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  Chapter 1
Commence Mission


Ikeep track of patterns. Not because I am paranoid—though Yukiko would argue otherwise—but because patterns are the first things to break when danger gets close. 
The apartment I live in has its own rhythm. Kyō’s heavy footsteps at dawn, Yukiko’s silent, weightless movement at night, and the low, steady vibration of the refrigerator. I listen to the space between those sounds. I always have. So, when the rhythm changed that morning, I noticed. I always noticed. 
Kyō’s voice was lower than usual, tight around the edges. He wasn’t talking to Yukiko. He was on the phone. And he was discussing dates. Specific ones. That alone was enough to make me sit up. 
He stood by the kitchen counter with the phone on speaker, one hand sliding across the calendar hanging on the wall. I pretended to be absorbed in the latest MythBusters episode, analyzing blast trajectories and structural stress points like they were tactical intel, but my attention never left Kyō. 
“Two days…” he muttered.
I froze. Two days?
Kyō traced his fingers across the dates again, stopped, then let out a quiet sigh. “I completely forgot.”
My stomach dropped. Forgot?
“I know…I know they need advance notice.”
Advance notice? This wasn’t spontaneous. This had been planned.
“Is there any way we can settle this?”
Negotiation.
“If I don’t get it by Friday…” Kyō stopped talking for a second.
“…it’s over.”
Over!?
I didn’t need to hear another word. There it was.
Confirmation. The operation had a deadline. Kyō had missed it. And the clock was ticking.
“Thanks. I will see you Friday.”
Friday.
The exchange.
The deadline.
The line went dead with a soft, final click. I could hear the subtle hitch in Kyō's breathing. The quiet panic of a man who had realized he had let his guard down. He was compromised. And I had to do something. I looked at my own calendar lying on the desk and lined up the dates with his. 
Forty-eight hours. Whatever he was talking about, that was our window. 
Kyō crossed the kitchen to the dark drawer where we kept the archive, the heavy metal box of three-by-five index cards. He thumbed through them with practiced precision, the stiff cardstock clicking softly against one another like rifle magazines being tapped before deployment.
He stopped.
His fingers rested on a single card.
“…There you are.”
He traced the raised lettering once, his expression tightening. 
“Dammit.”
He paused for a long moment.
“Two days…” He let out a small breath. “That’s impossible.”
He pinned the card to the refrigerator beneath a heavy magnet, stared at it for another second, and then walked quietly out of the room. I waited until his footsteps disappeared. Then I moved.
The document was handwritten. No signatures. No addresses. Just measurements. Ratios, temperatures, timing windows, layer after layer of precise instructions. 
It wasn’t a shopping list. It was a blueprint. A blueprint for something that demanded absolute precision. 
I read it twice. Then a third time. Every line confirmed the same conclusion. This wasn’t a package you bought. It was an asset you earned. Whatever this thing was, someone had gone to extraordinary lengths to protect it. 
I looked back toward the hallway where Kyō had disappeared. Then I removed the card and placed it in my backpack. 
There was no way I could do this alone. I was going to need a specialist. I didn’t have time to debate the intel. I knew just the right person for the job. I needed Yukiko. And the fastest way to reach her was through the tunnels.
Underneath Sutekina Giman City ran an old lattice of passageways—brick, rust, forgotten history. A giant maze carved by people who didn't trust surface streets or surface eyes. These days, the underworld used the tunnels to send messages discreetly. It was our own little network. 
How did the messages get delivered? By mongoose. Every operative was assigned a mongoose. Mine happened to be Raikiri. I loved the little psychopath. He just wasn’t always sure he loved me back. I didn’t know what his issues were, but I respected him. He was fast, loyal, and mean enough to survive anything the tunnels threw at him. 
I tapped the floor twice. Raikiri exploded out from under the couch like a bullet with unresolved anger issues. He stopped just long enough to glare at me. Our standard greeting.
I drafted the alert quickly.
MEET IMMEDIATELY.
THREAT LEVEL: Kyō.
Short.
Precise.
Details could wait until she arrived.
I tied the note to Raikiri’s harness. He immediately tried to bite me. This was also standard procedure. Love you too, you little fucker.
Raikiri disappeared through the tunnel grate before I even finished the thought.

      ***I reached the rooftop before Yukiko arrived. Sutekina Giman stretched out beneath me. Rusted edges. Neon vines. Rooftops stitched together by clotheslines, antennas, and old ghosts. From up here the city looked peaceful. That was the lie it liked telling you. The danger lived lower. In the alleys. The tunnels. The spaces between the streetlights where people forgot to look. 
I paced the gravel, replaying Kyō’s words over and over in my head. Forty-seven hours now. The window was closing. And we were already behind.
I smelled Yukiko before I saw her. Three blocks out. I always could. I just never told her. She liked believing she could sneak up on me. It made her happy. I would never take that away from her.
A shift in the air. She stepped out of the darkness as if she had simply decided to exist. No footsteps. No warning. Her hood up. Shoulders squared. Eyes sharp enough to split a bad decision in half. She didn’t ask why I called. She didn’t need to. If I said Kyō was in danger…
…then Kyō was in danger.
Raikiri sat at her feet looking unbearably pleased with himself. He puffed his chest. Mission accomplished.
Yukiko held up the note.
“Threat level: Kyō.” 
She read it once. Folded it and slipped it into her pocket. The air around her changed. Not with panic. With purpose. “What happened?”
I was about to start explaining. 
She lifted a hand. “If it involves Kyō…” she said softly.
“…I don’t need the whole briefing.” She looked at me. “Just tell me where we are going.”
I spread the rough sketch I had made across an old ventilation unit. Measurements. Angles. Entry points. The location. Yukiko studied it for a few seconds. 
Then she nodded once.
“S.K.I.L.L.E.T.” 
She didn’t sound surprised. She sounded annoyed. “So that’s where they moved it.”
I looked up.
“They have been tightening security for months now,” she continued, tracing one finger across the outer wall I had drawn. “Nobody goes there unless they are invited.” 
She glanced at me. “We are obviously not invited.”
I nodded.
“Good. We go in. Take the asset. And leave before they realize it was ever missing,” she said.
She folded the sketch up and put it in her tactical pack. “Simple.”
It never is.
She never asked what the asset was. She never asked why Kyō needed it or how I found it. She didn’t have to. If Kyō needed it, then so did we. That’s all that mattered.
Yukiko stood beside me, the city wind tugging at her hood, already bracing herself for what lay ahead at S.K.I.L.L.E.T. But she waited, giving me space to show her what else we needed to do, the next step. I reached into the inner pocket of my vest and pulled out a small, laminated card. Black. Worn around the edges. A pixelated dragon was stamped across the front. 
Yukiko’s eyes narrowed immediately. “…No.”
I held the card out anyway. She stared at it for another second before reluctantly taking it. Her thumb brushed across the dragon.
“You’re serious.”
I nodded once.
“Fuck.” She looked at the back of the card. “Anyone but him.”
I waited.
She sighed. “He is impossible.”
Still, I waited.
She looked toward the skyline. Then back at the card. 
“…Fine. If we are going to him…” She looked me square in the eyes. “…things are already worse than I thought.”
I gave a single nod. Exactly.
She adjusted her hood. “I trust you.” She paused. “I just don’t trust him.”
Raikiri sneezed. Neither of us acknowledged it.
She slid the card into her sleeve.
“Let’s go.”
And just like that, the rooftop wasn’t a meeting place anymore. It was a starting line. 
And we were already running.






  
  Chapter 2
The Connect


We left the rooftop and made our way into the Forgotten Ward, one of those places the city pretended didn’t exist. The kind of neighborhood that had been important once, then was quietly erased by newer streets and louder lights. 
Abandoned storefronts lined the road like rows of jagged teeth. Broken arcade cabinets slumped against walls, the screens cracked, their joysticks missing. Rusted signs hung at crooked angles, their paint peeled into ghostly colors. Neon buzzed overhead, flickering, trying to stay alive.
The walk wasn’t long, but it felt like stepping off the edge of the mapped world. The pavement felt different here—harder, colder, a stage waiting for the first wrong move. 
Shinjuku Street was quieter than usual. Quiet streets make people relax. Professionals know better. Quiet just means the ambush hasn’t introduced itself yet. Funny. You’d think empty streets would feel like breathing room. But the more the crowd thinned, the tighter the city seemed to squeeze. 
We moved deeper into the Ward, and the silence stretched around us like a net. The darkness was alive, and it was staring right at us.
Yukiko barely spoke. She didn’t need to. She already knew where we were going. I kept pace beside her, checking every shadow, every alley mouth, every rooftop edge.
Our destination lay ahead. Nothing that stood out. It wasn’t a giant, glass-paned headquarters or a steel-reinforced underground bunker. Just—
An old video rental store wedged between two forgotten, concrete buildings that looked like they were leaning on each other for support. The sign above the door read SANTAROS, but half the neon letters were burnt out, leaving only a faint buzzing S T A S to stab at the dark. The windows were opaque with decades of dust. A heavy metal security grate was pulled halfway down like a metal eyelid, forcing anyone who wanted to enter to duck. A faded, water-damaged poster from a '90s action movie peeled off the glass, the action hero’s face bubbling up trying to escape the frame from years of wear.
According to the rusted placards hanging in the window, it was also an electronics repair shop. And an appliance recycling business. And whatever else the owner felt like pretending it was to throw off the local authorities. It was the perfect camouflage. Something wonderful and aggressively mundane. But my nose knew better. Beneath the heavy stench of damp cardboard and rotting alley garbage, I caught the sharp, distinct notes of gun oil, solder, ozone, and cold, pressurized steel.
Yukiko stopped beside me. She didn’t look down, but I could hear the irritated hitch in her breathing. She stared at the storefront as if it had personally insulted her professional dignity.
“You’re kidding,” she said, her voice barely a whisper against the hum of the neon bulbs.
I stepped closer and gave a single, firm nod.
This was the place.
Yukiko dragged a gloved hand down her face, inhaling slowly through her teeth. “I hate my life right now.”
She didn’t turn around, though. She didn’t walk away. She just stood there in the rain, slowly accepting the grim reality that our next tactical move involved an establishment that gave the impression that it traded exclusively in broken DVD players and crushing disappointment. To her, this looked like a dead end. But she didn’t know him. Not like I did.
I cast my eyes upward, scanning the wooden frame of the doorway. Hidden right in the hollow, empty eye socket of the action hero on the poster was a camera lens. No bigger than a pinhead. It didn’t have a recording light. True military hardware never announces itself—but I could hear the microscopic whir of the autofocus adjusting as it locked onto the back of Yukiko’s neck, then panned down to catalog my silhouette. We were being assessed. Measured.
Trust in me was the only thing keeping her here. She was a precision instrument, accustomed to clean drops and high-tech feeds. I was asking her to step into the gutter. And that trust was about to be pushed to its absolute limit. I nudged the bottom half-closed metal grate with my nose, signaling her to make the first move.
“If we get tetanus in here,” she whispered, her hand dropping to the grip of her concealed blade, “I am holding you personally responsible.”
Yukiko didn’t look for a doorbell. Instead, her knuckles met the glass. Not randomly. A rhythm.
Tap…tap…tap.
A beat of silence, heavy and wet.
Tap.
Then nothing. The street behind us seemed to hold its breath. A cold draft rattled a loose piece of sheet metal somewhere down the alley, but inside the shop, nothing moved. Yukiko frowned, her eyes narrowing as she peered through the grime-smeared glass.
“Did he move?” she whispered.
I stayed completely still, my ears swiveling to catch the tiniest vibration through the doorframe. I didn’t hear footsteps, but I heard the faint, high-frequency whir of an old CRT monitor warming up somewhere deep in the back. Yukiko sighed again, deeper this time, the tension stiffening in her shoulders.
“No,” she said. “He didn’t.”
Then—
Clack.
The plastic OPEN sign hanging on the window flipped over by itself, spun by a tiny, custom-rigged servo motor hidden in the frame. A moment later, a motorized deadbolt slid back with a slow screech of metal on metal. It sounded like a vault deciding whether we were worthy of entering, or if it was simply unlocking the trapdoor.
The door eased open an inch, exhaling a gust of warm, stale air. It smelled of hot dust, old plastic, cheap soldering flux, and the distinct, metallic tang of gun oil that someone tried and failed to mask with the scent of pine-scented floor cleaner. Yukiko pushed the door open, the old hinges letting out a rusty whine, and stepped over the threshold. I slipped in right beside her, my feet silent on the worn carpet.
Inside, the shop was a chaotic, dimly lit labyrinth. Towering shelves of forgotten media pressed in from both sides. Faded cardboard boxes of obsolete video game cartridges, cracked plastic cases of long-dead console systems, and stacks of CRT televisions stacked like cathode ray tombstones, their glass faces reflecting the green glow of a single security monitor behind the counter. And in the center of this graveyard of technology sat the master of ceremonies. One of the underworld's most elusive intelligence brokers.
He was hunched over a cluttered workbench, bathed in the harsh, white glare of a single articulated desk lamp. He wore a jeweler’s visor strapped to his head, the magnifying lenses flipped down, making his eyes look like those of a giant metallic insect. He didn’t look up. He didn’t even twitch. He just was.
His thick calloused hands, the kind that had spent a lifetime bringing dead electronics back to life, held a pair of micro-tweezers with impossible gentleness. He was meticulously cleaning the dust out of the copper pin connectors of an ancient Super Famicom cartridge. It was something small, delicate, and completely unrelated to the storm we were about to bring into his quiet, dusty kingdom.
Yukiko stepped forward, her leather boots squeaking slightly on the linoleum floor. I followed, my nose twitching as I tracked the faint, sweet scent of a half-eaten jelly donut resting on a paper plate just out of reach. The man blew a gentle puff of air into the cartridge, the dust dancing in the beam of his desk lamp like miniature stars, before he finally spoke.
“Door was unlocked.”
“It wasn’t,” Yukiko said.
Without looking up, the man spoke. “It was after you knocked.”
“Five more seconds,” a deep, gravelly voice rumbled from behind the workbench. It was a voice that vibrated through the floorboards before it even hit the air. “Five more seconds, and I would have saved this cartridge. It was ninety percent dead, but I had a pulse.”
The man slowly lifted the jeweler’s visor from his head, resting it gently on the cluttered counter with the delicate care of a surgeon putting down a scalpel. He paused, his gaze settling on the space right in front of the counter. 
His eyes softened, a sudden, genuine warmth crinkling the corners of his face.
“…Biggie?”
I nodded.
His eyes shifted slightly to the left, taking in the damp, dark-clad silhouette standing beside me.
“…Moon Girl.”
He stood up, and the space in the tiny shop suddenly got a lot smaller.
Ansoni Santaro was a mountain of a man. In the underworld, they called him Big H. And he had a rule for anyone who met him:
“Don’t call me Ansoni. Only cops call me Ansoni. And guys trying to sell me stolen copper. Call me H.”
It wasn’t a nickname based on his actual name. It was a title. And truth be told, everyone had forgotten what the H stood for decades ago.
Some of the street-level runners swore it meant Heavy, because when Big H walked, the floor shifted with him. The kids in the neighborhood thought it stood for Heart, because he was the only guy in the Forgotten Ward who would fix a broken toy or a busted heater for free if he knew a family was struggling. The older crowd thought it stood for Hug, because if you were lucky enough to get one, it felt like being wrapped in a giant, unbreakable velvet safe.
Nobody remembered the truth. Nobody needed to. Everyone in the city just said: Go see Big H. He’ll fix it.
That was the thing about Big H. If you brought him something broken, whether it was a rare '90s console, a tactical scanner, or a life that had spun off its hinges, he would just stare at it for a long quiet minute. He would look at it like he was personally disappointed that it refused to work the way it was designed to. Then, without a word of complaint, he would disappear into the back room with a screwdriver and a soldering iron. Half an hour later, it would come back, working better than the day it left the factory. He didn’t just repair things, he restored their dignity.
He stepped out from behind the counter, moving with a surprising, quiet grace for a man of his immense size. He wore a faded grease-stained apron over a dark tank top, his massive forearms covered in faint solder scars and tiny burns from a lifetime of bringing dead machines back to life. He walked over, a slow, deliberate movement, and offered me a massive fist, easily the size of a cantaloupe. I raised my fist and pressed it gently against his knuckles. Our signature handshake.
No words. None were ever needed. If I showed up at his door, he was already on my side.
He stood back up, turning his attention to Yukiko. For a second, he hesitated, his massive arms twitching outward like he was going to wrap her in one of those legendary, rib-cracking hugs. Yukiko froze, her tactical defenses instantly clashing with the sheer, overwhelming physical presence of the giant in front of her. Sensing the hesitation, Big H stopped mid-reach. He gave a soft, modest chuckle, adjusting his stance with an easy, comfortable grace. He pulled his arms back and extended a single, massive fist instead. 
Yukiko blinked, her shoulders dropping a fraction of an inch as she relaxed. She met his fist with her own hand, the contrast of her small knuckles against the giant hand looking almost comical.
“Good to see you, H,” she said softly. And for the first time all night, her voice didn’t have that sharp, defensive edge.
Big H smiled, a slow, brilliant expression that seemed to light up the dusty, neon-lit corners of the shop. “Always,” he said. “Now, what did you two break this time?”
I stepped forward, bringing him the folded blueprint I had salvaged from the refrigerator. H looked down at me, his face softening for a split second, before he reached out and took the document with his giant calloused fingertips. He unfolded the paper slowly, handling the cheap, ink-smeared sheet as if he was defusing a live bomb in the middle of a crowded street. The silence in the shop stretched, heavy and thick, punctuated only by the low, rhythmic buzz of the SANTAROS neon sign outside.
Yukiko didn’t move. I didn’t even blink. We watched his eyes, hidden behind the thick frames of his glasses, as they tracked across the lines.
“…Well,” H rumbled, the sound vibrating low in his chest. He leaned closer, pulling the articulated desk lamp down until the harsh white light flooded the paper. He studied every single hand-drawn line. Every mysterious symbol and precise, handwritten measurement. His expression did not change. His face was a fortress of absolute focus.
“…That’s either a recipe…”
Yukiko stared at him, her hand resting instinctively near her holster. I stared at him. My ears pinned back, waiting for the verdict.
He didn’t flinch.
“…or the most secure vault I have ever seen.”
Another long, agonizing pause. H slowly tapped his massive index finger against the center of the paper, right where Kyō had written 350° for 45 minutes. Then nodded to himself, a firm, absolute, unhinged confidence radiating off him.
“Vault,” he said, his voice deadpan. “Definitely a vault.”
I looked at Yukiko and knew she was thinking the same thought.
The man's a genius.
He chose the second option immediately. Without a single shadow of hesitation. He tapped the paper again, his finger covering nearly a third of the page.
“Look at these heat dispersal specs. Whoever designed this expected sustained thermal exposure. If you don’t vent the thermal output at exactly the right intervals, the whole structure collapses. It’s tight. Almost too tight.”
Yukiko leaned in closer, her eyes scanning the handwritten notes on the card that read, Sift flour. H studied it.
“Cover terminology.”
The next line.
Fold gently to avoid flattening.
He pointed.
“Pressure-sensitive payload.”
“Can we crack it?” Yukiko asked, her voice dropping to a tactical whisper.
H lifted his head, looking at the two of us. The warmth was still there in his eyes, but underneath it was the quiet, steady steel of a man who had spent his entire life solving the impossible.
“You are going to need a plan,” H said softly. He reached under the counter, his shoulders shifting as he pulled out a blank gridded notebook and thick carpenter’s pencil. “And luckily for you, I don’t like leaving things locked.”
He set the notebook down on the glass counter, the cardboard cover hitting with a solid, reassuring thud. He didn’t boot up a tablet or pull up a digital grid. He just flipped open to a clean page and held the thick pencil in his hand. 
That was the thing about Big H. People brought him things the rest of the world had given up on. Not because he was the smartest guy in the Ward, though his mind was a steel trap. It was because Big H looked at things differently. When the rest of the world looked at a brick wall and saw a dead end, H just saw a problem of physics. Where everyone else shook their heads and said impossible, he would just slow down, stare at the layout, and let out a soft, dismissive grumble.
“…No,” he would rumble. “Impossible is just expensive.”
And then he started to write.
He began to sketch on the blank notebook paper, his movements surprisingly fast, fluid, and precise, transferring everything from Kyō’s index card onto the page. He then began to change the angles of the lines. He calculated structural tolerances in his head. He found the blind spots, the tiny structural fractures, the microscopic weaknesses in the perimeter. Suddenly, right there on the grease-stained counter, a plan began to breathe.
I leaned in, my ears perked, giving him my most intense, deadpan, high-stakes stare. The look that told him lives were on the line. National security, H. The fate of the free world.
H looked down at me, taking in my rigid, military posture. He let out a slow, tired sigh. “Yeah…” he muttered, a faint, fond smirk playing at the corner of his mouth. “That’s usually how it starts.” 
He slapped a fresh sheet of paper over the counter.
“South entrance is a lie.”
I tilted my head, studying the heavy pencil lines. He flipped to another sheet with a quick snap of his wrist.
“Maintenance tunnel.”
I looked closer, my nose twitching as I tracked the route he had drawn. It bypassed the main gate entirely. He flipped to a third page.
“They change patrol every sixteen minutes.”
There was no long-winded exposition. No ‘according to my intelligence network.’ No, ‘I hacked their database.’ Just absolute, effortless competence. The man knew the city. He knew the grids, and he knew how to move through them undetected. Within three minutes, he had mapped a clean insertion and extraction route through a fortress we had yet to enter. 
He rolled the papers up, slid a heavy rubber band around them, and tapped the cylinder against the counter. “You play it cool, Biggie,” he said softly, his voice a low, reassuring purr. “You don’t force the lock. You let the lock tell you how to open it.”
I stepped in close, leaning my shoulder against him for a brief, solid second—our silent version of a hug. Then, I grabbed the blueprints from him. Yukiko slipped her hands into her pockets, her jaw set in determination. We turned to head toward the half-open metal grate, the cold Shinjuku street rain waiting for us outside.
“Hey.”
I stopped and looked back over my shoulder. H was standing behind the counter, his massive frame silhouetted against the white glare of his desk lamp. Without another word, he flicked his wrist and tossed a small, heavy package wrapped in a neat brown butcher’s paper and tied with a simple piece of red twine.
I jumped, catching it cleanly.
It was small. Perfectly balanced, and smelled faintly of sweet, dried, high-grade cedar wood and rich molasses. To anyone else, it looked to be a compact survival ration or a specialized tool.
“Kyō likes these,” H said quietly.
A shadow of a smile touched his eyes, a look that carried a lifetime of quiet loyalty. Of remembering the small things that actually mattered when the rest of the world was too busy making noise.
I held the package tight.
He remembered.
I nodded.
We slipped under the metal grate and back into the dark, wet street, the rain hitting my face like cold glass. Forty-three hours. Plenty of time. Assuming the vault cooperated.
Because guys like H don't just hand you a package. 
They remind you of exactly what you’re fighting to protect.






  
  Chapter 3
Operation: Blow It Out


The wind running over our wings was a low, steady hiss. No engine hum, no propellers, no thermal signature to trigger an alarm. Just the freezing bite of the Sutekina Giman night air rushing past us at eighty miles an hour. Below us the city was a sprawling, jagged grid of neon and shifting shadows, dominated by the massive, dark structure of the S.K.I.L.L.E.T. compound.
Yukiko tilted her weight a fraction of a degree, her body shifting against mine in the tandem harness. We banked hard, the composite glider dipping sharply as we slipped through the radar gaps. Rain slicked my hair, pinning my ears back against my skull, but my eyes never left the landing zone. Yukiko flew as if she had done this a thousand times. I flew like I was born for it.
To an untrained eye, the target looked like a harmless industrial bakery. It had all the classic markers: three towering, white cylindrical silos, huge exhaust vents and complex conveyor systems snaking between reinforced concrete buildings. But as we dropped closer, the sheer scale of the operation made my skin crawl.
The air rising from the exhaust stacks was thick and heavy with a sweet, suffocating scent. The unmistakable signature of active, fermenting biological cultures. It was yeast, but at this concentration, it felt weaponized. It filled the back of my throat, warm and alive.
Those three massive silos? They weren’t just for storage. They were pressurized containers holding tons of highly volatile, fine-grain white powder. One bad spark and the entire district would disappear. Even the conveyor belts felt hostile, moving heavy, shrouded payloads through giant thermal tunnels—ovens, essentially. The sheer volume of energy these units were pulling from the Pan-ya district grid could supply a small army.
Every inch of the place was terrifyingly secure. Motion-activated cameras were tucked neatly into the architectural seams. Overlapping patrol routes kept the perimeter under constant surveillance. The security was too tight. The infrastructure was too heavy. No one spent this much money to protect bread. There had to be something else buried deep inside this fortress. Something they didn’t want the world to see.
But Big H had found the crack in the armor.
The south entrance was a lie. A kill box waiting for a mistake. So, we bypassed it entirely. We dropped straight through the rising, biological heat plumes of the exhaust stacks, using the updraft to cushion our descent. No one looks up when they are guarding a door. Doors are designed to be watched. Roofs are designed to be forgotten.
Yukiko landed first, knees bent, cushioning the impact without a sound. I touched down a split second later. My feet hit the gravel with a soft shhhk as I absorbed the momentum. She raised two fingers. I gave her a sharp, military nod. We moved.
The perimeter lights swept in low, blinding arcs across the compound roof, cutting through the darkness like blades. We stayed low. Yukiko did a tactical roll behind a huge air-conditioning unit. I did a low-profile, army-style crawl right beside her, keeping my head down. The hum of heavy industrial machinery vibrated through the concrete, steady and rhythmic, a pulse we matched with our movements. A guard passed above us on the metal catwalk, his flashlight beam cutting through the fog. 
Yukiko froze. I froze.
Actually, I did more than freeze. I held my breath. But my digestive tract, apparently unconcerned with tactical silence, chose that exact second to react to the incredibly greasy, cream-filled pastry I had snatched off the counter at Big H’s before we left. A sudden, highly pressurized bubble of gas shifted deep in my gut. My eyes went wide. I clenched my jaw, locking down every muscle in my abdomen, desperately trying to contain the imminent acoustic betrayal.
Grumble.
It wasn’t a quiet gurgle. It was a deep, wet, vibrating bassline that echoed right through my tactical vest. Yukiko’s head snapped toward me, her eyes wide with absolute horror.
Did you really just do that? her expression screamed. 
I gave her a look of pure, agonizing apology, sweating under my collar as I fought the laws of physics to keep a follow-up detonation from slipping out. 
System override. Abort launch.
On the catwalk, the guard’s boots scraped the metal. A pause. A shift of weight. He shone his light directly over our air conditioning unit, searching for the source of the strange, low vibration. We squeezed deeper into the shadow of the rusted metal, the heat of the exhaust warming our backs. The light moved on. The sound of his boots faded away down the metal steps.
Yukiko just slowly shook her head. She seemed disappointed in my tactical discipline.
I nodded to her. I’m good.
We continued.
Silence between us. No sound beyond the beating thrum of the facility and the soft, rhythmic whisper of our steps. Yukiko pointed—two fingers, then a sharp, downward sweep. A vent access. Narrow. Unlit. And, most importantly, blasting out a jet of hot, heavily concentrated yeast-air. We moved toward the vent, staying close to the brick wall, letting the industrial heat mask our signatures. Every movement was a choreographed dance. Every pause was calculated.
Observe. Move. Wait. Observe. Move. Freeze. Continue.
The compound felt alive. Breathing, watching, waiting for us to make a single mistake. The silence pressed in around us, thick enough to feel on the skin, smelling richly of unbaked dough and high-stakes espionage. We hadn’t even reached the vault yet, and my heart was already hammering a steady, trilling beat against my chest.
This was easily the best Thursday night I’d had in years.
The deeper we went, the more the place smelled wrong. Too much heat. Too much steel. Everywhere we turned, pressurized chambers radiating raw energy. According to Big H’s handwritten layout, we were supposed to be navigating a subterranean maintenance tunnel.
The reality?
We were currently crawling on our stomachs through a tight, metal-lined service crawlspace situated directly behind a giant bank of towering, multi-tiered ovens. It was a narrow, greasy utility gap where the technicians swept away loose flour dust and cleaned the pilot lights. I mapped it as a critical thermal exhaust system, designed to vent the toxic output of their secret refinement process.
The heat in the crawlspace was oppressive, pressing down on my back like a physical hand. We bypassed the primary heating units, I noted silently, my eyes scanning the heavy steel conduits running parallel to us. The ambient temperature in the core was rising. The thermal output of this place was massive. They were running heavy machinery, radiating heat from a central source like a huge, burning star. Every thirty seconds, a deep-throated hiss of pressurized steam would escape from a safety valve above us, forcing us to freeze until the white cloud dissipated. 
Then I noticed the security patrols. Through the ventilation slits, I watched them pass. They wore crisp, stark-white tactical uniforms, double-breasted coats and heavy protective aprons, moving with the rigid, synchronized discipline of a highly trained assembly-line crew. They didn’t speak. They worked in absolute, silent coordination, their faces shadowed by the brims of their white caps.
Every four minutes, a loud, high-pitched siren would chime throughout the bay. The security alarm, I thought, my muscles locking. I was wrong. It was the bread rotation timer. An automated conveyor would rumble to life, shifting hundreds of rising loaves from the proofing drawers into the ovens. Every time a shrill, piercing beep echoed from the main floor—what I immediately flagged as a thermal perimeter alarm monitoring for intruders—a baker would simply walk over, silence the oven timer, and slide a fresh tray of baguettes into the heat.
Beside me, Yukiko checked her wrist chronometer. The red digital numbers pulsed in the dark. 
23:20
We had plenty of time.
The crawlspace funneled into a single, insulated steel hatch. This was it. The point of no return. 
We finally reached…
The Vault.
I stared at the layout. What stood before us was an enormous, reinforced barrier designed to seal in whatever highly classified asset S.K.I.L.L.E.T. was guarding from the world. It had a hermetically sealed rubber gasket and a digital temperature readout pushing a cold, negative number on the panel. It was a subterranean walk-in freezer.
Yukiko stepped forward, her fingers pulling a set of electronic bypass tools from her tactical pouch. She went to work on the lock, her brow furrowed in deep concentration as she manipulated the interface. I turned my back to her, pressing my shoulders against the cold brick wall to keep watch on the corridor behind us. But as I stood guard, the pressure inside the vault shifted. 
The heavy rubber seal on the door hissed, releasing a microscopic draft of air from the interior. The scent hit me like a physical blow. It was rich, cold, sweet, and intoxicatingly complex. Notes of vanilla, frozen sugar, and dairy refined to an impossible level of purity. My pupils dilated in the dark. Whatever S.K.I.L.L.E.T. was hiding in there…it was the ultimate payload.
Hurry. We are right on top of it. 
Yukiko worked calmly and at a practiced speed. Her bypass tool let out a soft, high-pitched beep, followed by the heavy, mechanical chunk of the internal locking pins retracting. The hermetically sealed rubber gaskets let out a sharp, violent hiss as the atmospheric seal broke. The steel door eased open. The air hit us like a wall of ice. It rolled out of the dark interior in thick, white, rolling waves of sub-zero mist, instantly turning our breath into clouds. 
And underneath that freezing fog lay the unmistakable scent of the prize. Rich, concentrated, and practically thick enough to cast a shadow in the dark. The heart of the operation.
The asset.
We stepped over the doorway into the frozen chamber. The walls were lined with floor-to-ceiling steel racks, holding what looked to be highly classified, temperature-sensitive chemical compounds wrapped in sterile protective layers. Yukiko’s eyes, and my nose, instantly locked onto the central pedestal. There, housed in a pristine, vacuum-sealed container to protect its delicate chemical integrity from the elements, sat the package. This was it. The key. The catalyst.
The item was small.
Too small for the trouble surrounding it.
Which meant… it was important.
With agonizing, slow-motion precision, Yukiko reached out, her hands hovering over the container for a split second before she lifted it cleanly off the pedestal. She slipped the cold, dense cylinder into her insulated tactical pack, pulling the zipper shut with a sharp, satisfying zzzip.
“Asset secured,” she whispered, her voice tight.
I gave a short, tense nod, already turning back toward the exit. We were seconds away from a clean, textbook extraction. 
That's when the universe reasserted itself. It was as if the moment the asset left its cradle, the facility knew. Yukiko’s tactical pack caught the edge of a towering, six-foot-tall cooling rack. A rack loaded with hundreds of heavy, industrial aluminum baking sheets. Time seemed to stop. The rack tilted. One sheet slipped. Then another. Followed by an entire avalanche of metal crashing down.
CLANG-CLANG-CLATTER-BANG-CRASH!
The sound was absolutely deafening, echoing through the hollow steel of the freezer and radiating outward like a shockwave. It resembled the sound of a tank crashing through a greenhouse. For one beautiful, terrifying moment, there was silence. 
That's when the overhead lights cut from dim yellow to flashing, hostile crimson. An alarm began to wail through the facility, accompanied by a high-decibel scream that vibrated through the ground.
INTRUDER ALERT!
Yukiko didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to.
Our clean exit was officially dead.
“Run!” she hissed.
We burst through the vault door just as the crimson emergency sirens began their rhythmic, deafening wail. The quiet facility we had sneaked into had instantly transformed into a chaotic, red-lit war zone. Our extraction route was blown. We were deep behind enemy lines, and the compound was flooding with hostile forces. 
They poured into the main corridor, a sea of heavily armed, uniform-clad operatives wielding lethal, specialized gear. And they didn’t look like they wanted to negotiate. Up ahead, two operators stepped out of a side room, blocking our advance with high-pressure chemical sprayers. They hissed violently, blasting jets of scalding, soapy water across the floor. The tiles instantly turned into a slick, treacherous hazard zone, obscuring our vision with a slick wall of steam.
“Left!” Yukiko yelled.
We pivoted, our feet skidding across the wet tiles as we dove into the main prep galley. But the galley was already compromised. Three sentries stepped into the red-lit aisle, blocking the exit. They were clad in matching white double-breasted armor, their eyes cold beneath their paper caps. In their hands, they held razor-sharp steel cleavers and twelve-inch carving knives, the polished metal reflecting the pulsing crimson alarm lights like fresh blood. They held their ground, knives raised in a defensive guard.
“I've got the front!” Yukiko called out.
She engaged the first sentry, parrying a descending blade with her arm guards before executing a lightning-fast palm strike to his chest. He went down hard, dropping so fast the air didn’t have time to react. The other two cooks closed in, their knives slicing through the steamy air.
Threat assessment: Lethal. Adjusting gravity parameters. Filed.
I dove into the fray, using a lower center of gravity to disrupt their formation. I bolted straight at the legs of a towering line cook. As I went under, my shoulder caught the hem of his heavy white apron, snagging the fabric. The giant lost his balance, his feet tangling in the ties as he tripped over his own gear, his flailing arms catching a towering stack of metal prep bowls and sending them crashing across the floor like shrapnel.
Two down.
The third cook swung a heavy cleaver down toward Yukiko’s blind spot. I didn’t hesitate. I threw myself into a low, sliding dive across a freshly greased patch of linoleum, using the momentum to bridge the gap. I clamped onto the heavy canvas cuff of his trousers, pulling back with everything I had. The sudden unexpected drag redirected his entire center of gravity. His swing went wide, the cleaver buried deep into the wood cutting board with a dull thunk.
With his weapon stuck and the balance broken, Yukiko seized the opening. She stepped into his guard, executing a perfect, high-impact Moonflow kick straight to his jaw. The cook went airborne, flying backward in a dramatic arc. He landed squarely in the center of a huge, five-hundred-pound pallet of unrefined white flour. The impact was spectacular. The paper bags ruptured instantly, sending a blinding cloud of fine white powder exploding ten feet into the air. The white cloud filled the area, creating a highly effective tactical smoke screen.
Flour dust. Perfect particulate density. Filed for later. 
The flashing red alarm lights turned the room into a hazy, pink fog, completely blinding the remaining kitchen staff. They coughed and sputtered, swinging their spatulas wildly into the empty white mist. But Yukiko and I didn’t need to see. We knew the rhythm of the room. Under the cover of the flour storm, we snuck past the blinded guards, our movements silent, synchronized, and completely undetected.
We were out of the galley, but the exit was still three floors up.

Floor 1: The Mixing Bay (The Biological Refinement Lab)



The stairwell door was kicked off its hinges, and we burst onto the first of the three floors separating us from the sky.
The air was a hot, dense fog of humidity, dominated by the roaring hum of floor-to-ceiling cylindrical vats. Inside them, coiled steel hooks rotated with slow, bone-crushing force. These looked to be industrial dough mixers. They were heavy-duty mechanical grinders, currently churning tons of thick, pale, volatile biomass. 
“Technicians,” Yukiko whispered, dropping low as three operators in heavy white coats spotted us.
They didn’t have firearms, too much risk of a dust explosion in a high particulate zone. They lunged at us, hurling twenty-pound slabs of unbaked, highly viscous dough.
Threat type: Viscous biological binding agent. Filed.
One of these massive sticky projectiles sailed past my head, slamming into the wall with a wet, heavy thud, instantly pinning a metal fire extinguisher to the brickwork. If that had caught my limbs, I would be anchored to the wall. 
Yukiko moved like liquid, ducking beneath a sweeping grab, retrieving a stainless-steel mixing bowl off a prep table, and using it to parry a second thrown mass of dough.
I took the low route. I sprinted hard beneath the churning mixers, my low-profile keeping me out of their line of sight. As one of the dough-wielders stepped back to reload, I leaped, caught his arm and spun him around using all my body weight. He lost his footing on the flour-slicked floor, slipping backward and falling headfirst into an empty, flour-coated mixing vat. He disappeared with a muffled, dusty poof.
Yukiko cleared the remaining two with a rapid-fire combination of sweeping kicks, sending them tumbling into a stack of empty plastic crates.
“Stairs!” she gasped, pointing to the far side of the bay.
We ran.

Floor 2: The Packaging Line (The Logistics and Munitions Bay)



We breached the second floor, and the auditory chaos doubled.
This was the assembly line. A labyrinth of fast-moving, silver conveyor belts snaked across the room, carrying thousands of sealed payloads. Overhead, pneumatic pistons stamped down with rhythmic, skull-cracking force—automated box sealers that felt like a row of crushing traps.
A squad of logistic officers, armed with heavy-duty cardboard shipping rolls and industrial tape dispensers that could easily bind an operative’s wrists, blocked the main exit.
“We have to go over!” Yukiko signaled.
She didn’t hesitate. She leaped onto the fast-moving conveyor belt, sliding on her side to slip beneath a rapidly plunging pneumatic piston. I was right on her heels, timing the rhythm of the machinery—down, up, down, up—and launched my body through the gap just as a metal press slammed down behind me.
A packaging guard grabbed at Yukiko from the side of the track, swinging a solid wood nightstick that looked like a rolling pin. From my position on the parallel belt, I launched myself sideways, slamming my entire weight directly into the guard’s ribs. The impact knocked the wind out of him, sending him sprawling across a bundle of flat-packed cardboard boxes.
The momentum of the conveyor belt continued to carry us directly toward the end of the line, where an automated sorting arm was preparing to sweep everything off the track and down a fifteen-foot chute. Just before the drop, Yukiko grabbed an overhead pipe, swinging her legs up and kicking open the metal latch of the Floor 3 utility door. I bunched my muscles and leaped from the moving belt, clearing the gap and landing hard on the concrete stairs behind her.
Two floors down. One to go.

Floor 3: The Cooling Deck (The Launchpad Approach)



The air on the final floor was freezing.
This was the cooling deck, a massive open-concept room designed to rapidly lower the temperature of the baked goods before shipping. Giant, industrial-strength fans roared along the outer walls, creating a high-velocity wind tunnel that threatened to push us backward.
And they were waiting for us.
A wall of rolling steel cooking racks, six-foot-tall metal cages on casters, formed a barricade across the room. Behind them stood the elite guard. And at the center was the Executive Chef. A towering, broad-shouldered mountain of a man wearing a pristine, high-collared white uniform. In his hand, he held a five-foot-long, ash-wood bread peel as if it were a medieval sword.
“Intruders!” he roared over the deafening hum of the fans. “Secure the asset!”
They shoved the steel racks forward, sending them rolling toward us, a fleet of runaway battering rams. Yukiko sprinted forward, using the momentum of the wind tunnel. She leaped, her boots planting firmly on the side of a rolling rack, wall running across the moving metal barriers with physics-defying grace.
I stayed on the floor. As the lead rack rolled toward me, I dove underneath the bottom shelf, narrowly avoiding the spinning casters. I spotted the locking mechanism on the front wheel. I slammed my weight against the foot lever, locking the brake. The sudden friction caused the giant rack to pivot violently, jackknifing across the room and sending the other rolling barricades into a screeching pileup of twisted steel. 
The path was clear, but the Executive Chef had already swung his wooden paddle down at Yukiko. The ash wood whistled through the air. Yukiko ducked, the wood splintering against the concrete wall just inches above her head. She tried to counter, but the giant’s reach was too long, his sweeps keeping her at bay.
I bolted from the shadows of the wrecked racks, coming up instantly behind the giant. I hit him with the full force of my weight. He stumbled forward, his next swing losing all its power. Yukiko didn’t miss the opening. She stepped inside his guard, executed a blindingly fast spin, and delivered a high-impact, flying Crescent Moon kick straight to his head. The giant went down like a felled redwood, his wooden paddle clattering across the floor.
Directly behind him was the steel exit door, bathed in the flashing crimson glow of the emergency lights. Above it, a green sign read: ROOF ACCESS. Yukiko hit the crash bar, and the door flew open. We burst out into the driving night rain. Within seconds, the freezing downpour transformed the thick layers of white flour dust and industrial grease coating our gear into a pasty, white sludge. It matted my hair and ran down my collar. But I didn’t care. We were clear.
Yukiko sprinted to the edge of the roof where the composite glider sat hidden in the deep shadows of a ventilation unit. Before she clipped herself into the harness, she paused, reached down, and patted the side of her tactical pack.
The seal was intact.
The package was safe.
I stepped into position behind her, locking into the tandem harness as she gripped the controls. With a coordinated surge of momentum, we threw ourselves off the ledge, launching out into the open void of the Sutekina Giman City night. The wind caught the wings with a sharp, violent lift, sweeping us up and away from the flashing crimson lights of the S.K.I.L.L.E.T. compound. 
The city opened beneath us once more, a vast, jagged expanse of blurred neon shifting through sheets of rain. The adrenaline was finally beginning to fade. We had the asset. It was a messy run, far messier than I would have liked. But looking across at Yukiko’s face as she steered us silently through the storm, I knew she was thinking the same thing as I was.
Mission accomplished.






  
  Chapter 4
Mission Accomplished


The threshold of the apartment was the first line of absolute security. 
We slipped through the front door, the deadbolt clicking into place behind us with a mechanical snap. We were soaked to the bone. The fabric of our clothes smelled strongly of damp concrete and the unmistakable, lingering stench of industrial grease from our frantic extraction through the lower sectors. 
In the center of the dim apartment, Kyō was sitting exactly where we had left him. He didn’t ask where we were. He just sat there in the pale glow of a single desk lamp, listening. To anyone else, the room was quiet. To Kyō, the silence was filled with data: the heavy, labored breathing of two exhausted operatives, and the rhythmic drip-drop of water pooling onto the floor from Yukiko’s tactical jacket. He knew we had been out in the field. He knew the parameters had shifted. But he didn’t press for intel. 
Commencing field decontamination, I noted to myself as I stepped into the kitchen.
Yukiko began the arduous process of peeling off her gear, the damp canvas protesting with a saturated groan as she unbuckled her vest. I unzipped my own tactical vest, the freezing water trapped in my hair making my skin crawl. With a tight grimace, I planted my feet and gave my upper body a violent, aggressive shake to fling the worst of the wetness off my collar, sending a spray of gray water and dissolved flour dust across the kitchen tiles.
From the shadows of the living room, Kyō let out a long, slow, suffering sigh. Without a word, or a single question about the tactical sludge currently coating his kitchen, he reached into the linen closet. He stepped forward, and blindly but accurately tossed a pair of thick, dry cotton towels into the room. One landed in Yukiko's hands. The other draped perfectly over my head, plunging me into a warm, terrycloth oblivion as I scrubbed the grime from my face.
Kyō turned back toward the kitchen. “You two hungry?”
I looked at Yukiko. She looked at me. Neither of us said a word. The mission was over. The field gear was cleared. And the asset was officially inside the perimeter. I pulled my towel down around my neck, wiping the rain from my eyes just as Yukiko walked up to the kitchen counter. This was the moment of truth.
We risked exposure, bypassed a state-of-the-art security grid, and fought our way through an entire battalion of hostile operatives to secure this singular package.
With slow, deliberate movements, Yukiko reached into her tactical pack and pulled out the insulated steel S.K.I.L.L.E.T. case. She set it down on the counter with a solid clunk. She didn’t use a digital terminal or an electronic bypass this time. She just reached down, grabbed the manual latches, and popped them open.
Snap. Snap.
The pressurized seal broke with a hiss. Instantly, a thick, freezing cloud of white nitrogen mist rolled over the edges of the container, cascading down across the countertop and spilling onto the floor in a silent wave. As the fog cleared, the true nature of the asset was finally revealed.
It sat perfectly nestled in a custom-engineered bed of dry ice to protect its structural and chemical integrity from the air. It wasn’t a military-grade serum. It wasn’t a cryptographic hard drive or a vial of weaponized pathogens. It was a single, pale-gold specimen. The exterior was dusted with a layer of mountain soil, radiating an aroma that engulfed the room. It smelled of damp earth, wild pine, and something impossibly ancient.
A flawless, hand-harvested Matsutake mushroom from the forbidden northern slopes.
A legendary culinary myth.
Kyō moved before we could even announce the secure extraction. The scent alone told him everything he needed to know. He stepped up to the counter, his movements fluid and unerring despite the dark. Slowly, he reached his hand out over the open case. His fingertips hovered over it for a fraction of a second before tracing the pale-gold ridges of the mushroom. A tiny, rare smile slipped onto his face, cutting through the exhaustion that usually weighed down his features.
“You actually got it,” he whispered, his voice barely louder than the hum of the refrigerator.
I sat there watching the tension completely drain from his shoulders. The messy run, the high-pressure hoses, flying cleavers, the absolute chaos of the extraction, every bit of it faded into the background. The mushroom was home.
Kyō was smiling.
That was enough.
Kyō moved with the silent, automated precision of an internal operating system booting into a flawless routine. He didn’t turn on any more lights. He didn’t need them. In the small kitchen, his map of the world was tactile and auditory. He knew the distance from the counter to the stovetop down to the millimeter. 
I slid into my designated spot, my back against the wall, watching his shadow move across the room. From my vantage point, I tracked the entire sequence.
He didn’t reach for a knife. When it came to a specimen of this caliber, steel was an insult to the integrity of the fiber. Instead, Kyō brought the Matsutake to his face, inhaling deeply, before his thumbs caught the edge of the cap. With slow precision, he tore the mushroom along its natural grain. The sound was a soft, clean zip. The fibrous tear preserved the texture in a way no blade ever could. 
On the stove, a cast-iron pan was already warming, pulling a steady current from the apartment’s grid. Kyō reached out blindly, his hand hovering an inch above the iron, measuring the thermal output with his skin. Satisfied, he tipped a measure of oil into the center.
Hiss.
The drop of the first golden strip into the pan was an acoustic trigger. The sound was sharp and rhythmic. The apartment filled with a rich, intoxicating symphony of scents. It started with the deep, savory ocean salt of Kyō’s dashi broth, followed instantly by the woodsy explosion of the Matsutake. An earthy, umami-rich aroma so thick it felt like it was painting the walls of the apartment.
I looked over at the counter stool. Yukiko, the lethal, fearsome specter, had completely dropped her guard. She was sitting with her elbows propped on the counter, her chin buried in her hands. Her eyes were wide, tracking the steam rising from the pan, completely mesmerized. For all her black-market connections and deadly proficiency, right now, she looked like a hungry kid waiting for dinner to be served.
Kyō adjusted the dial on the stove by a single increment, his ears tuned entirely to the pitch of the sizzle in the pan. The chaos of the night was gone, replaced by the steady, comforting rhythm of a master at work.

      ***Three bowls sat on the low wooden table, steaming in the amber light of the apartment. There was no grand speech. There were no boasts about the high-stakes heist we had just pulled off, or the dozens of uniform-clad operatives we had left recovering in a cloud of flour and broken baking sheets.
We ate.
We ate in that comfortable, unspoken rhythm we always shared. Kyō took his first bite, the rich dashi broth and seared Matsutake finally bridging the gap between his world and ours. He didn’t say thank you out loud. He didn’t need to. The quiet, appreciative sigh he let out told Yukiko and me everything we needed to know. 
The three of us sat there for a long time, listening to the rain tapping against the windowpane. The city outside was still humming its lonely, crowded song, a vast machine of neon and concrete that did not care about the three souls hiding in its gaps. But inside, the air was warm, smelling of wild pine, rich broth, and the quiet comfort of people who didn’t need to explain themselves to the world.
Kyō leaned back in his chair, his hand resting idly on the edge of the wood, his fingers completely relaxed. He looked tired, but it was the good kind of tired. The kind of exhaustion you get when you have built a small fortress of your own, even if it’s just a cramped three-room apartment.
It was a perfect night. The kind of night you want to hold onto, fold up tightly and put it in your pocket so you can pull it out later for when the world gets dark and the cold starts setting in. Looking back now, I am glad I held onto that hour. I stored it away into the deepest, most secure part of my memory, right alongside the smell of the rain and the taste of dinner.
But tonight?
Tonight, the perimeter held.
Kyō had his birthday dinner.
That was enough.
And I was exactly right where I belonged.






  
  Chapter 5
Maps
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