her burned: the center of her chest, the pit of her stomach, her parched throat, the back of her 
eyes.  
 
What is this? 
 
Ageha was on the bed. 
 
He was completely still, like a mannequin. 
 
There was a white handkerchief, dotted with blood, draped over his face. 
 
A weak laugh leaked from her lips. 
 
This must be a joke. 
 
Desperate to deny the reality in front of her, Kaika scanned the room. 
 
Saya was sitting on a chair by the wall. Her usual perfect posture was nowhere to be found. She 
was bowed down, elbows on her knees, with half her face buried in her hands. Tears streamed 
down her closed eyes. 
 
Arashi was sitting on the floor beside the bed, hugging her legs with her head buried in her 
knees. Kaika could not see her face, but Arashi’s jerking shoulders clearly told her the teen was 
crying. 
 
Kaika looked back at the body on top of the white sheets. Her feet moved on their own, taking 
her to him. She could not see his face because of that despicable white cloth, but the suit, the 
body, and the smell were all definitely Ageha’s. 
 
You died. 
 
Kaika gingerly extended her fingers and touched his arm. It was unnaturally cold. Her deathly 
pale face turned completely blank as countless tears ran down her cheeks. 
 



 



 
“You liar. Aren’t you going to kill me once I reach my goal?”  
 
Trembling faintly, she climbed on top of the bed and mounted his stomach.  
 
Saya said something, but Kaika could not understand it. It did not matter anyway. Nothing did. 
 
“You liar..! You promised..!” Clawing at his shoulders, Kaika tightly pressed her body onto his. 
 
His frigid corpse robbed her body heat, but the burning within her did not weaken in the 
slightest. 
 
Then she broke down. 
 
Letting loose the supernova contained within her tiny body, she exploded. 
 
She screamed. She wailed. She crumbled. 
 
Saya held her shoulders, but she ignored it. 
 
She cursed. She squealed. She choked on her own tears. 
 
Her breakdown escalated, with no end in sight. A billion thoughts raced, collided, merged, split, 
and dispersed in her head, leaving an infinite and incomprehensible mess. 
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One by one, her countless overlapping masks peeled away. Each torn layer left her smaller, 
weaker, more fragile. 
 
Her raw self, vulnerable to destruction at the slightest touch, was about to be laid bare. 
 
Something cold and heavy gently landed on her head. 
 
It was a large hand. 
 
“Sorry, I didn’t think it’d actually work,” said a voice. 
 
His voice. 
 
In an instant, the chaos within her head reorganized itself. 
 



An overwhelming sense of relief engulfed her. 
 
An excruciating dread swiftly followed. 
 
Her face remained pressed against Ageha’s chest. “Saya and Arashi were crying. Were you all in 
on this?”  
 
“I was just stopping a nosebleed,” said Saya. “I tried to clear my nasal passages of clotted blood, 
but my nose started bleeding again. I teared up because of the pain.” 
 
“What about Arashi?” asked Kaika without lifting her head. “Her shoulders were twitching.” 
 
“She was trying to get rid of the hiccups when she fell asleep. I only noticed the cloth on Ageha’s 
face after you got on top of him. I did not understand what was happening at first. When I tried 
to stop you, you would not listen.” 
 
Ageha took off the white cloth covering his face. “I was using this to clean my busted lip when I 
heard your footsteps. I put it on my face on a whim. I didn’t expect you’d fall for it. Saya 
obviously wouldn’t take me to a hotel room if I was seriously injured.” 
 
“B-but your body was so cold,” said Kaika. 
 
“I’m mostly alloy, remember?” 
 
“S-Saya sent me a text message! It looked really rushed, panicked even...”  
 
“That was Arashi using my mobile,” said Saya. “I was carrying Ageha on my back, so I asked her 
to send you a report saying we were fine. What exactly did it say?” 
 
“...Forget it. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
Kaika would normally never fall for such a trick, even with all those misleading coincidences. 
Ever since Rin became hospitalized, there were hints that something was wrong with her. This 
event confirmed that possibility. Still, her pride would not allow her to openly admit such 
weakness. 
 
A different kind of heat spread within Kaika. 
 
The flame burned the center of her chest, the pit of her stomach, her parched throat, the back of 
her eyes, and her blazing cheeks. 
 
Then she burst out laughing. 
 



“I got all of you!” she said as she raised her body up. “Of course I knew it was a prank! Did you 
really think I’d fall for such a simple trick?” She puffed out her chest and flashed a cocky grin. “I 
just pretended to because I wanted to see your reactions! And they were totally worth it! I’ll 
never forget those shocked faces!”  
 
Ageha, still lying underneath her, awkwardly looked away. Kaika turned to Saya, but the butler 
avoided her eyes with an uneasy expression. 
 
“...Not working, is it?” asked Kaika. 
 
“Well, your acting is as perfect as always, Ojousama. But...” Saya shut her lips tightly in 
hesitation. 
 
Arashi, who woke up from the commotion and had no idea what was going on, stared at her 
mistress innocently. “Kai… why is your whole body… bright red?” 
 
Kaika froze. Then she trembled like a volcano nearing eruption. 
 
“Forget everything that happened in this room!!! That’s an order!!!” 
 
 

*** 
 
 

The faint sound of running water buzzed from the bathroom. Saya and Arashi had gotten into 
the shower, leaving Kaika and Ageha alone in the hotel room. They sat beside each other on the 
queen-sized bed. 
 
“I’m sorry,” said Ageha. 
 
“I told you to forget about that.” 
 
“I’m sorry.” 
 
Kaika sighed. “It’s fine. I’m sorry too.” 
 
“What did you do this time?” 
 
“That reply kinda pisses me off, but I’ll let it go today.” Kaika stared at the floor. “I’m apologizing 
for the time I faked Saya’s death. I didn’t know how much it hurt… how much I hurt you, until 
just now.” 
 



A part of him had wanted to get back at Kaika for that time. But after seeing Kaika’s outburst, he 
regretted it. 
 
“I guess we’re even,” said Ageha. 
 
“Are you sure? What I did then tortured you much longer.” 
 
“Were you crying for real earlier?” 
 
Kaika turned away without speaking. Her reddish nape was a sufficient answer. 
 
“Then it’s fine,” he said. “If you forgive my prank, I promise to forget about that time with Saya.” 
 
“Only if you forget about what just happened, too.” 
 
He smiled. “I’ll try.” 
 
“I guess that’s good enough.” She smiled back, barely showing her teeth. “So, what happened at 
the drug facility?” 
 
“I lost.” 
 
“How many?” 
 
“One.” 
 
Kaika’s expression turned grim. “Explain.” 
 
Ageha told her about the operation, providing as much information as he could, especially about 
Zhi Zhu. 
 
“I was lucky he had trouble prying my paralyzed fingers off his ankle. Arashi made it just in time. 
They fought for a few seconds with Zhi Zhu dominating. Saya joined the battle soon after, but he 
still managed to keep them at bay using a handgun. Good thing he panicked and escaped when 
Saya told him Zhang was killed.” 
 
“What a troublesome guy. Can you win?” 
 
“Not as I am now. The world’s a big place.” 
 
“Zhi Zhu and Mao will probably come to us for revenge.” Kaika stared at the floor, her eyebrows 
scrunched together. “I have an idea, but that can wait. First, I have something very important to 
tell you while we’re alone.” 



 
“What is it?” 
 
“Rin woke up.” 
 
Ageha grabbed Kaika’s shoulders. “Is that true!?” 
 
“You know I can’t lie to you anymore.” 
 
“Then Rin… she really…” 
 
“Yes. She is still under observation, but aside from some nerve damage, she’s okay.” 
 
His grip on Kaika gradually loosened. 
 
She rubbed her left shoulder. “It’s gonna be a pain hiding these bruises from Saya.” 
 
Ageha noticed the red marks on her skin. “Sorry.” 
 
“Don’t worry about it. I almost choked on a sesame ball when I heard the news myself. The 
private jet is ready. We can go tonight if you want.” 
 
“...I can’t, not yet.” 
 
“Why not?” 
 
“I have to talk to Mei Xing first. In person.” 
 
“The look on your face says I can’t stop you. Fine, but at least take Saya.” 
 
“No need. I’m just going there to talk.” 
 
“I don’t like to be kept waiting. Let her drive and finish that errand quickly. I’ll stay with Arashi 
in a lodging near the private airport.” 
 
“You can go ahead and see Rin first.” 
 
Kaika shook her head. “No, I’ll wait for you.” 
 
Ageha sensed the trepidation in her voice. “Okay. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
 

*** 



 
 
Saya carefully cleaned the gash on Arashi’s shoulder and washed away the soapsuds using the 
shower nozzle. 
 
Ojousama cares for him that much. 
 
Maybe more than she does for me. 
 
Maybe more than I do for him. 
 
“Saya?” asked Arashi, covered only in lather. 
 
“Huh? What is it?” 
 
Arashi rotated to face Saya. “Are you… hurt?” 
 
“No, I am fine. Worry about yourself.”  
 
“You look like… you’re in pain.” 
 
“It is just your imagination.” 
 
That’s right. 
 
Saya looked at her naked self in the bathroom mirror. 
 
It’s just your imagination. 
 
...Right? 
 
 

*** 
 
 

Ageha? 
 
Mei Xing was about to go shopping for ingredients when he saw Ageha lurking outside the inn. 
 
“Good morning,” said Mei Xing. “What brings you here?” 
 
“I killed your father,” said Ageha. 
 



“...That’s a very odd greeting.” 
 
“It’s the truth. Zhang Wei Long is dead.” 
 
“That so.” 
 
“You don’t look surprised.” 
 
“I knew you weren’t a normal person from the start.” Mei Xing shrugged his shoulders. 
 
“How?” 
 
“Remember when we shook hands? I noticed your palms were unnaturally smooth for a chef. 
That means they’re probably cybernetic. Amputees with ARMS are quite common, so I 
pretended to be in pain when you squeezed my hand. Your reaction told me you knew your 
artificial hand could hurt people. Normal cybernetics have limiters making that very hard to do 
by accident.” 
 
“And you concluded I was a mercenary.” 
 
“You could’ve been a bodyguard, but those guys don’t go around killing mafia bosses. Did you 
come here to kill me too?” 
 
“No. I have nothing against you. It’s the opposite. You helped me before, but I returned it with 
treachery. I wouldn’t call it atonement, but I deserve some form of retribution from you.” 
 
“...That’s all?” 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
Mei Xing heaved a sigh. “You scared the hell out of me. You look like you’re about to commit 
murder or something.” 
 
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to.” 
 
Mei Xing had misinterpreted the guilt on Ageha’s face as malice. He had been feigning calmness 
while trying to figure out Ageha’s motives. With no combat skills whatsoever, Mei Xing had been 
prepared to give up. He knew he could not escape. But if Ageha’s goal was to hurt his family, Mei 
Xing would have exhausted every single cell in his body to stop him, no matter how futile it was. 
 
“If it’s about my father, forget it. He has nothing to do with me anymore. I don’t want to be 
involved with the mafia or anything illegal. Please leave.” 
 



Ageha winced, as if he stepped on a nail. “...Understood.” 
 
Mei Xing sensed a familiar loneliness in the young man’s reply. It reminded him of himself from 
before he met Setsu. 
 
“Did you know who I was when we first met?” asked Mei Xing. 
 
“No. I found out a while later. I knew when I killed your father though.” 
 
Ageha did not seem to be lying. He had no reason to. Someone who had killed Zhang Wei Long 
could easily end Mei Xing’s life, but instead, he had come to show penitence. When Mei Xing 
had rejected his reparation and told him to leave, Ageha looked disappointed. Mei Xing tried to 
understand why. 
 
Could it be... 
 
He considers me a friend. 
 
And didn’t want to lose that? 
 
“I changed my mind,” said Mei Xing. “I have something I want you to do.” 
 
“Name it.” 
 
“Work for me for today.” 
 
“What kind of work?” 
 
“What else?” Mei Xing pointed his thumb behind him, indicating the inn. 
 
“...Does it have to be today?” 
 
“You have somewhere you need to be?” 
 
“Kind of.” 
 
“Perfect. It wouldn’t be retribution if it was easy, would it?” 
 
“...Right.” 
 
Mei Xing noticed something odd in Ageha’s expression but paid little attention to it. 
 



“Then let’s go shopping. I was about to call on the guys, but I’ll let you do the heavy lifting 
instead. How many sacks of rice can you carry?” 
 
“It depends on the size of each sack, but by weight, around a ton or so?” 
 
Ageha looked completely serious. 
 
“Uh, okay, I don’t need that much.” Mei Xing scratched his head. “Wait here, I’ll go get the 
pickup.” 
 
“If it’s okay with you, I’d like to volunteer a driver.” 
 
“A driver? Not you?” 
 
“Yeah, Saya is waiting in the car. I’ll give her a call.” 
 
Minutes later, they arrived in town.  
 
“I’m driving on the way back, okay!?” said Mei Xing. 
 
“It’s just scary at first. You’ll get used to it,” said Ageha. 
 
“I don’t want to get used to feeling like the co-driver of a rally car!” 
 
Mei Xing remembered the time he rode shotgun with Setsu at the wheel. His wish to never 
experience something like that again had apparently fallen on deaf ears. 
 
“Please do not worry,” said Saya. “I have never been in an accident. A wreckless driver, you 
might say.” She giggled and flashed a proud grin. 
 
Is she proud of her terrifying driving or her horrible pun?  
 
“Both,” said Ageha, reading Mei Xing’s baffled expression. 
 
The group split up upon reaching the market. Saya went to buy fresh produce while the men 
procured the rice and meat. Ageha stacked four large sacks of rice on his shoulders with ease, 
drawing the gazes of everyone around him. 
 
“Are you sure this is all you want?” asked Ageha. 
 
“Yeah, that much rice should last for a week or so.” 
 
“Not that. I meant this errand thing. You could ask for something more.” 



 
“Like I said, it’s not a big deal. The only one who seriously considered me as a successor to my 
father was the man himself, and now he’s gone. It should be okay if I just lay low like usual.” 
 
“Don’t you care about him at all?” 
 
“I wouldn’t say that. But he got what he deserved.” 
 
“What makes you think I’m not the villain?” 
 
“Would a villain carry around sacks of rice for the victim?” 
 
“Please don’t remind me how silly this situation is.” 
 
They bought various meats at several shops. Mei Xing haggled the prices really low using expert 
bargaining techniques and bluffs. He gave Ageha some tips on haggling, but the latter failed 
horribly when he tried. Part of the problem was his lack of Chinese proficiency, but the main 
issue was his inherent desire to achieve fair trade. When haggling, the buyer had to go at it 
intending to bankrupt the store. Even then, the merchant would end up with a profit anyway. 
 
“What should I do after this shopping trip?” asked Ageha. 
 
“I’ll have you work in the kitchen until closing.” 
 
“Understood.” 
 
Again, Mei Xing saw something strange in Ageha’s expression. 
 
“Didn’t you have to rush off somewhere?” 
 
“Yeah, as soon as I’m done with the work you gave me.” 
 
“Then why do you look relieved?” 
 
Ageha’s right hand gravitated towards his face but stopped an inch short. “...I do?” 
 
Despite claiming to be in a rush, Ageha seemed unconsciously apprehensive about going to his 
other appointment, whatever it was. 
 
Seems to be worth hearing out. 
 
Mei Xing gave the back of his head a scratch. “On second thought, can I ask you for one more 
thing?” 



 
“Go ahead.” 
 
“Stay at the inn tonight. You’ll need the rest after I work you to the bone in the kitchen.” 
 
“But I have to go-” 
 
“And join me for a drink after hours. Maybe it’ll clear your head a little. Setsu and Li Xue will be 
happy to see Saionji-san again. My little girl took a liking to her.” 
 
Ageha blinked several times before showing a look of understanding. “You’re a good guy.” 
 
“Only to family and friends.” 
 
Ageha paused, but Mei Xing continued forward without looking back. 
 
The younger chef took speedy steps until he caught up. “I can understand that.” 
 
 
Chapter 11: Reunion and Rejection 
 
Ageha knocked on the door of the private hospital room. 
 
“Come in,” said Rin. 
 
He hesitantly pushed the door open and let Kaika in. The girl gingerly walked into the room. He 
followed her inside and shut the door behind him. 
 
Rin was on the hospital bed. The bed’s head was slightly raised, allowing them to see her face. 
Her sunken cheeks and drowsy eyes clearly showed her weakened condition. 
 
Overwhelmed by a surge of emotions upon seeing her, Ageha forgot to give a greeting.  
 
“Hello,” said Kaika. 
 
“Um, hello,” said Rin. Her hand crept to her chest, as if to protect herself. 
 
Ageha immediately noticed something odd about Rin. A bit of awkwardness was expected 
considering everything that had happened, but Rin’s wariness looked like something else. It was 
as if she was meeting them for the first time. 
 
 Rin made a troubled smile. “Sorry, but do I know you?” 
 



“What.” 
 
“Of course I do, I mean you’re visiting me and all!” Rin looked around, as if unsure what to do. 
“I’m sorry. My memory is still a little fuzzy. The doctor said I lost some of my recent memories 
due to brain damage. But he did say they might return in time, so… so please don’t make that 
face.” 
 
Realizing she was referring to him, Ageha hurriedly relaxed his facial muscles. 
 
She doesn’t recognize us at all. 
 
A sharp stabbing pain assaulted his heart. He held his breath to prevent it from showing on his 
face. 
 
Wait. 
 
Maybe it’s better this way. 
 
Some wounds were better off forgotten. If Rin could live a normal life after losing her memories, 
then he had no reason to complain. 
 
Even if he was completely forgotten as well. 
 
Rin tried to sit up but struggled. “Uhm, please wait, my legs can’t move too well.” She eventually 
gave up and used the button on the bed to raise her backrest a little more. 
 
What the hell is this? 
 
Ageha desperately held back his rampaging emotions. He tightly closed his eyes and lips, cursing 
fate in secret. 
 
Give her a break. 
 
What did she ever do to deserve this? 
 
No, this is all my fault. 
 
“Kai, her legs,” he said. 
 
“The doctors said it’s only temporary,” said Kaika. “With physical therapy, she should make a 
full recovery.” 
 
Rin’s eyes opened a little wider. “You spoke with my doctor?” 



 
“Yes, I know him personally.” 
 
Rin tapped her thigh with a hand. “The doctor knows best, right? This is nothing to worry about. 
If you don’t mind, can you tell me how we know each other? Maybe it’ll jog my memory.” 
 
Kaika narrowed her eyes and stared at her. Rin flinched from the intensity of her gaze. Ageha 
was about to tell Kaika to stop scaring her when she suddenly approached Rin’s bedside. 
 
“I’m really sorry, Rin,” said Kaika. 
 
“Ah, there’s no need to force yourself if you don’t want to talk about it. It’s my fault for 
forgetting.” 
 
“I have to tell him. I swore to. And this is for your sake as well. Nothing will come of this except 
your suffering.” 
 
“What are you talking about?” 
 
“She’s lying, Ageha.” 
 
Rin tilted her head. “I’m not sure what you mean.” 
 
“It’s obvious from her eyes and tone, to me at least.” 
 
“Wait, listen to what I’m-” 
 
“It’s true some of her memories are hazy. Even the doctors said so.” 
 
“Please stop-” 
 
“But she recognizes us just fine.” 
 
“I said stop!!!” Rin slammed down her fist on Kaika’s head. 
 
“...You’ve gotten weaker, Rin. That doesn’t hurt at all.” 
 
A blend of anger and sadness soiled Rin’s face. “You ruined everything! It would’ve been so 
much easier if you believed me!” 
 
“Did you really think that level of acting would fool me? Lying about amnesia is a tough sell. I 
may have memorized a lot of books, but I’m not a dumb nun.” 
 



“You evil jerk! Why can’t you just play along!?” 
 
“Long story short, I’m under an oath that prevents me from lying to Ageha. It’s impossible for 
me to hide this when he asks about your condition.” 
 
Ageha, still in shock from their exchange, remained silent with a dumb look on his face. 
 
Kaika held Rin’s hand. “And this is for your safety. We need to know who attacked you. Now that 
you’ve regained consciousness, there’s a big chance they’ll come after you again.” 
 
“...How did you know I was attacked? Everyone else seems to think I tried to kill myself.” 
 
“You aren’t that selfish,” said Ageha. “Kai and I never thought that for a second.” 
 
“You expect me to believe that?” 
 
“You have every right to be angry. You probably don’t even wanna see our faces, but that’ll have 
to wait until you’re out of danger.” 
 
Rin raised an eyebrow. “Who said I don’t wanna see Kai? You on the other hand…” She 
displayed a teasing smirk, as if trying to lighten up the mood. 
 
Understanding her intention, Ageha dropped the grimness in his tone. “Hey, what’s with the 
difference in treatment?” 
 
“You can dish it out, but you can’t take it, eh?” mumbled Kaika. 
 
“Kai got shot saving my life, you know?” 
 
“But I got rid of Jin for you.” 
 
“Which wouldn’t have been necessary if it weren’t for his grudge against you.” 
 
“That’s-” 
 
“Why are you even competing with me?” asked Kaika. “Are you trying to reconquer Rin? I’ll 
report this to Saya later.” 
 
“Can you not bring her up now?” 
 
“Rin isn’t as weak as you think. You overestimate yourself if you think she’s still carrying feelings 
for you.” 
 



Ageha could not argue back. 
 
Rin smiled at them. “I’ve been asleep for more than a month, but you two are the same as ever. 
I’m relieved.” 
 
“Not nearly as relieved as I am right now,” said Ageha. 
 
“...Sorry for worrying you.” 
 
Ageha shook his head. 
 
Kaika coughed to get their attention. “Back to what I was saying. I know it’s unpleasant for you, 
but can you tell us what happened when you were attacked? Every bit of information will help in 
figuring out the culprit’s identity.” 
 
“There’s no need for that,” said Rin. “It was the woman I shot in the parking lot. She watched in 
a wheelchair as her men strung me up.” 
 
Akane Kogami. 
 
Kaika crossed her arms. “I knew it.” 
 
“You knew?” asked Ageha. 
 
“I had no proof, but there are no other viable suspects. Akane Kogami is officially dead, but that 
can be faked.” 
 
“Then I just have to make it real.” 
 
“Easier said than done. The problem with ghosts is they’re completely invisible. You can’t be 
dead if people see you walking around in broad daylight. I’ve tried tracing her whereabouts, but 
it was a dead end.” 
 
“Can you not talk about that here?” asked Rin with a frown. 
 
“Sorry about that. Has anyone else visited?” asked Kaika. 
 
“My parents and a few friends. The people from Sapore gave me those fruits.” Rin pointed at the 
gifts on the table. 
 
Ageha realized that he and Kaika had been so preoccupied about meeting Rin that they had 
forgotten to bring even a simple gift. 
 



“Then I’ll get right to the point,” said Kaika. “I’ll have you go into hiding. Tell your parents and 
friends that you’ll be moving to a different hospital for better physical therapy. You’ll be 
transported to a safehouse the day after tomorrow.” 
 
“Hey, hey, slow down. I haven’t agreed to any of that.” 
 
“It’s not a request. I’m going to protect you whether you like it or not.” Kaika gripped Rin’s hand 
tightly. 
 
Rin remained silent for a while. She looked at Ageha and then at Kaika. “...Okay, I understand.” 
 
“It’ll only be until I catch Akane’s tail.” 
 
Rin nodded. 
 
Kaika released Rin’s hand, took a step back, and bowed deeply, her forehead brushing against 
the bed sheet. 
 
“I’m sorry for getting you involved in all this. Thank you for saving my life at the parking lot. 
And thank you for freeing Ageha.” 
 
Rin reached out to Kaika’s cheek and gently lifted her face up. “I’ll accept the first two. The last 
one I did for myself.” 
 
“Thank you...”  
 
A single tear rolled down Kaika’s face and landed on Rin’s thumb. 
 
Kaika took the hand on her cheek and lowered it onto the bed. “I’ll be outside. I’m sure you two 
have a lot to talk about. I’ll contact you about the details later.” 
 
“Okay.” 
 
The teenager trotted out of the room with lighter steps than when she came in. 
 
A minute of silence passed between Ageha and Rin. He tried to say something several times but 
hesitated at the last moment. Unable to bear the awkwardness, he spat out the confession he had 
practiced many times in his head. 
 
“Kai told me everything. About what happened at the arena, about why you said those things at 
the park.” 
 
“She really can’t keep her mouth shut. Well, not like I asked her to keep it a secret.” 



 
Silence resumed. Their eyes met, but they looked away at the same time. Ageha took a deep 
breath and readied himself to continue the conversation, but Rin beat him to the punch. 
 
“So, you quit Sapore?” 
 
“Where did you hear that?” 
 
“Yama-san visited me yesterday. He told me all about the troubles you caused them, including 
the cooking showdown.” 
 
“That was his idea.” 
 
“And you lost.” 
 
Ageha frowned. Losing seemed to be all he had been doing lately. 
 
“That was then. I’d pulverize him if we had a match now.” 
 
“What a sore loser. Just so you know, Yama-san was defending you. He said you’d win ten times 
out of ten if you weren’t in a slump.” 
 
Ugh. 
 
Sorry, Yama-san. 
 
Rin gazed into his eyes. “Were you that worried?” 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
“Do you even have to ask? You’re irreplaceable to me.” 
 
“Are you sure you should be saying that? What about Saionji-san?” 
 
“That’s why.” 
 
“Out with it then. You came here to tell me something, didn’t you? If it’s another apology, I’ll 
smack you on the head.” 
 
“I don’t think this counts, but feel free.” 
 



“Then go ahead.” 
 
Ageha looked down and organized his thoughts. After calming his breathing, he sent an 
unwavering gaze at her. “You’re very important to me, Rin. You’re my support, my best friend, 
my lifeline to being human.” Ageha paused for a breath. “But I don’t love you. I never did. That’s 
why I chose Saya.” 
 
“...You’re terrible. I can’t believe you’re saying that to someone who just got out of a coma. What 
if I fainted and never woke up again?” 
 
“Then I’d carry that sin and go on living.” 
 
That was what he learned from Mei Xing. Regret and guilt were unavoidable but meaningless. 
Those feelings could not and should not be the end of anything. 
 
Ageha’s cowardice had forced Rin into cutting ties with him. He needed to say the words for 
both their sakes, but he had shirked that responsibility and hidden behind a faux promise. 
 
Rin smiled. “You love her that much?” 
 
“Yeah. And I won’t apologize for it.” 
 
“I didn’t ask you to. Ah, but don’t forget that I dumped you first.” 
 
Ageha chuckled. “Yeah. I’ll tell the world I was dumped by the best woman on Earth if you 
want.” 
 
She made a deadpan face. “No, please don’t.” 
 
“...Rin, I-” 
 
“Don’t worry about me. You’re not my first love, and definitely not my last.” 
 
Rin was strong. Unbelievably, beautifully, tragically so. Ageha could flip cars and break down 
brick walls, but the toughness of his will was like candy glass compared to hers. Her heart was a 
diamond immune to blades and hellfire. 
 
“Thanks,” said Ageha. “For everything.” 
 
“Words are cheap. Can you do me a favor instead? I’ll call it even if you do that.” 
 
“If it’s something I can do.” 
 



“You’ve changed, Ageha. You’ve learned to add conditions to your promises.” 
 
“I learned that the hard way.” 
 
Rin softly wrapped her fingers around her neck and lost all expression. “Murder Akane Kogami 
for me.” 
 
Even a diamond would crack when struck hard enough. 
 
I broke her. 
 
This is my responsibility. 
 
“You can count on me.” 
 
 

*** 
 
 
About an hour after Ageha and Kaika left, Rin heard a knock on the door. 
 
“Come in.” 
 
Yama, holding a bouquet of flowers, entered the room. “How are you feeling?” 
 
“Like I’ve been asleep for days.” 
 
“That’s great then, considering you’ve been asleep for weeks.” 
 
“Should you be visiting this often? Aren’t you sous chef at Sapore now?” 
 
“It’s a slow day.” 
 
“Liar.” Rin pulled out a few paper napkins from a box beside the bed. “Here, dry yourself off.” 
 
He probably ran over here. 
 
He took the napkins and patted his sweaty brow. After placing the bouquet in a small vase, he 
grabbed a chair and took a seat beside the bed. 
 
“How are your legs?” he asked. 
 
“They got a bit thin, but they’re still quite sexy, if I do say so myself.” 



 
“That’s good to know, but I was asking if you could move them better now.” 
 
Rin giggled. “Not much change. They aren’t completely numb though. I can move my toes, see?” 
 
The tip of Rin’s blanket faintly fidgeted. 
 
“That’s a good sign. Relax and take advantage of the break. Chef Kirishima said that when you 
get back to the sala, he’ll work you hard enough to make up for all the time you spent away.” 
 
“About that…” 
 
Rin told Yama about her transfer to a different hospital for therapy. Guilt pricked her heart for 
lying to him, but she rationalized the pain away by thinking she had no choice in the matter.  
 
“Are you going to be okay?” asked Yama. 
 
“I’m going there for treatment, you know?” 
 
“Not your body…” 
 
“Like I said yesterday, I don’t even remember why I did such a thing. To be honest, it doesn’t feel 
real to me at all.” 
 
“But-” 
 
“I’ll be under surveillance round the clock. It’s a necessary precaution, according to the doctors. 
Does that make you feel better? I wish you’d trust me a little.” 
 
“...You’re right. I’m best being a paranoid old man.” 
 
“You’re in your thirties. Real old people would kick your ass if they heard that.” 
 
“Can real old people even kick in the first place?” 
 
Rin shut her eyes and giggled. Yama changed topics and narrated funny stories about Sapore’s 
new employees, focusing on how the new cameriera continued to fumble around. 
 
“Don’t be so mean to her, Yama-san.” 
 
“I’m not! Shimatane is doing good work. She just has big shoes to fill. Hurry up and get better so 
you can show her how it’s done.” 
 



“You just said to take it easy earlier. Make up your mind.” 
 
They shared a carefree laugh. However, underneath her finely crafted smile, Rin was having 
trouble restraining the pain in her chest. Despite Yama’s entertaining company, a swelling 
solitude threatened to overwhelm her. 
 
Without her noticing, her hand was already on top of his. 
 
“Why are you doing this, Yama-san? I’m just a cameriera who got hospitalized after failing to 
kill herself. There’s no reason for you to go this far.” 
 
“Aren’t we friends? It’s only natural to do what I can to support your recovery.” 
 
“Can you come closer? It’s tiring raising my voice.” 
 
Yama nodded and leaned towards her face. Rin placed her hands on his cheeks and pulled him 
closer. 
 
“Is that all?” she whispered in his ear, her voice sultry and slick. 
 
“W-What do you mean!?” 
 
“This.” Rin raised her back from the inclined bed and slowly inched her lips closer to his. 
 
But their lips did not touch. Yama kept her from coming any closer by holding her shoulders. He 
gently removed her hands from his face. 
 
“What happened?” he asked. 
 
“Nothing. I just felt like it.” 
 
“Then why were you crying? Your eyes are red, and the trash bin is full of used tissues.” 
 
Despite her valiant attempt to hide it, he had figured it out so easily. 
 
“...Ageha was here.” 
 
“And?” 
 
“...He dumped me.” 
 
“Huh?” 
 



“It’s the first time we saw each other in ages, I just miraculously woke up from a coma, and he 
dumped me.” Her voice broke like an overreaching songstress. 
 
“Didn’t you tell me yesterday that you dumped him a while ago?” 
 
“That’s right! I did! But he dumped me back!” 
 
“...I’m not sure what that means.” 
 
Her vision blurred by tears, she blindly reached for warmth. Rin felt Yama’s shirt on her 
fingertips and firmly squeezed it, twisting her fingers into the fabric. She bawled into his chest, 
not caring if her cries reached the corridor. 
 
Yama wrapped his arms around her. “It’s his loss.” 
 
“Don’t badmouth Ageha!” 
 
“Then it’s your loss.” 
 
“You jerk!” 
 
“...This is bad,” he mumbled. “I wasn’t seriously going for it, but this girl’s just too cute.” 
 
Rin pretended not to hear him. “What was that?” 
 
“Uh, then is it a win-win for the two of you?” 
 
“...Men are horrible.” 
 
“Sorry about that.” 
 
Despite her complaints, Rin left herself in his clumsy but tender embrace. 
 
 
Chapter 12: Dribble 
 
“I still don’t get it,” said Ageha. 
 
Kaika twirled around to face him, the creased skirt of her white sundress following a beat late. “I 
had high expectations because everyone says to see this when visiting Minneapolis. It’s certainly 
striking, but I’m not a fan either.” 
 
“The sculpture’s scale is impressive at least,” said Saya. “It looks over fifty feet long.” 



 
Ageha shrugged. “No matter how big it is, a spoon with a red cherry balanced on top still makes 
no sense to me.” 
 
“I read somewhere that its charm is that it changes appearance with the seasons.” 
 
“I was here in winter a few years ago. It looked a little different with snow everywhere, but I 
don’t really know much about art.” 
 
“Ways of appreciating art varies from person to person. You don’t need to be an expert. What 
matters is that you enjoy it.” Kaika pointed at something with her eyes. “Take that for example.” 
 
Arashi was chasing ducks around the pond beneath the massive sculpture. She looked like she 
was having a blast. 
 
“I think I’d rather stay blind to art than be like that,” said Ageha. 
 
Kaika circled the gigantic sculpture, looking at it from various angles. “While I don’t mind 
modern art, I prefer more intricate pieces. The stone sculptures and stained glass in the 
cathedral we visited this morning were more interesting.” 
 
“I was a bit worried you’d start burning after going inside though.” 
 
“Me too.” 
 
They chuckled. 
 
Saya examined the tour guide pamphlet she had picked up earlier. “That is the end of the 
sculpture garden. I do not think we missed anything. Should we go back to the car?” 
 
Kaika checked her terminal. “It’s only ten. The person we’re meeting won’t be ready until later 
this afternoon. We have a lot of time to spare.”  
 
“Then let’s walk to the brunch place I was telling you about.” Ageha pointed at a metal skybridge 
traversing the wide highway. “We can cross over there, go through Loring park, and head 
straight to Hells Kitchen. I’d like to point out that there’s no apostrophe before the S.” 
 
“Interesting name for a restaurant. Did you pick it because of that?” 
 
“No, the lemon ricotta pancakes are amazing.” 
 
Kaika raised an eyebrow. “Better than yours?” 
 



“I’d say they’re about the same.” 
 
Because I copied their recipe. 
 
“So even you steal recipes.” 
 
“Every chef does it. And stop reading people’s minds.” 
 
“Saya, grab Arashi. Let’s get going.” Kaika looked at Ageha with a mischievous glint in her eyes. 
“We’re counting on you to guide us, former Minnesotan.” 
 
“Don’t call me that. I only stayed here for a little over a year, and most of that time I spent in Le 
Cordon Bleu.” 
 
“You holed up in culinary school? How boring. Don’t you have any exciting stories about your 
life here?” 
 
“Nothing that would interest you.” 
 
Kaika cast him a doubtful gaze. “...Is that so?” 
 
He ignored her and headed for the bridge. Arashi was a little dissatisfied at first when Saya 
stopped her from terrorizing the local wildlife, but her eyes quickly brightened at the mention of 
food. They left the lush greenery of the touristy sculpture garden, crossed the highway, and 
entered Loring park. There was still quite a ways to go, but Kaika, the only one with human legs, 
did not seem to mind. She busied herself observing the people and objects around her. 
 
Kai doesn’t act like it most of the time, but she really is a sheltered princess, huh? 
 
Only in her case, life in the shelter had been much more arduous than facing the dangers 
outside. 
 
A loud wolf-whistle grabbed their attention. The catcall came from a tall white guy holding a 
basketball. He and his two black friends, all over six feet in height, observed Ageha’s group from 
an outdoor basketball court. 
 
“Where you girls goin’?” asked the more muscular of the two African-Americans. His sweaty 
bald head glinted under the sun. 
 
“Wanna play a game with us?” The other black man, sporting a headband that pressed down his 
curly hair, pointed his thumb at the basketball hoop behind him. “We’re short on people. With 
you girls, we can play three-on-three. That guy with you can watch from the bench.” 
 



The three ballers snickered like hyenas. Ageha could understand them somewhat. The females 
with him were all beauties, not to mention they were wearing revealing summer outfits. While a 
bit annoying, this was just harmless teasing. Ageha decided to ignore them and continued on his 
way. The ladies followed his example. 
 
The only white guy among the ballers jogged to Ageha’s group. His oversized numbered jersey 
made him look less imposing than the others.  
 
“Hey, it’s not nice to ignore people when they’re talking to you.” Jersey reached out for the 
person at the rear of the pack, Saya. 
 
Ageha swiftly stepped between them and lightly parried his hand. “Sorry, but we’re in a hurry. 
Can you please leave us alone?” 
 
Jersey twisted his face into a sneer. “What’s with that accent? I couldn’t understand a thing you 
said.” 
 
Having lived in the United States for a time, Ageha could speak English fluently, but his 
Japanese accent was a little thick compared to Kaika or Saya. 
 
Saya glared at Jersey, who towered over her by a full foot. “What did you say?” 
 
Great. 
 
Now she’s pissed. 
 
Saya always overreacted when those close to her were insulted. Ageha remembered Saya 
punching the lights out of a guy who called Arashi autistic. 
 
Jersey snorted. “I said that guy behind you needs to learn some better English.” 
 
“Apologize to him,” said Saya. 
 
“Just statin’ the facts.” He laughed. “How ‘bout this. I’ll think about it if you hang out with us for 
a bit.” 
 
“Saya, this isn’t Manila or Guanxi. Don’t go overboard,” said Kaika in Japanese. 
 
“But these gnats need to be taught a lesson,” said Saya. 
 
“Just do it peacefully.” 
 



Saya nodded at her and then glared at the man. “Okay. We will play a three-on-three game with 
you. If we win, you will apologize to him.” 
 
“That’s what I’m talkin’ about. What’ll we get if we win?” 
 
Saya pulled out a stack of twenty dollar bills from her purse and tossed it to him. “Here is a 
thousand dollars. Just return it after we wipe the court with you.” 
 
The guy’s arrogant attitude vanished. “Hey lady, whoa, we just kiddin’ around. We can’t take 
this.” He tried to return it. 
 
“No. You will hold onto it. We will play. And you fleas will lose.” 
 
He took a step back in the face of Saya’s intimidation. “Geez, relax. Gimme a minute.” Jersey ran 
back to his friends and showed them the cash. After about a minute of discussion, he returned 
with a cocky grin on his face. “Alright, deal. But don’t come complaining when we win.” 
 
Kaika went to Ageha’s side and whispered, “Keep it human, okay? Tell the other two to do the 
same. Saya is really miffed, and Arashi is Arashi. We don’t want people reporting us for illegal 
cybernetic enhancements.” 
 
Ageha nodded and explained the situation to his team. 
 
Everyone relocated to the basketball court. Kaika took a seat on a bench as Saya did some basic 
stretches for her human parts. Ageha checked his clothes for anything that might fall out during 
play. 
 
Luckily, he and his party were dressed in light attire because of the summer heat. He was 
wearing a plain t-shirt and shorts, while Saya was dressed in a flaxen wide-necked blouse and 
grey half-pants. 
 
Arashi, lightly dressed in a long, light blue tank top that completely hid her denim short shorts, 
sat down beside her mistress. 
 
“Why are you sitting down?” asked Kaika. “You’re playing too.” 
 
“...I am?” 
 
Kaika pushed the languid girl onto the court from behind. 
 
“Are you gonna be the coach, Kai?” asked Ageha. 
 



“No. I know the rules, but I’m not familiar enough with actual play to contribute anything. Just 
follow Saya’s instructions. She used to play basketball before I picked her up. I’ll cheer for you 
from the sidelines.” Kaika returned to the bench. 
 
After all the players had assembled on the court, the guy with the headband explained the match 
rules. The game was a race to twenty-one. Inside shots counted for one point, outside shots for 
two. Shooting fouls resulted in free throws. 
 
“Simple enough,” said Ageha. 
 
Saya’s team won the first possession via coin toss. She took the ball out of bounds and passed it 
to Ageha. Ageha caught it and dashed towards the ring at an absurd speed. 
 
While holding the ball in his hand. 
 
“Traveling!” shouted one of their opponents. 
 
Noticing everyone’s gaze, Ageha stopped running. 
 
Saya approached him. “...Have you ever played, no, have you even seen a game of basketball?” 
 
“No.” 
 
Saya facepalmed. 
 
Ball possession went to the enemy team.  
 
“Okay, just keep them from shooting,” said Saya. 
 
Headband took a shot from beyond the arc, but Ageha whacked the ball away, along with the 
shooter’s forearm. 
 
“Foul!” 
 
While Headband took two free throws, Saya explained to Ageha that basketball was not a 
full-contact sport. 
 
Score: 0 - 2. 
 
Saya inbounded the ball by passing it to Arashi. With a smirk, Arashi nimbly dodged the ball, 
leading to an easy lay up for the opposing team. 
 
Saya grabbed the teen by her cheeks. “This isn’t dodgeball!” 



 
Score: 0 - 3. 
 
“I’ll take care of the offense myself.” Saya made Ageha inbound the ball. After catching his pass, 
she slipped through the defense and sank a fadeaway jump shot against Headband. 
 
“You got skills!” Grinning ear to ear, Headband pointed at her while nodding his head. 
 
The match continued with Saya completely shouldering her team’s offense. She made jumpers 
and layups but missed a few shots. On the other hand, the opponents scored every possession 
because Arashi could not be bothered to even raise her arms in defense. 
 
Score: 5 - 9. 
 
The opposing team decided to leave the lazy Arashi alone and double teamed Saya. Even with 
her unmatched speed, she could not get through two opponents. Towering over her by more 
than a foot, the men blocked off any chance at a clear shot. 
 
She drove inside and faked a jumper. Her opponents fell for it and left the ground. Squeezing in 
between them, she banked the ball off the glass and into the hoop. 
 
Having contributed next to nothing, Ageha decided to focus on defense. An idea popped into his 
head. 
 
I’ll stop them for sure this time. 
 
He waited until the enemy took a shot and then swatted the ball from the air in front of the 
basket. 
 
How’s that!? 
 
Score: 5 - 10. 
 
Saya scolded him for camping underneath the basket and explained the concept of goaltending. 
 
The opponents realized that the only offensive threat was Saya and focused all their attention on 
her. She missed two shots in a row, while the opponents sank one of two. 
 
Score: 5 - 11. 
 
Saya made a T sign with her hands. “Time out!” She grabbed her teammates and dragged them 
to the bench. “I can’t score with three giants hovering over me. One of you has to step up.” 
 



Both Arashi and Saya looked at Ageha. 
 
“Okay, leave it to me,” he said with a confident grin. 
 
Kaika looked doubtful. “How can you say that after being completely useless so far? Even I 
might’ve done better than you.” 
 
“Do not worry, Ojousama. We are still in the game.” Saya turned to Ageha. “Can you dunk?” 
 
“Of course I can. I can’t dribble though.” 
 
Saya sighed. “I know. For now, just get below the basket on offense. I’ll get you the ball. Just 
dunk it from there.” 
 
“I was too distracted earlier by Ageha and Arashi’s comedy skit,” said Kaika, “but leave the 
cheering to me.” 
 
Everyone nodded except Arashi, who was asleep on the bench. 
 
“Stop sleeping and get over here!” shouted Saya as she dragged her lifeless teammate onto the 
court. 
 
Ageha inbounded the ball to Saya and ran directly underneath the ring. Saya dribbled past her 
defender and sped up for a lay up. The two other defenders surrounded her, but she skillfully 
passed the ball behind her back. Ageha caught it and scored with a two-handed dunk. 
 
The lovers gave each other an exuberant high five for their first successful team play. 
 
Ageha got the hang of defense and stole the ball in the next possession. He passed it to Saya, 
who sank a two-pointer. 
 
Score: 8 - 11. 
 
With the addition of Ageha’s dunks to their arsenal, their team managed to score in succession. 
As their offense picked up, the opponents got a bit more serious. Although they were making 
points, the gaping hole in their defense named Arashi gave up just as many. Jersey missed a 
jumper by a fluke. 
 
Score: 13 - 16. 
 
The opponents began hacking Ageha’s dunk attempts, forcing him to the free throw line. 
Naturally, he missed every single one. 
 



Saya squeezed her temples. “I forgot about your hand-eye coordination issues.” 
 
“I’m confident I’ll miss all my free throws in this match.” He grinned proudly.  
 
“That isn’t something to boast about...” 
 
With two people pinning Saya down and one guy prepared to foul Ageha, their team’s offense 
was completely shut down. Ageha could plow through his opponent’s hacking and dunk the ball 
anyway, but that would instantly reveal his cybernetic enhancements. 
 
A cute, bubbly voice came from courtside. 
 
“Do your best, Big Bro, Big Sis!” Kaika raised her arms high and waved at them. “You can do it!” 
She hopped around and made V signs with her hands, her sundress billowing with every step. 
 
Instead of getting motivated, Ageha felt himself gag. 
 
“Doesn’t she understand just how demoralizing that is to people who know her true colors?” he 
asked. 
 
“But it seems to be working on the opponents! As expected of Ojousama, a disgusting, I mean, 
brilliant tactic! Give me the ball, hurry!” 
 
While Kaika’s adorable cheering distracted the opposing team, Saya drilled another two-pointer, 
making it a one-point game. They celebrated the comeback with another high five, but their 
morale quickly crumbled after Headband countered with a two-pointer of his own over the 
apathetic Arashi. 
 
Score: 15 - 18. 
 
“Time out!” 
 
This time, it was Ageha who called for time.  
 
“This is bad,” said Saya. “We can’t score and we can’t stop them.” 
 
“I have an idea,” he said. 
 
“Let’s hear it.” 
 
“Do you trust me?” 
 
Saya quickly hid the doubtful expression on her face. “...Of course.” 



 
I know it’s limited to this stupid game, but that still kinda hurts. 
 
“Then close your eyes and cover your ears for a minute.” 
 
Saya’s eyes narrowed for a moment, but she nodded and followed his instructions. 
 
Ageha pulled Arashi away and spoke to her in a soft voice. “If we win this match, I’ll give you a 
reward.” 
 
“...Reward?” 
 
“It can be anything. I can take you to another aquarium if you want.” 
 
I think the one in Georgia is the largest in the world. 
 
She’ll definitely love it. 
 
“...Anything?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“Promise?” 
 
Here I go again. 
 
But there’s no way I’m losing to these clowns. 
 
He inwardly apologized to Rin for reverting just after she praised him for adding conditions. 
“Yeah.” 
 
“What... should I do?” 
 
“I need you to shoot this ball through that hoop.” 
 
“Roger.” 
 
Ageha tapped Saya on the shoulder. “Let’s go.” 
 
Her eyes snapped open, and she unplugged her ears. “Huh? What about your idea?” 
 
“The preparations are done. Nothing left to do but hope god’s judgment is right.” 
 



Saya tilted her head, unsure of what he was talking about. 
 
Ageha took the ball out of bounds. Saya, with two defenders between her and the goal, waited to 
receive the inbound pass. Arashi stood about ten feet outside the arc, staring at him with 
half-closed eyes. 
 
Here goes nothing. 
 
He passed the ball to Arashi. 
 
“What are you doing!?” shouted Saya. 
 
Arashi caught the pass. Closing her left eye, she dribbled the ball thrice and then nodded to 
herself. With her right hand, she pitched the ball towards the backboard. It sharply bounced off 
the fiberglass and went through the hoop. 
 
Everyone stared at the ball bouncing on the cement and then at the girl who shot it. 
 
Score: 17 - 18. 
 
Ageha and Saya focused on defending outside shots, but their other teammate just stood around 
as usual. 
 
Jersey dribbled past Arashi and made a lay up. “James, cover that girl! I’m sure her last shot was 
a fluke, but don’t take any chances.” 
 
James, the bald guy, approached Arashi. She stood in the exact same spot where she drained the 
near halfcourt shot earlier. Saya, who had only one defender marking her, waved her hand for 
the ball. Ageha looked at his two teammates in turn and decided to pass the ball to the wild card. 
 
Arashi caught it, but her view of the basket was completely obstructed by James. Without 
hesitation, she tossed the ball upwards. James could do nothing but watch the ball trace an 
extremely high arc in the cerulean sky. 
 
Nothing but net. 
 
Score: 19 - 19. 
 
“Don’t panic!” shouted Jersey. “If we get this point, we win!” 
 
“Defense! Defense!” shouted Kaika, her hands cupped around her mouth. 
 
“Don’t get distracted by the little girl! She’s a trap!” 



 
“I’m one hundred percent female, you imbecile!” 
 
Despite their bewildered state, the opposing team still scored a point from the teen who simply 
did not give a damn about defense. 
 
Score: 19 - 20. 
 
Jersey pointed at Arashi. “You two, guard that airhead! I’ll make sure the other girl doesn’t score 
a two. It doesn’t matter if they get one point. We’ll finish it in our next possession!” 
 
“”Okay!!!”” 
 
Arashi stood in the exact same spot as before, this time with two men guarding her. The rules 
did not allow them to intercept the inbound pass, so they focused on preventing her from getting 
a shot off. Saya stood on the other side of the court, but she did not ask for the ball. She just 
smiled at Ageha and nodded. 
 
Glad we agree. 
 
Ageha passed the ball to Arashi. Arms raised, the two defenders closed in on her, completely 
ignoring the possibility of her driving past them. It was impossible for her to shoot the ball with 
a net of hands looming on top of her. 
 
Arashi changed her grip on the ball and threw it on the ground with incredible force, bouncing it 
between James’s legs. The powerful spin on the ball changed its angle, causing it to fly towards 
the backboard. Everyone, including the helpless defenders, watched it hit the glass and kiss the 
metal ring. The orange ball danced on top of the rim until it lost momentum and finally swished 
through the net. 
 
Final score: 21 - 20. 
 
The rude ballers obediently apologized to Ageha. Kaika told them to keep the money in exchange 
for keeping quiet about their encounter with a potential NBA superstar, but that did not stop 
them from asking Arashi for her autograph. Arashi wrote the kanji for her name on their shirts. 
Not minding the incredibly bad penmanship, or more likely not understanding a word of 
Japanese, the three men looked satisfied as they left the court. Ageha’s team gathered by the 
bench where Kaika sat. 
 
“They seemed happier with the autographs than the thousand dollars. They even forgot their 
ball,” said Saya as she picked up the basketball from the ground. “Brilliant idea to rely on Arashi. 
How did you motivate her?” 
 



“About that-” 
 
Someone tapped Ageha on the shoulder. 
 
He turned to see Arashi. “Great job.” 
 
“...Reward.” 
 
“Don’t worry, I didn’t forget. Any ideas on what you wa-” 
 
Arashi stepped forward, tiptoed while pulling his neck down, and gave him a peck on the cheek. 
 
“What.” 
 
“...Not enough.” She closed her eyes and kissed him on the lips. 
 
It was an innocent kiss, their lips touching for a mere moment. Arashi released him and backed 
away. Her fingers lightly traced her bottom lip. She then turned bright red and ran off. 
 
A loud pop came from behind him. 
 
Despite his instincts telling him to run away, Ageha forced himself to turn around. 
 
Saya was gripping the deflated basketball. With her human hand. 
 
That’s amazing. 
 
“That was clearly not my fault,” he said. 
 
“Couldn’t you have avoided the second one?” 
 
“What are you talking about? If I wanted to, I could’ve avoided both.” 
 
“Is that so? And how was it, Ageha-sama?” 
 
“Tasted like the apple juice she was drinking earlier.” 
 
“You enjoyed it that much, huh?” Face drained of emotion, she slowly approached him. 
 
Uh oh. 
 
Did I overdo it? 
 



Spurred on by her adorable jealousy, he had continued his teasing and accidentally stepped on a 
landmine. 
 
“Wait, I was kidding. Calm dow-” 
 
Imitating Arashi’s maneuver, Saya pulled Ageha’s face downward and shoved her lips onto his. 
Unlike the teen’s light peck, she forcefully stabbed her tongue into his mouth. As if thirsting for 
his essence, she sucked in his saliva and replenished the drought with hers. Her fingernails dug 
into his scalp and nape as she tightly embraced his head. Their tongues danced, wrestled, and 
melded with each other. Ageha, who was about to lose his sanity to lust, forced himself to pull 
away. 
 
“What are you do-” 
 
“Overwriting.”  
 
She resumed her oral assault. There was nothing gentle about their contact. She repainted his 
insides with her scent and flavor, not giving him the leeway to breathe. Saya had never been this 
aggressive before, taking him completely off guard and putting him totally under her spell. 
 
She continued to ravage him from within. His tongue felt like it was dissolving from the 
scorching heat of her slick caress. The erratic beat of her breathing set his loins aflame, erasing 
all sense of decorum. His hands moved on their own, slithering around her shivering body and 
pulling her into his chest. They perpetually tightened their embrace, as if trying to become one 
vessel for their conjoined souls. 
 
Ageha heard a cough from below. 
 
This time, Saya cooperated in unlatching themselves from each other. They turned to the side 
and saw a red-faced Kaika. 
 
“I don’t want to ruin your fun, but if you don’t stop soon, I’ll need a change of underwear…” 
Kaika fell silent and rubbed her thighs together. “Scratch that. Too late.” 
 
“O-O-O-O-O-Ojousama!!!???” 
 
She completely forgot about Kai. 
 
Saya fainted from shock and embarrassment. 
 
 

*** 
 



 
“The Shui Jing Group has taken over the Soaring Serpent Society’s position,” said Valeriya. 
“They didn’t even put up a fight.” 
 
“So everything is going as planned?” asked Kaika, her mobile pressed to her ear. 
 
“Unfortunately, no. Shui Jing wasn’t very powerful until recently. I expected one of the groups I 
have ties with to take the seat, but even their long-standing reputation could not trump the 
group’s rapidly expanding manpower and influence.” 
 
“That isn’t what we agreed on.” 
 
“Take it easy. Give me a bit more time. I’ll handle Shui Jing. They can’t be more unreasonable 
than Zhang.” 
 
“Okay. My people are already working on a plan to build small-scale power plants in the 
locations you specified.” 
 
“So fast! I haven’t even fulfilled my end of the deal yet.” 
 
“It’s an example of good service. I hope you’ll learn from it.” 
 
“I’ll put in ten times the effort if you say, ‘Please do it faster, faster, Oneesama~’” 
 
Kaika hung up. 
 
This is odd. 
 
Kaika noticed that there was something off about how everything was proceeding. Random bits 
of information made little sense by themselves, but when viewed as a whole, they could be 
assembled into a larger schema. 
 
Several odd points stuck out regarding Zhang’s assassination: 
 

● Zhang tried to escape almost instantly when Ageha and Arashi began the attack on the 
drug facility. 

 
● According to Saya’s report, Mao continued attacking even after Zhang’s death. 

 
● Zhi Zhu had a taser-type weapon designed to paralyze ARMS. 

 
● The Soaring Serpent Society did little to oppose Shui Jing’s ascension to power. 

 



Is that Russian pervert trying to trick me? 
 
Kaika found it difficult to discern which of the pieces of information she could trust, if any. What 
boggled her the most was how late she had noticed all these suspicious events. 
 
Why didn’t I see this before? 
 
...Rin. 
 
The most significant change in Kaika’s recent lifestyle was Rin regaining consciousness. Since 
then, she had regularly contacted the cameriera to check on her condition, ask about her life in 
the safehouse, or just chat about nothing in particular. Strange enough, on the nights she spoke 
with Rin, she slept slightly better and longer than usual. Her overall condition had improved, 
and the fog clouding her mind had dispersed. 
 
“Ojousama,” said Saya. “We have arrived.” 
 
Kaika looked out the car window and saw a large house with a long driveway. In the countryside, 
the large trees blocked any view of nearby houses. With the distance between plots, there was 
enough space to hold a college party without alerting the neighbors. 
 
After parking, Kaika, Saya, and Ageha got out of the vehicle. Arashi had stayed behind at the 
hotel, still too embarrassed to be around Ageha. 
 
I didn’t expect Arashi to go that far. 
 
During the summer festival, Mitsuki had mentioned the word love to Arashi, setting her 
curiosity ablaze. The ignorant teen had approached Kaika for advice. Seeing the perfect chance 
for a prank, Kaika had suggested that she give Ageha a kiss on the cheek and see how it felt to 
ascertain her emotions. 
 
The wildly entertaining show resulting from her whim had forced them to take a detour to a 
lingerie shop, but it was worth it. 
 
Kaika wanted to laugh at herself for trying to blind Arashi once. She had been too distracted by 
Arashi’s brutal side that she had underestimated the girl’s kindness. All she had needed to do 
was teach Arashi how to care about others. 
 
Returning from her reverie, Kaika walked up the steps to the front door. Despite the rather 
suburban design of the residence, the electronic lock was very advanced. It had fingerprint and 
eye sensors, as well as a keypad. 
 



Ageha knocked on the door. “This is metal. I’m guessing the hinges and door post are too.” His 
expression tightened. “I have a very bad feeling about this.” 
 
“What a spoilsport,” said Kaika. “You realized too soon.” 
 
“I knew it.” He sighed. “I suspected it when you said we’re going to get upgrades. I was hoping I 
was wrong because of the different address, but this ridiculous lock confirms it.” 
 
What’s with that exaggerated reaction? 
 
There’s something else going on here. 
 
“Are we meeting someone you know?” asked Saya. 
 
“You can say that. Didn’t Kai tell you anything?” 
 
“No, she handled this matter by herself.” 
 
Kaika reached up and pressed the intercom button on the digital panel. “Good afternoon. It’s 
me, Kaika Nikaido.” 
 
There was no answer. 
 
“Hello? Is anyone there?” 
 
A beep came from the panel.  
 
Looks like she’s home. 
 
Kaika breathed a sigh of relief. The person they were meeting was known for her eccentricity. 
They would have wasted their day if she had gone out. 
 
“...Go home.” 
 
She was more eccentric than Kaika expected. 
 
“Wait! We had an agreement!” 
 
“I don’t remember.” 
 
“I’ll pay you extra!” 
 
“I don’t need it.” 



 
The professor was a recluse who did not put much value on money. Though not nearly as 
affluent as Kaika, she was quite well off. However, Kaika knew something that all scientists had 
in common. 
 
“As promised, I brought you a rare specimen!” 
 
“...Continue.” 
 
“Let us in first. Then we’ll talk.” 
 
With another beep, the door unlocked.  
 
“What specimen?” asked Ageha. 
 
Kaika stared at him with a raised eyebrow. “Do you really have to ask?” 
 
“Can I go home now?” 
 
“Stop whining, loser.” 
 
Ageha frowned but reached for the doorknob. Kaika knew his loss against Zhi Zhu was still 
bothering him. It was the perfect ammo to maneuver him. 
 
He opened the door and entered the house with wary steps, looking around as he ventured 
further inside. The rest of the group followed behind him. The air inside was dry and absurdly 
cold, completely cut off from the summer heat outside. Kaika shivered as they went further in. 
 
They came upon a spacious living room with minimal furniture. There were sofa chairs but no 
table or monitor. The lack of decor made the entire space seem cold and eerie.  
 
“Nikaido, bring the specimen to the lab,” said a voice that echoed throughout the house. “Follow 
the corridor to your right. No one else is allowed to come. The security system will activate if you 
leave that room.” 
 
Saya glanced at her mistress. Kaika reassured her with a nod. She followed the directions and 
headed for the lab with Ageha in tow. The lab entrance seemed even more reinforced than the 
front door, but it automatically opened the moment they stood before it. 
 
A mess of machines and monitors greeted them inside. Beyond the heaps of electronics, a small 
girl with glasses sat staring at a screen. Her scruffy silver hair, which would likely reach her 
buttocks when let down, was gathered into a ponytail behind her head. An oversized white lab 
coat draped over her blue pajamas. She looked like a grade schooler playing doctor. 



 
I read her file, but she’s smaller than I thought. 
 
She and Kaika were supposed to be about the same height, but the professor’s hunched posture 
made her look even smaller. Her peculiar hair color stood out, giving her an unnatural, almost 
inhuman, aura. 
 
“Tsubasa Shizan, I presume?” asked Kaika. 
 
“Don’t ask stupid questions.” Tsubasa did not even look at her and continued typing on her 
customized keyboard. 
 
This little… 
 
Kaika took a deep breath to calm down. 
 
First, introductions. 
 
“I’m Kaika Nikaido, and this is Ageha Shikimi. I believe you know each other.” 
 
Tsubasa was the oldest daughter of Shizan-sensei, Ageha’s blacksmith. Kaika knew Ageha had a 
good relationship with the old artisan. It would not be strange for him to be acquainted with his 
family, and Ageha had confirmed that they knew each other earlier. 
 
“Who?” asked Tsubasa. 
 
“No need to force yourself to remember,” said Ageha. 
 
Tsubasa rotated her office chair to face him. “...Oh it’s you. I remember sleeping with you a 
couple of times.” 
 



 



 
“What,” said Kaika. 
 
“That’s my line,” said Ageha. “Please don’t randomly blurt out sensitive information, 
Tsuba(Saliva)-san.” 
 
Tsubasa glared daggers at him. “I also remember telling you not to call me that.” 
 
“It’s been a while, Tsubasa-san. Your name is as hard to say as always. And you have drool on 
your chin as usual.” Ageha approached her and buffed away the dried saliva with his thumb. “If 
you don’t want to be called Tsuba-san, stop sleeping on the keyboard and go to bed properly.” 
 
“Wait, hold on.” Kaika held out her hand. “Don’t just gloss over important details! You two were 
lovers?” 
 
“”No.”” 
 
“But Tsubasa said you slept together.” 
 
“I stayed at her place on Shizan-sensei’s recommendation while I was studying at Le Cordon 
Bleu. After a few months of living together, she found out about my enhancements, so I told her 
about my abnormal pain tolerance.” 
 
“I wanted to study his body, so I asked him to let me examine it,” said Tsubasa. 
 
“One thing led to another, and-” 
 
“Stop, I get it. Thank goodness Saya didn’t get to hear this.” 
 
“I got very good data on his tactile response while in bed. He was hesitant at first because he had 
no experience in sexual intercourse-” 
 
“She said stop, Tsuba-san.” 
 
“No, please continue,” said Kaika.  
 
She looked the professor over from top to bottom. Despite her drab attire, Tsubasa was 
undeniably pretty. Her large round eyes and youthful face matched her petite physique. 
 
Is this why he’s so nice to young girls? 
 



“...Ageha is right. This is pointless.” Tsubasa looked at him with a bored expression. “So you’re 
the rare specimen? Your specific constitution is very uncommon, but I already completed my 
research on your body years ago. Go home.” 
 
“You’ll understand if you examine him. What do you have to lose?” asked Kaika. 
 
“Time. Humans are given a limited amount of it. I have none to spare on redundancy.” 
 
“Looks like that’s it, Kai,” said Ageha. “Despite her looks, she’s pushing thirty. Let’s not waste 
any more of her precious time left on Earth.” 
 
“I’ll dissect you.” Tsubasa looked completely serious. 
 
“How much of Ageha was cybernetic when you slept, I mean, met him?” asked Kaika. 
 
“Both his arms and shoulders.” 
 
“Then you’re in for a surprise. Are you sure you don’t want to check it out?” 
 
Tsubasa observed Kaika’s face, as if trying to see through her intentions. She waved Ageha 
closer. “Come here.”  
 
“Not this again…” Ageha sighed while doing as ordered. 
 
Tsubasa began feeling up his entire body with a serious face. Her eyes widened when she 
touched certain spots, such as his abdomen and lower back.  
 
Then she grabbed his crotch. “Looks like this is still human.” 
 
Ageha rolled his eyes. “Why would anyone want to make that cybernetic?” 
 
“You’d be surprised at some of the clients I get.” 
 
Questions continued to pop up in Kaika’s head as she watched the pat down. 
 
Did he become shameless about his body because of Tsubasa? 
 
Or did he manage to live with her because he cared little about his body from the start? 
 
Kaika realized that she cared about Ageha’s past more than she thought. 
 
“This is fascinating,” said Tsubasa. “What do you want from me? I want to confirm if this body’s 
data is worth it.” 



 
She took the bait. 
 
Kaika narrated Ageha’s defeat against Zhi Zhu and explained that she wanted him to get an 
upgrade. 
 
“There are other people who can do that.” Tsubasa sat back on her chair. “Aren’t you the CEO of 
NGC?” 
 
Time to reel her in. 
 
“But few are better than you. Gen, oh that’s my previous researcher, got headhunted by a rival 
company.” 
 
“Did you say Gen? Gen Kanou?” 
 
“Yeah. He was also the one who implemented the most recent upgrades to Ageha’s body.” 
 
Tsubasa closed her eyes and spun her chair around. After a few rotations, she stopped herself by 
grabbing onto the table. “We have a deal.” 
 
Pride really is my favorite sin. 
 
In terms of medical skill, Gen was vastly superior to Tsubasa, but her expertise in cybernetics 
and bionics rivaled his. Having seen Gen’s work on Ageha firsthand, it was inevitable that her 
competitive spirit would be set aflame. 
 
The professor led Ageha into the examination room deep within the lab, leaving Kaika alone in 
the main area with a, “Touch anything and I’ll dissect you too.” 
 
Too? 
 
Good luck, Ageha! 
 
The examination ended surprisingly quickly. Ageha returned alone to the main lab looking 
utterly exhausted. 
 
“Welcome back. What-” 
 
“Don’t ask.” 
 
Out of pity rather than respect for his privacy, Kaika decided not to question him about the exam 
any further. 



 
“Where’s the professor?” 
 
“She’s busy doing a preliminary analysis on the data. She’s also checking what kind of work she 
can do on me.” 
 
“Should we come back later?” 
 
“She said she’ll be out in a few minutes. Tsubasa-san’s really weird, but her skills are real.” 
 
“You know a lot about her.” 
 
“We lived together for more than a year.” 
 
“Can you tell me more about her?” 
 
Information was Kaika’s greatest sustenance and deadliest weapon. To her, there was no such 
thing as too much information. 
 
“What’s there to tell?” 
 
“Hmm… How about why she became a cybernetics researcher? That’s worlds away from her 
family’s smithing business.” 
 
“Not as unrelated as you’d think, at least according to Shizan-sensei. Her family’s trade is 
actually making weapons. A hundred years ago, that meant swords and spears. Now, it means 
ARMS.” 
 
“Why not guns then?” 
 
“Guns are designed for mass production. Shizan-sensei takes pride in being an artisan. Even 
when people stopped wanting swords, he continued forging blades, such as kitchen knives and 
my ‘recreational blades.’ Tsubasa-san simply finds guns too simple and boring. Personally, I’m 
glad I’m not the only one who dislikes those things.” 
 
“They abandoned guns by choice. You just suck at using them.” 
 
“Has anyone ever told you you’re a jerk?” 
 
“Rin has.” 
 
“She’s right.” 
 



“And she called you a cowardly philanderer.” 
 
“...She’s right.” 
 
“I’m kidding, she didn’t say that. Stop making that face. You’re making me want to hug you. 
...On second thought, you really are a philanderer.” 
 
Tsubasa reentered the main lab area. “You’ve changed, Ageha.” 
 
“Gen said the same thing a while back.” 
 
“You haven’t changed at all, Ageha.” 
 
What a cute sense of rivalry. 
 
She might be easier to use than I thought. 
 
“So, how did it go?” asked Kaika. 
 
Tsubasa sat down on her chair. “I’ve gotten most of the data I need. I can begin the operation as 
soon as he is ready.” 
 
“That escalated quickly,” said Ageha. 
 
“Do you have anywhere to be in the next few days?” 
 
“No, he doesn’t,” said Kaika. 
 
“Don’t answer for me.” 
 
“Well do you?” 
 
Ageha fell silent. 
 
Kaika grinned. “There you have it. Go ahead and borrow him for a bit. Just return him when 
you’re done.” 
 
“I feel objectified,” he said. 
 
“”What’s new?”” The two baby-faced girls responded in unison. 
 
“Glad to see you’ve become good friends.” 
 



“Tsubasa, would you consider moving to Tokyo and officially working for me? I can promise you 
better pay and facilities.” 
 
“No.” 
 
“Not even a pause. Help me out here, Ageha.” 
 
“It’s no use,” he said. “There’s no way you can drag her out to a city like Tokyo. She hates being 
around people. That’s why she lives so far away.” 
 
“That’s not true,” said Tsubasa. “I have other reasons for staying here, like the winters, 
snowboarding, and the snow.” 
 
“Aren’t those all pretty much the same thing?” asked Kaika. “And I thought everyone hated 
winters in Minnesota.” 
 
“There’s also Allan.” 
 
“Who’s that? A pet dog or something?” 
 
“My fiance.” 
 
“You have a fiance!?” 
 
“I had the same reaction when she told me that years ago.” 
 
“You knew!? And you slept with her!?” 
 
“I plead innocent. She only told me after I finished my culinary studies here. I moved out of her 
place the next day. I never met him.” 
 
“Where’s Allan now?” 
 
“Who knows?” said Tsubasa. 
 
““You should!!!”” said the visitors. 
 
“He’s a free spirit, like me.” 
 
“Even freedom has limits,” said Kaika. “And how is holing up in a lab doing research all day 
being a free spirit?” 
 
Tsubasa simply shrugged her shoulders. “Anyway, the answer is no.” 



 
“Give it up, Kai. In the first place, she only works for herself. In fact, everything she does is for 
herself.” 
 
As if proving his words, Tsubasa completely ignored Kaika’s existence and started typing on her 
desk terminal. 
 
Used to being in the spotlight on every occasion, Kaika felt a little miffed by the lack of attention. 
She decided to tease Tsubasa a little, thinking it would also be a good chance to learn more 
about her. 
 
“What’s up with her hair?” 
 
Ageha glanced at Tsubasa’s silver mane. “Dunno, it’s been like that since we met. I never asked 
about it. Probably withered to gray because she never washes it.” 
 
“I’ll remember those words when I put you under,” said Tsubasa, her eyes still glued to the 
display. 
 
“I’m really sorry. I was just joking.” 
 
Tsubasa sighed, her shoulders slumping even further. “If you must know, I bleach my hair to 
remind myself I’m engaged.” 
 
“Sorry, you lost me,” said Kaika. 
 
“In my college days, I fainted from lack of sleep during an experiment. Some chemicals got on 
my hair and bleached most of it. I bleached the rest to make it uniform.” 
 
“Still not following.” 
 
Tsubasa clicked her tongue. “Allan attended the same university. He apparently liked my hair 
and approached me. That’s how we got to know each other.” 
 
“I get it now. So you’re keeping that color because your fiance likes it?” 
 
“Are you deaf? I said I do it to remind myself I’m engaged. I forget sometimes.” 
 
“Don’t forget something like that!” 
 
“That reminds me,” said Ageha. “I’ve never seen you with an engagement ring on” 
 
“It’s a pain to put on. I can’t wear it during experiments and operations anyway.” 



 
Kaika raised an eyebrow. “Seems easier than bleaching your hair regularly.”  
 
“I do it when I take a bath. A two-week ritual is less troublesome than keeping track of a trinket.” 
 
“Wait, you take a bath only twice a month!?” 
 
“Bathing is a waste of time. I hardly sweat in here.” 
 
The abnormally powerful air-conditioning within the house finally made sense. 
 
“But you go as far as bleaching your eyebrows. Taking a shower a few days a week can’t be 
harder than that.” 
 
Tsubasa scrunched her eyebrows. “This? It happens by accident when the bleach drips down my 
forehead.” 
 
“Wear a cap or something! Do you wanna go blind!?” 
 
“I use my own formula. It’s extremely safe and effective.” 
 
“I-I see.” 
 
“Are you satisfied now? Please stop wasting my time with your prodding. My answer won’t 
change.” 
 
She isn’t as easy to handle as I thought. 
 
Kaika sighed mentally. Even her time with Arashi was not enough to prepare her for the 
professor’s eccentricity. Her string of retorts had sapped her of energy. 
 
Guess I’ll have to settle with a one-time deal for now. 
 
That’ll change once Ria and Gen start moving in earnest. 
 
“Alright. I won’t pester you anymore. I’ll take my leave.” Kaika walked to the lab exit, causing the 
door to open. She turned around and looked at Ageha. “I’ll tell the others you’re staying here for 
a few days. Don’t worry, I’ll keep your relationship with Tsubasa a secret...” 
 
“Thanks.” 
 
“...for now.” She stepped into the hallway.  
 



“Wait! Don’t tell Sa-” The shutting door cut off Ageha’s words. 
 
 
Chapter 13: Betrayal 
 
“NGC is prepared to provide a steady supply of cybernetics to the US military,” said Kaika. “Of 
course, that includes the medical knowledge and technology necessary to install them on your 
soldiers.” 
 
Walker stared at the document in his hand. “That’s a very good deal for this price. Perhaps too 
good.” With a stern expression bordering on a frown, he peered into Kaika’s eyes. 
 
“I understand your wariness, General, but let me assure you that this arrangement greatly 
benefits NGC as well. More users now means more business in the future, after all.” 
 
“But a business revolves around profit. At these prices, you’re lucky to break even.” Walker 
placed the papers on the table. 
 
He has a good grasp of ARMS production costs. 
 
Kaika had intentionally dropped the price to expedite the negotiations, but her opponent had 
seen that as a point of suspicion instead. 
 
Contrary to his build, he is very shrewd and meticulous. 
 
General Walker was a hulk of a man. Though they were seated at the meeting table, the almost 
seven-foot general towered over Kaika and Saya. His crisply ironed green uniform bulged from 
his muscles. His short, perfectly combed hair complemented his stiff and imposing demeanor. 
Despite looking like a weightlifter, Walker exuded an air of sophistication and wisdom, an 
impression strengthened by his piercing eyes and ash grey locks. 
 
Kaika knew nothing else about him. Prior to the meeting, she had only been told she would be 
meeting a representative of the US military.  
 
Several military policemen were stationed at each of the meeting room’s two doors. Arashi, 
keeping the same stiff pose as the guards, stood a few steps behind her mistress. Showing none 
of her usual laziness, she fit right in with the military crowd. 
 
“You’re right,” said Kaika. “Even considering it as an investment, this deal would normally put 
us in the red.” 
 
“Normally?” 
 



“Yes. NGC’s acquisition of KyberCorp has given us a practical monopoly in the cybernetics 
market. We can take some risks without losing the top spot in the industry. Aside from that, we 
have plans to move manufacturing to China to lower production and material transport costs.” 
 
Saya explained further. “In addition to already functioning facilities, we are going to build 
several metal processing and ARMS manufacturing plants in Guangxi. NGC sources its alloys 
from different parts of China, so moving there will cut down transport costs. That autonomous 
region also has less restrictions and monitoring for exports. Using the southern shoreline, we 
can covertly transport the products to this country via sea routes, avoiding all the 
inconveniences and bribes necessary when going through standard channels.” 
 
“Those are just plans. Making a commitment based on something so uncertain is difficult.” 
 
“We are still sorting out some issues with the local triads,” said Kaika, “but it’s only a matter of 
time. The plans were delayed due to opposition from a conservative triad leader.” 
 
“Are you talking about Zhang Wei Long?” 
 
“...As expected of the general. Nothing gets past you.” Kaika smiled. “Yes, but that problem has 
been dealt with.” 
 
“What do you mean by that?” 
 
“Let’s just say he is already out of the picture. We’re currently making arrangements with the 
leader of the Shui Jing Group, the new top triad.” 
 
Walker closed his eyes for a moment, a hint of disappointment visible on his stony, square face. 
“Have you met with the leader in person?” 
 
Something’s wrong. 
 
Kaika noticed the change in Walker’s expression, but she could not tell what caused it. Thinking 
that bluffing while in the dark was unwise, Kaika chose to tell him the truth. 
 
“No, I haven’t. I have an associate currently handling the negotiations on that end.” 
 
“Thank you for being honest. I believe we would’ve made good partners, but unfortunately, the 
US military can’t accept this offer, at least not in its current state.” 
 
“Is there a problem with the terms? If it’s about the large initial down payment to fund 
production, that’s negotiable.” 
 
“We have received a similar offer from a different party.” 



 
Cold sweat ran down Kaika’s back.  
 
“There is no other corporation capable of producing ARMS at the scale stipulated in our terms.” 
 
“That was also what we thought until they approached us. The problem is, both of you claim to 
have control over Guangxi. I think it would be better to have this discussion together with the 
other party.” Walker signaled at one of the MPs. 
 
The MP opened the door and called for someone. 
 
Kaika’s bad feeling turned into reality. 
 
A woman, her hair tied in a bun behind her head, entered the room. Kaika knew her face very 
well. 
 
Akane. 
 
Akane Kogami barely looked liked herself. Deep black circles hung underneath her tired eyes. 
Her prim and proper demeanor was nowhere to be seen. With unkempt hair and a wrinkled 
face, she resembled a crone who had given up caring for her appearance. Her stride had a slight 
limp. 
 
Two more familiar faces followed Akane inside. 
 
Walker stood up. “Let me introduce you. This is the leader of the Shui Jing group.”  
 
The general motioned towards the lone man among the new visitors. Dressed in a white 
mandarin collar suit, the tall man with a long ponytail smiled. It was a playful smirk, something 
expected of a child who had just pulled off a prank. 
 
“Mr. Zhang,” said Kaika. 
 
“It’s been a while, Ms. Nikaido.” 
 
Saya was already on her feet and warily eyeing Mao. Arashi noticed her hostility and took a 
fighting stance. 
 
“I understand you people have some history,” said Walker, “but please don’t forget that you’re in 
US territory, a military base no less.” 
 
“Stand down,” said Kaika. 
 



Saya and Arashi relaxed their guard. 
 
Zhang raised an eyebrow. “You don’t look very surprised.” 
 
“That’s because I’m not. I’m very disappointed though. This is the worst case scenario among my 
predictions.” 
 
“Aren’t you curious how I’m still around?” 
 
“Obviously a body double. You treat cosmetic surgery like daily make up. Fixing up some lackey 
to take your place would be easy enough.” 
 
“That’s absolutely correct!” Zhang clapped a few times. “Do you mind if we take a seat?” 
 
“I do, but don’t let that stop you.” 
 
Zhang sat down on a chair Mao pulled out for him. Mao remained standing by his side. Akane 
shot Saya a sharp look as she clumsily flopped into her seat. Her injuries at the arena appeared 
to have left permanent damage. Despite her struggle with the chair, Akane’s mood seemed very 
bright, as if she had just won the lottery. 
 
Kaika had deduced the link between Akane and Zhang when she noticed the odd circumstances 
surrounding Zhang’s assassination. 
 
Zhi Zhu’s paralysis weapon had been a big clue. A knife would be far more effective against 
normal people. That tool was designed to fight against an almost fully cybernetic person. Kaika 
had initially labeled it as mere coincidence, but after Rin confirmed Akane’s survival, her 
thinking had changed. 
 
That weapon was made to defeat Ageha. Her knight would not have been beaten so easily 
otherwise. 
 
Very few people knew about Ageha’s body. Akane was one of them. 
 
Zhang’s survival had been a bit harder to predict.  
 
Mao, who appeared close to Zhang, had remained calm after seeing him get shot to death. 
Remembering her own panic when she thought Ageha died, Kaika had found Mao’s behavior to 
be very odd. 
 
The biggest clue was how easily the Shui Jing group took over the top seat within the triad 
hierarchy. That made sense if their leader was the same person. 
 



Despite acknowledging the possibility of Zhang’s survival, Kaika had judged it to be unlikely and 
done nothing to prepare for it. She had not received any information from Valeriya that 
supported her theory, after all. 
 
Did Ria betray me? 
 
Kaika shelved that thought for later. She had bigger fish to fry. 
 
“Guangxi is under Mr. Zhang’s control, and they have offered us similar terms to this contract.” 
Walker tapped on the document on the table. “Aside from the condition that the US military 
would stop interfering with the Chinese triads’ internal affairs, all other conditions are 
practically equal. However, I believe Mr. Zhang’s offer is preferable because Ms. Nikaido’s deal 
works under the assumption that NGC has Guangxi.” 
 
That was exactly right. Kaika had no means to convince Walker to choose her offer. Zhang had 
stripped her of her weapons and cornered her. 
 
She had no way to win. 
 
Kaika grinned. 
 
Then I’ll just force a stalemate. 
 
“Did you say the conditions are equal?” she asked. “That’s completely wrong, General Walker.” 
 
“Please explain,” he said. 
 
“Knock offs will never come close to the real thing. Moreover, ARMS are much more complex 
than phones or appliances. Are you really willing to entrust the lives of your soldiers to inferior 
Chinese products?” 
 
Unlike other countries, the United States still had ongoing conflicts in several territories. Those 
were mostly small skirmishes under the pretext of justice and human rights, but lives were lost 
all the same. In fact, the importance of cybernetic enhancements increased in cases where 
bombers and tanks could not be used. 
 
“What a bold thing to say,” said Zhang. “Do you have any proof to back up that claim?” 
 
“Aside from decades of cutting edge ARMS manufacturing? NGC has been at the forefront of 
cybernetics since the field’s conception. It’s absurd to think some upstart with a few processing 
plants could even approach our level, regardless of them trying to rip off our designs.” 
 



“Nothing but speculation.” Zhang shook his head. “The specifications document I provided to 
the general shows just how excellent our products are. What matters is real data.” 
 
Kaika nodded. “I absolutely agree, Mr. Zhang. General Walker, I’d like to propose a weapons test 
between NGC and Mr. Zhang’s group. As the customer, I think it’s in your best interest to see 
how our products stack up against each other. What matters is real data, after all.” 
 
“There’s no need for that,” said Zhang. “The fact that you don’t have Guangxi already means you 
can’t fulfill the terms in your contract.” 
 
“We offer the US military the exact same deal even now. Same prices, no changes. Nothing in 
our proposal requires Guangxi.” 
 
“Impossible. You can’t sustain that level of supply without the right resources.” 
 
“We have other ways of lowering costs. Confidential, of course.” 
 
“Please don’t listen to her bluff, General. You should understand that her offer isn’t realistic. She 
just wants to shoo away the competition for now and then backpedal later.” 
 
“Are you that scared of having our products compared? If you really think they’re of equal 
quality, then you have nothing to lose.” 
 
Except your initiative in this negotiation, that is. 
 
“As much as I hate to admit it, we soldiers are expendable,” said Walker. “The country and the 
people try to glorify our value, but in the end, we’re no different from bullets and missiles used 
up for the sake of our leaders’ interests. However, just because we are tools doesn’t mean 
soldiers can be used carelessly. Leaders must make efficient use of any limited resource.” Walker 
turned to Kaika. “I agree with your proposal for a weapons test. Mr. Zhang, I believe you have no 
reason to decline if you have confidence in your product.” 
 
“...Yes, that’s correct.” 
 
Kaika’s lips curled into a repressed smirk. Zhang, in a rare show of emotion, looked visibly 
annoyed by her successful maneuvering. 
 
Akane remained silent, but her previously jovial expression quickly soured. She glared at Kaika, 
her cheeks trembling in fury. The thirst for revenge was almost palpable in her stare. 
 
How scary. 
 



Kaika made a mental note of Akane’s state. The woman was broken, but that also meant she was 
more dangerous due to her jagged edges. 
 
They spent the rest of the meeting discussing the details of the weapons test. Aside from basic 
functionality, power, and durability demonstrations, a mock battle between a representative 
from each group was added to show live combat performance. The date was set two weeks out to 
give both parties time to prepare. 
 
After the discussion ended, Zhang and his party prepared to leave. 
 
Walker held up his hand. “Please wait. I hope to keep this competition between Ms. Nikaido and 
Mr. Zhang as peaceful as possible. I understand that both of you are very powerful in your home 
countries, but keep in mind that you’re in the United States of America. Any unauthorized 
violence within our territory will not be tolerated. Do not underestimate us.” 
 
Kaika and Zhang nodded at his words. She knew very well that the military and law enforcement 
in the US were incomparable to those in Japan. They had better equipment, experience, and 
people. Most importantly, they actually did their jobs. 
 
Zhang left the room, followed by Mao and Akane. Kaika glanced at Saya and got up from her 
seat. 
 
“One more thing,” said Walker. 
 
Kaika wordlessly sat back down, her eyes on the general’s face. 
 
Walker placed his elbows on the table and leaned forward slightly. “We know you’re planning to 
sell ARMS to the Japanese and Chinese militaries.” 
 
Kaika mentally clicked her tongue, but this was still within her range of expectations. “I invoke 
my right to remain silent. Even if that were true, I can’t confirm due to client confidentiality.”  
 
“The US military has no intention of stopping you. Our interests probably lie in the same 
direction. We guarantee your safety as long as it stays that way.” 
 
“Is that why you reconsidered my offer instead of immediately taking Zhang’s?” 
 
“If your products really are superior, it would be foolish to buy cheaper imitations. We’d fall 
behind the countries that did accept your offer. That is not an option.” 
 
“Rest assured.” Kaika brandished a perfect business smile. “We provide equal service to all our 
customers.” 
 



 
*** 

 
 
“That little bitch!!!” Akane kicked over a trashcan as she paced around the spacious hotel suite. 
 
“Please calm down.” 
 
Though Akane had cursed in Japanese, Zhang politely replied to her in English. She knew some 
Mandarin, and he could understand some Japanese, but it was easier to use a language they 
were both fluent in. 
 
“Hey, I know… Let’s just kill them. Kaika and Saionji are isolated in this country. A few 
bodyguards can’t protect them from a surprise attack! Zhi Zhu beat Shikimi, right!? Then we can 
kill them now!” 
 
“Zhi Zhu is in China managing the organization in my place.” Zhang, seated on a couch, crossed 
his legs and sipped his tea. 
 
“Then send Mao and those twins! How hard could it be to kill two girls!?” 
 
“You should know that best.” 
 
Akane ground her teeth. Having been defeated by those two girls several times, she could not 
argue back. 
 
“I understand your anger, Akane, but we can’t do anything to them in this country. You heard 
General Walker, right?” 
 
“So you’re telling me to just let them go? Kaika ruined our plans! There’s no way our cybernetics 
can compare to NGC’s. That cunt probably has even more advanced models hidden up her 
sleeves!” 
 
“True, but the coming demonstration includes a mock battle. That part will affect audience 
opinion the most. I’ll call in Zhi Zhu to represent us. It’s a sure win.” 
 
“That’s not guaranteed. The only reason Zhi Zhu beat Shikimi was because I told you about his 
body.” 
 
“You say that because you don’t know Zhi Zhu. That man is a true dragon.” 
 
“Even if he did win and we foil Kaika’s plans, she’ll just go into hiding when she returns to 
Japan. She’s untouchable there. Did you forget our deal? I provide you information on Kaika 



and her group, and you help me kill them all. I’ve fulfilled my end of the deal. I even provided 
you with ARMS production technology for this stupid deal with the Americans! But those 
bitches are still perfectly fine! I didn’t think you were this incompetent!” 
 
Mao, not content to continue watching from a sofa in silence, glared at Akane and began to 
stand up. Zhang raised a hand to stop her. 
 
“Ms. Kogami, please be patient. We can’t risk attacking Nikaido and then failing, just like she did 
when she tried to assassinate me. I don’t want to make that girl desperate. Who knows what 
she’s capable of when truly cornered. We need to eliminate them all in one fell swoop.” 
 
Akane understood his logic, but her rampaging emotions robbed her of good judgment. Her 
head was filled to the brim with the desire to kill Saya and her mistress. 
 
“I ran out of patience long ago. I was a fool to trust a coward like you!” 
 
Mao jumped from her seat and grabbed Akane’s face, lifting her off the ground. 
 
“Stop that,” said Zhang. 
 
Mao released her hapless prey. Akane fell to the ground on her knees. 
 
“I thought she didn’t understand English!?” shouted Akane, her fingers on her sore cheeks. 
 
“She doesn’t, but anyone can understand your intent when you shout that much.” 
 
Akane scowled at Mao. “You bitch! How dare you touch me! You’re nothing but a pet whore!” 
 
“I’d refrain from speaking to her like that.” 
 
“Or what, she’ll attack me again!? Train your pets better!” 
 
“No, I’ll kill you myself.” 
 
Akane’s anger evaporated in an instant. Still on the floor, she felt her body start shivering. 
Zhang’s words were calm and clear, completely lacking emotion. That was why she understood 
that they were not meant to intimidate. He had simply stated a fact. 
 
“You should be more grateful to Mao,” he said. 
 
Akane, shaking like a leaf, mustered her courage and asked, “W-What do you mean?” 
 



“She was the one who convinced me to take you in when you showed up months ago. She told 
me you reminded her of herself at a difficult time and asked me to help you like how I helped 
her. It seems we were both mistaken in our evaluation of you.” 
 
“N-No, wait, please! I’m sorry for yelling and saying all those things. Blood rushed to my head, 
and I just-” 
 
“Then it’s fine.” 
 
Mao extended a hand towards her. Akane shrank away from it. 
 
“Don’t be afraid,” said Zhang. “She’s just helping you up. It’s hard to tell because of her eternally 
smug face, but Mao is a very caring girl.” 
 
Akane took Mao’s hand, and the latter gently pulled her up. Mao patted Akane’s shoulder a few 
times and gave her a thumbs up with her other hand. Akane could easily tell she was asking her 
to trust them. 
 
“I can speak Japanese you know,” said Akane in her mother tongue. 
 
“Oh, right. Sorry about grabbing your face, you fug-, ...Never mind.” 
 
“Good job controlling that tongue, Mao,” said Zhang. 
 
“Shut it, you horny eunuch.” 
 
“My two treasures are in perfectly good condition!” 
 
“Too bad your junior is too limp to make use of them.” 
 
“I-It is not!” 
 
Zhang and Mao had always treated Akane with respect and generosity. Even after her outburst, 
they did not abandon or blame her. Watching the slightly comedic scene before her, she felt a 
familiar warmth spread within her chest. She tried to place the feeling. 
 
Oh, that’s right. 
 
This is… 
 
The desire to destroy. 
 
 



*** 
 
 

“Did you hear?” 
 
“What?” 
 
Two triad members were going down a hallway in the Soaring Serpent Society HQ. 
 
“Some of the guys saw Zhi Zhu panicking after Boss’s body double got shot at the drug factory. 
Even he didn’t know about the boss faking his own death.” 
 
“What’s the big deal? Boss Zhang has his reasons.” 
 
“Thing is, that girl Mao seems to have known about it.” 
 
“Man, that’s just wrong. What’s the boss thinking, trusting that bimbo over his right-hand 
man?” 
 
“Right? I never liked her. I just hope Boss Zhang isn’t getting tricked.” 
 
“Hmm… Mao may be a bitch, but damn she’s hot. I can understand going nuts over that body.” 
 
“Stop saying foolish things and get back to work,” said Zhi Zhu as he approached them from 
behind. 
 
The two underlings quickly turned around. “”Boss Zhi Zhu!?”” 
 
“Don’t listen to baseless rumors. Boss Zhang knows what he’s doing. Doubting his thinking is 
beyond your capability and station.” 
 
“O-Of course! I apologize for the careless words!” 
 
The two men bowed deeply and ran off. 
 
Zhi Zhu shook his head and sighed as he watched them scamper away. 
 
This is not good. 
 
Rumors about the discord between Zhang and Zhi Zhu had been spreading like wildfire within 
the organization. That by itself was enough for Zhi Zhu to worry about, but the most pressing 
problem was the fact that even he had started having doubts about his leader’s judgment. 
 



He had spoken to Zhang about the reason why the fake assassination plan was  kept secret from 
him but not Mao. Zhang had explained that it was necessary to fool the cunning Kaika. Zhi Zhu’s 
panic was the best way to trick Kaika’s group into believing Zhang’s death was genuine. 
 
The reason Zhang told Mao about the plan was so she wouldn’t go berserk and get herself killed. 
Zhang’s trust in Zhi Zhu’s composure had allowed him to choose such a daring tactic, or so he 
said. 
 
Zhi Zhu was not convinced. Both he and Zhang had lost face in their subordinates eyes, a mishap 
fatal for people in their position. Losing respect in an organization that was built and 
maintained on reputation could lead to attacks coming from within and without. 
 
“Trouble in paradise?” 
 
Zhi Zhu peeked over his shoulder and saw Akane. “Ms. Kogami, weren’t you in the US with the 
boss? The demo is at the end of the week.” 
 
“I’ll be back by then. I just came back to take care of some business. Maybe we can go together 
on my return trip. You’re going to be the star of the show.” Her lips formed a seductive smile. 
 
“What brings you to headquarters?” 
 
“To see you, actually.” 
 
“That’s unexpected. To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
“I have some information you may be interested in. One of my men caught a spy that tried to 
infiltrate my network the other day. I rushed back here to take part in the interrogation.” 
 
“I was under the impression you didn’t have that kind of manpower.” 
 
“Not much in terms of firepower. That’s why I decided to ally with your society. But even if it 
comes from a dead person, money still buys a lot of information.” 
 
“And what does that spy have to do with me?” 
 
“Do you know about Zhang Mei Xing?” 
 
Zhi Zhu stiffened. “How do you know that name?” 
 
“Kaika Nikaido’s spy spilled it after a few hours of torture. Zhang’s rebellious son and future 
successor, was it?” 
 



“Stop beating around the bush.” 
 
“How impatient. We should move to a more secure location first.” 
 
“Alright.” 
 
Zhi Zhu led Akane to a small conference room and locked the door. 
 
Akane leaned against the table. “It feels like we’re going to be doing something naughty in here.” 
 
“Now talk.” 
 
Akane sighed. “You really should learn to relax a little. Anyway, did you know that Zhang and his 
son have been in contact recently?” She smirked. “That look says you didn’t. Seems Mei Xing 
came around and decided he wants to take over the family business. How does Zhang see that, I 
wonder?” 
 
“That’s none of your concern.” 
 
“No can do. This is a trade. I can’t just give you info for free.” 
 
Zhi Zhu considered for a moment and decided to provide a certain amount of information. “Boss 
always wanted Mei Xing to be his successor, but that kid rejected him and fled. I think Boss still 
feels the same way even now. That boy is his family, his blood.” 
 
“And how do you feel about that?” 
 
“I’m not sure what you mean.” 
 
“Don’t play dumb. You’re second-in-command, and Zhang is old.” 
 
“I won’t deny that I’d like to take over the boss’s position once he retires, but I’ll respect his will 
if he decides to make Mei Xing the next dragon head, assuming you’re telling the truth and the 
boy actually wants it.” 
 
Akane’s eyebrows rose as far as they would go. 
 
“That’s some loyalty. I’m honestly impressed, assuming you’re telling the truth.” 
 
“I have no reason to lie to you.” 
 
“Then think of this as a favor.” Akane took out her mobile terminal and showed a video to Zhi 
Zhu. “Recognize the man talking to Mei Xing?” 



 
“...Ageha Shikimi.” 
 
Zhi Zhu had seen pictures of him in the file Akane provided months ago. Her information had 
allowed him to recognize the helmet-masked Ageha at the drug facility and defeat him with ease. 
 
“I had people trailing Kaika’s group ever since they landed in China. We lost sight of them from 
time to time, but they’re easy to track in a remote place like this. Shikimi visited the inn you see 
in the background a couple of times. I didn’t think much of it when I first saw this, but that 
changed when the spy explained that Mei Xing lives at that inn.” 
 
“This can’t be true. Even if he despised his father, doing something like this… Where did you get 
this video?” 
 
“The people I borrowed from your society took it. You can confirm with them if you want.” 
 
“That’s…” 
 
If the video was taken by people from the triad, it’s genuine. 
 
“Zhang is being betrayed by his son.” 
 
That ingrate!!! 
 
Zhang would be devastated if he found out that his last living blood relative had betrayed him. 
Zhi Zhu felt the urge to rip out Mei Xing’s spine to punish his disloyalty. 
 
Akane showed a look of concern. “Zhang doesn’t have to know.” 
 
“...What are you scheming?” 
 
“Nothing that fancy. I just want your help. Zhang wants a peaceful resolution to his conflict with 
NGC. I can’t allow that. If you get rid of that traitor and pin it on Kaika, Zhang would never 
know about his son’s betrayal, and I’ll get my just cause to kill that brat and everyone she cares 
about. Simple, right?” 
 
“That would never work.” 
 
“Don’t you have people you can trust? Take them and make it look like a failed kidnapping. All 
fingers will point to Kaika. She’s the only one with any motive, at least as far as Zhang knows.” 
 
Zhi Zhu processed the information in his head. He was unsure if he could trust Akane’s words, 
but the small details added up. Zhang keeping him in the dark. The protection detail Zhang 



placed on Mei Xing. The lack of an official candidate for the next dragon head. Everything made 
sense if Zhang’s intent was to make Mei Xing his successor. Zhi Zhu desiring the dragon head 
chair was no secret, and Zhang may have been wary of that. 
 
“...Let me think about it.” 
 
“Of course, but please don’t take too long. This needs to happen before the demo. You’re 
expected to be there, so moving a few days before would be best. Kaika will probably disappear 
again after the weapons test. Who knows when I’ll get another chance at revenge.”  
 
Akane left the room, leaving a conflicted man alone with his thoughts. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
“Good job, you two,” said Akane as she held out an envelope filled with Yuan. 
 
In front of her were the two triad members that Zhi Zhu overheard gossiping in the hallway. 
 
“Piece of cake.” He grabbed the envelope. 
 
“Get money from chatting, I feel like movie star.” 
 
The men spoke in broken English. She had been a little worried that they could follow her 
instructions, but it seemed their comprehension was much better than their verbal skills. 
 
“I’ll give you the other half in a month’s time. Don’t speak a word about this to anyone else. Your 
lives on the line.” 
 
“L-Lives?” 
 
“B-But we just talk rumors…” 
 
“There’s nothing to worry about if you keep quiet. Now go.” 
 
“Yes, ma’am.” 
 
The two men got out of Akane’s car. The vehicle was parked on a busy street, like a tree hidden 
in the forest. 
 
Now I just need to wait for Zhi Zhu to light the fuse. 
 



Inciting him to action had been easier than she thought. She had not even needed to lie. The 
video evidence and spy’s testimony were all true. She had only directed him to the path she 
needed him to take. 
 
Satisfied at having successfully carried out her plan, Akane stretched her back. A dull pain shot 
from her abdomen, traveling through her spine and stinging her brain. It reminded her that she 
still needed to kill Rin Natsume, the woman who shot and scarred her. But that could wait. 
Kazuki’s share of vengeance would be delivered soon, and she wanted to savor it. 
 
In a few days, Zhang and Kaika will destroy each other, leaving me as the sole victor.  
 
 

*** 
 
 

That’s probably what Akane is thinking right now. 
 
Kaika tossed her mobile to the side, letting it bounce on the fluffy bed. She had just finished 
informing Yamagishi’s family of his demise. Even the fifty million yen damage reparation she 
had mentioned on the call did not soften his wife’s cries in the least. 
 
She normally did not bother apologizing to the family of each person that died under her 
employment. The job description for bodyguards and spies included mortal danger. But 
Yamagishi was special. He was a sacrifice that would lead her to victory. 
 
Yamagishi himself had not known how he was being used. He had infiltrated Akane’s circle per 
orders, unaware that the information Kaika gave him was completely fabricated. It was an 
impossible mission with an almost guaranteed chance of failure and capture. 
 
Yamagishi had been a suicide bomber carrying information instead of explosives. 
 
And now he was dead. The transmitter on him had said as much. 
 
Kaika rolled on the bed, not caring how the shoulder straps of her negligee had slipped down her 
arms. The only other person in the hotel room was Arashi, who was asleep on the couch. Digging 
her nose into a dolphin plushie, Kaika continued organizing the numerous schemes in her head. 
 
Zhang was not foolish enough to attack while in US territory. Akane was another story. One look 
at Akane’s eyes and Kaika knew she had become a vengeful spirit, a wraith lacking caution and 
restraint. 
 



By informing Akane of Mei Xing’s existence, Kaika intended to bait her into killing him and 
pinning the blame on Kaika’s group. Zhang would definitely get revenge if his son were killed, 
regardless of the consequences. 
 
Kaika had suspected from the beginning that Zhang deeply cared about family. Why else would a 
triad boss let his only son, a liability for a man in his position, roam free and do as he pleased? 
Seeing Zhang and Mao’s oddly familial relationship had turned Kaika’s suspicion into 
conviction. 
 
Though engineered by the supposed victim, Akane’s plan to frame Kaika was decent enough. 
Unfortunately, it would crumble the moment Kaika showed evidence proving that it was not her 
group that killed Mei Xing. The conversation between Ageha and Mei Xing about Zhang’s death, 
recorded using a bug planted in Ageha’s ARMS, was sufficient proof. Kaika’s faction simply had 
no reason to harm a man who was that friendly with them. 
 
Once Kaika was cleared of suspicion, all the blame would go to Akane, the only other person 
with a motive. With a little push, Zhang would kill her, removing the thorn in Kaika’s side once 
and for all. 
 
But for all that to happen, Mei Xing had to die, along with his family to get rid of possible 
witnesses. 
 
Their blood would be on Akane’s hands, but it would be Kaika’s finger on the trigger. 
 
Mei Xing was Ageha’s friend. 
 
Kaika knew a time would come when she would need to break her promise with Ageha and lie to 
him. 
 
Is there a better way? 
 
There probably was, but it was not something a devil baptized in deception and incapable of 
trust could come up with. 
 
Sacrifices, like Yamagishi, were necessary. 
 
I’m sorry. 
 
 
Chapter 14: Brawns and Brains 
 
“Something’s wrong,” said Mei Xing. 
 



Setsu, with Li Xue in tow, stopped walking just a few steps in front of him. Their house was just 
a few doors away. 
 
They had gone out for a late morning walk at Li Xue’s stubborn insistence. The summer heat 
was not ideal for such an activity, but the child’s energy had been impossible to contain indoors. 
Fortunately, there were few guests checked in, so the staff could take care of things while they 
were away.  
 
The humidity left by a daybreak drizzle had made their stroll quite uncomfortable, but a single 
carefree smile from Li Xue had completely blown away Mei Xing’s dissatisfaction. 
 
But that pleasant time had ended.  
 
Setsu, who knew about his past, faced him with a trace of unease. “...You’re right. The street is 
empty.” 
 
Though not the busiest place, it was very odd for their neighborhood to be completely deserted 
at this time of day. A disgusting sensation made its way into Mei Xing’s gut. A scowl surfaced on 
his normally laid back face. 
 
They’re here. 
 
He did not know who or why, but people were waiting for them. Judging from the wet tire tracks 
on the ground, they were numerous. He thanked the corrupt local government in his heart for 
leaving potholes on the road that collected rainwater. Without the tracks, Mei Xing might have 
dismissed the odd silence as coincidence. 
 
“Papa?” asked Li Xue, staring at his tightened face. 
 
Mei Xing felt a swirling anger in his chest. It was directed both at his own naivety and at the 
unknown enemy. 
 
Should I have left the country with my family even if I had to force Setsu to leave the inn she 
loves? 
 
No, maybe I never should’ve lingered here in the first place. 
 
He focused his mind and cleared away his pointless regrets. The most important thing right now 
was to protect his family. There was a chance they were also being targeted by being related to 
him, so leaving their side and acting as a decoy would only expose them to more danger. 
 



He approached Setsu and whispered, “Get ready to run on my signal.” He pointed with his eyes 
to a small alley between the closest houses. “We’ll go through there, head down the hill, and into 
the forest.” 
 
Setsu nodded and carried Li Xue in her arms. 
 
“I’ll take her. It’s faster.” Mei Xing picked his daughter up by the armpits and held her to his 
chest. “Li Xue, we’re going to play a game.” 
 
“A game?” 
 
“Yeah. it’s like hide and seek, so I need you to close your eyes and keep quiet until the game 
ends.” 
 
“Okay, Papa.” Her pigtails bounced as she vigorously nodded. 
 
“Setsu, let’s walk normally first. Maybe they haven’t noticed us yet.” 
 
“Alright.” 
 
The three of them turned into the alley. A second later, the sound of boots thumping the ground 
came from behind them. 
 
No luck! 
 
“Run!” 
 
They rushed through the alley, down the hill, and into the bushes lining the forest. Mei Xing 
knew the forest well. He went foraging for mushrooms there during the cooler months. The 
forest was not dense enough to lose their pursuers by simply running away, especially in 
daytime. They needed to find a place to hide. 
 
After a few minutes of running, Mei Xing and Setsu began slowing down. Even adrenaline could 
not sustain their sprint. They came upon a large tree with a hollowed area near the base. Mei 
Xing turned around to check for pursuers. No one was in sight. He decided to hide in the sizable 
tree hole before anyone caught up to them. 
 
After passing Li Xue to his wife, Mei Xing pulled out a few branches from a bush nearby to use 
for cover. The three of them huddled inside the tree hollow. He hurriedly covered the opening 
with the branches as best as he could. The camouflage was not perfect, but they had to make do 
with the little time they had. 
 
“Mama, did the game start?” asked Li Xue, her eyes still tightly shut. 



 
“Shh…” Setsu gently held her head closer, burying it into her chest. 
 
The sound of footsteps, muffled by the soft earth and fallen plantlife, gradually became louder. 
Only a few sets of boots thumped nearby. The enemies had probably spread out to find them. 
 
Sweat beaded on their skin and soaked their clothes. Li Xue squirmed in Setsu’s arms, clearly 
irritated by the damp heat enveloping her. The couple tried to keep their breathing as quiet as 
possible and perked their ears for the movements of their pursuers. 
 
Seconds felt like hours, and the short time they spent inside the dark hole seemed like an 
eternity. 
 
The rustling around them gradually faded. 
 
“I think they’re gone,” whispered Setsu. 
 
Mei Xing thought for a moment. “Let’s wait a bit more.” 
 
They spent another few minutes focusing their ears for any unnatural sounds coming from 
outside, but heard nothing. 
 
“I’ll check if the coast is clear,” said Mei Xing. 
 
“It’s dangerous!” 
 
“I’ll just take a peek. We might be able to sneak around behind them and escape.” Keeping the 
bush cover in place, he peeked out through the leaves and surveyed the surroundings. 
 
There were no people in sight. They could make a break for it while their pursuers were 
searching deeper within the forest, but more enemies could be waiting at the edge of the forest. 
He decided to endure inside the hole until the pursuers gave up. 
 
Mei Xing turned to Setsu. “We’re safe for now. Let’s wait here until-” 
 
Something grabbed his hair and pulled him out of the hole with incredible force. He cried out in 
pain as the force uprooted a bunch of his follicles. The shock from the unforeseen assault froze 
his thoughts, rendering him immobile. Woken up by Setsu’s scream, he struggled with all his 
might. His flailing fingers and feet kicked up the soil around him. 
 
“Settle down,” said a nostalgic voice. 
 
He knew the man restraining his head. 



 
“Z-Zhi Zhu?” 
 
“I’m honored you remember me.” 
 
Setsu ran out of the hole and jumped at Zhi Zhu, but he easily swatted her away. She crashed to 
the ground, her cheek dark red and her lips broken. The blow had knocked her out. 
 
“You bastard!!!” shouted Mei Xing. He tried to pull off Zhi Zhu’s arm, but it felt like lead and 
would not budge. 
 
“It wasn’t a bad idea to hide in there, but you should’ve used soil to cover your bodies instead of 
breaking off branches. The young ones completely missed you because they don’t know the 
forest, but I trained in the mountains when I was younger. Animals don’t break branches like 
that.” Zhi Zhu pointed his thumb at the oddly shaped shrub Mei Xing had used for his makeshift 
camouflage. 
 
“What do you want from me!?” 
 
“Your life, you traitor.” 
 
“Traitor..? What are you talking about?” 
 
“Don’t play dumb. I know you’re working with Kaika Nikaido to overthrow your father.” 
 
“Kaika… Nikaido..?” Mei Xing realized what Zhi Zhu was referring to. 
 
“That look on your face confirms it. Akane Kogami was telling the truth.” 
 
“No! Ms. Nikaido visited the inn once. I don’t know anything more about her!” 
 
“But her bodyguard visited your inn at least twice. I have video proof of that.” 
 
“That was…” 
 
True. Ageha had indeed visited twice, and the second time was to confess to killing Zhang Wei 
Long. Mei Xing had forgiven him for that. In a sense, he had indeed betrayed his father. 
 
Taking his hesitation as admittance, Zhi Zhu slammed his head on the ground, rattling his 
consciousness. 
 
“You disgust me. You abandoned your father years ago without even knowing how much he 
cares for you. Now you even stabbed him in the back!!!” 



 
Several men had formed a circle around them while they were talking. 
 
Zhi Zhu pointed at one of his men. “You, pin him down. I’ll go fetch the kid.” 
 
“Don’t you dare touch her!!!” shouted Mei Xing. “I’ll kill you!!! I’ll rip your heart out!!!” 
 
One of Zhi Zhu’s subordinates grabbed Mei XIng by his clothes and pushed him face first into 
the ground. Mei Xing swallowed dirt as he screamed with all his might. His left arm was twisted 
behind his back. 
 
“If he keeps struggling, break his arm.” 
 
Ignoring the warning, Mei Xing continued to kick and claw at the ground. His elbow twisted 
unnaturally bit by bit, but his desperation to stop Zhi Zhu anesthetized him. 
 
Zhi Zhu looked at him from above. “If you had this much guts, why did you betray your father?” 
 
“I didn’t betray anyone!!!” 
 
“Be quiet.” Zhi Zhu kicked him in the face.  
 
One of Mei Xing’s teeth flew out of his mouth. He could feel a few more rolling on his tongue, 
but he did not care. He screamed curses at the man threatening his daughter. 
 
His courage backfired. 
 
Hearing his cries, Li Xue ran out of the hole and embraced him, covering his head with her tiny, 
fragile frame. 
 
“Don’t hurt Papa!!!”  
 
She was crying, snot dribbling down her nose and chin. 
 
“...How brave. Boss’s blood, the blood of a true dragon, still runs through both of your veins after 
all.” Zhi Zhu shut his eyes tight and inhaled deeply. He slowly released the air inside his lungs, 
his cheeks and lips contracting into a stiff frown. “It would be a shame to spill it at such a place.” 
 
Mei Xing stared at the face of the man he had once called uncle. Glimpsing a faint glimmer of 
hope in Zhi Zhu’s mercy, he relaxed his clenched jaw. 
 
“But betrayal means death.” Zhi Zhu motioned to his men. “Shoot the girl and rape the woman 
before killing her. Be as brutal as you can.” 



 
“No…” Mei Xing’s voice was withered and hollow. “Please, Zhi Zhu… I’ll do anything you want..!” 
His throat shook, releasing a low moan, like a wandering ghost unable to find salvation. “Kill 
me… Just please… please don’t hurt them… Not my daughter..!” 
 
Mei Xing desperately reached out for Zhi Zhu’s ankle, but the latter lifted his shoe and crushed 
the chef’s dominant hand underfoot. 
 
“You should’ve thought about that before siding with the foreign enemies.” 
 
Mei Xing, his head wrapped in Li Xue’s body, was enveloped by his daughter’s calming 
fragrance. It was the aroma of innocence, purity, and youth. It inspired images of her boundless 
potential and vibrant future behind his tightly closed eyelids. 
 
“Do it.” 
 
A gunshot rang out. 
 
Li Xue’s body flinched violently. 
 
Something warm splashed on Mei Xing’s nape. 
 
Her scent vanished. 
 
Nothing but the odor of rust remained. 
 
Mei Xing unleashed a soundless roar, cursing everything in existence, before succumbing to the 
darkness. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
“Right there, yeah, that’s good,” said Zhang. 
 
Mao pressed her thumb deep into his shoulder muscle, relieving the tightness accumulated from 
stress. “You work too hard for a geezer. You should let the young ones do more. They’ll never 
rise up the ranks because of your grandstanding.” 
 
“Thanks for worrying about me, but I’ll be fine. There’s still some oomph left in these old bones.” 
 
“Who said anything about worrying? And don’t say oomph. It’s disgusting coming from a relic 
like you.” 



 
Two knocks came from the hotel door. 
 
“Later, I’m busy right now,” said Zhang. 
 
“Boss, it’s… urgent.” 
 
Chen, the man behind the door, had served Zhang for decades. He would not bother him with 
anything trivial. 
 
“Come in.” 
 
Chen entered the room and approached them. Mao continued with her massage, not minding 
the audience. 
 
“What’s with that terrible face, Uncle Chen?” asked Mao. “Want a massage too? I’ll give you a 
discount. How does ten thousand Yuan sound?” 
 
“This is not the time, Mao.” Chen pressed his lips together, as if damming up the words about to 
spill from them. 
 
“...What happened?” asked Zhang. 
 
Chen glanced at Mao, but Zhang dismissed his concerns about confidentiality with a wave of a 
hand. 
 
“Mei Xing was attacked.” 
 
Mao’s fingers stopped. 
 
All emotion in Zhang’s face evaporated. “How is he..?” 
 
“Dead.” 
 
“...His wife and my… granddaughter..? Li Xue?” 
 
“Dead. According to the report, it was a horrible scene. I beg you not to ask me anymore.” 
 
“What about the lookouts?” 
 
Zhang had several men living near the inn, pretending to be locals. Their job was to protect Mei 
Xing and his family. Out of respect for his son’s privacy and freedom, they had been strictly 



ordered to limit their intervention to protection. They only gave the most basic reports about 
Mei Xing’s life. 
 
“All killed. Reinforcements arrived too late, but they managed to catch one of the culprits.” 
 
Zhang lamented his naivety. He should have caged his son and granddaughter if he knew this 
would happen. 
 
“Who did it?” 
 
“It was Nikaido’s group.” 
 
“Oh.” 
 
“What should I-” 
 
“Gather everyone.” 
 
“Boss, we’re in enemy territory. We must wait for the right time-” 
 
“Didn’t you hear me?” 
 
“Yes, Dragon head.” Chen marched out of the room. 
 
“What can I do?” asked Mao as she embraced his neck from behind, her cheek pressing onto his. 
 
“Mei... Mei was my hope.” 
 
He was the last treasure my beloved left me.  
 
Cold tears fell from his eyes. “And Li Xue was my dream.” 
 
She looked so much like her grandmother. 
 
“I… I no longer have anything.” 
 
“Then drown in vengeance. I will sink with you.” Mao gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Tell me, 
Boss. Tell me what to do.” 
 
Though Zhang often told Mao stories about his son and granddaughter, she had never met them. 
Nevertheless, he could tell that the anger in her voice was genuine. It was as if she had taken on 
a chunk of his despair, preventing him from breaking right then and there. 
 



“...Destroy Kaika Nikaido and everything she cares about. Make them regret ever living.” 
 
 

*** 
 
 

Mao had arrived a step ahead of the other triad members. She watched the main entrance of the 
luxury hotel Kaika was staying at from an empty balcony of the building across the street.  
 
According to surveillance, Kaika was still inside the hotel. Likely confident in her safety while on 
American soil, the girl had put little effort into concealing her location. 
 
You’ll regret that arrogance. 
 
Minutes later, the rest of the triad members, numbering a dozen in total, pulled up a block away 
from the hotel. Almost everyone available had mobilized, but they could only gather that many 
because very few members had accompanied them to the US.  
 
Zhang had stayed behind at Mao’s fervent request. While she understood his desire to see his 
vengeance delivered, he was utterly useless in combat and would only be a hindrance. 
 
Mao affixed a small comm device on her ear. “Is everyone here?” 
 
“I’m here! Ying is with me,” said Ying. 
 
“Can’t you do something about your names? Having twins with the same name is too confusing. 
It’s a pain calling either of you.” 
 
“But Ying is Ying. What can we do?” 
 
Mao sighed. The twins were hard to handle and downright strange, but their abilities were 
dependable. She decided to not waste time scolding them for things they would never change 
anyway. 
 
The twins got out of the car closest to the hotel entrance. They were wearing the exact same 
clothes and hairstyle, a white open collar shirt topped with a black suit and a short bob cut. It 
was impossible to tell them apart. Even their high-pitched voices sounded the same.  
 
Their androgynous yet well-arranged features made them look a little older than their actual 
age. The seventeen-year-old brother and sister had killed enough people to give their faces a 
mature, worn-out tint. 
 
“Ying, let’s go!” said the brother as he tried to rush off towards the hotel. 



 
The sister grabbed his shoulder. “Not yet, Ying. We need to wait for Mao’s signal.” 
 
Mao silently thanked the sister’s calm personality. They did not know which room Kaika was 
using, so it would be unwise to blindly go inside. 
 
Years ago, Mao had found the two Japanese orphans during one of her missions. Seeing her old 
self in them, she had asked Zhang to take them into the organization. A few summers later, they 
had become very efficient, albeit hard to handle, killers. 
 
Dozens of people commuted to and from the hotel. Luxury cars stopped at the front curb for 
valet parking several times a minute. A couple of security guards were stationed at the main 
doors. 
 
“Is everyone in position?” asked Mao. 
 
“Not yet. We haven’t secured the rear exit,” said one of the subordinates. 
 
“Hurry up you imbeciles! They might slip away while you’re dawdling!” 
 
Having rushed to the hotel to prevent Kaika from escaping, the triad assault team had not been 
able to fully arm themselves. Their firearms were limited to pistols and submachine guns. The 
enemy had someone who could fight equally with Zhi Zhu, a god of battle without exaggeration, 
so she felt a little uneasy. However, that did not affect her resolve to carry out Zhang’s order. 
 
I’ll make them regret being born. 
 
A white car with tinted windows pulled up at the hotel curb. A valet driver got out of the vehicle 
and headed for the main doors. Before he could go inside, the eyes of almost everyone around 
him, including himself, focused on a small group walking out of the building. 
 
An almost six-foot man, sporting a black helmet with matching body armor, led the party of 
four. Behind him were three females. The one on the left had scruffy hair and a plain white mask 
on her face, and the one on the right was someone Mao recognized. 
 
Saionji! 
 
In the middle of the mobile huddle was a small girl. She was hardly visible with the human 
barrier around her, but Mao was certain she was the target. 
 
Kaika Nikaido. 
 
“Nikaido is at the main entrance!!!” shouted Mao as she leapt from the balcony.  



 
Seeing her jump from the fifth floor, some of the approaching cars braked, causing a chain 
collision on the road. Like a cat, she bounded off the railing of the balcony a floor below. She 
grabbed onto a street light and swung herself across the street. Faithful to her name, Mao landed 
on a stopped taxi cab on all fours, her cybernetic limbs crushing its thin metal roof. 
 
Screams erupted around her. 
 
Saionji drew a micro pistol and shot at her, but the bullets bounced off her forearms. The 
armored man, Ageha Shikimi, placed himself between Mao and Kaika. Mao engaged him 
without hesitation. 
 
The twins rushed at Kaika’s group from the side. Not caring about the people in the way, the 
brother drew his dual compact submachine guns and started shooting. Men, women, and 
children fell to the ground like puppets with strings cut. The masked girl grabbed a passerby and 
used him as a shield against the bullets. The twin sister drew her pistol and followed after Ying. 
 
The hotel guards drew their weapons to aim at the brother but got mowed down by his 
submachine gun before they could fire a shot. Ying’s magazines ran out, so he quickly moved to 
reload them. In that moment, the masked girl blazed towards him. He blocked her turning heel 
kick with his cybernetic arm, but the impact launched him to the side and onto the door of a 
parked car. 
 
His sister appeared in the space he vacated, surprising the masked girl. She landed a jab, 
cracking the girl’s mask. Not even flinching from the blow, the masked girl threw a right 
straight. The sister weaved past the punch and entered zero range. Before the enemy could react, 
she shot her point blank in the abdomen twice and then aimed the pistol at her face. 
 
“For my brother.” Ying shot the masked girl in the forehead. 
 
The girl toppled to the ground. Pieces of her shattered mask scattered around her. 
 
Ageha, who had been easily avoiding Mao’s blows, showed an opening after seeing the girl’s 
death. Mao took advantage of it and attacked his head. He swayed left to avoid her claw. The 
sharp blades landed on his right bicep. 
 
His arm flew off. 
 
Surprised by the unexpected amputation, Mao leapt back to distance herself. She analyzed the 
situation. The masked girl was dead. The male twin had gotten back on his feet. Saya and Kaika 
had returned inside the hotel with triad members hot on their heels. Ageha had lost an arm. 
 
Lost an arm? 



 
According to Akane and Zhi Zhu, Ageha’s body was almost fully cybernetic. Naturally, that 
included all his limbs. 
 
“G'uess the jig’s up,” said the masked man. “‘It’s just insurance’, he said. ‘A simple deterrent.’ I 
even wore this stupid hot helmet and armor, but nooo, you had to come anyway.” He, no, she 
removed the black helmet. 
 
Her pale golden mane, balled into a tight bun behind her head, glistened under the bright hotel 
lights. Beads of sweat rolled down her forehead and nose. She blinked a few times, as if 
adjusting her sapphire eyes to the lighting. 
 
Mao gasped after realizing the enemy’s identity. 
 
Valeriya Varrenikov. 
 
“This is so hard to move in,” said the Russian as she disengaged her body armor. “With this, I’ve 
paid back what I owe Ageha and more.” 
 
Her voluptuous bosom, wrapped tight in a dark grey body suit, jiggled out. 
 
Mao and the twins were confused by the turn of events and failed to take advantage of her 
momentary vulnerability. 
 
Valeriya grinned. “That was your last chance to defeat me, kiddies.” 
 
Mao instinctively put up her guard. She sensed great danger from the one-armed enemy before 
her, as if she were facing a lion on the hunt. 
 
I mustn’t fall for her bluff. 
 
Mao glanced at Valeriya’s dead ally. 
 
She’s alone. 
 
We have the advantage! 
 
Valeriya glanced at her lifeless companion. “How long are you gonna take a break?” 
 
“...Dammit. I was gonna surprise them!” said the dead girl. Her voice sounded like it came from 
a speaker. 
 
Mao and the twins widened their eyes as they watched the dead girl speak. 



 
“It wouldn’t be much of a test if you stab them in the back, right? And unfair fights aren’t 
exciting. Stop sulking. In exchange, you can go all out.” 
 
“...Really? You won’t take that back?”  
 
“Yes, really. It wouldn’t be much of a test otherwise.” 
 
“Thanks, Mom.” The girl hopped to her feet. 
 
Her face was blank, with no visible eyes, nose, or mouth. And it was metal. 
 
“Geez, you only call me that at times like these. I guess I’m the stupid one for feeling really 
happy anyway.” Valeriya rotated her left shoulder. “Weapons free, Sakuya.” 
 
 

*** 
 
 

The soldier pinning Mei Xing down popped like a water balloon, bathing the father and daughter 
in blood. 
 
“Target one down,” said Arashi. 
 
“Enemy sniper!” shouted Zhi Zhu as he leapt behind a tree. 
 
Arashi had wanted to kill the leader first, but she had not had the time to get a clear shot. She 
had prioritized saving her protection targets. 
 
Ageha jumped down from the treetops and landed in the middle of the Chinese group. He 
scooped up Setsu and zoomed towards Mei Xing and Li Xue. 
 
The armed men around him moved. Three of them overlapped in Arashi’s sight for a tenth of a 
second. It was enough. 
 
“Targets two, three, four down.” 
 
As geysers of blood erupted around him, Ageha grabbed Mei Xing and Li Xue with his other arm 
and fled the chaos. Zhi Zhu and his men scattered. Arashi killed two more before losing sight of 
all targets. 
 
“I have them,” said Ageha, his voice coming from her earpiece. “Let’s meet up.” 
 



“Roger.” 
 
Using a gps map in the brand new terminal Kaika had gotten her, Arashi stealthily traveled to 
Ageha’s group. After joining up, they took cover within a dense patch of trees. 
 
Ageha laid his load on the ground. He did not have his helmet or armor. A black form-fitting suit 
covered his body from wrist to ankles. 
 
Arashi wrapped the unconscious Mei Xing’s injured hand with a bandage. When she tightened 
the gauze, his eyes snapped open. 
 
“Stop! Zhi Zhu-” 
 
Ageha covered his mouth with a hand. “Be quiet.” 
 
Mei Xing stared at his face, confused, but he nodded after a few moments. Ageha removed his 
hand, allowing him to talk. 
 
“Ageha..? Where are Li Xue and Setsu?” 
 
Ageha pointed at the wife and daughter lying a few feet away from Mei Xing. “They’re fine. Li 
Xue just lost consciousness because I ran too fast.” 
 
Mei Xing scrambled to his family. After carefully examining them with his eyes and hands, he 
sat on the ground and heaved an enormous sigh. 
 
“Sorry for being late,” said Ageha. “I had to wait until our substitutes got to the states.” 
 
“...You knew about this?” 
 
“It’s a long story. I wanted to call and warn you ahead of time, but I wasn’t sure how you’d react. 
If you went into hiding without telling us where, the triad would definitely find you first. You can 
blame me all you want later, but for now, let us protect you.” 
 
Mei Xing’s rigid expression softened. “Thank you for saving us.” 
 
Ageha shook his head. “I don’t deserve your thanks. Arashi, guard them here until I get back. ” 
 
“No,” she said. 
 
I refuse to wait here without doing anything! 
 



Arashi did not want to experience the terror she felt when she saw Ageha lying on the ground in 
the drug facility again. Just thinking of the possibility that she might never kiss him again filled 
her heart with inexplicable dread. 
 
“This is no time to be stubborn.” 
 
“She’s right,” said Mei Xing. “This forest isn’t dense enough to hide us forever. Zhi Zhu won’t 
give up. He’ll call in reinforcements and trap us here.” 
 
“But we can’t leave the forest either. There are enemies stationed at the treeline and around the 
hill.” 
 
“You have to kill Zhi Zhu.” 
 
“The leader? Easier said than done, especially with pests buzzing around him.” 
 
“I guess that means you’ve already seen him fight.” 
 
“I fought him once.” 
 
“And survived? Then we might really have a chance here.” 
 
“I only survived due to luck back then. But this time is different.” 
 
Mei Xing looked at Arashi. “You, um, what was it again...” 
 
“Arashi,” she said. 
 
“How good are you with that gun?” 
 
“I’m… awesome, dood.” Arashi gave him a thumbs up, her expression the epitome of boredom. 
 
“Dood..?” Mei Xing glanced at Ageha, his eyebrow raised in doubt. 
 
How rude! 
 
I’m telling the truth! 
 
“It’s true,” said Ageha. “She sniped the enemies around you earlier. I just picked you guys up.” 
 
“...Then I have a plan. I know this forest, and I know the enemy.” Mei Xing placed a hand on the 
tree they were using for cover. “The upper branches of this large tree should be a good sniping 
spot. If you saved us earlier by sniping, then I’m sure you can climb there easily.” 



 
Arashi nodded. 
 
“I’ll go into the forest and act as bait.” 
 
Ageha stared at Mei Xing. “Are you crazy? You’ll get killed in an instant.” 
 
“That’s why Arashi will snipe any enemies that see me. I won’t go too far so that she can see any 
pursuers from here.” 
 
“It’s better if I’m the bait. My body is mostly alloy, so I’m perfect for the role.” 
 
“No, you have a more important job. Please secure the perimeter around Arashi. Eliminate all 
enemies shooting at or approaching Arashi. She’ll be focused on covering for me and won’t be 
able to protect herself. That should be a piece of cake for someone who survived against Zhi 
Zhu.” 
 
“What about Setsu and Li Xue?” 
 
“Let’s hide them in the bushes.” Mei Xing pointed at the shrubbery near the base of the tree. 
“That way, you can protect them and Arashi at the same time.” 
 
“But if an enemy gets through or sees them from afar-” 
 
“I know.” 
 
“It’s too dangerous.” 
 
“This is the best way. The triad members won’t shoot them on sight. They are worth more as 
hostages to lure us out, so they’ll try to grab them.” 
 
“But if Zhi Zhu himself comes for you or Arashi from the start, I’m not sure I can stop him.” 
 
“Zhi Zhu won’t do that. He’s extremely cautious. Knowing him, he’ll send his men first to check 
for traps.” 
 
“...Makes sense. When I fought him, he sent his subordinates to their deaths just to observe my 
capabilities.” 
 
“We’ll get rid of as many of his people in the forest as we can. When he gets isolated, you and 
Arashi can team up and kill him.” 
 
“This strategy sounds very risky. We’ll be safer if-” 



 
“Don’t misunderstand.” Mei Xing looked into Ageha’s eyes, his expression as easygoing as usual. 
“This isn’t a defensive battle. This is a hunt. Zhi Zhu hurt my family. I am very, very angry.” 
 
You sure don’t look like it. 
 
But Arashi kept that comment to herself, knowing how hypocritical it would sound coming from 
her. 
 
She handed a small earpiece to Mei Xing. 
 
He examined it. “What’s this?” 
 
Arashi touched her right ear with her index finger. “Communication.” 
 
“You brought extra?” asked Ageha. 
 
She nodded. 
 
“Good job. It’s a pain when you’re trying to blow me up, but this time, I’m thankful you’re always 
so well-geared.” 
 
Ageha praised me! 
 
A faint blush appeared on her cheeks. 
 
Mei Xing glanced at them in turn. “You two have a really peculiar relationship.” 
 
Ageha smiled wryly. “You don’t know the half of it.” 
 
Arashi also equipped Setsu and Li Xue with earpieces so Mei Xing could explain the situation in 
case they woke up in the middle of the battle. Mei Xing and Ageha hid them the bushes. 
 
“Let’s go,” said Mei Xing. 
 
Ageha disappeared into the treetops with one jump. Arashi shot her grappling hook upwards 
and zipped to the top of the tree.  
 
Mei Xing scratched his head. “Uh, okay. I’ll just run if you don’t mind.” 
 
Arashi got into sniping position and kept Mei Xing in her sights as he dashed away.  
 



In a few minutes, a group of triad members found him. Arashi shot down most of his pursuers 
with ease. Two of them took cover behind a small tree. 
 
Nice try. 
 
Arashi shot through the trunk. Bark and splinters burst out from the holes carved by her bullets. 
The two men crumpled to the floor. Their bodies were still intact because the wood weakened 
her bullets, but the copious volume of blood bubbling from their bodies confirmed their deaths. 
 
Mei Xing rested his back on a tree and caught his breath. Arashi took this chance to scan her 
surroundings. 
 
“Four down.” Ageha’s voice came from her earpiece. 
 
“Six down,” replied Arashi. 
 
“This isn’t a contest, people,” said Mei Xing. 
 
Arashi spotted movement in her peripheral vision and zoomed in with her bionic eye. “Two 
hostiles sighted about two hundred feet northeast from here. No clear shot. Requesting 
support.” 
 
“On top of it,” said Ageha. 
 
Diving down from the branches, Ageha landed on the first target, crushing him underfoot. He 
swiftly dispatched the second target with a knife to the chest. 
 
Ageha looked around the area. “I can hear a bunch of them coming here. These two were bait. 
Can you toss a flashbang here?” 
 
Who do you think I am? 
 
“Roger.” Arashi slung her rifle and stood on the tree branch. While calculating the exact distance 
to Ageha with her bionic eye, she took out a flash grenade. With one swift motion, she launched 
it into the air. “Fire in the hole.” 
 
Like a baseball long toss, the cartridge-shaped explosive traced a high arc towards Ageha. It hit 
the top of a tree and fell, rustling the leaves and branches as it tumbled down. Ageha covered 
both ears with his hands. Enemies appeared around him and aimed their weapons. 
 
A burst of light and sound swallowed them. 
 



Right after the detonation, Ageha sliced open the throats of three people. The remaining 
enemies panicked and began shooting blindly, some of them hitting their allies. 
 
“More enemies coming your way,” said Arashi. “I will provide fire support.” 
 
“Don’t worry about me. Focus on Mei Xing,” said Ageha. 
 
He dashed behind a tree. The reinforcements trained their guns at the wooden barrier, waiting 
for him to come out. A few seconds later, Ageha fell from the sky and stabbed the shoulders of 
two enemies with his dual blades. The triad members turned towards the screams, but Ageha 
was no longer there. 
 
The enemies could not follow his inhuman speed and three-dimensional movement. He zipped 
from tree to tree, flew up and down, streaked left and right. A trail of corpses marked his path. 
 
Arashi caught herself before being completely mesmerized by his lethal acrobatics. 
 
I need to focus! 
 
She found Mei Xing running away from a group of enemies. After Arashi picked off the one in 
front, the other three scrambled for cover. She shot one in the calf, blowing away everything 
below the knee. He screamed in agony while writhing on the ground. The others cowered behind 
a large tree. This time, she could not accurately shoot through the thick trunk. 
 
Arashi did not finish off the one-legged enemy. Instead, she watched patiently as he frantically 
cried for help. One of his comrades rushed out to save him. He picked up the injured man and 
supported him with his shoulder. Arashi shot the ground around them a few times, intentionally 
missing by a hair. They shrieked in terror while desperately trying to outrun her bullets. Seeing 
his friends in danger, the man hiding behind the tree ran out to help them.  
 
What good friends! 
 
Arashi blew away his forehead. The other two froze in shock upon seeing the mist of brain fluid 
before them, making it easy for her to put holes in their backs. 
 
The massacre continued. Triad members fell like flies against their overwhelming combat 
prowess. More reinforcements came from the hill, but they too dwindled in a span of minutes. 
 
“Ten enemies heading here,” said Arashi. “Requesting support.” 
 
“Sorry, you’ll have to handle them by yourself,” said Ageha. “Looks like I hit the jackpot this 
time.” 
 



Zhi Zhu!? 
 
Ageha was about to face the man who had defeated him once. Anxiety strangled Arashi’s heart. 
 
“I will clear out the enemies as soon as I can and support you.” 
 
“No need to rush. Be careful and make sure to keep Mei Xing and the others safe.” 
 
Keep them safe? 
 
I don’t care about these people. 
 
The one I want to protect is you! 
 
Arashi bit her bottom lip. “But-” 
 
“Have a bit more faith in me. I’m a god, right?” 
 
Arashi closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
Right. 
 
“Roger.” 
 
“Your relationship is even more peculiar than I thought,” said Mei Xing. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
Kaika crouched behind the hotel stairwell while her butler dealt with the fodder coming after 
them. Saya had initially used only a handgun, but after running low on ammo, she had stolen a 
submachine gun from a dead triad member to supplement her firepower. 
 
What are they doing here? 
 
Did Ageha and Arashi not make it in time? 
 
...Did they fail? 
 
Kaika had told Ageha about her plan to turn Akane and Zhang against each other by using Mei 
Xing. At first, she had tried to keep it a secret, afraid that he would abandon her after learning 
the truth. It was the same fear that drove her to betray Arashi before. 



 
The fear of trusting another. 
 
Unable to trust Arashi’s kindness, Kaika had left her blind. But Ageha had saved Kaika from that 
mistake. Learning from her error, she chose to believe in Ageha. 
 
After telling him everything, Ageha just nodded and patted her head, as if praising her for a job 
well done. 
 
He knew how it felt to be unable to trust another person. Ageha had recognized her fear, 
something he carried himself, and rewarded her for overcoming her weakness. 
 
He understood her. 
 
He really was special. 
 
Not in general. 
 
But to her. 
 
I won’t lose to this fear again. 
 
I trust in Ageha and Arashi. 
 
But if they had not failed their mission, why were Zhang’s men coming after Kaika? 
 
The gunfire subsided. Dozens of corpses, mostly normal hotel guests, were scattered across the 
hotel lobby. The smell of burning gunpowder permeated the large hall. 
 
“Ojousama, I’ve taken care of the first wave,” said Saya. “We need to move.” 
 
A drop of suspicion created ripples of doubt in Kaika’s mind. 
 
She realized she might have discovered a secret she could never tell Ageha, even at the cost of 
breaking her promise. 
 
 

*** 
 
 

Valeriya leaned back to avoid Mao’s claws but could not counter. The panther-like girl was too 
fast, and her only exposed parts, her legs, were alloy. 
 



This girl is better than I expected. 
 
Before Mao could retaliate, Valeriya ran to the closest parked car. Mao caught up to her as she 
reached the vehicle and tried to carve out her flank. Valeriya pulled open the driver-side door, 
using it to block the strike. The alloy blades sliced into the metal, becoming embedded. 
 
With Mao stuck, Valeriya punched through the glass window at her face. Mao ducked to avoid 
her fist and sent a low leg sweep under the car door as she wiggled her claws free. The Russian 
dove into the car and crawled to the passenger seat. Mao leapt over the vehicle and landed on 
the other side to cut off her escape. Valeriya pulled the handle and kicked the door open, 
slamming it into Mao. Mao tumbled backwards as Valeriya got out of the car. 
 
The battle had started just a few minutes ago, but Valeriya’s breathing was rough, and her 
muscles ached from strain. She was taxing her body beyond its capabilities to match the 
enhanced Mao. 
 
She decided to buy time to recover. 
 
Instead of chasing her enemy, Valeriya climbed on top of the car to gain higher ground. Mao did 
not come closer and watched her carefully. 
 
“You’re pretty good,” said Valeriya. “Not much talent, but I can see your extensive training and 
experience.” 
 
“I had a good teacher.” 
 
“You mean Zhi Zhu?” 
 
Mao’s glare grew sharp, like a scalpel ready to cut into skin. 
 
Seeing her guess was spot on, Valeriya smiled. “I knew it. No one else in the Soaring Serpent 
Society has the skill to train someone like you.” 
 
“You know that old fogey?” 
 
“I sparred with him before I lost my arm. He didn’t have any cybernetics back then. It was a 
close fight, but I won in the end.” 
 
She was lying. It had indeed been a close match, but Zhi Zhu had emerged victorious. 
Intimidation gave initiative in combat, and Valeriya needed every advantage she could get 
against Mao. 
 
“Bullshit,” said Mao, not a shred of doubt in her eyes. 



 
Zhi Zhu was just that strong. He had defeated Ageha, after all.  
 
Valeriya casually pulled a lollipop from her pocket, unwrapped it with her teeth, and popped it 
into her mouth. “Believe what you want, but you can’t change facts. Ask him when you get back. 
Don’t worry, I won’t kill you. I’ll beat you half-dead though.” 
 
Enemies that did not cower from intimidation generally fell for the reverse: provocation. 
 
“You really think you can do that?” 
 
Ria shrugged her shoulders, palm up. “Why not? I haven’t even been trying, but you’re already 
too afraid to come near me. It’d be immature of me to get serious against such a cute pussycat.” 
 
“You oversized cunt…” Mao ground her teeth. “Before I kill you, tell me why you’re helping 
Kaika Nikaido. Boss would want to know that much.” 
 



 



 
I can buy a few more seconds. 
 
“I’m not helping Kaika. I just owed Ageha a favor, oh he’s her boy toy. I intended to refuse 
because this errand is too much trouble, but that sneaky bastard told Mitsuki about my promise, 
ah, she’s my unbelievably cute, super-talented, semi-tsundere, semi-kuudere, ultra-moe 
daughter. For god knows what reason, she likes that playboy. The laws of nature made it 
impossible for me to refuse when the most adorable creature in the cosmos, that’s my daughter 
in case you weren’t listening, asked me to help Ageha. What’s more-” 
 
Mao closed her eyes and shook her head. “Stop. I was the stupid one for asking an enemy.” 
 
It’s all true, though. 
 
Not caring about the Russian’s terrain advantage, Mao lunged at her. 
 
I might lose my arm over this. 
 
 

*** 
 
 

Ying observed the resurrected girl. She could tell that the enemy, despite having no discernible 
facial features, was sneering at them. 
 
Her brother had recovered from the kick earlier and had returned to her side. She had half a clip 
remaining in her pistol. They held an absolute advantage with the two of them against a single 
unarmed opponent. But for some reason, her instinct told her otherwise. 
 
“You go left,” said the brother. 
 
“Wait, she survived a headshot. How do we even hurt her?” 
 
“She’ll fall eventually if we keep shooting.” 
 
Ying spat out a short sigh. Her brother was always fearless and aggressive. She liked that about 
him, but his personality often got them in trouble with the bosses. It was her job to keep him in 
check. 
 
Mao was busy fighting the tall caucasian woman. Even if they could not defeat the faceless 
enemy, they should at least buy enough time until Mao finished on her end. 
 
“Let’s keep our distance,” said the sister. “No point moving closer to a barehanded opponent.” 



 
“Who said I was barehanded?” asked Faceless. 
 
The sister noticed a small knife sticking out of her left shoulder. 
 
What the... 
 
“Ying!!!” shouted her brother. “Are you okay!?” 
 
Faceless produced a sound similar to a laugh from her blank visage. “Of course she is! I don’t 
want our little game to end so soon!” She brandished a throwing knife in each hand. “I learned 
this trick from Mitsuki’s rival in love. It’s meaningless against me, but it’s really effective against 
lumps of flesh like you two.” 
 
The twins had cybernetic legs, but from the perspective of a monster that stood up after taking a 
bullet to the head, they were indeed fragile beings. 
 
“Look! It’s like magic!” She played with her knives like a circus performer. “Now you see it, now 
you don’t!” 
 
A knife flew by the sister’s face, cutting her cheek. If Faceless had not announced the attack, she 
would have been unable to dodge it. 
 
Faceless moved. The brother opened fire, but most of the bullets missed the zigzagging enemy. 
The ones that hit only slowed her down a little. 
 
Ying decided to provide cover fire for her brother, but shooting wantonly would do them no 
good. She studied Faceless’s running pattern and patiently waited for the perfect shot. 
 
Now! 
 
She squeezed the trigger. The bullet hit Faceless’s foot as she was changing direction, causing 
her to trip. 
 
Faceless fell forward. “Not bad!” She rolled on the ground and got back to her feet in an instant. 
“But you can’t just focus on me. You have to take care of yourselves too, or this’ll be over before 
you know it.” 
 
The brother looked down. There was a knife embedded in his left shoulder, just like his twin. 
 
“Ying!!!” shouted the sister. 
 
She threw a knife while rolling!? 



 
“You two match perfectly again!” said Faceless while running straight at the brother. 
 
His left arm hung loosely, but he did not let go of his weapon. He pointed the submachine gun in 
his right hand at the enemy and emptied the clip to keep her away. 
 
The sister dashed to get in between them. 
 
I won’t make it! 
 
Since she could not get in front of the enemy, she decided to attack her directly. Distracted by 
the last spurt of gunfire, Faceless took the ARMS-powered flying kick on her flank and got 
blasted away. 
 
Ying desperately thought of a way to beat their enemy. Shooting her from afar with low caliber 
guns was ineffective. She recalled the start of the fight. Faceless had gotten knocked down by a 
headshot.  
 
Multiple shots might do the trick. 
 
Ying glanced at her brother. He nodded, completely understanding her intention. Their 
extensive experience fighting together and powerful bond as twins allowed them to read each 
other’s thoughts to such an extent. 
 
Without giving Faceless time to recover, the twins ran side by side towards her. The sister 
holstered her handgun and took the empty submachine gun from her brother. As Faceless rose 
to face them, the brother unleashed a burst of gunfire, forcing her to protect her face and chest 
with her arms. The sister reloaded her submachine gun while circling around. 
 
The moment he ran out of ammo, his sister passed by Faceless’s side and showered her with 
bullets. Faceless held her peek-a-boo boxing stance while keeping the sister in front of her. 
 
That was the right move. As far as Faceless knew, the brother’s gun had no more bullets,.  
 
But the twins knew better. 
 
You’re not the only one who can do sleight of hand! 
 
The brother caught the handgun Ying had tossed in the air right before she fired at Faceless. 
Faceless, focused on the grinning sister, left the back of her head exposed. The brother aimed 
the pistol at the base of Faceless’s skull and pulled the trigger. 
 
Ying heard a loud cry. 



 
But it did not sound mechanical. 
 
It was her brother’s voice. 
 
The brother collapsed to his knees, both arms hanging limply from his shoulders. Blood spurted 
from his abdomen. Despite seeing everything that happened, the sister felt the urge to deny it 
with every fiber of her being. 
 
It was just too unreasonable. 
 
In an instant, Faceless had ducked to avoid the headshot, spun around, and broke the brother’s 
elbow. Before he could even scream, she had stabbed her fingers into his gut. 
 
No way. 
 
No way no way no way no way! 
 
“How did you dodge that!?” shouted the sister in despair. 
 
Faceless turned to her and replied in an unnervingly mechanical yet feminine voice. “Huh? I 
heard him catch the gun, duh.” 
 
“That’s impossible! I was shooting at you! How can you hear something like that over gunfire!?” 
 
“Even if you ask me that… Hmm… Gen said something about auditory enhancements for this 
model.” Faceless tilted her head, a hand on her chin. “Well, I wouldn’t have noticed if it weren’t 
for your grin. That told me something was up so I paid extra attention.” 
 
It was… my fault. 
 
A paralyzing fear bound Ying. She knew she had to save her brother, but her body would not 
follow her commands. 
 
“Good effort though,” said Faceless. “Although you had guns, you did ‘kill’ me about four times. 
Not as good as Ageha, but it was quite fun.” 
 
“Wow…” said the brother, blood slowly dripping from his mouth. “You’re amazing. Can you tell 
me your name?” 
 
“Sakuya.” 
 
“I’m Ying, and that’s my sister, Ying.” 



 
“Are you making fun of me?” 
 
The brother chuckled weakly. “No, we really have the same name. But that’s not important right 
now. I have something to say to you, Sakuya.” Forcing his left arm to move, he picked up the 
handgun on the ground and pointed it at her. 
 
But he did not shoot. 
 
He let go of the weapon, letting it hang by the trigger guard on his index finger. It was a sign of 
surrender. 
 
“I think I’m in love,” he said. 
 
““......What did you say?”” The two teenage girls were shocked. 
 
“Would you go out with me, Sakuya?” 
 
“Uh, but you’re going to die in a few minutes.” 
 
“Then think of it as my last wish.” 
 
“Hmm… I was gonna slice you up in front of your sister, but this seems more interesting. Okay, 
I’ll go out with you.” Sakuya took the handgun and held his hand with her fingers coated in his 
blood. 
 
“Great! I was afraid you’d turn me down.” 
 
“Well, I don’t dislike your type, and it’s only for a few minutes anyway.” 
 
“Have you gone insane!?” screamed the sister. “She has no face!” 
 
Sakuya tilted her head. “I don’t think that’s the biggest problem here.” 
 
“I can’t help how I feel, Ying. Sorry.” 
 
Ying could not comprehend his thoughts at all. This was the first time she couldn’t understand 
her brother.  
 
It’s because of this monster!!! 
 
She pointed her submachine gun at Sakuya and pulled the trigger. The faceless cyborg did not 
try to dodge, taking the bullets to protect the boy behind her. 



 
“It’s kinda crazy how this happened, but Ying is mine now, I think. Don’t mess with my stuff.” 
Using her free hand, Sakuya casually shot the sister with her own handgun. 
 
The bullet lodged in her right shoulder and knocked her down. While writhing in pain on the 
ground, she twisted her neck and gazed at the newly formed couple. 
 
Sakuya glanced at the gun in her hand. “I was aiming for the head. I guess copying the action 
isn’t good enough for shooting.” 
 
The brother squeezed the faceless cyborg’s hand. “Hey, Sakuya.” 
 
“That wasn’t my fault. She started it.” 
 
“That’s okay, I understand. I wanna ask you a favor, as your, um, boyfriend. Would you do it for 
me?” 
 
“Depends on what it is. Want me to cut you up?” 
 
“Please don’t kill Ying.” 
 
“Like I said, you’ll only last a few more minutes.” 
 
“Not me, my sister.” 
 
“Oh, right. Sure, why not.” 
 
“...Thank you.” Ying smiled and closed his eyes. 
 
The sister crawled on the ground like a worm, inching her way towards her dying brother. 
Ignoring her bleeding shoulders, she squeezed the last remnants of her strength and poured it 
into reaching him. 
 
Despite their differing personalities, they understood each other completely, as if they were two 
personas of a single person. That was why they had named themselves Ying after joining the 
triad. No matter how different they became from each other, she would never lose sight of him.  
 
That was what she thought. 
 
But now, she did not have a clue about what her brother was thinking. She felt completely lost. 
She wanted to touch him, feel him, connect with him again. Her fingernails clawed at the ground 
as she pulled herself onward. 
 



Just a few more feet..! 
 
“Oh he died.” Sakuya released Ying’s hand, letting him fall to the ground like a rag doll. “I 
scrambled his organs worse than I thought.” She lost interest and walked away, leaving the twins 
alone. 
 
Ying eventually made it to her brother’s side. He sat motionless on the ground, a peaceful smile 
on his face. 
 
Why are you smiling? 
 
I don’t understand, Ying. 
 
I don’t get it at all. 
 
More than sadness from his passing, a boundless anxiety overwhelmed her. 
 
Not knowing was frightening. 
 
She wanted to know. 
 
She needed to know. 
 
About him. 
 
About herself. 
 
But how? 
 
What can I do? 
 
She grabbed her brother’s hand, wet with his own blood, hoping for a revelation. Surprisingly, 
one actually came. 
 
This warmth. 
 
His hand was burning hot. They had touched and held each other before, but it had never been 
this scorching. 
 
Is this what it means to love someone? 
 
She had found her answer. 
 



I just have to fall in love with Sakuya too. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
The brother could no longer keep his eyes open. 
 
The last thing he saw was his sister desperately crawling towards him. 
 
I did it. 
 
I saved Ying. 
 
Sakuya, the crazy robot girl who gouged out his innards, had agreed to spare his twin. 
 
I can’t believe it worked. 
 
He knew defeating Sakuya was impossible the moment she dodged his last bullet. Left with no 
other choice, he had decided to surrender and beg for his sister’s life. The confession was a spur 
of the moment idea he got after realizing that their opponent was a fickle teenage girl. At the 
very least, she spoke and acted like one. 
 
Sakuya probably knew what he was thinking but went along with it for fun. He would never 
know for sure. 
 
All sensation gradually left him. 
 
He wanted to see his sister’s face, hear her voice, touch her hand, one last time. 
 
But he could no longer see anything. 
 
Hear anything. 
 
Feel anything. 
 
He could no longer take care of his little sister. Despite her mature manner, she was very 
innocent and socially awkward. It was his job to support her, but that was now impossible. 
 
His regrets caused the last remnants of his life to sizzle inside him. It was not enough to make 
his broken body move. All it did was make him feel like he was burning alive. 
 
He felt someone grasp his hand. 



 
Ying? 
 
His last thought flickered out. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
He has improved. 
 
Zhi Zhu parried Ageha’s fist with his bent wrist and countered with a wing chun punch to the 
chest. Ageha stepped back just enough to avoid the blow. 
 
While hopping back to put some distance between them, Zhi Zhu analyzed what he had learned 
from the fight so far. 
 
I knew it was odd how quickly he moved after being exposed to a flash grenade. 
 
His last dodge confirmed it. 
 
Bionic eyes. 
 
Ageha had a complete grasp of Zhi Zhu’s range, an achievement made possible by the measuring 
capabilities of his enhanced vision. 
 
It had not been long since they last fought. To be able to use new bionics so well in such a short 
time was impressive. Such a feat required talent, intensive training, and an excellent cyber 
mechanic. 
 
Rifle gunfire rang in short intervals. The sniper was still busy protecting Mei Xing from his 
subordinates. Sacrificing a good portion of his men to figure out Ageha’s available resources and 
plan turned out to be worth it. All Zhi Zhu had to do now was kill Ageha while his ally sniper was 
occupied. 
 
Ageha shuffled forward and thrust out a front kick at max range. The speed of his attack 
surprised Zhi Zhu, delaying his parry by a split second. Though most of the force was redirected, 
a dull pain still ran through Zhi Zhu’s alloy forearm. 
 
Such amazing power. 
 
Both of them had extensive enhancements, including all four limbs, but Ageha’s ARMS were 
more advanced. Zhi Zhu was completely behind him in power and speed. 



 
But that was all. 
 
In terms of experience, training, and technique, Ageha was no match for him. 
 
What a waste. 
 
If this young man became my student… 
 
The monster he imagined terrified him. 
 
Reading the path of Ageha’s punches and kicks, he swayed to avoid the combo and kicked the 
young man’s kneecap, killing his momentum. Ageha pulled out a handgun from his rear belt 
holster and unloaded several shots in Zhi Zhu’s direction. While blocking the bullets heading for 
his face with his forearms, Zhi Zhu drove his right foot into the gun barrel, breaking it to pieces. 
 
Ageha threw the remains of the handgun at Zhi Zhu, but the master easily swatted away the 
projectile and dashed in for a kick. Ageha leapt up the tree behind him to avoid the attack. He 
grabbed onto a thick branch with both hands and planted his feet on the trunk. Like a spring, he 
gathered power in his legs and launched himself headfirst towards Zhi Zhu.  
 
Despite the terrifying velocity of Ageha’s dive, Zhi Zhu calmly sidestepped his flight path and 
prepared to attack him once he landed. Ageha extended his arm as he flew past his target. His 
knife, hidden until the last moment, nicked Zhi Zhu’s throat. 
 
Ageha landed forearms first and shifted his momentum into a forward roll. Zhi Zhu’s scythe-like 
kick missed him by a hair’s breadth. Ageha got to his feet and raced to a safe distance. 
 
Zhi Zhu touched the wound on his neck, feeling the blood coat his fingertips. 
 
That was close. 
 
He is more resourceful than before. 
 
No, he is more desperate. 
 
That makes him more dangerous. 
 
I have to take this more seriously. 
 
Ageha said something, but Zhi Zhu could not understand it. 
 



“I don’t know much Japanese, Ageha Shikimi,” said Zhi Zhu in fluent English. “I apologize for 
prattling in Chinese in our last duel. It didn’t occur to me that you wouldn’t understand.”  
 
“What the hell are you?” asked Ageha. “I threw everything and the kitchen sink at you but all you 
get is a scratch.” 
 
Zhi Zhu smiled. “I’m just older and smarter, that’s all. That ‘everything’ you mentioned is limited 
by your experience and knowledge. Those are probably tactics you’ve tried and succeeded with 
previously, am I correct?” 
 
Ageha did not reply. 
 
“The variety of our options is simply too different. It’s the only good thing that comes from 
getting old, so please don’t blame me too much.” Zhi Zhu chuckled softly. “For example...” He 
turned around and ran away from Ageha at full speed. 
 
Surprise delayed Ageha’s start, but he chased after Zhi Zhu as expected. Zhi Zhu nimbly weaved 
around the trees along his path. He abruptly turned left, causing Ageha to overshoot the turn. 
Zhi Zhu circled back to the area where they came from as Ageha slowly caught up to him.  
 
When Zhi Zhu was almost within arm's reach, Ageha tripped. Zhi Zhu sent a back kick to meet 
his fall. The off-balance Ageha had no means to dodge, but he still managed to defend by 
crossing his arms in front of him. Though weakened by his block, the kick still launched him 
backward. He landed on his back and skidded on the grass. 
 
Zhi Zhu trailed after him and shuffled to the side for a soccer kick aimed at his unprotected ribs. 
Ageha dropped his elbow and took the attack on his arm. The impact caused him to slide across 
the forest floor. Using the momentum, he rolled sideways and pushed off the ground to get back 
on his feet. He threw his knife at the approaching Zhi Zhu, but the expert merely deflected it 
with his forearm. 
 
Zhi Zhu stopped about a dozen feet from Ageha. “I’m honestly impressed. It’s like you don’t even 
feel pain. Your insides ought to be in pretty bad shape right now.” 
 
“How did you trip me? Something caught my leg.” 
 
“You mean this?” Zhi Zhu stretched out an almost invisible string between his hands. “It’s a 
nanotube alloy thread, very thin, but practically unbreakable. I wound it around the trees as I 
ran. You have to be very cautious when the enemy takes unexpected actions. Deception is a 
fundamental element in combat. Chasing me headlong was foolish. That little stumble almost 
cost you your life.” 
 
“How much do I owe you for the lesson?” 



 
“It’s free if you become my student, but I’m sure that’s not happening.” 
 
“You got that right.” Ageha took a fighting stance but did not advance. 
 
“What’s wrong? Come and attack me.” 
 
“Tried that, didn’t work.” 
 
The rifle shots were starting to get sparse. The triad members keeping the sniper busy appeared 
to be running out. 
 
He’s trying to buy time until help comes. 
 
I better finish this soon. 
 
Zhi Zhu preferred defense, but that did not mean his offensive ability was lacking in any way. 
 
While keeping his center of gravity neutral, Zhi Zhu closed the distance between them with three 
large strides and drove his fist towards Ageha’s face. The young man parried it with his right 
forearm, but Zhi Zhu twirled his hand with incredible speed, looping a metal string onto Ageha’s 
wrist. While tightening the alloy string, Zhi Zhu launched his shin at Ageha’s groin. Ageha 
backpedaled to avoid it. Though the attack whiffed, it managed to push Ageha’s back against a 
tree. Instead of attacking the cornered Ageha, Zhi Zhu ran to the side. 
 
Wary of another trap, Ageha did not follow. Zhi Zhu circled around the tree and attacked Ageha 
from the other side with a punch and kick combination. Ageha blocked the blows, but that 
allowed Zhi Zhu to loop the string around his wrist once again. Zhi Zhu jumped back while 
pulling the alloy cord. The string drew Ageha’s wrist to the trunk of the tree, locking it in place.  
 
Ageha struggled to get free, but his arm alone could not beat Zhi Zhu’s full strength. Like a 
spider weaving a deathtrap, Zhi Zhu wound his end of the string around two large trees to 
reinforce the restraints. 
 
Zhi Zhu calmly approached the trapped enemy and threw a punch. Ageha prepared to protect 
his vital parts against the blow, but Zhi Zhu’s target lay elsewhere. 
 
No reason to aim for moving parts. 
 
His right fist landed on Ageha’s immobile forearm. With a press of a button, Zhi Zhu sent an 
electric shock into Ageha’s body. 
 



“I can’t help but feel a little sad about having to kill someone with as much potential as you.” Zhi 
Zhu pulled his right arm back for the deathblow. “But that’s life.” 
 
Something’s wrong. 
 
Instead of hanging limply by his bound wrist, Ageha was still on his feet. 
 
It didn’t work!? 
 
Ageha’s left hook landed squarely on Zhi Zhu’s hurriedly raised forearm, causing it to smash into 
his face. Zhi Zhu got thrown to the side and tumbled on the ground. His vision swayed, and a 
ringing noise grated at his ears. His cheek bone was probably cracked from the impact. Blood 
dribbled down his chin, and a few of his molars were knocked loose. 
 
But he was fine. 
 
His current condition was sufficient to defeat his trapped enemy. 
 
Zhi Zhu slowly got up and noticed Ageha pushing off the tree trunk with both legs, trying to free 
his bound wrist. The young man’s body shook as he desperately struggled to escape from the 
restraints. 
 
Pointless. 
 
That string is impossible to- 
 
It broke. 
 
Ageha tumbled to the ground after the string’s tension disappeared. He stood up while pulling 
the remaining wire from his wrist. 
 
Zhi Zhu realized he had underestimated Ageha. Needless thoughts instantly vanished from his 
mind. The fight he had been enjoying so far had turned into a true deathmatch. The time for 
self-reflection or impressions was over. His entire consciousness became wired to kill. 
 
“My turn now.” Ageha approached the injured master. “You thought I didn’t learn from our last 
fight?” He pinched his skin-tight outfit. “This suit has built-in electric insulation. You’re not the 
only one who likes to plan ahead.” 
 
Ageha sprinted towards him. Zhi Zhu spotted Ageha’s knife on the ground between them. He 
dashed forward, dove under Ageha’s punch, and rolled on top of the weapon. Taking care not to 
be noticed, he tucked the blade into his sleeve. 
 



Ageha rushed him with another flurry of attacks. Zhi Zhu parried or dodged most of them, but 
unlike earlier, they were all close calls. His speed suffered from the damage. 
 
Even so, he patiently waited for a gap in Ageha’s barrage. 
 
Ageha’s roundhouse kick missed. 
 
A chance! 
 
Zhi Zhu stepped into zero range as he drew the knife from his sleeve. Ageha raised his guard to 
protect his face and chest. This allowed Zhi Zhu to slice open the suit on his left thigh and tear 
open the fabric. Ageha tried to hop away, but Zhi Zhu grabbed his leg, causing both of them to 
tumble to the ground. 
 
One shot left. 
 
The electric charge in his right fist had been used up. Only the one in his left hand remained. 
 
Gotta make it count. 
 
Zhi Zhu used expert grappling technique to slither to Ageha’s leg, locking it in place with his 
entire body. Ageha, fended off by Zhi Zhu’s feet, could not reach any of Zhi Zhu’s vulnerable 
parts.  
 
Zhi Zhu slammed his fist into Ageha’s exposed thigh and pressed a button. 
 
Ageha convulsed and fell limp. 
 
Zhi Zhu won. 
 
Savoring the taste of his hard-earned victory, Zhi Zhu got up. It had been almost a decade since 
his last truly thrilling deathmatch. The image of a blond Russian flitted behind his closed 
eyelids, but he quickly erased such idle thoughts. He still had to take care of the sniper and 
murder Mei Xing and his family. 
 
But first he had to end his defeated nemesis. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
Valeriya combed the hair away from her sweat-soaked face. Her pale golden mane, undone from 
its bun by one of Mao’s near-misses, sloped down her back and breasts. Her shoulders heaved 



with each breath, and her fist was trembling from fatigue. In contrast, the candy in her mouth 
had hardly changed size. In the span of a few minutes, the fight had turned drastically in Mao’s 
favor. 
 
“You’re not doing so well,” said Sakuya. 
 
Without looking at the combat doll behind her, Valeriya snorted. “Then give me a hand. You’re 
done, right?”  
 
Mao darted her eyes for a split-second to check on her comrades. The twins were sprawled like 
old rags in front of the hotel entrance. Blood pooled beneath them. 
 
Sakuya’s shoulders trembled as she snickered in delight. “Not a chance! This is the perfect 
opportunity for my revenge! It’s pointless for me to kill you because you’re okay with it. But 
what if that bitch offs you? You’ll never see Mitsuki again, and she’ll cry rivers because you died. 
To top it all off, you don’t even get redemption for killing Father and creating me! I’m so excited 
to see what kind of face you’ll make on the verge of death!” 
 
Valeriya shrugged. “Figures. I just asked for the heck of it.” 
 
“That’s how it is, cat lady. I won’t be lifting a finger to help Ria. You can go ahead and slice her 
up as much as you want. Ah, but I’ll butcher you right after, half for Mitsuki, half for fun. I hope 
that’s okay.” 
 
Mao spread her claws, her dilated pupils focusing on Sakuya. “You can try.” 
 
“Hey, don’t forget about me.” Valeriya twirled the lollipop in her mouth, sending a surge of 
sweetness to her tongue. “I think it’s about time I got serious.” 
 
“Quit the bluffing. You’re on your last legs.” 
 
You got that right. 
 
This fight is such a pain. 
 
I wanna praise myself for hanging on for so long. 
 
I wanna go home and watch the latest episode of Prisma Lilya. 
 
I wanna take a bath with Mitsuki. 
 
A weak sigh slipped out of her. 
 



But that might not be possible anymore. 
 
Guess I better prepare for the worst. 
 
Valeriya decided to go on the offense for the first time in the fight. It was a suicidal move 
considering the difference in their physical abilities, but she had little choice given the situation. 
 
With a lightning fast step in, the blond bullet thrust her fingers at Mao’s throat. Mao quickly 
raised her right claw to block, prepared to shred Valeriya’s hand on contact. Instead of pulling 
back, the Russian twisted her hips to the right, transforming her forward momentum into 
rotational speed. Her fingers almost grazed the razor sharp claws as she spun around. 
 
With her back to the enemy, Valeriya used her right heel to stomp on Mao’s right toes, 
preventing her from moving away. Pivoting on the same foot, she spun to Mao’s open flank. 
Harnessing her rotational inertia, she thrust a left uppercut towards Mao’s lower ribcage. The 
ferocious feline managed to lower her right elbow for a block. 
 
Valeriya’s knuckles would crumble against the metal elbow, so she opened her fist at the last 
moment, slamming a palm strike into the limb. Mao spat out the air in her lungs as the impact 
traveled through her arm and into her torso. 
 
Mao desperately swung her right claw at the Russian, forcing her to hop back. But Valeriya’s 
backdash did not take her far enough to evade the blades completely. 
 
Two wide slits opened on Valeriya’s suit, exposing her cleavage. Blood trickled from the deep 
cuts on her breasts. Ignoring the pain, she took a fighting stance, ready to defend against Mao’s 
follow up. 
 
But the next attack did not come. 
 
Mao straightened her posture while shaking off the blood on her claw. She had a condescending 
smile plastered across her face, like a cat playing with a mouse. 
 
“Game over, Valeriya Varrenikov.” 
 
Valeriya felt her body grow heavy, as if her weight had doubled. 
 
I knew it. 
 
The claws were coated in poison, and her rapid pulse circulated the venom at a quick pace. 
 
No time to waste. 
 



Valeriya took advantage of Mao’s complacency and tackled her with reckless abandon. Mao’s 
claws sliced into her right shoulder, but Valeriya pushed forth and successfully took her feet off 
the ground. She tried to mount Mao, but the lack of an arm and cybernetics proved to be too 
large a handicap to overcome with technique alone. Mao pushed her to the side and got on top of 
her. 
 
A single swipe of Mao’s claw would end Valeriya’s life right then and there, but Mao merely 
pinned her down. 
 
“Just relax and let the drug do its thing. It won’t kill you. I still need to hand you over to Boss for 
questioning. Nikaido might be more deeply involved with the Russian organizations than we 
thought.” Mao raised her gaze to check on the other enemy. 
 
“Don’t worry about me,” said Sakuya. “I’m still enjoying the show.” 
 
Mao glanced at the woman below her. “That’s some nutty friend you have there.” 
 
“She’s my daughter.” 
 
“What a terrible kid… I kinda feel sorry for you now.” 
 
The final combat exchange had completely gone in Mao’s favor. All Mao had to do was wait until 
Valeriya became completely paralyzed. 
 
Mao’s complacence gave Valeriya the opening she needed. She swung her left fist, aiming for 
Mao’s exposed jaw. The speed of her strike made it almost invisible to the naked eye. 
 
Almost. 
 
Mao caught her forearm with her right claw. Valeriya’s fist was inches away from Mao’s cheek, 
but it did not reach. The blades dug into her skin. 
 
“Don’t struggle. It’ll be hard to keep you alive if you lose an arm.” 
 
Valeriya glared at her captor and spat out her lollipop. Mao tilted her head to the left to avoid 
the slimy candy projectile. 
 
“Disgusting!” said Mao. “Do you really wanna die that badly?” 
 
“Don’t insult my girl.” 
 
Mao narrowed her eyes. “What did you say-” 
 



Valeriya stabbed the lollipop stick she had caught with her hand into Mao’s ear, piercing her 
eardrum. 
 
Mao shrieked like an injured animal. The Russian grabbed her by the hair. 
 
“I said, don’t insult my girl.” 
 
Valeriya pulled down Mao’s head and smashed her forehead into her face. Blood sprayed from 
Mao’s nose as their heads came apart. She tightened her grip and slammed another head butt, 
and then another. Dazed from the brutal assault, Mao could do nothing while Valeriya reversed 
their positions and mounted her. Mao’s eyes could not even focus on her enemy anymore.  
 
Forcing her poisoned body to move through sheer willpower, Valeriya raised her hand and 
gathered energy for a downward palm strike. It was a lethal blow. 
 
Sorry. 
 
I lied about not killing you. 
 
Her palm fell on target, right on Mao’s jaw. 
 
But the sound of impact was dull, or rather, absent. 
 
Valeriya’s body slumped on top of Mao, covering her face with her bleeding breasts. 
 
“Shit. I can’t move anymore,” she said. 
 
“I knew it’d end up like this,” said Sakuya. 
 
“Thanks for believing in me.” 
 
“Believing? This was inevitable. You planned everything from the moment you took out that 
lollipop, didn’t you? I got excited for nothing.” 
 
“Well, I took one risk.” 
 
“She was that formidable? You never do that.” 
 
Valeriya hated taking risks in fights. For a prodigy like her, it was usually unnecessary. 
 
She had deduced that Mao’s blades were poisoned from the way she unconsciously kept them 
away from her own body. The only gamble she took was intentionally getting cut and poisoned 
to lower Mao’s guard. Still, it was a calculated risk. Poisons used in combat, as opposed to 



assassinations, were generally non-lethal or curable. It would be too dangerous for the wielder 
otherwise. That said, there were exceptions, and Valeriya put her money on that not being the 
case. 
 
“Ria!” Kaika’s voice came from the entrance. “Don’t kill Mao! It’ll be impossible to establish 
peace with the triads if she’s dead!” 
 
Two sets of footsteps approached Valeriya. 
 
“...What are you doing?” asked Kaika, her voice oozing with exasperation. 
 
Ugh, this isn’t what it looks like. 
 
Before freezing up completely, Valeriya, still straddling the unconscious Mao and smothering 
her with her breasts, squeezed out her last words. “Wanna join in? Lolis are always welcome.” 
 
 

*** 
 
 
Ageha lay lifeless on the forest floor. 
 
He could not move. 
 
He wanted to get up and smash his fist into Zhi Zhu’s face, but he could not move. 
 
Not his arms, not his legs, not his feet, not his neck, not his fingers. He could not move any of 
them. 
 
Zhi Zhu walked over to his side and stared into his eyes. 
 
“Looks like your strategy fell just a bit short. But you fought very well. Thank you for the match.” 
 
Even with death just a breath away, all Ageha could do was glare at his enemy. 
 
With a satisfied smile, Zhi Zhu raised his right foot and hung it over Ageha’s face. 
 
Ageha could not move. 
 
Not until the right time. 
 
And that was now. 
 



Ageha grabbed Zhi Zhu’s raised foot by the ankle, holding him in place. “Arashi! Shoot him 
now!!!” 
 
Zhi Zhu’s face crumpled in shock. He raised both arms to cover the top of his head and crouched 
down as low as he could to avoid getting sniped. 
 
But the shot did not come. 
 
Arashi was busy covering for Mei Xing, after all. 
 
With his free hand, Ageha grabbed Zhi Zhu’s face and squeezed. 
 
Zhi Zhu’s eyeballs popped out of their sockets. Ageha’s fingers dug deep into his skull and 
scooped out a chunk of his brain, removing his tongue in the process. 
 
“Arashi, report your status,” said Ageha as he sat up. 
 
“Target not specified. I… don’t know who to shoot.” 
 
“Forget about that. How are Mei Xing and the others?” 
 
“I’m okay,” said Mei Xing. “How’re Setsu and Li Xue?” 
 
“Safe,” said Arashi. “Three targets left.” 
 
Ageha shook his hand, flicking away the blood and goop. “Do you need support?” 
 
“Negative.” 
 
He closed his eyes and listened for movement around him. He could not sense any enemies 
nearby. 
 
“Zhi Zhu is dead. Let’s meet up after you take care of the stragglers.” 
 
“Roger.” 
 
Ageha finally breathed out a sigh of relief and relaxed his shoulders. The battle was over. His 
body was badly beaten, but nothing required immediate treatment. He pressed the mute button 
on his earpiece to prevent the others from hearing him. 
 
“Turns out my strategy didn’t fall short, Zhi Zhu. Well, the idea was originally from my boss, so 
don’t blame me too much.” 
 



It had been Kaika’s suggestion to use specialized insulating material for both his suit and his 
skin. To Saya’s dismay, the new artificial dermis Tsubasa developed felt like rubber, but that 
step away from humanity had proven to be worth it. The rest of the bluffs, including the fake 
sniper call, were Ageha’s on-the-fly tactics. 
 
Deception was indeed a fundamental element in combat, and none matched the mastermind he 
worked for and learned from. Kaika had proven to be Ageha’s goddess of victory, or more aptly, 
devil in the shadows. 
 
Ageha glanced at the crimson cavity that used to be Zhi Zhu’s face. “And a piece of advice. 
Victory speeches should be given after you win. Doesn’t matter if the audience is already dead. 
Not like they’d applaud anyway.” 
 
 
Chapter 15: Journey 
 
“How’s your ear?” asked Zhang as he waved Mao closer and patted the space to his left on the 
sofa. 
 
Mao meekly sat beside him. “I can’t hear out of it yet, but I’m okay. I can work anytime… if you 
still want to use me.” 
 
“What happened to your usual spunk?” 
 
“I screwed up the operation.” A weak smile floated on her face. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you 
abandoned me.” 
 
“You didn’t screw up. That was my fault. I failed to see through Akane’s scheme.” Zhang let out a 
carefree laugh. 
 
“But if I had killed that brat Nikaido, you wouldn’t need to give up the factories in Guangxi.” 
 
“I gave her those to repay a debt. She saved my son and his family. It’s not such a bad deal since 
she agreed to give the society a share of the profits. Besides, if Ms. Nikaido were killed, then that 
dragon of hers would surely come after us. Do you know of anyone who can match the man who 
defeated Zhi Zhu?” 
 
Mao fell silent, a troubled frown on her face. 
 
A shade of melancholy darkened Zhang’s tired eyes. 
 
“A part of me wants to take vengeance against Shikimi for killing my old friend, but I also 
understand that the one who truly deserves to receive this anger is Akane.” 



 
“...I’m sorry, Boss.” 
 
Zhang sighed. “For what?” 
 
“If I hadn’t asked you to take Akane in, none of this would’ve happened.” 
 
“I would’ve made a deal with her even if you hadn’t said anything. It was the best move at the 
time.” 
 
“I swear I’ll find that bitch and make her pay.” 
 
“Then you’re in luck. I called you for that exact reason. Akane is in China.” Zhang handed Mao a 
slip of paper with an address. 
 
“Are we finally going back?” 
 
“No, you are. I still have some business to take care of here in the US. I have a plane ready for 
departure tonight, if you are up for it.” 
 
Mao’s eyes burned with determination and eagerness. “Leave it to me. I won’t betray your trust 
again.” 
 
“You never betrayed my trust even once, Mao.” Zhang gently touched her cheek and combed a 
stray tuft of hair over her ear. 
 
“W-What are you doing, you perverted geezer?” 
 
“Nothing. I was just thinking that I never got to introduce you to my son. You two would’ve been 
good friends, maybe even close siblings.” 
 
It really is a pity. 
 
I never saw my treasures side by side. 
 
“S-Stop being sappy. It’s giving me the creeps.” Mao pushed his hand away and stood up. “I’ll 
leave tonight. I’ll definitely bring you good news when I get back.” She displayed an exaggerated 
smirk. 
 
“That’s my girl. I’m looking forward to it.” Zhang smiled and watched her leave the hotel suite. 
 
Goodbye, my little Mao. 
 



A few moments later, someone knocked on the door. 
 
“Come in,” said Zhang. 
 
Chen entered the room and approached him. “Are you sure about this?” 
 
“About what?” 
 
“Not giving a proper farewell.” 
 
“That was the best I could do. Anything more and she’ll know something's up. That girl is 
unexpectedly sharp. And stubborn. She’d never listen if I explained it to her.” 
 
“She’s become a fine woman. A model of loyalty.” 
 
“That she is. That’s why she mustn't find out. She’ll definitely insist on staying with me until the 
end.” 
 
“Right. Only us relics should shoulder disappear in this foreign land.” 
 
“No, you will leave with Mao tonight.” 
 
“Your jokes are as unfunny as always, Boss.” 
 
Zhang chuckled with a laid back expression. “It’s an order. Don’t make me repeat it.” 
 
“But Boss!” 
 
“With Zhi Zhu gone, no one else can support the triads except you. And I need someone to keep 
an eye on my kids. Take care of Mao and Mei Xing. Give them the freedom to do what they want 
with their lives. Let this horrible father at least rest without worries, my friend.” 
 
Chen’s face wrinkled in anguish, as if he had been stabbed in the gut. “Boss, we can still try to get 
away! Please rethink this!” 
 
“It’s impossible. We have no people, and I’m in the middle of their nest. The only reason they 
haven’t moved yet is because they don’t feel the urgency to do so. Besides, even if by some 
miracle I successfully escape, they won’t let my trespass go unpunished. If I go back home, I’ll be 
dragging more people into this mess I caused.” Zhang slumped on the couch, drained of energy. 
“I willingly stomped on the dragon’s tail. I alone should suffer the consequences.” 
 
“...Are you sure you won’t regret this?” 
 



“I have nothing but regrets. I have yet to find my wife’s killer, get revenge on Akane, see Li Xue 
grow up, or make peace with my son. Just imagining Mao’s face when she finds out makes me 
want to rip this old heart out.” Zhang was on the verge of tears, but he quickly hid his weakness 
with a carefree grin. “But the die is cast.” 
 
Chen stared silently at the carpet, his jaw clenched. 
 
“Can you leave me alone?” 
 
“Yes, Boss.” Chen turned for the door.  
 
“And do not return. Take Mao and go back home.” 
 
Chen rubbed his eyes with his sleeve and left the room. 
 
Zhang lowered his eyelids and let the strength leave his body. 
 
This is fine. 
 
He let fatigue take over and dozed off. 
 
It was his deepest sleep in years. 
 
The repeated vibration of his mobile eventually woke him. He checked the display.  
 
There were several missed calls and a message from Chen that read, “We are boarding the plane 
in a few minutes.” 
 
The latest timestamp told him it was just past midnight. 
 
That was a good nap. 
 
He felt refreshed, and the worries weighing on his mind had vanished. While stretching his 
arms, he searched for a song on his terminal and sent it to the room’s centralized speakers. 
 
The Last Wolf Suite. 
 
It was his favorite orchestra piece. The melody started off slow with a foreboding medley of 
strings. It slowly built up as beat and bass blended into the harmony. 
 
As the tempo sped up, Zhang stood up and headed towards the veranda. It was not his style to 
take fate lying down. If there was an inevitable destination, he would march to it with his own 
feet. 



 
The tune reached its climax as he grasped the balcony curtains. The rushing melody roused his 
heart and filled him with courage. As if welcoming a new day, he spread open the covers. 
 
But there was only darkness outside. 
 
The fulfillment of a grand finale was nowhere to be found. 
 
Why did it come to thi- 
 
A bullet through the heart silenced his thoughts. 
 
 

*** 
 

 
“He decided not to put up a fight, huh?” said Kaika as she walked down the Nikaido mansion 
hallway. “Thanks for the update. Continue observing how things go over there.” She cut the call 
with her informant in the States and pocketed her mobile terminal. 
 
Zhang is gone. 
 
It was the expected result. Even she had no confidence surviving a manhunt by the US military 
on American soil. 
 
But I don’t like this one bit. 
 
Ageha cared about Mei Xing. He had insisted on flying to China and protecting him himself, 
after all. Kaika had lost the desire to kill Zhang after realizing that. 
 
Mei Xing disliked his father, but that could change in the future if he found out how much Zhang 
had loved him. She did not want to sow any seeds of conflict between Ageha and his friend. 
 
By stopping Akane’s plan to kill Mei Xing, she had planned to put Zhang in her debt. The triad 
greatly valued reputation and honor, so the dragon head would be left with no choice but to give 
her Guangxi. Zhang had done exactly that. 
 
Everything had gone according to her scheme except for one thing: Someone had given Zhang 
false information, fooling him into thinking his son had been killed. 
 
As expected, the father had gone berserk and attacked Kaika in US territory, not caring for the 
consequences. That action led to his death by the hands of American peacekeepers. 
 



Mei Xing had been robbed of the chance of ever making peace with his father. 
 
But in reality, this was the best outcome for Kaika. Dealing with a less capable and less stubborn 
leader would make managing her affairs in China much easier. Starting a new relationship with 
a new partner was better than leaving an important base of operations in a former enemy’s 
hands. 
 
The ideal conclusion to the incident had confirmed her suspicion about a certain secret, one she 
wished she never realized. 
 
While mulling over what she should do with that knowledge, Kaika arrived at Arashi’s door and 
opened it without knocking. 
 
The scruffy-haired teen, who was holding a mobile to her ear, glanced at the unannounced 
visitor. 
 
“I gotta go, Mom. Kai… is here.” Arashi’s mouth formed a subtle smile. “Yes, I will. You take care 
too. Bye.” She ended the call. 
 
“Sorry, did I interrupt you?” 
 
“No, Mom was about to… head out anyway.” 
 
“How is she?” 
 
“She’s doing great! She’s on an overseas trip right now.” 
 
I know, I’m paying for it. 
 
“Really. Too bad you couldn’t join her.” 
 
Arashi shook her head. “I like being here… with everyone, the most.” 
 
“You’ve gotten better at talking recently.” 
 
“I’ve been practicing... by calling people with this.” Arashi showed Kaika her mobile terminal. 
 
“I’m glad you're putting it to good use.” 
 
“Thanks for getting this… for me, Kai.” 
 
While the main reason Kaika bought Arashi a mobile terminal was to prevent another 
misunderstanding like Ageha’s “death,” she genuinely enjoyed spoiling the cute mute. 



 
“It’s nothing. Anyway, we’re going out. Saya’s busy and I need to buy some, uhm, supplies.” 
Kaika’s words faded into a mumble. “They’ve been running out strangely fast recently…” 
 
Arashi nodded and followed her mistress out the door. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
Mao, drenched to the bone by the rain, dragged her feet down the road. Her waterlogged braid 
drooped down her hunched back. She was still wearing her clothes from yesterday. She had not 
changed since departing for the address Zhang gave her. The room had been empty, but that was 
to be expected. 
 
It was a lie, after all. 
 
A lie so typical of her boss. 
 
A kind lie. 
 
“Boss Zhang is dead.” 
 
She could not believe it when Chen had said those words a few hours ago. 
 
She did not want to believe it even now. 
 
But she knew it was true. 
 
Zhang’s awkward farewell that night was undeniable proof. 
 
Why did I leave? 
 
Why wasn’t I by his side? 
 
Why couldn’t I protect him? 
 
Why can’t I protect anyone? 
 
Chika’s and Shouko’s faces, half-eaten by rats, had haunted her mind for years. Now, Zhang’s 
carefree grin had joined them. 
 



He had given her the power of choice, but that power was not enough for her to choose a future 
with him. 
 
Even revenge felt too troublesome to her current self. 
 
Mao had nothing left. 
 
The only thing driving her feet was Zhang’s whimsical wish. 
 
“I was just thinking that I never got to introduce you to my son.” 
 
She reached her destination. A few steps in front of her stood the inn where Mei Xing lived. 
Chen had readily given her the location when she asked. 
 
Mao looked at her dripping dress. She would make a mess if she entered the building in that 
state. Unsure what to do, she just stood there, blankly staring at the signboard above the doors. 
Rain continued to batter her body, but she barely felt a thing. The combination of weariness and 
despair had robbed her of such trivial sensations. 
 
“Excuse me,” said a familiar voice. 
 
Mao turned to see who it was. 
 
A tall man holding an umbrella smiled at her. It was a nostalgic carefree smile, one that she 
thought she would never see again. 
 
“I knew it. You’re that girl from that one time at the pancake shop,” he said. “Did you forget your 
umbrella?” 
 
So that’s why he caught my eye. 
 
It’s because he looked like you, Boss. 
 
“Thank you for helping me out that time, Zhang Mei Xing.” 
 
Mei Xing’s body tensed. But that only lasted for a moment. 
 
“Would you like to come in?” he asked. “I can at least give you a towel to dry off.” 
 
“...Are you always this careless? I might be here to kill you, you know.” 
 
“You wouldn’t make such a face if you came here for that.” He reached out and brushed away the 
wet hair sticking to her cheek. 



 
How can you be so similar? 
 
Mao felt like her heart would crack. 
 
Mei Xing opened the door and gestured for her to enter. Her first few steps were reluctant, but 
she eventually gave in. 
 
She removed her waterlogged shoes at the entrance and used the slippers Mei Xing placed in 
front of her. 
 
Mei Xing spoke to the woman at the front desk. “Can you get me a towel? A friend of mine got 
caught in the rain.” 
 
“Right away, Boss.” 
 
“They call you ‘Boss?’” asked Mao. 
 
“Well, we got into some trouble a few days ago. A bunch of masked men took over the inn and 
tied up my employees. I’m guessing you know about it.” 
 
Mao nodded. “But we… I wasn’t involved.” 
 
“That’s good to know.” He flashed her a smile. “Everyone found out that I’m related to the triad 
because of that. I thought they’d all leave. Some did, but the crazy bunch that stayed behind 
started calling me ‘Boss.’ Doesn’t fit me at all, right?” 
 
“Fits you perfectly.” 
 
“I don’t know about that.” He laughed. 
 
A staff member handed Mao a towel. She unbound her long braid and dried her hair with the 
cloth. Mei Xing led her to the guest area of the inn, telling her not to mind the trail of rainwater 
she left behind. 
 
“There are very few guests right now because of the attack, so we should be fine here. Please take 
a seat.” He lowered his hips on a rather comfy-looking sofa. 
 
“But I’ll get it wet.” 
 
“Chairs exist for sitting, not decoration.” 
 
Convinced by his simple rebuttal, Mao took a seat. It was warm, surprisingly so. 



 
“So, what brings you all the way out here?” asked Mei Xing. 
 
“Uh… Well… He told me, well not exactly told me, but he kind of mentioned that I should meet 
with you, and I, I…” 
 
Mao had difficulty explaining herself, as if she had returned to good old Braids. 
 
“He?” 
 
“Your father.” 
 
Mei Xing’s pleasant expression disappeared. “I thought he finally understood that I want 
nothing to do with him.” He wrinkled his eyebrows and shook his head. “Is this about me 
succeeding him?” 
 
“No, that’s not it.” 
 
“You don’t have to hide it. That cold blooded bastard has nothing else on his mind but his 
organization.” 
 
“Stop saying such things! He isn’t like that!” 
 
“Spare me. It was probably his fault that my family was attacked.” 
 
“No! That was my… my fault. He was really angry about it.” 
 
“Bullshit. I bet he didn’t even bat an eyelash. Actually, he might be the one behind the whole 
thing. Did he plan to kill my family to make me go back to him? He’s probably pissed off it didn’t 
go so well, huh?” 
 
“He was killed yesterday, betrayed by someone he saved.” 
 
“...So that’s why you look like that. I’m sorry. It seems you cared about him a lot, but we’re 
different. I’m glad there’s one less scum like him in the worl-” 
 
Mao stood up and slapped him. The blow had no power behind it. It was similar to a mother’s 
affectionate spank. 
 
“He loved you!!! More than he ever cared for me or anyone else! He always said you were the last 
treasure his wife left him! How can you not understand that!?” 
 



Mei Xing stood up, his face a mess of angry lines. “Loved me!? Treasure!? What a joke! He didn’t 
even come to my mother’s funeral! All because of his stupid organization! That kind of father is 
nothing but trash! Trash!” 
 
“That was a lie!” Mao buffed away the tears running down her cheeks with her wrists. “It was... a 
kind lie. That’s so like him.” 
 
“A lie? What are you talking about?” 
 
“Do you know why your mother died?” 
 
Mei Xing replied in an icy tone. “How can I not know? She died protecting me in a car crash.” 
 
“I asked why, not how!” Mao grabbed his collar and pulled his face down to her eye level. “That 
wasn’t an accident! The car you were riding in was forced off a cliff!” 
 
“...Let go of me. I have no time for this nonsense. If you have nothing else to say, please leave.” 
 
“It’s the truth! Boss didn’t go to your mother’s funeral because he was frantically trying to find 
the culprit!” 
 
“Then why didn’t he tell me that?” 
 
“Because it was your mother’s wish to give you freedom! Didn’t you ever wonder why Boss never 
tried to force you into joining the triad? If he really wanted to make you his successor no matter 
what, do you think he’d let you travel around the world or stay at this inn for so long!? He knew 
that if you found out the truth behind your mother’s death, you’d join the underworld to get 
revenge. But your mother wanted you to choose your own path. Boss respected her wish, so he 
lied to you even if you hated him for it!” 
 
Mei Xing stared into her eyes, as if trying to see through to the truth within them. “...How do you 
know all this? How do I know you’re not lying?” 
 
“Because you’re the child I could never be! Do you know how much it hurt each time he told me 
stories about you and Li Xue!? Do you know how envious I was when he told me what I told you 
just now!?” Mao’s face crumpled, sadness screaming from every crease on it. She bumped her 
forehead to his chest. “He loved you more than anything else, so please… please don’t insult him 
anymore… Please don’t make me feel even more pathetic and worthless! Please don’t make my 
desperate efforts to take your place meaningless! Be a son worthy of your father!!!” 
 
“You’re… telling the truth…” Mei Xing lost strength and fell back onto the couch, pulling Mao, 
who was firmly gripping his shirt, on top of him. “Then that means, all this time… Father has…” 
 



“He’s been protecting you. Watching you with a smile on his face. Waiting for you to introduce 
his granddaughter to him. He… loved you… your mother, your family… I wasn’t even a proper 
replacement..!” 
 
“Then the neighbors that were killed during that attack…” 
 
“They were triad members Boss sent to guard you from danger. They died doing their duty. Boss 
put family above everything else. He even took care of someone like me..! And now, he’s… he’s 
gone..!” 
 
Mei Xing leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling while Mao continued to cry into his 
chest, as if a dam of despair within her had burst. 
 
He shut his eyes tightly, squeezing out his budding tears. “What have I been doing..?” 
 
“Actually, I’d like to ask that myself,” said a clear, feminine voice. 
 
Mao released his shirt and hurriedly stood up. A woman carrying a sleeping girl was watching 
their embarrassing display. 
 
“Setsu,” said Mei Xing. “I don’t think I can stay here anymore.” 
 
“Don’t tell me you were having an affair?” asked Setsu, her face as calm as a mountain lake. 
 
“No, this is-” 
 
“I was joking. What’s on your mind?” 
 
“I… misunderstood my father. I owe him a debt I can’t repay if I stay here.” 
 
“So you’re going to where he is?” 
 
“To where he was. He was killed.” 
 
“Are you going to get revenge?” 
 
“Boss wouldn’t want that!” said Mao. “I didn’t come here to drag you into our world!” 
 
“I’m not going to do something so pointless. I’m just going to follow my father’s footsteps.” 
 
“That’s what I’m talking about! Didn’t you hate the triad? That’s why you ran away and hid here, 
right!?” 
 



“Don’t misunderstand. I never hated the triad itself. I hated my father for not going to my 
mother’s funeral. I hated him because I thought he didn’t love her, or me. But thanks to you, 
that misunderstanding has been resolved.” 
 
“But he wouldn’t want you or your family to be in danger!” 
 
“‘Be a son worthy of your father.’ Those were your words. I’ll heed that advice as thanks for 
showing me the truth. Think of it as my gratitude for telling me I lost family just yesterday.” Mei 
Xing stood up and approached Setsu. “I’ll tell you the details later, but that’s what I’ve decided.” 
 
“Okay, I’ll go pack our things. I’ll find a manager and a chef to take our place here as soon as I 
can.” 
 
“It’ll be dangerous.” 
 
Setsu made a wry smile. “I think it’s too late to say that after our forest outing the other day. Li 
Xue is probably safer surrounded by burly men than by waitresses.” 
 
“But what about the inn? You love this place.” 
 
“I do. To save my parents’ inn, I married you for your cooking. But it wasn’t your cooking that I 
fell for.” Setsu gently put a hand on his chest. 
 
Mei Xing’s laid back expression returned. He wrapped his family in his arms and gave Setsu a 
kiss on the lips. After spending a few seconds sharing each other’s warmth, Setsu stepped back. 
 
“When do we leave?” she asked. 
 
“As soon as we can.” 
 
“Then I’ll leave you two. I have to prepare for our departure.” 
 
Mao, still shocked by the turn of events, could only nod with her mouth slightly ajar. 
 
Setsu shot her husband a playful frown. “I don’t mind if you mess around with that girl, but 
don’t keep it a secret from me, okay?” 
 
“Sure,” said Mei Xing. 
 
What’s wrong with this couple!? 
 
Setsu carried the sleeping Li Xue upstairs. 
 



“The hell’s with ‘Sure,” you dickhead!” shouted Mao, her cheeks pink. 
 
“What a change in attitude.” Mei Xing laughed. “By the way, what were you to Zhang Wei 
Long?” 
 
Surprised by the sudden question, Mao blinked her eyes several times before answering. “I was 
his bodyguard.” 
 
“Not your job. How did he treat you?” 
 
“I… think he saw me as a foster daughter. At least I hoped so.” 
 
“Then I shall treat you as my sister, my family, from now on. Putting that aside, I leave the 
protection of me and my family to you, hmm, what was your name again?” 
 
“Mao. Wait, what the hell are you ordering me around for!?” 
 
“Weren’t you the dragon head’s bodyguard? It’s only natural you protect me, along with my 
family who are part of me. That includes you too, so you are henceforth forbidden to die.” He 
locked eyes with her. “Mao, I will give the life you lived with my father meaning. In exchange, 
you will become my fangs and claws.” 
 
Despite Mei Xing’s cheerful smile, the gravitas flowing from his words permeated her flesh and 
shook her core. 
 
Dragons give birth to dragons. 
 
That had been one of Zhang’s favorite Chinese proverbs.  
 
“Now tell me about the one who betrayed and killed my father.” 
 
Mao’s lips twisted into a half-sarcastic, half-grateful smirk. 
 
“Yes, Boss.” 
 
 
Epilogue 
 
“A toast to leaving the hospital,” said Yama as he raised his wineglass. 
 
Rin gently clinked her glass to his and took a sip of Pinot Grigio. 
 
“On second thought, should you really be drinking?” 



 
“You were the one who ordered the wine.” 
 
“I kinda just went with the flow. Sorry about that.” 
 
Rin smiled at him. “No worries. A bit of wine shouldn’t be a problem. I’m sorry too, for making 
you push me around the whole night.” She tapped the armrest of her wheelchair. 
 
The chair’s mechanical design clashed with the ambience of the fancy restaurant. Though she 
worked at a rather classy restaurant herself, she rarely had the chance to dine in one. Unsure 
how to behave, she stuck out like a sore thumb.  
 
“It’s no problem at all!” said Yama. “I’ll escort you everyday if you want!” 
 
The same could be said for her date.  
 
Yama looked uncomfortable in his stiff tuxedo. The restaurant was upscale, but none of the 
other diners had such formal attire. He was way too overdressed. 
 
It was charming. 
 
Yama was a decade older than her, but the way he tried too hard was endearing and cute. 
 
He was nothing like Ageha. And that was a good thing. 
 
Rin covered her mouth with a hand and giggled. “No need for that. Rehab is going well. I should 
be up and about in a month or so.” 
 
“That’s great! The head chef will be happy. The new camerieras need someone to show them 
how the job is done. We’ve been cycling through newbies ever since you got hospitalized.” 
 
“I’m surprised I still have a job, to be honest.” 
 
“What are you on about? Everyone at Sapore loves you.” 
 
“Even you?” 
 
“...More than anyone else, yeah.” Yama managed to say his line straight, but his cheeks glowed 
red from embarrassment.  
 
Rin laughed out loud. A few of the neighboring diners sent them irritated glances for the ruckus, 
but she could not care less. It had been a while since she enjoyed a meal so much. 
 



She reigned in her laughter. “Don’t say it if you’re gonna regret it.” 
 
“I don’t regret it.” Still red-faced, he gazed at her with a solemn expression. “I’m serious, Rin.” 
 
She knew he was. His feelings were plain as day. 
 
But what about me? 
 
A buzzing sound came from her purse. 
 
“Sorry.” She took out her mobile and checked the display. 
 
Ageha? 
 
Rin gave Yama an apologetic smile. “I gotta take this.” 
 
“Who is it?” 
 
“It’s Ageha.” 
 
Yama’s expression withered as he mumbled, “What’s with that timing..?” 
 
“I’d take it outside if I could, but it’s a bit inconvenient with wheels. Do you mind?” 
 
“No, no. Go ahead.” 
 
“Thanks.” She pressed a button and put the phone to her ear. “What’s up?” 
 
“I have to ask you something,” said Ageha. 
 
“I thought it was an emergency.” Rin sighed. 
 
“It’s not an emergency, but it’s urgent.” 
 
Then he dropped a completely unexpected question on her.  
 
However, she did not even take a second to reply. “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
“...Understood.” Ageha ended the call. 
 
“What did he say?” asked Yama with a worried look. 
 
“He just asked for my opinion about something.” 



 
“But you seem really happy…” 
 
“Really?” She touched her cheek. “It’s just your imagination. Anyway, back to what you were 
saying.” 
 
“W-We can talk about that later.” 
 
“Why wait? Please, tell me.” 
 
Yama took the table napkin and used it to wipe his sweating forehead. Rin unconsciously 
grinned at how panicked he was. He took a deep breath to collect himself. 
 
“I like you, Rin-chan. Would you please go out with me?” 
 
“Sure.” 
 
“Sorry, that was too sudden right? Please forget what I said. Can we at least go back to being 
frie-” 
 
“I agreed, Yama-san.” Rin took his floundering hand in hers and set it on the table. 
 
“...You’re not joking?” 
 
“Who’d joke about this?” 
 
“I’m not dreaming?” 
 
Rin pinched the back of his hand. 
 
“IT HURTS!!! HELL YEAH!!!” shouted Yama as he shot up from his seat. 
 
Everyone in the dining room glared at him. He sat back down while repeatedly bowing his head 
to the other patrons. 
 
Really. 
 
So cute. 
 
 

*** 
 
 



“You’ve gone up in the world since we last saw each other,” said Ageha. 
 
“It’d be more accurate to say I’ve gone down, considering I’m in the underworld now.” Mei Xing 
gestured to the chair beside him. “Take a seat.” 
 
Ageha sat down and looked around. The club was empty, apparently reserved for just the two of 
them. The guards had let Ageha inside surprisingly easily. He had expected at least a pat down 
before meeting the new dragon head of the resurrected Soaring Serpent Society, not that it really 
would have mattered given his body. 
 
The bartender took their orders and prepared their drinks. 
 
“I didn’t think you were interested in joining the triad,” said Ageha. “What made you change 
your mind?” 
 
“I picked up a cat.” 
 
“You mean that woman called Mao?” 
 
“How did you know?” 
 
“A little devil whispered to me.” 
 
“Nikaido-sama is scary.” 
 
“I know right. You better be careful when dealing with her.” 
 
“I’ll do my best not to get in her way.” 
 
The bartender placed two glasses filled with brandy in front of them. They drank down the 
pungent liquid in one stroke. 
 
“Looks like you can handle your drink better,” said Mei Xing. 
 
“A little bit. Can’t have you drinking me under the table every time.” 
 
“Too bad. I was looking forward to that.” 
 
“I’ll turn the tables on you someday.” 
 
“Maybe Li Xue will be drinking with us by then.” 
 
The bartender refilled their glasses. 



 
Ageha raised his cup an inch from the counter and stared at its contents. “Are you sure about 
this?” 
 
“I would’ve stayed at the inn if I wasn’t. The triad isn’t a place you can visit, much less lead, on a 
whim.” 
 
“What did Setsu say?” 
 
“She supported me all the way. She even helps me with the administrative work. Crunching 
numbers and personnel management is second nature to her. Her experience managing the inn 
for all those years seems to be paying off. I’m just a little worried she may be pushing herself too 
much.” 
 
“It’s your job to make sure that doesn’t happen. A partner who’ll forgive you for anything is not a 
reason to indulge but an incentive to improve.” 
 
“Speaking from experience?” 
 
“Maybe.” 
 
Mei Xing chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
“What about Li Xue?” 
 
“...Her safety is my biggest worry, actually. But I’ve thought about that ever since we were 
attacked. I’m already in danger just by being related to my father. Even if I didn’t involve myself 
in the triad, I think people would still try to use my lineage for their own purposes.” 
 
“Is triad leadership decided by blood?” 
 
“It usually isn’t, but Father was a special case. Even before he took the top seat, he was loved by 
those under him and feared by those against him. For decades, he was instrumental in 
expanding and strengthening the triad’s power in China. Most importantly, the infighting 
between the triads disappeared during his reign, as short as it was. His name alone carries a lot 
of influence, and I inherited that. That’s why I got to the dragon head seat in such a short time. 
I’m sure the bosses who agreed to put me on the pedestal are just trying to use my name, but 
that’s fine for now.” 
 
“You dove into the underworld to protect Li Xue? If it’s just that, I’m sure I can manage 
something. It’s not too late to change your mind.” 
 



“Don’t misunderstand. It’s not enough for us to be safe. I can’t forget the powerlessness I felt 
when Zhi Zhu ordered his men to kill my daughter. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t do 
anything to save her. I could only cry and beg, but that didn’t change a thing. I’d rather die than 
experience that again. That’s why I need real power to protect my family with my own hands.” 
 
Ageha glanced at the ring on his hand, the first and only present he received from Kureha. “I can 
understand that.” 
 
“I also have other reasons for doing this.” 
 
Mei Xing told Ageha about Mao’s testimony regarding his father in detail. Ageha finally 
understood why Mei Xing, who used to hate his father, chose to follow in his footsteps. 
 
“Father was protecting me and my family from the shadows, but I abandoned him without 
knowing anything. I want to clear that debt.” 
 
“I guess even families are not immune to misunderstandings.” 
 
“Of course not. But I believe it’s possible to overcome such mistakes precisely because we are 
family. It’s a little too late for me and my father though.” 
 
Ageha recalled the faces of those close to him. A lot of things had happened between them, but 
despite all that, Saya, Kaika, and Arashi had become unquestionably irreplaceable to him. 
 
Family, huh? 
 
Ageha took a swig of his liquor. “So, what am I doing here? You didn’t ask me to fly all the way to 
China to chat, right?” 
 
“I looked forward to drinking with you again the most, but you’re right. I called you as a 
representative of Nikaido-sama. I want to give her a gift for saving my family.” Mei Xing 
emptied his glass and got up from the stool. 
 
Ageha followed suit. Mei Xing led him across the lounge area and inside an employee-only 
labeled corridor. After turning a corner in the hallway, they reached a closed wooden door. Mei 
Xing knocked twice and opened it. A familiar stench of rust wafted through the air. 
 
Inside was a woman in a miniskirt qipao. She was surprisingly well-endowed despite her slender 
physique. Beside her was someone Ageha recognized. 
 
Akane Kogami. 
 
But she looked different than he remembered. 



 
She did not look like this when he had threatened her in her bathroom. 
 
Back then, she was still complete. 
 
Akane was on a chair, completely naked. Rather than sitting, it was more accurate to say she was 
placed on it. She had no arms or legs. 
 
“I’m sure you already know Kogami, so I’ll skip her introduction.” Mei Xing walked past Akane. 
“This is my bodyguard, Mao. Mao, this is Ageha Shikimi, the friend I owe my life to.” 
 
Ageha pointed at Mao with his eyes. “Did she do this?” 
 
“No, no. Mao caught her for me, but she is too kind for torture. I had a specialist take care of 
Kogami.” 
 
The carefree smile on Mei Xing’s face did not falter. His thin eyes made it hard to ascertain what 
exactly he was feeling as he gazed at the mutilated woman. 
 
Blood seeped out of the sutured wounds on Akane’s shoulders and hips. Her eyes were 
half-open, but Ageha could not tell if consciousness still existed beyond them. 
 
“This woman owes you too, right?” asked Mei Xing. 
 
“Where did you hear that?” 
 
“From Kogami herself. She told us everything after we took off her fingernails. Our specialist got 
too excited and kept going, so she ended up like this. I didn’t stop him so I’m equally at fault, I 
guess.” 
 
“You were watching?” 
 
“Yes, I wanted to hear the information myself.” 
 
But she already told you everything while her limbs were still attached. 
 
Ageha did not voice his thoughts. Judging from Mei Xing’s expression, it was neither 
information nor vengeance that motivated Akane’s torture. She was an example. 
 
Akane Kogami had been chosen as the sacrifice to etch Mei Xing’s name into the annals of the 
underworld. 
 
“Why are you showing this to me?” asked Ageha. 



 
“She is the gift. We’re done with her, so you can take her if you want.” 
 
“...Give me a minute. I need to ask my employer.” 
 
“Hurry up. The boss is a busy man,” said Mao as she sent an irritated glare towards Ageha. 
 
“You can joke with me all you want,” said Mei Xing, “but there are limits. Ageha is my guest.” 
 
Regret flitted across Mao’s face. “Sorry, Boss.” She then bowed to the visitor. “Sorry too, 
Shikimi-san.” 
 
“I don’t mind. I’m used to unreasonable demands from women.”  
 
Ageha called Kaika on his mobile. After a few rings, she answered. 
 
“I have Akane in front of me right now. Mei Xing is giving her to you as a gift. She lost her arms 
and legs during the triad’s interrogation. What should I do with her?” 
 
“I see. Just kill her. I have no taste for cruelty. Get whatever info you can from Mei Xing. I’m 
sure she spilled everything already.” 
 
“Understood.” Ageha cut the call. 
 
“Did you reach a decision?” asked Mei Xing. 
 
“I need to call one more person.” Ageha searched for another name in his contact list. 
 
Rin. 
 
The call connected. 
 
“I have to ask you something,” he said. 
 
“I thought it was an emergency,” said Rin. 
 
“It’s not an emergency, but it’s urgent. I have Akane in front of me right now. She lost her arms 
and legs due to torture and is practically a living corpse. Kai told me to put her out of her misery. 
What do you think?” 
 
“You don’t have to do that.” 
 



“...Understood.” Ageha pressed the red button and pocketed his mobile. He turned to Mei Xing. 
“Can I ask you a favor?” 
 
Mei Xing made a gentle smile. “What are friends for?” 
 
“I was told to keep her alive in that state. Can you do that for me?” 
 
“Natsume-san’s request, I take it? Consider it done.” Mei Xing opened the door leading back to 
the hallway. “That concludes official business. Let’s go back to the bar and have a few more 
rounds.” 
 
Ageha noticed Mao’s affectionate gaze on Mei Xing’s back as the two men left the room. 
 
“Isn’t Mao going to join us?” asked Ageha. 
 
“I figured we’d drink with just us guys, but I can ask her if you want.” 
 
“No, I’ve had enough of that condescending stare for one night.” 
 
“That’s just an act. She’s really a kind girl.” 
 
“If you peel away enough layers, every person in this world is kind.” 
 
“Even Kogami?” 
 
“Yeah.” 
 
“It’s unfortunate that people can only see and touch the layers, not the core.” 
 
“Something unreachable is meaningless.” 
 
“I disagree on one point. A person’s core isn’t unreachable. It’s just a matter of time and effort.” 
 
“Like how you reached Mao’s core? It’s obvious she likes you.” 
 
Mei Xing laughed. “I’ve yet to even scratch her surface.” 
 
They arrived at the bar and returned to their seats. Refreshed drinks were waiting for them on 
the counter.  
 
Ageha took a sip, pacing himself. “Are you sleeping with her?” 
 
“Not yet.” 



 
“The hell kinda answer is that?” 
 
“She just sees my father’s shadow when she looks at me. I won’t take advantage of that. Things 
might be different if she comes to see me as myself.” 
 
“That’s not what I meant. You’re married.” 
 
“Setsu’s fine with it. We have an open relationship. We’ve never had other partners though.” 
 
Ageha shook his head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
“That’s unexpected from a guy who drags around a bunch of beauties everywhere.” 
 
“I only have eyes for Saya. I just tease her because I love the face she makes when she gets 
jealous.” 
 
“But you were looking at Mao’s breasts earlier.” 
 
“Can you blame me? They’re amazing.” 
 
“You just said you only have eyes for-” 
 
“A figure of speech.” 
 
“I’ll drink to that.” 
 
They laughed. 
 
 

*** 
 
 
A knock came from the door.  
 
“It’s open,” said Kaika. 
 
Saya entered the bedroom and shut the door. “You called, Ojousama?” 
 
Kaika rotated her swivel chair to face her butler. “I have something to ask you.” 
 
“I am all ears,” said Saya. 
 



For weeks, Kaika had debated with herself whether to confirm her suspicions or not. In the end, 
she had decided to ask the dangerous question. 
 
“Who do you think tricked Zhang into thinking that his son died?” 
 
Saya thought for a moment. “It is impossible to say for certain, but it is likely that Zhi Zhu did it 
to make Zhang come after you. If you and Zhang fell together, he would have had control of the 
triads. With his level of skill, he was probably confident he’d succeed in killing Mei Xing anyway 
and sent the information in advance so Zhang could catch us before we left the States.” 
 
“But Mei Xing’s story doesn’t match that. He said Zhi Zhu accused him of being a traitor and 
was loyal to Zhang to the end.” 
 
“Even if we take Mei Xing’s story at face value, Zhi Zhu’s words are completely untrustworthy.” 
 
“True. Zhang received the false information too quickly, even before Ageha and Arashi landed in 
China. Not only that, Zhang didn’t verify the info before launching his attack. His source was 
trustworthy, at least in his eyes. That deception requires extensive manipulation of information 
within the triad, and Zhi Zhu was in the perfect position to do just that.” 
 
“I believe that is correct.” 
 
Kaika closed her eyes, brows furrowed. 
 
I knew it. 
 
She closely observed her butler. “How did you know that?”  
 
“Know what?” 
 
“Zhang indeed got word of Mei Xing’s death quickly. But how did you know that was before 
Ageha arrived in China? Zhang explained that detail only to me.” 
 
Saya’s expression did not change one bit. “I just assumed it was correct because you mentioned 
it.” 
 
“That isn’t like you, Saya. If I mention something you don’t know or expect, you always ask 
about it. You’ve always been like that. But just now, you agreed with information only I should 
know.” 
 
“I just considered the timing. If Zhang got the fake news after Ageha’s arrival, it would be near 
impossible for Mao’s group to catch us at the hotel. They would not have had enough time to 
prepare the attack.” 



 
“...You’re right. Perfectly right.” Kaika shook her head. “But you also made a mistake.” 
 
Saya did not break eye contact with Kaika, as if confident in her innocence. 
 
Kaika stood up from her chair and approached her butler. “Why are you so calm? I’m 
interrogating you right now, you know?” 
 
Saya’s eyebrows flinched. 
 
“There,” said Kaika as she pointed at Saya’s face. “That was the reaction I was looking for. But it 
happened too late. You’re too prepared for this line of questioning. Even an innocent person can 
appear guilty depending on the situation. Considering our relationship, you should’ve been more 
aggravated and defensive the moment I doubted you. But you stayed unnaturally calm.” 
 
Saya looked down and closed her eyes without replying. 
 
“Deception isn’t about logic. It’s about emotion. And faking that becomes harder the more a 
person knows you. And I know you.” 
 
“...My apologies, Ojousama.” Saya bowed deeply. “It is as you surmised.” 
 
Of course it is. 
 
But I didn’t want to be right. 
 
Not this time. 
 
Saya raised her head, not an ounce of guilt in her expression. “I leaked the fake information 
about Mei Xing’s death to Zhang.” 
 
“I see. I already know, but I’ll ask why anyway.” 
 
“I did it because it was the best course of action. It was something you would have done, 
Ojousama.” 
 
“But I didn’t do it.” 
 
“That is because you are bound by your oath to Ageha, and Ageha is Mei Xing’s friend.” 
 
“And you’re his lover.” 
 



“But I can lie to him if I need to. Zhang’s death is for everyone’s sake. You will have more control 
over Guangxi, and Ageha and Arashi will face less danger with one less formidable enemy. It 
turned out even better than I expected when Mei Xing became the dragon head of the Soaring 
Serpent Society. Having a true ally in China puts us all in a better position.” 
 
“...Ageha cannot know about this.” 
 
Kaika did not miss the flash of irritation on her butler’s face. 
 
“But what about your oath?” 
 
Kaika knew there would come a time when she would break her promise with Ageha, and that 
was now. 
 
“I’ll break it. He has to be able to trust you, Saya.” 
 
Even if that means losing his trust in me one day. 
 
“...What is with that? Why are you breaking it so easily? He trusts you.” 
 
“Because I don’t want this to get between the two of you.” 
 
“...He forgave you for faking my death. I am certain he will forgive me for this.” 
 
“He probably will, but it isn’t worth risking.” 
 
My word isn’t that valuable anyway. 
 
“Why are you doing this, Ojousama? This is not like you at all. The plot to kill Zhang using the 
Americans should have been the first thing you came up with. ...You have changed.” 
 
Saya was correct. Kaika had considered the exact same plan but dismissed it. She had grown too 
afraid of losing Ageha. The extra benefits from killing Zhang were not worth the risk. 
 
“Who hasn’t?” 
 
“...Is it pity?” Saya gave Kaika an accusatory look. 
 
“...Excuse me?” 
 
“Do you think you can afford to break your promises to him, while I can’t lie to him even once? 
Do you think... he cares about you more than he does for me?” Saya bit her lips as tears gathered 
at the corners of her eyes. 



 
This is… 
 
Jealousy. 
 
I’m a failure as a mistress. 
 
Why did I let it get to this point? 
 
Kaika and Ageha thought Saya looked adorable when she acted jealous. 
 
But this was different. 
 
There was nothing cute to see here. 
 
Helen of Troy was famous as the face that launched a thousand ships, but that was inaccurate. 
What caused the Trojan war was her husband’s jealousy. No other emotion ignited illogical 
anger to such an extent. 
 
“That’s not it at all, Saya! I’ve never thought of Ageha that way!” 
 
“You expect me to believe that after your breakdown at the hotel?” 
 
“That’s different! That’s…” 
 
Different? 
 
Is he family? 
 
But I don’t care about family. 
 
And I don’t have friends. 
 
I just have tools. 
 
Then how is he different? 
 
“See!? You cannot even answer!” Saya wiped her tears on her forearms, soiling her pristine 
white sleeves.  
 
No, it really is different. 
 
That’s right. 



 
He is myself. 
 
A broken human. 
 
A former human. 
 
Losing him means losing a part of myself. 
 
Kaika could not say that in fear of worsening the situation. 
 
“I care about him as a tool, nothing more. Trust me, Saya.” 
 
“I wish I could.” Saya’s words were broken up by sobs. “But how can I do that after you killed 
Kureha-Ojousama!?” 
 
Kaika’s mind ground to a halt, but her deeply ingrained training in deception caused her body to 
move anyway. 
 
“Do you even hear yourself right now? How can you even think that!?” 
 
Righteous rage seethed from Kaika’s gaze. Her breathing got rough from indignation. 
 
Her acting was flawless. She was the picture of innocence. 
 
“It is useless. I knew I could never see through your lies, so I got evidence. I tracked down the 
sister of the maid you used to leak my absence that night. You invited Kousuke’s attack so 
Kureha would get killed... All so you could control Ageha!” 
 
It’s no use. 
 
I can’t lie my way through this. 
 
No. 
 
That’s not it. 
 
I don’t want to. 
 
She decided to trust in Saya. 
 
To entrust her beloved sister with the truth. 
 



And so Kaika confessed. 
 
“That’s not it… I didn’t want that to happen. I knew it was possible, but so were many other 
outcomes. It was just a gamble, like any other… That’s the truth, Saya. Please believe me.” 
 
“I want to believe you, Ojousama. I really do. But please, tell me how?” 
 
“I…” Kaika’s face slackened and lost all expression. “I don’t know.” 
 
The lone devil trusted too little, and thus got none in return. 
 
Changing her ways at this point was too little and too late. 
 
She offered her heart, a thing she did not have a year before, and it got smashed to pieces. 
 
Tears streamed down her face, but she did not cry out. Kaika just stood there, unsure what to 
think or what to do. 
 
Seeing her state, Saya calmed down. She walked closer to Kaika and bent her knees to match her 
height. 
 
“I am sorry, Ojousama. I got too emotional... and said too much. I am very sorry.” 
 
Saya believes me. 
 
She believes me! 
 
Kaika extended her right hand. She reached out for her loyal butler, her loving sister, her perfect 
tool. 
 
But she grasped only air. 
 
Saya had stepped back. 
 
“I love you, Kaika. But that doesn’t mean I can forgive anything.” 
 
Saya’s casual speech and cold tone terrorized her. Kaika trembled. 
 
“If this is about Kureha, I told you, I didn’t want that to happen!” 
 
“It’s not that. We’ve all done things we aren’t proud of. But I won’t give up Ageha to anyone. I’m 
sorry. I’m sorry for being this weak. I’m sorry for loving the same man.” 
 



“I don’t feel that way about him! Why can’t you understand that!?” 
 
“I won’t tell him about Kureha-Ojousama. And you won’t tell him about my involvement in 
Zhang’s death. That’s a fair trade, right?” Saya headed for the door. 
 
It was not fair at all. 
 
Ageha would easily forgive Saya’s plot to kill Zhang, but he would never forgive Kaika for killing 
Kureha, even if it was half by accident. 
 
Even now, Saya cared for and prioritized her. 
 
“Wait!” Kaika grabbed her vest from behind. 
 
The butler halted. She stifled her sobs with all her might, but she could not stop her shoulders 
from jerking. Saya seemed like a newborn fawn trying to stand on its own legs for the first time. 
 
She is hurting much more than I am. 
 
Saya did not care for anyone or anything more than she did for Kaika and Ageha. Now she was 
being pulled apart from both ends by her two-pronged jealousy. The late-blooming 
queen-of-all-trades had no resistance against it. The green-eyed monster was devouring her 
from within. 
 
Kaika let go. Saya hurriedly left the room. 
 
Left alone, Kaika sank to the floor. She sat there motionless, a lifeless doll staring blankly at the 
door. 
 
About ten minutes passed. 
 
Kaika pulsed back to life. 
 
Something like this… 
 
Getting in between me and Saya… 
 
Her fledgling attempts at trusting others had taught Kaika despair. 
 
But they had also taught her hope. 
 
And unlike Ageha or Saya, she was tough as nails. 
 



I’ll crush that jealousy to dust. 
 
She picked herself up and headed for the study. 
 
 

*** 
 

 
From underneath the bed, Arashi watched her mistress leave the room. 
 
Half an hour ago, she had come into Kaika’s bedroom while the owner was away to grab some 
dolphin cookies. Ever since Kaika had used those treats to teach her the legendary skill “Banzai,” 
she had gotten addicted to them. Whenever she got a craving for some, she secretly took a few 
pieces from Kaika’s bedside drawer.  
 
Just the other day, Arashi had accompanied her mistress outside to restock the dwindling cookie 
supply. She knew she could sneak some out without getting noticed. 
 
But Kaika had suddenly entered the room while Arashi was ransacking the stash. With no other 
escape route, Arashi had rolled underneath the bed before being seen, accidentally bringing the 
whole tub of cookies with her. Soon after, Saya had entered the bedroom to speak with Kaika. 
Then a fight had broken out between them. 
 
Crap! 
 
I ate half of them... 
 
She had gotten so engrossed with the rare spectacle that she munched on the dolphin cookies 
without noticing. 
 
Arashi crawled out of the narrow space and listened through the door for any possible witnesses. 
Hearing nothing, she grabbed a few more cookies and stealthily left the room. 
 
 

*** 
 
 

“Hello?” Mitsuki wiped the sweat off her face with a towel while speaking to her mobile. “Why’d 
you call so early in the morning? Don’t tell me you wanna eat out again?” 
 
She had just finished the first part of her daily kendo training when she received a call from 
Arashi. The shouts of men practicing sword swings made it hard to talk, so she jogged to the 
dressing room. 



 
“I need… some advice,” said Arashi. 
 
“What about?” 
 
“Uhm… Can you keep this a secret? You can’t tell… anyone.” 
 
“I swear on my father’s grave.” 
 
“I have this friend… and another friend. They are really close, like sisters, but they got into a 
fight. They haven’t been getting along well since then. What can I do… to help them make up?” 
 
Mitsuki breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
I was worried it was about Ageha for a second. 
 
I’m glad it’s nothing big. 
 
“That depends. What were they fighting about?” 
 
“The older one, let’s call her S, planned something... behind her friend’s back. Her friend, let’s 
call her K, killed someone named Kureha-” 
 
“Wait, did you just say killed?” 
 
“Uhuh.” 
 
So much for nothing big. 
 
Why does everything about Arashi end up with someone dying? 
 
“Okay, I’ve switched gears. Go on.” 
 
Arashi did her best to explain, but Mitsuki could barely grasp the situation. It seemed the 
circumstances were fairly complex. Moreover, Arashi’s lacking vocabulary made it even harder 
to understand. 
 
Mitsuki rubbed her chin. “I think it’s just a misunderstanding. Try talking to each of them 
separately and ask them to talk it over.” 
 
She just made up some random advice to get through the call. Mitsuki did not want Arashi to 
think she could not be depended on. It had been difficult to convince the sleepy-eyed teen that 



she was the big sister in their relationship. The process had taken a lot of restaurant bills and 
antacids. Mitsuki did not want to waste that. 
 
“Thanks… for the advice. K is calling. I have to go. Later.” 
 
“Sure, anytime.” 
 
Mitsuki felt satisfied having helped out a friend in need. 
 
 

*** 
 

 
Sakuya opened her eyes. She was in the bath, neck-deep in steaming water. The switching had 
gotten more frequent and random. Strangely, Mitsuki never seized control while Sakuya was 
awake. It was always the other way around. 
 
S and K. 
 
Saya Saionji and Kaika Nikaido. 
 
K killed Kureha. 
 
Kureha Nikaido. 
 
Kaika’s sister. 
 
This is going to be fun! 
 
Sakuya dipped her head into the water and blew bubbles with her laughter. 
 
 

*** 
 
 

Valeriya briskly typed on her keyboard and hit enter. 
 
“Yahallo~ Nicky!”  
 
Her chat avatar was the orgasmic, goo-speckled face of a heterochromatic goth loli with blond 
twintails. 
 
A reply appeared on her screen in less than a second. 



 
“My name is Nick, not Nicky. And please stop using that greeting. It doesn’t work when you’re five 
foot ten.” 

 
“You type ridiculously fast, as usual.” 
 
“I’m not typing. I’m texting on my mobile. It’s an innate skill of my people. BTW, your avatar is 
NSFW.”  
 
“That’s just cream on her face.” 
 
“Do you expect me to explain that every time someone looks over my shoulder?” 
 
“Is there anyone who would actually do that?” 
 
“Well, no, not anymore.” 
 
“I take it that means you’ve gotten rid of the geezers? ／人◕ ‿‿ ◕人＼” 
 
“Yeah, I control the people’s army now. I planned to inform you after doing the clean up, but 
your ears are sharper than I thought. As promised, you can have the mines in Palawan.” 
 
“d(*・ω・*)b♪ Glad to see the people and money I gave you were put to good use.” 
 
“Next is the Muslim Congregation. I look forward to having your continued support.” 
 
“You’ll have it as long as you stick to the deal. Kaika is getting bigger by the moment (lol I wasn’t 
trying to be funny). She has solid ties in China now.” 
 
“I underestimated her. Maybe I should’ve sided with her when I had the chance.” 
 
“And miss out on all this fun?” 
 
“You’re the only one having fun.” 
 
“Then join in! 〜(￣▽￣〜)(〜￣▽￣)〜” 
 
“Pass. I think I’ll stick to the sidelines for this one.” 
 
A knock came from Valeriya’s door. 
 
“I have a visitor. Chat with ya later. Bye-ni~” Valeriya switched her active screen to the anime 
series she was watching earlier. “It’s open.” 



 
Viktor entered the study. “I heard Zhang was killed by the Americans.” 
 
“Where’s Mitsuki?” 
 
“In the bath. Don’t tell me you want me to guard her there too?” 
 
“Try it and I’ll rip out your spine. I’ll even shout ‘Fatality’ as I do it.” 
 
“Wouldn’t dream of it. The less work, the better. I’m already exhausted from chasing after her 
when she runs around with that tomboy.” 
 
“Be careful with Arashi Tanizaki.” 
 
“Don’t worry. I’ve seen her in action. Anyway, about Zhang.” 
 
“Yeah, you heard right.” 
 
“Zhi Zhu screwed up?” 
 
“Zhi Zhu is dead.” 
 
“...That monster died? That’s unexpected.” 
 
“No, that part went according to plan.” 
 
“I’ve been out of the loop.” 
 
“Sorry, that wasn’t my intention. I just wanted you to focus on protecting Mitsuki.” 
 
Viktor shrugged. “That’s okay. But can you at least explain this plan of yours?” 
 
“I just pitted a monster against a monster. If Kaika went against Zhang, it was inevitable that 
Ageha would fight Zhi Zhu. Once Zhi Zhu is gone, Zhang would be defenseless.” 
 
“That kid killed Zhi Zhu?” 
 
“Of course he did. I wouldn’t have chosen him for the part if he wasn’t capable of it. Zhang dying 
in the States was a stroke of good luck. When I heard about that, I got ready to stick my fork into 
the triads. The problem is what happened after that. Zhang’s son Mei Xing became the new 
dragon head.” 
 
“...That’s a problem. If he finds out that we killed his mother-” 



 
“I killed his mother. You went on my orders and bear no responsibility. It was an immature 
decision on my part.” 
 
“You were young. That’s normal.” 
 
“Doesn’t make it any less stupid. I thought losing his wife would make Zhang more vulnerable, 
but it backfired and made him more dangerous. If the son is anything like his father…” 
 
Viktor’s stern face grew grim. 
 
Valeriya leaned back in her chair. “What’s worse, Mei Xing is in cahoots with Kaika. Trying to 
kill him might trigger a domino effect I can’t control.” 
 
“You better give up on China for now.” 
 
“Right. That’s a dead end. Talk about digging my own grave.” She rubbed her temples. 
 
“Flustered because you didn’t get what you wanted? I thought you’d matured, but it seems 
you’re still the girl who tried to pick a fight with me decades ago.” 
 
“Don’t you mean ‘the girl who kicked your ass?’” 
 
“I remember it the other way around.” 
 
“That’s called Alzheimer’s.” Valeriya unwrapped a lollipop and gave it a lick. “Mitsuki should be 
getting out of the bath soon.” 
 
“I’ll get back to work then.” He opened the door and stepped outside. 
 
“Thank you for coming back, Viktor.” 
 
Keeping his back to her, he waved a hand before disappearing from view. 
 

 
*** 

 
 
“Sign the contract with NGC, General,” said a plump woman with curly brown hair. “Make sure 
to reverse engineer their technology once we get it.” 
 
Walker stifled a sigh. “Yes, Senator Garvey.” 
 



“That’s all. You may go.” 
 
After a perfect salute, Walker left the senator’s office. He felt the urge to smoke because the 
conversation, if one-sided prattle could be called that, had left a bad taste in his mouth. 
 
How the mighty have fallen. 
 
Senator Garvey was a retired military officer. She had never fought in any wars, but the stories of 
her valor in peacekeeping missions were abundant. Now she was just a fat pig with a fat brain. 
 
Does she really think Nikaido will provide us with their best technology? 
 
The US is too powerful. 
 
If my read on that girl is right, she’ll favor the other countries to even the field. 
 
But that’s alright. 
 
America did not have advanced cybernetics technology because the government did not invest in 
its development. The torturous pain involved in nerve alignment and the requirement of body 
modification did not fit well with their democratic ideals and adherence to human rights. 
Instead, they had devoted their infantry research on armored suits, which had progressed quite 
nicely in recent years. 
 
We don’t need help. 
 
But buying some of their supplies at least guarantees it doesn’t go anywhere else. 
 
And the technology we do get will give us a rough idea of what we’re up against. 
 
The politicians, rotting on their thrones of comfort and abundance, had no idea what was 
coming. 
 
Peace dulled not only the body but also the mind. 
 
Walker, along with many high-ranking US military officers, shared that belief. 
 
The only thing left to do was to make sure the rest of the world agreed with them. 
 
 

*** 
 

 



Ageha and Saya arrived at the Nikaido estate courtyard. Arashi was already there, curled up on a 
hammock. Kaika, the one who called them, got up from her chair and walked over. 
 
The lovers traded glances, hoping one of them had a clue as to what was going on. 
 
“You’re finally here.” Kaika placed her knuckles on her hips. “I was getting sick of waiting.” 
 
“We rushed over because you said you it was important,” said Ageha. 
 
“It is.” 
 
“Then why are we in the courtyard?” asked Saya. “If we are to discuss vital information, the 
drawing room is more secure.” 
 
“No, this place is perfect for what I’m about to say.” 
 
Ageha crossed his arms. “Then hurry up and say it.” 
 
“Listen! I have an announcement to make!” 
 
Everyone in the garden focused on her. Kaika proudly thrust out her left hand. The platinum 
band on her ring finger glittered in the sunlight. 
 
“Congratulate me! I got engaged!” 


