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SAKAMOTO DAYS
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All six campers sighed softly as they beheld the bright gradations of autumn color that spilled from the mountain peaks to the foothills below. The October air was already quite cool, and even the pleasant warmth of sunlight was at times overpowered by a cold breeze. Shin Asakura zipped his windbreaker up to his neck, its lime-green fabric setting off his blond hair nicely. I made a good choice, he thought. He had bought it just for today, with money saved up from his job at Sakamoto’s, a small, family-owned grocery store. He was confident that his purchase would make this trip a pleasant one.

As he gazed at the blue skies above, his heart raced with excitement. “I’ll unload the car, Mr. Sakamoto,” he offered, turning to Taro Sakamoto, who owned the store. His employer’s silhouette was a far cry from what it had been when he had worked as a hired killer. A jiggling belly now spilled out over his belt, and a soft, bulbous mass of chin made it all but impossible to tell where his face ended and his neck began.

But some things hadn’t changed. Mr. Sakamoto still wore the same large, round eyeglasses, was unbelievably strong, and rarely spoke. He said nothing in response to Shin’s declaration, but thought back, Okay, I’ll pitch the tent.

“Roger that.” Shin nodded, and both men got to work. Shin was clairvoyant, a skill that allowed him to read his employer’s thoughts. In the past, he’d used his telepathy to succeed in his work as an assassin.

Despite their unusual backgrounds, the two ex-killers now seemed like normal, everyday people. Taro Sakamoto appeared to be an average middle-aged father, and Shin’s youth bubbled through in his excitement for the weekend camping trip.

“Whoa,” said Shin. “This is top-of-the-line, brand-name gear!”

“We went all out for this trip! Isn’t that right, honey?” The smiling face that emerged from behind the box Shin carried belonged to Mr. Sakamoto’s beloved wife, Aoi. With her hair tied into a knot at the nape of her neck, she too looked ready to set up camp. Beside her, the Sakamotos’ daughter, Hana, squealed with enthusiasm as she perched on Heisuke Mashimo’s shoulders.

“And I even have a Sugar chair,” Hana boasted to her mount.

“No waaay!” Heisuke replied. “That’s that rabbit character I’ve been seeing everywhere, yeah?”

Sugar was the mascot of the Tokyo Sugar Park amusement park. A strong yet chubby rabbit, Sugar made for an unusual mass-market character design that was wildly popular with children. Hana was no exception.

Heisuke had been passing by Sakamoto’s that morning (with Piisuke perched on his shoulder) when he happened across Shin loading up the car. After a quick chat, Heisuke was invited along. The young sniper wasn’t too bright, but he had an impeccable sense of timing, and these sorts of fortuitous coincidences happened to him all the time. Having joined the group basically empty-handed, Heisuke had insisted that he and Piisuke earn their keep by going hunting for their hosts’ dinner.

“The boss sure is a big spender,” interjected a laidback female voice. With a sigh, she added, “I wish I’d bought one of those wearable sleeping bags, too.” The voice belonged to Lu Xiaotang, Shin’s coworker at Sakamoto’s. Lu had been born into a notorious Chinese crime family and was an expert at tai chi, but despite her skill with martial arts, Shin viewed her as merely a little sister and an annoying coworker.

Already irritated that Lu had been doing nothing but complain, Shin snapped, “You toss and turn so much in your sleep, you’d manage to thrash your way right out of it.”

“Oh, shut up,” she fired back. “You’re, like, the weirdest sleeper I know, Shin.”

“Now you’re just making wild claims to win an argument.”

“No, it’s true,” Lu insisted. “I’ve seen you. You sleep in the most pretentious poses.” Lu’s head filled with images of Shin, such as the time she found him sleeping with both hands under his head.

“Hey!” Shin protested. “Stop visualizing me sleeping!”

“Oh, so you read my mind without permission and I’m the bad guy?”

This was par for the course; pretty much all of Shin and Lu’s interactions quickly escalated into arguments. Their squabble was quickly interrupted by a projected thought from Mr. Sakamoto. Hurry up with the baggage, Shin.

“I’ll bring it right now, boss!” Shin responded aloud. He immediately abandoned his quarrel with Lu to resume unloading the rented minivan. Once Shin brought the baggage, Sakamoto located a shady spot and began erecting the tent.

It had taken roughly two and a half hours to reach the campgrounds from Ikoraizaka. The spot was a hidden gem, complete with a mountain stream and an obstacle course. The group had previously visited the site over the summer, when they had come to enjoy the aquatic activities it offered. Hana had been delighted to go fishing with her father and was even more delighted to sink her teeth into the fish they’d caught and grilled. Lu’s eyes had nearly popped out of her sockets at the size of it.

That experience had also inspired Shin, who used the money he’d saved from working at Sakamoto’s to buy a new fishing rod and tackle. He was determined to catch a big fish that would make their cookout one to remember. He had also resolved to catch it from the wild mountain stream rather than the stocked fishing pond. He had already researched the best spots, and while he knew it would be a challenge, he was itching to put his skills to the test.

Just you wait, Mr. Sakamoto, he thought. I’ll bring you back some fine ingredients to work with!

Heisuke’s promise to hunt game for dinner had left Shin even more eager to start fishing, but there was still plenty of work to be done around the campsite. While Mr. Sakamoto set up the tent and Heisuke and Piisuke set off on their hunt, Shin took Lu to gather firewood.
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“Hey, Lu, stop slacking and start taking this seriously.”

“Are you blind?” Lu snapped. “I’ve been doing a great job!” She spread her hands to show Shin the results of her efforts.

Shin stared at her modest collection of twigs. What do we need toothpicks for? he was tempted to retort. “I keep telling you, gathering little sticks isn’t going to get us anywhere. You need to find large branches like these. Look. The difference is obvious!” Shin beamed with pride as he gestured toward the mountain of branches at his feet.

“Well, that should be plenty, then.”

“Far from it!” Shin exclaimed. “We’ll burn through this in no time. At minimum, we’ll need twice—no, three times this amount!”

“Whaaat?” Lu whined.

“Don’t you ‘whaaat’ me! We can’t have a proper cookout without sufficient wood.”

“Then we should have bought firewood on the way here,” Lu said, practically spitting the words at him. They’d passed several stores selling cheap firewood on the way to the campsite. It would have been so easy, and Lu wouldn’t have been forced to suffer through the hassle of gathering it by hand. But Shin had insisted they do it themselves.

“Any supplies that can be procured on-site should be. It’s an essential part of the camping experience! When Mr. Sakamoto and I were training in wilderness survival—”

Lu cut him off. “Don’t equate our vacation with your hit man training!” The expression on Lu’s face was rapidly souring. They were here to enjoy themselves, not to train, and she was growing impatient for the fun to start.

Damn it, thought Shin. If this is how it’s gonna be, maybe we should have just bought the damn wood. Their lack of progress was beginning to frustrate him. I need to get this over with so I can go fishing! “Look,” he said, “for the sake of us having a fantastic cookout, just work with me on this, okay?”

“But we’ve picked this whole area clean already. What are we supposed to do, start chopping down trees?”

“Obviously not,” Shin replied. “We’ll need to go deeper into the forest.”

“Fine, fine,” she replied. Why does Shin get so obsessed with the weirdest things? Her complaints only escalated as Shin led them into the deepest part of the forest.

Now off the trail, they found themselves pushing through thick patches of trees colored in bright autumn reds and yellows. After only a few minutes’ walk, the trees were growing dense enough to blot out the sun, and a growing gloom encircled them.

“It’s getting kinda dark and creepy,” noted Lu. “You sure it’s a good idea to keep going?”

“This is nothing,” said Shin. “Not a problem.”

“I dunno,” said Lu. “Seems pretty spooky to me. It feels like something’s about to jump out at us.”

“And what exactly would that be?”

Lu’s sour expression had softened into something meek and frightened. “Like one of those monsters that prey on kids at camp.”

“This isn’t some slasher movie.” But Shin did have to admit that the atmosphere was a little reminiscent of foreign B movie horror films. Whenever the wind blew, an ominous rustling sent chills down his spine. And Lu’s habit of squealing at everything was beginning to wear on his nerves.

“What if we get attacked by a wolf or a bear?”

“Wolves have been extinct in Japan for decades,” Shin noted. “And no bear is gonna blunder into us out of the blue.”

Just then, the pair heard the telltale crack of a branch snapping. Lu screamed and grabbed Shin with trembling hands. “W-w-what the hell was that?” she stammered.

“Keep your voice down,” he hissed.

“It’s a monster, isn’t it? Some sort of real-life monster?” Lu’s face had gone white, and tears were welling in her eyes.

Shin snorted. “There’s no such thing as monsters. Let go of me!”

“So then it’s probably a bear? We’ll need to kill it before it can kill us!” Still pale and trembling, Lu whipped out Shin’s fishing bag, which she’d been hiding somewhere in her jacket.

Now it was Shin’s turn to go pale. “Hey! Where did you get that?”

“I saw you getting all excited when you were loading it into the car earlier,” Lu explained. “It’s gotta have, like, a knife or some other tools we could use to fight with, right? I figured we might get into trouble, so I brought it along.”

“Who said you could go through my stuff?” Shin protested. Yes, he had packed tools, but they were his tools. He’d burned through his savings to buy them! He wasn’t going to let them be used to bludgeon a bear.

Lu was already rifling through the bag. “What the hell is this?” she asked. “How are we supposed to fight with a pole this thin?”

“It’s not a pole,” Shin snapped. “It’s a rod! Stop swinging it around and fold it back up. You’re gonna break it!”

Lu burst into panicked sobs. “I don’t want to get eaten by a bear!”

“Then put it back now and quiet down!”

Once Lu managed to cease her squealing, he heard another branch snap and felt the unmistakable presence of something approaching. However, he sensed no malice from it. It’s probably just some small forest critter after all, he thought.

Just then, something leapt out at them. Shin snapped into his defensive stance, while Lu trembled in surprise. But the creature that stood before them was, as Shin had expected, merely a squirrel.

“Oh,” Lu sighed in relief. “You scared me, little guy!”

“Just as I thought. See? There’s nothing to worry about. Now, can we get back to gathering firewood?” Shin snatched up the fishing rod Lu had dropped and loosed his own sigh of relief.

With the tension now drained from their bodies, the pair turned away from the thicket that the squirrel had come from. Before they could take a step, a dark shadow fell over them. Lu and Shin twisted back in unison to face the threat and immediately spotted a large figure staring from within the thicket.

Shin swallowed his scream, but Lu let hers fly, nearly foaming at the mouth. Her eyes met those of the intruder, and she snapped back to her senses. She knew that face.

“What the hell are you—” Shin began.

“—doing here?” Lu finished.

The man laughed. “Were you surprised? It’s just me.” The shadowy form was none other than Nagumo.

Nagumo was a member of the Order, an elite branch of the JAA—the Japanese Association of Assassins. He and Sakamoto were old friends, but he was strong, cunning, and untrustworthy, and therefore somewhat of a natural enemy to Shin and Lu.

“Wow, I did surprise you, didn’t I? I mean, just look at you two! So tense!”

Lu squealed in anger. “Why are you always such an asshole?”

“Honestly,” added Shin, “can’t you just walk up and greet people normally?”

Nagumo chuckled. “Sorry, my bad.”

Shin and Lu responded to this apology with a barrage of punches. But if the beating caused Nagumo any pain, he didn’t show it.
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Shin, Lu, and Nagumo returned to the campsite just as Sakamoto—with the help of Aoi and Hana—finished pitching the tent. “Huh!” Nagumo exclaimed. “This looks like fun. I’m sure you wouldn’t mind if I joined you?”

Shin’s and Lu’s expressions darkened. Mr. Sakamoto, perplexed, asked them, “Did you two just swallow a bug or something?”

He then studied their guest for a moment. “Nagumo, what brings you here?”

“Why, I wanted to enjoy the great outdoors, of course!” he replied with a highly dubious smile.

But Nagumo was not there to enjoy the great outdoors. Carrying his briefcase and wearing an ink black suit and a white dress shirt, he looked ridiculously out of place at the campsite.

“If you’re going to cause trouble, you need to leave,” said Mr. Sakamoto.

“Sorry, sorry, you caught me. I was on a job, actually.” Meaning, he was on his way back from killing someone. “And hoo boy, what a toughie! Had to chase the guy all the way into these mountains. So running into all of you like this—it really is just an incredible coincidence!”

“Then I’m sure you’ll be on your way,” Lu said dryly, glaring at him.

“Oh, but I’m just so tired,” Nagumo protested.

“Since when does anything make you tired?” Shin scowled.

“You two are so cruel!” Nagumo protested, with that same casual grin plastered across his face. “I’m a flesh-and-blood human being, just like you!”

“For what’s it worth,” Lu said, “I’m completely against this. No one’s gonna be able to enjoy a moment of relaxation if he’s around.”

“Indeed,” Shin agreed.

“Oof. Absolutely heartless,” said Nagumo, but he showed no sign of relenting. His insistence on staying was all the more suspicious, and both Shin and Lu were now completely on edge. Despite all the excitement for their camping trip, a tense mood now blanketed the campsite.

The gloom was quickly swept away by Hana’s cheerful voice. “Shin, Lu, you need to try to get along with your friends!”

“He’s no friend of ours,” insisted Lu.

“Aw, do you really mean that?” Nagumo asked. “You’re making me sad.”

“Then how come you’re smiling?” demanded Shin.

Nagumo turned to Mr. Sakamoto for help. “Come on, Sakamoto, old pal. It’s cool if I stay, right?”

Sakamoto hesitated, carefully weighing his options.

“Papa,” scolded Hana. “It isn’t fair to leave anyone out of group activities. Right?”

With Hana’s big quivering eyes now firmly affixed on him, Sakamoto came to a firm conclusion. “Everyone’s welcome at camp. That includes Nagumo.”

“Mr. Sakamoto!” protested Shin.

“Boss!” squealed Lu.

For the first time, Aoi spoke up. “Hey now—Shin, Lu, that’s enough out of you two. We can share our camp this once.” Neither of the younger employees looked convinced, but now that Aoi had spoken, there was no point in arguing further.

“Fine, just stay out of our way,” grumbled Shin.

“Well, of course,” said Nagumo amiably.

“Also,” added Sakamoto, “no killing while you’re here. No exceptions.”

“Absolutely. I understand completely, Sakamoto.”

The wider Nagumo smiled, the more suspicious Shin became. But if Mr. Sakamoto said he could stay, then he’d just have to suck it up and deal with it. Shin decided he wouldn’t let Nagumo’s presence ruin his time here. After all, this was the big fishing opportunity he’d been waiting for.

The rest of the Sakamoto family had given in to Hana’s pleading and decided to visit the campsite’s obstacle course. Hana had been dying to try it ever since she’d heard that the course had been upgraded to be much more challenging since their last stay. Lu had promised to do the rope climb with her, so she joined the group heading to the course.

That left Shin to hike to the mountain stream alone. “You guys sit tight,” he said. “I’ll catch plenty of fish for dinner!” He’d been waiting a long time for this, and now that the moment was imminent, he was back in high spirits.
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The picturesque tranquility of the stream was immediately broken as Shin’s scream echoed off the mountains. “What the hell did you follow me for?”

“Hm? Did you not hear what Sakamoto just told me? He said if I wanted to eat, I’d need to catch my own meal.”

Shin nodded. “Yes, I heard.”

“Great,” Nagumo said. “Then there’s no problem.”

Oh, there was a problem all right. There was a big problem, and Shin was looking right at him. The prospect of fishing with Nagumo as if they were buddies or something—it was too absurd to consider. Of course, no one had ordered him to get along with Nagumo, but the assassin would be difficult to ignore.

Nagumo continued, seemingly oblivious to Shin’s displeasure. “Oh, is that the fishing pole I saw out in the woods? It looks brand new! I bet you bought that just for this, huh? Let me use it for a bit.”

“Are you out of your mind? Why the hell would I ever loan this to you?”

“Yeesh. Didn’t realize you were so selfish.”

“Selfish?” Shin repeated, stunned. “Me?” How could Nagumo possibly say something like that with a straight face?

Shin could barely contain his rage, but he knew that no insult or retort could bother Nagumo. Plus, he was nearly as confused as he was angry—Nagumo was as sly as they came, so what game was he playing at?

Shin took a deep breath. “Yes, I did purchase this specifically for today, and I am under no obligation to loan it to you. Furthermore, I am aware that you have already borrowed a fishing rod of your own from the campsite manager’s office.” Since the stocked fishing pond was managed by the campsite staff, they had fishing rods available to borrow. Unfortunately, they all tended to be slightly older models.

“Ah, I get it,” Nagumo said. “You’re the kind of person who’s dependent on his tools.”

“What?” Shin asked.

“You’re one of those. Well then, you’d better keep that,” Nagumo continued, gesturing to the pole. “I’m sure you need the newest and best tools to have confidence in your work.”

Shin’s eyebrow twitched in surprise at the man’s words. His “work”? What exactly was Nagumo accusing him of? “We’re talking about fishing here, right?”

“We’re talking about your nature. Now, take Sakamoto, for example—there’s a man who never relies on tools to get the job done.”

That son of a… Shin was offended but couldn’t dispute Nagumo’s point. Relying on tools did seem pretty lame when he put it like that. And he didn’t doubt that Mr. Sakamoto could catch a fish with his bare hands. But that didn’t mean Shin was just going to hand over his new rod. He’d bought it specifically for this moment! Surely there was nothing wrong with wanting to use it himself.

“But hey, different strokes for different folks,” Nagumo continued. “I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with depending on tools.”

“Just because I’m using this fishing rod doesn’t mean I’m dependent on it,” Shin snapped back.

“No? Then you think you could succeed with either fishing pole?” Nagumo asked.

“Of course I could,” Shin replied. “Don’t underestimate my fishing skills!”

“So you’d be willing to trade your pole for mine?” Nagumo asked.

“Fine,” Shin said. “I don’t even care!” Eager to prove Nagumo wrong, Shin reached out to hand off his brand-new fishing rod. Then he realized his mistake. “You’re just trying to trick me into giving you my fishing rod!”

“Figured it out, did ya? I was so close, too!”

Shin gritted his teeth. He needed to be more careful around Nagumo. If he fell for his tricks again, the consequences could be dire. Knowing just how dangerous it was to let Nagumo lure him into these mind games, Shin resolved to merely ignore the man and focus on fishing.
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“The river’s flowing really fast in this spot. I wonder if we’d have more luck fishing somewhere else,” Nagumo suggested.

They had only been fishing a few minutes. “You’d be surprised how many fish hide in places like this,” Shin replied.

“That sounds like something an amateur would say,” Nagumo noted dryly.

“Does it?” Shin asked, perturbed.

“The thing about fishing,” Nagumo said, “is that it makes time pass really slowly. Probably because all you’re doing is sitting there, waiting. I’ll have to recommend it to Shishiba next time I see him. He’d probably love it!”

This guy’s been babbling about irrelevant nonsense the entire time, thought Shin. Didn’t he know that the quiet waiting part of fishing was supposed to be profound and meaningful? Nagumo never stopped talking, and he was ruining the experience for Shin.

“Hey,” Nagumo continued, “aren’t you getting a tug on your line there? You might have caught a big one!”

“What, seriously?” Shin blurted out. But his pole remained perfectly still. “Are you screwing with me?” he demanded.

Nagumo laughed joyfully. “That’s what you get for spacing out like that. Keep that up and you’re as good as dead.”

Shin could feel his ire rising again. “Is spacing out when you’re fishing really so dangerous?”

“It is when someone’s trying to kill you,” Nagumo said.

“Huh?”

“Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed? They’ve been watching us for a while now.” Nagumo gestured subtly behind him. “See for yourself.”

The smile evaporated from Nagumo’s face, and Shin’s heart leapt into his throat. Could it be? Could the assassins hunting Mr. Sakamoto have found us even out here? Shin snapped into a combat stance, twisting his head to look in the direction Nagumo had indicated.

“Oh, I’m just kidding, bro.”

“What?” Shin couldn’t help but shout in anger.

But if Nagumo felt any remorse for his deception, he certainly didn’t show it. “Sometimes a little tension is a good thing,” he said. “Keeps you on your toes.”

“Just shut up and concentrate on your fishing!” Shin demanded.

“Eww, no thanks. That’d get boring fast.”

Hadn’t Mr. Sakamoto just told him he’d need to catch his own dinner? At this point, Shin was too exasperated to even sigh. “Just so you know, I won’t be sharing any of my fish with you,” he said.

“Did you say something?” Nagumo asked, easing his fishhook out of an eight-inch-long fish.

Wait, when did Nagumo catch that? Shin blinked several times in shock.

“Looks like the first catch goes to me, huh?”

“Yeah. Good for you,” Shin muttered.

Nagumo chuckled, then added, “Oh, sorry, I guess. Must hurt, huh?”

God, I loathe him. Shin thought. But what sort of person is he really? Shin realized that this might be his best chance to learn the answer.

While trying to force himself to relax, he studied the assassin. At first glance, Nagumo appeared completely at ease, with a nonthreatening vibe that made it difficult to imagine he had anything to do with the business of killing.

For a moment, Shin fantasized about how easy it would be to beat Nagumo if he just caught him by surprise. Shin had no intention of trying, though. He didn’t want anything to do with the man.

“Keep staring at me like that, and you’re gonna burn a hole right through me,” Nagumo said.

Crap. He noticed me. I should have been more subtle.

“You thinking of starting a fight or something?”

“As if I’d be that stupid,” Shin replied. He may not have known much about Nagumo, but he certainly understood that he was no match for the more experienced assassin.

Nagumo lapsed into a deep silence. The roar of the rushing river, the flapping of bird wings, and the rustling of leaves rang in Shin’s ears. The noise made him feel strangely tense. Shin’s sudden discomfort drove him to steal a quick glance at Nagumo.

He was staring blankly into the distance. Then he muttered, “You know, this brings back some old memories.” Gone was the sneering grin that had been plastered on his face since he’d surprised Shin and Lu in the woods. His features now looked soft and peaceful.

“Once, back in our JCC days, Taro and I ended up alone in the mountains together,” Nagumo began.

Must have been some sort of training exercise, figured Shin.

Nagumo continued. “It was a real knife-edge survival challenge. One misstep was all it took to wind up dead.”

“I can imagine,” Shin offered. He had become a hit man without ever having attended the JCC, so he didn’t know much about it. But he assumed that an organization created to train killers would likely subject its students to a parade of horrors. Shin had been subjected to some tough survivalist experiences when he was Mr. Sakamoto’s partner.

“You know,” Nagumo mused, “during that exercise, Sakamoto and I fished together like you and I are doing now.”

“Oh yeah?”

“I’ll tell you, Sakamoto is one hell of a fisherman.” Shin wasn’t surprised to hear that. “But anyway, a bear tried to steal all the fish he’d been catching.”

Shin wasn’t entirely surprised to hear that, either. Hadn’t Mr. Sakamoto told him something about having fought with animals during a training exercise? “I bet for Mr. Sakamoto, even a bear would be a total pushover.”

“Maybe now,” said Nagumo, “but not in those days.”

“Really?” Shin had only been half listening to the story, but as soon as he heard that, his entire body shifted to give Nagumo his rapt attention. He found a slight, nostalgic smile on the assassin’s face.

“You gotta understand, both Sakamoto and I were still young back then. Sakamoto got raked by the bear’s claws from his lower back to his butt cheeks—have you never seen the scar?” After a moment, Nagumo added, “He took that hit protecting me.”

“He got clawed by a bear?” An image of his employer’s flabby back sprang unbidden to his mind. If Mr. Sakamoto did have a scar like that, Shin couldn’t recall having seen it.

“In fact, I’ve got a scar just like it. In the end, that bear took us both down,” Nagumo continued. “It still hurts sometimes, but whenever it does, I always remember that day and think about how these scars made Sakamoto and me into much stronger men.”

Shin felt a little disappointed that in all the time he’d been Mr. Sakamoto’s partner, he’d never been told that story.

“What are you talking about?” asked Mr. Sakamoto, seemingly appearing out of thin air. Apparently, he’d been concerned for Shin and had come to check on him.

“Oh, just telling that old story of how you and I got our scars from that bear,” said Nagumo.

“I had no idea you had a scar like that, Mr. Sakamoto,” Shin said, his voice betraying a hint of hurt.

Mr. Sakamoto furled his brow as if trying to figure out what they were talking about, before responding to Shin with a thought. I don’t.

“Huh?”

I have never fought a bear with Nagumo, nor been scarred by one, he thought back.

“Whaaaat?” replied Shin aloud. “The whole story was a lie?”

Nagumo burst into laughter. “You bought that one hook, line, and sinker!”

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Shin demanded. “You were acting all sentimental about it!”

“Yeah, well, I’m bored.”

“That’s no reason to screw with me!” Nagumo only smiled, as always, as Shin raged on. “You just never shut up! And because of that, I haven’t been able to catch a single fish,” Shin fumed. “If all you’re going to do is interfere, then get the hell out of here!”

“Oh, you’re putting that on me, huh?” asked Nagumo. “Not the fact that you’re a lousy fisherman?”

Shin had no reply to that, outside of clenching his teeth.

“It’s Shin and Papa! What are you doing?” Hana appeared with a puzzled look.

Aoi, who was walking by her side, immediately read the situation. “What is this?” she asked, her expression souring. “Don’t tell me you two are fighting!”

“Huh. Nagumo must have opened his mouth again,” Lu suggested.

“It’s bad to fight,” scolded Hana. “Everyone needs to learn to get along.”

Nagumo immediately pounced on the opportunity. “I don’t think Shin likes me very much,” he told her, his voice full of sorrow.

“Don’t you dare try to make yourself the victim in this!” Shin growled.

“If someone did something bad, they should say they’re sorry. My teacher always says that!” Hana delivered this rebuke directly to Shin, leaving him slightly stunned.

Nagumo didn’t miss the chance to rub it in. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell him!”

“What do I have to apologize for?” Shin demanded.

“So you two are fighting?” Aoi asked.

“No, I…I wouldn’t call it a fight, exactly.” Under the withering heat of Aoi’s sharp glare, Shin’s indignation rapidly withered away. He knew how terrifying Mrs. Sakamoto could be when she was angry.

“Oh, I don’t even know anymore,” she exclaimed. “Whatever this is, just settle it like gentlemen and be done with it!”

“Huh?” Shin said. He was sure she had been about to chew him out and demand they stop fighting.

Mr. Sakamoto chimed in to agree with his wife. “They should battle it out. At fishing.”

What? Shin stiffened. Why is this happening?

“A contest!” Hana said enthusiastically. “We have contests at school sometimes! That’s an okay way to fight!” She beamed as though he and Nagumo would be settling their feud on a dodgeball court.

“The perfect opportunity to beat his ass!” exclaimed Lu. “Take him down, Shin!”

Why is she butting into this?

“Yes, an earnest competition among men,” Aoi exclaimed.

Why are you suddenly enjoying this, Mrs. Sakamoto? Shin couldn’t hide his confusion at everyone’s sudden, bizarre embrace of the idea.

“Well, I’m fine either way,” announced Nagumo. “If that’s what you want.”

What the hell? Acting like he doesn’t care… With his last doubts squashed by Nagumo’s infuriating grin, Shin gritted his teeth and proclaimed, “I accept this challenge, and I will rise to meet it!” He was determined to win and shut Nagumo up for good.

		

[image: images]

The fishing competition began immediately. The rules were simple: whoever caught the most fish in the allotted time won. “So it doesn’t matter how we catch the fish?” Nagumo asked. Mr. Sakamoto nodded.

The contestants could select whatever fishing spots they desired. The winner would be determined by whoever picked the best one, Shin figured. But as soon as the starting whistle blew, he realized how naive he’d been.

“Catch you later!” said Nagumo, who promptly disappeared.

“What? Huh?” Shin blubbered, but his rival had evaporated in a puff of smoke. Was he planning to lay an ambush in the forest? Shin couldn’t figure out why he’d do such a thing. Maybe he doesn’t want me to know which fishing spot he’s using? There was a certain logic to that, but it didn’t seem like the sort of thing Nagumo would care about. Shin had a bad feeling about this that he couldn’t explain.

A thought from Mr. Sakamoto flew into his mind. Shin, don’t let down your guard.

“Huh?” he answered reflexively. “Oh, uh, sure.” It took a moment for him to realize what Mr. Sakamoto was getting at. If it doesn’t matter how we catch the fish, then obstructing me or even stealing my fish would be fair game! Nagumo had to have realized that. But what sort of fishing contest would that be?

Various worries flashed through his mind, but he knew it was too late to ask for a rule change. It was his fault for not clarifying the rules in the first place, and complaining now would make him look weak.

With no real option but to accept the situation and move on, Shin gathered his resolve and went fishing.

The fishing spot he selected was a river bend dotted with giant boulders. One might assume that a slower-moving part of the river would be a better choice, but numerous fish were hiding in the shade of the boulders.

As Shin had hoped, the fishing was going great. An hour into the competition, he’d already caught numerous large fish—although none were quite as large as the one Mr. Sakamoto had hooked on their last trip.

I need to start being careful, he thought. The winner would be determined once both parties had delivered their fish to the Sakamotos, who were waiting at the tent. Time was running out, and he would need to make sure his catch arrived safely.

Shin was torn between fishing a bit longer and wrapping up early so he could get back before Nagumo found him. Am I being ridiculous? he wondered. What if Nagumo doesn’t intend to attack me at all? He shook his head vigorously at the thought. No, Nagumo will certainly try to supplement his own catch by stealing mine. He wouldn’t be above using violence to achieve an overwhelming victory. Shin decided to return with his catch immediately.

Just as he’d finished gathering his things and hefting the cooler over his shoulder, he heard a voice call out to him. Lu was running toward him with a wide grin, waving dramatically. What does she want?

“What are you doing here?” he asked, suspicious.

“What do you think I’m doing here? The boss figured you’d be wrapping up around now and asked me to give you a hand carrying your stuff,” Lu explained. “How did the fishing go?”

“Pretty well, I think.”

“Oh yeah? Then I bet that cooler is pretty heavy. I’ll carry it for ya,” she offered.

“No,” Shin said. “I’ll carry this one.”

“Aren’t you tired? I really don’t mind.” Lu extended a hand toward the cooler, but Shin promptly slapped it away. “Ow!” she yelped. “What are you thinking? I came here to help you!”

“No, what are you thinking?” Shin asked. “You think you can get your hands on my fish that easily?”

“Huh?” Lu asked, now clearly irritated. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m on to you,” Shin exclaimed loudly. “You’re not Lu!”

“On to what?” Lu’s eyebrows furled as she regarded him with a mix of confusion and anger.

“Your patently transparent deception.”

“Shame on you,” she scolded. “What sort of man can’t even trust his friends?” The image of Lu disappeared in a poof, replaced by Nagumo. “I can’t believe you saw through that,” he said. “I was sure that’d get you.”

“Do you think me a fool?” Shin asked.

Nagumo laughed. “All right, I apologize. I clearly underestimated you,” he admitted. “What gave it away?”

“First of all,” Shin explained, “the real Lu wouldn’t be able to resist blabbing her opinion about everything. And she certainly wouldn’t take the initiative in offering to carry something heavy.”

“Good to know,” Nagumo said. “I guess I need to focus more on the details.” His trademark grin was back, but Shin refused to lower his guard. “Welp, I’ll go ahead and help myself to that,” Nagumo said, gesturing to the cooler.

“Not a chance,” Shin replied.

“You sure?” Nagumo asked. “You do know how easily I could kill you and take it?” An ominous chill fell over the woods.

Nagumo’s tone was so threatening that Shin felt he might puke, but he knew it was all a ruse.

“You can’t kill me,” Shin said simply.

“Ooh,” said Nagumo, “that sounds like something a single-chapter bad guy in a hit man manga might say. You know, before he gets killed.”

“But when I say it, it’s true.”

“How so?” asked Nagumo. He tilted his head to one side, and a puzzled expression replaced his usual whimsical grin.

Shin fumed. Must his every move be a lie? He knows the answer as well as I do. “Because you made a promise to Mr. Sakamoto,” he explained. “No killing while you’re here, no matter what!” And with that, Shin broke into a run.

He knew better than to think he could outrun Nagumo in a straight sprint, so instead of crossing the river, he ran downstream, dashing from side to side along its banks. Shin had a plan—he figured Nagumo would probably catch up eventually, but if he could just put a little distance between them…

Something was wrong. Shin skidded to a stop and turned to look behind him. Why isn’t he following me? A chill traveled down his spine. Slowly, he turned back toward his fishing spot. Damn it! He got me!

Nagumo, grinning ear to ear, held a basket full of fish.

“But…how?” Shin demanded.

“How?” repeated Nagumo. “You think I didn’t know your cooler was a decoy?” It was true. The cooler that Shin held was full of rocks. Shin had prepared it as soon as he’d realized that Nagumo was likely to attempt to steal his fish. He’d planned to allow him to steal it, and then once Nagumo ran off with it, Shin would return to his fishing spot to retrieve the hidden basket that contained his actual catch.

How was he able to see through me so easily? But there was nothing to be gained from self-pity. “Give it back!” he shouted.

Nagumo laughed. “No, I don’t think I will.”

Now it was Shin’s turn to chase him, but no matter how hard Shin ran, he couldn’t close the distance. It wouldn’t be long before Nagumo disappeared entirely, and then his loss would be irreversible. As Shin ran, he racked his brain for some way to turn the situation around.

That’s it! Maybe there was one way to catch up. Shin abruptly turned down a path that ran perpendicular to where Nagumo was traveling.

The idea was simple: he’d take a shortcut to get to the campsite sooner. On Nagumo’s current course, he would need to cross the forest to reach the Sakamotos, but if Shin took a shorter route, he might be able to ambush Nagumo before he made it out of the forest. Shin’s path was shorter but crossed steep hills and ravines, making for much rougher traveling. His slim chance of success relied on being able to traverse the precipitous trail at a full sprint.

Shin didn’t quite manage to cut Nagumo off, but he did arrive at the forest edge in time to see a shadowy figure running toward the campsite ahead. Luckily, Nagumo had slowed his pace significantly—perhaps due to overconfidence—giving Shin the opportunity to get there first. With all his strength, he leapt at the shadow as it emerged from between the trees.

“Bwaaaah!” The man’s hoarse cry reverberated through the woods.

Huh? This isn’t Nagumo.

The trembling man stared up at him, too frightened to regain his footing. “W-w-what is this?” he stammered. “Who are you?”

“Sorry,” said Shin. “I mistook you for someone else.”

Wait a minute. Shin froze. What if this is another of Nagumo’s disguises? To make sure, he reached out with his mind to read the man’s thoughts.

What the hell is this guy staring at me for? the man was thinking. Just leave me alone—I’m in a hurry!

Not Nagumo, Shin concluded. Probably. Shin wouldn’t put it past Nagumo to have somehow managed to disguise his thoughts, but Shin couldn’t bring himself to believe that this bumbling stranger was his nemesis. Far from exhibiting Nagumo’s usual swagger, the man seemed thoroughly flustered.

“My mistake,” Shin apologized, and turned to look deeper into the forest in search of Nagumo. It was possible that Nagumo hadn’t made it out of the woods yet—perhaps he’d had to make a detour to retrieve his own catch.

As he took his first step away from the man and into the woods, the man yelped in surprise and then screamed.

What now? Shin spun around to see what had happened and gasped. Nagumo had appeared, standing between him and the man.

“Howdy there, slowpoke,” Nagumo taunted.

Two thoughts hit Shin at once, causing a tangle in his brain that left him unable to verbalize either: Nagumo already made it back. Nagumo did something to that man.

As Shin stood, dumbfounded, Nagumo picked up the man and threw him over his shoulder. He started walking, not toward the campsite, but deeper into the forest.

“W-what did you do to him?” Shin finally managed to ask.

“Hm? Oh, this guy? He was my target.”

“Your target? But you said you were on your way back after finishing a job.”

“Oh?” Nagumo asked. “Did I say that?”

“Yes!” Shin said, trying to remember his words. “You said—” When his brain finally produced the exact quote, it lodged in his throat.

When Mr. Sakamoto had asked why he was here, Nagumo had said, “I was on a job, actually.” He’d never specified that he’d completed the job.

“Anyhoo,” Nagumo said, “I’m gonna take off. Give Sakamoto my regards.”

“Wait!” Shin yelled. “What about the contest?” But Nagumo had already slipped past him and vanished without a trace, leaving Shin alone with two neatly arranged baskets of fish.
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Shin returned to the campsite in despair over the outcome of the fishing contest. He couldn’t help but obsess about what might have happened if Nagumo’s target hadn’t shown up.

“What are you moping for?” Lu asked. “You won by default!”

“I guess you could say that,” Shin agreed, but there was no satisfaction in it. It wasn’t just the contest that was gnawing at him. “Why would he even agree to a fishing contest in the first place?” he wondered aloud.

“What do you mean?” Lu asked.

“I mean, think about it!” Shin insisted. “He was in the middle of a contract. And he agreed to participate in a fishing contest?”

He was probably just killing time. The response came from Mr. Sakamoto in the form of a thought sent directly to his mind.

“Huh?” Shin asked.

Mr. Sakamoto continued. His target had fled into the forest. Nagumo must have known when and where he’d emerge, so he’d been waiting.

So he was just using us to kill some time until then? “You’re telling me that was the only reason he agreed to the fishing contest?” Shin asked.

Just killing time, Mr. Sakamoto repeated.

“Seriously?” Shin knew his boss was probably right. A deep anger rose from his stomach as his mood collapsed further over how stupid he must have looked. “And there I was, taking the contest seriously.”

“Oh, cheer up,” Lu said.

Hana piped up. “Do you not feel well, Shin? Do you have a tummy ache?”

“Oh no!” Aoi exclaimed. “And right before the big cookout?”

“No, I’m fine,” Shin said. But even as he tried to reassure them with his words, his eyes still stared blankly into the distance.

“Don’t let it bother you!” Lu insisted. “Whatever the circumstances, you totally won!”

“I think so, too,” Hana said.

“Yes, I agree,” Aoi said. “At the end of the day, you were the one who brought back the fish.”

As grateful as he was for their support, Shin didn’t feel like any sort of winner. Even after enduring all that time with Nagumo, he still didn’t feel like he had any understanding of who the assassin was. It was like the guy had been making fun of him the entire time, and he’d never managed to land a hit himself.

Don’t worry so much about it, Mr. Sakamoto offered. There’s no figuring him out.

Shin choked out a low, dry laugh. “If you can’t figure him out, then what hope do I have?” He still yearned for a payoff for all the stress and hard work he’d sunk into the contest, but at least he hadn’t come back empty-handed. “Well, I guess we should start cooking all these fish, huh?”

“Yay!” cheered Hana. “I’m gonna eat so many fish!” Her wide-eyed smile and bright voice immediately improved his mood.

Mr. and Mrs. Sakamoto’s eyes softened as they watched their daughter. Hana is happy, and that’s what matters most. You did well, Shin.

Mr. Sakamoto! His boss’s praise filled his heart with joy, nearly reducing him to tears. It almost made the whole ordeal worth it. “I really appreciate that, but…could you please say it aloud next time, instead of just thinking it?”

Shin shook off the last remaining tendrils of disappointment. “Let’s get this cookout started!” His heart was finally brimming with the sense of accomplishment that Nagumo had so relentlessly tried to deny him. “Please, let me take care of preparing the fire.” He snapped into chef mode, his face aglow with the group’s anticipation for tonight’s dinner.

“I sure hope Heisuke and Piisuke get back soon,” Hana said.

All four adults abruptly froze in place.

“That’s right,” Shin said. “I hope they’re okay!”

“I totally forgot about them,” Lu admitted.

“Honey…” Aoi’s gaze landed on her husband.

Mr. Sakamoto leapt to his feet. “Shin, you’re with me.”

“You bet, boss!” The cookout would have to wait. Shin followed Mr. Sakamoto into the now pitch-black forest in search of Heisuke. The day’s chaos wasn’t over yet, but Shin was starting to think that when things finally settled, his memory of this day might be a happy one.



Shishiba’s Ramen Chronicles


SAKAMOTO DAYS
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WHITE TONKOTSU FROM TONTONTEI.

SALT-LEMON FROM OSHIMA HOUSE.

CHILLED TOMATO FROM YURURI KICHIJOJI.

CLASSIC SEAFOOD SHOYU FROM IPPONSHOBU.

Those four lines of text filled the screen in the memo app of Shishiba’s cell phone—that’s where he always kept his notes about ramen.

Shishiba compared these notes to the names written on the giant signboards hung all around him. He was dressed in a formal black suit, with the necktie noticeably loose around his collar. His long hair cascaded down the back of his blazer. His heart was racing with excitement now that he was finally here, finally doing this. He turned to Osaragi, who stood beside him, and casually asked, “Shall we head in?”

The pair were standing outside of a plaza lined with old brick buildings in a port town not far outside Tokyo. A ramen festival was being held here, and the plaza was already packed with people. Shishiba had every intention of joining them.

“Why would we do that?” Osaragi asked.

“To eat ramen,” said Shishiba. “Why else?”

“Again, why would we do that?” Osaragi asked, her feet frozen firmly in place as she stared coolly at Shishiba. The black pools of her pupils ran so deep they seemed to disappear in a bottomless abyss.

Like Shishiba, Osaragi was dressed in her usual attire. She wore a black dress fringed with lace. The dress’s vague sense of mystique, when paired with those dark eyes, made her appear almost otherworldly.

Shishiba looked at her quizzically. Was the reason not obvious?

Osaragi rephrased her question. “Aren’t we here on assignment?”

“Of course we are,” Shishiba answered.

After he failed to elaborate, she continued, “Have you become lost, Mr. Shishiba?”

“Don’t look at me like I’m some kind of idiot,” he responded. “Of course I’m not lost.”

“And yet,” she responded icily, “our target is not hiding out here.”

Shishiba was well aware of this. Their mission involved the termination of a former JAA member who had developed a grudge against the organization after having his license revoked. He had killed five members in retaliation—ones who’d had no part in the decision. It was up to Shishiba and Osaragi to deal with him on behalf of the Order—an elite group within the JAA composed of the world’s strongest assassins.

As such, they were not the sort to shirk their responsibilities. However, Shishiba very much wanted to eat some ramen. “Aren’t you the one who’s always saying you can’t work on an empty stomach?”

“Okay,” said Osaragi, “let’s get some pork cutlets.” The pair had a ritual of enjoying a bowl of rice topped with breaded pork cutlets before each mission.

“I know it’s good luck and all, but we don’t need to eat the same thing every time,” said Shishiba. “It won’t kill you to eat something different now and then.”

“You’re the one who always wants pork cutlets,” Osaragi said.

“No, that’s you,” Shishiba insisted. “I mean, I certainly don’t dislike them.” Shishiba was determined to have ramen today, no matter the consequences.

“Look, Osaragi,” he said, gesturing to the festival signboards. “All the best ramen places in the country have gathered for this festival! Places we’d never get to eat at, all right here.”

“And they’re here to battle each other into insolvency?”

“It’s a festival, not a tournament. It’s for people to enjoy eating ramen.”

Osaragi still seemed confused. “And that’s what you desire? To…eat ramen?”

“Have you not been paying any attention? That’s what I’ve been saying this whole time!” When it came to conversation, Shishiba and Osaragi never quite clicked, and awkward misunderstandings had become the norm. But Shishiba had figured out that Osaragi wasn’t the type to quietly follow another’s lead—he would need to convince her. “If you want to stick to our rituals, we could go get chocolate or hot dogs afterward. Or maybe noodles could be our new ritual!”

“The rituals are important to ensure our survival,” she protested.

“Oh, don’t give me that sad look! I know what the rituals are for. But c’mon, it’s not like we need to perform lucky rituals for this job. The target is no match for us.”

Osaragi pondered for a moment, and then abruptly relented. “Let’s get on with it, then. I’m starving.”

“Wow, that was easier than I expected. But yeah, all right.” Shishiba headed into the plaza, with Osaragi following behind. He was playing it cool, but in truth, his heart was bursting with joy at having smoothly cleared the first and largest obstacle in his path: getting Osaragi on board with his plans.
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Shishiba’s obsession with ramen could be traced back to a mysterious food blogger named Toyoke, who kept their age, gender, and hometown a secret. Shishiba had been secretly reading Toyoke’s blog, Gift of the Gods, since he’d stumbled across an article on social media titled “I Hate Onions.” Pleased to have found a kindred spirit, Shishiba started reading more and soon found himself unable to stop. Each post made it increasingly clear that he and Toyoke shared almost identical tastes, to the extent that Shishiba began to jokingly wonder if Toyoke was his doppelgänger.
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Soon Shishiba was reading Toyoke’s blog religiously and visiting the restaurants they recommended whenever he could get away from his work assignments and Osaragi.

This ramen festival was one of Toyoke’s recommendations. In the blog post, Toyoke had highlighted four favorites from the festival, providing detailed instructions on how to optimally enjoy each one. When Shishiba realized that the festival was near his target, he immediately committed to paying a visit.
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“Damn, it really is crowded here,” Shishiba exclaimed. The plaza was packed with people, and long lines of customers snaked around every booth.

“All these people are here just to eat ramen?” Osaragi wondered aloud. “Are we going to have to line up for this?” It was lunchtime, and the midday sun was blasting mercilessly. It had to have been at least eighty degrees out, and the festivalgoers were drenched in sweat. “We should probably go somewhere else,” she concluded.

The black pits in Osaragi’s eyes appeared even darker than usual in the sun-drenched plaza. “Nah, lining up is half the fun.”

Her expression blank, Osaragi tilted her head slightly, as if she was struggling to parse the meaning of Shishiba’s statement.

“What, you don’t know? You don’t, do you? Here, look at these folks.” Shishiba gestured to a crowd of customers crammed elbow to elbow at the few available tables. They were so bathed in sweat that faint clouds of steam had begun to form around them. Despite the conditions, they were all eagerly slurping noodles from their bowls.

“It looks like a sauna,” Osaragi said.

“And you look disgusted by that,” Shishiba noted. “But don’t they all look happy?”

“But these lines! You said you were so hungry you could barely stand it.” As if to punctuate her words, a powerful rumble echoed from her stomach.

“It sounds like you’re the one who’s so hungry she can’t stand it.”

“Mr. Shishiba, your stomach is growling,” Osaragi replied.

“That was yours,” he corrected.

A fragrant aroma wafted by as some customers walked past with the ramen they’d purchased.

“There’s something almost magical about ramen,” Shishiba continued. “When you see someone eating it, or hear the sound of them slurping its noodles, or smell the decadence of its broth, you can’t help but yearn to eat it yourself.”

At that moment, Osaragi finally became ensnared by the magic of ramen. “Hurry, Mr. Shishiba,” she exclaimed. “The lines are only getting longer.”

“And just like that, you change your mind again.”

Osaragi ignored him as she eagerly got in line for the closest ramen stand.

“Hold up,” said Shishiba. “We’re doing a different one first.”

“But Mr. Shishiba, you said this was the best ramen place here,” Osaragi insisted.

“I did not. Buck up and follow me, and I’ll get you some real ramen.” Shishiba set off for a booth in the center of the plaza.
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They arrived at the stand run by Tontontei, a restaurant that specialized in tonkotsu ramen, and were greeted by the restaurant’s rather surreal logo, which featured a pig in a pot flashing a peace sign.

“Look at the piggy…” Osaragi mumbled in awe.

Shishiba was surprised to see her staring so intently at the sign. “Are you the sort of girl who gets sad when you see stuff like that?”

“It looks so delicious,” she whispered, still staring at the pig.

“Ah, you’re that type. Well, let’s line up, shall we?” Shishiba and Osaragi joined a line of about ten customers. Shishiba could only assume that the line was so much shorter than all the others because of the shop’s focus on tonkotsu ramen.

“Mr. Shishiba, this one doesn’t seem very popular. Is it because it’s tonkotsu?”

“Hey, I think you owe an apology to the tonkotsu fans of the world,” Shishiba replied. “It’s certainly not that it isn’t popular.” Toyoke had done some research on the topic and reported that tonkotsu was the third most popular style of ramen. But it didn’t surprise Shishiba that its thick, rich pork broth was a hard sell at an outdoor festival on a hot day.

That was their loss, as far as Shishiba was concerned. “We should be at the front of the line in no time,” he said. “If anything, we lucked out.”

“Tonkotsu ramen always smells so strange,” Osaragi complained. “It grosses me out a little.”

“Sure, but it tastes delicious.”

“Tonkotsu means what, pork bones? Poor little piggies.”

“A minute ago, you were telling a cartoon pig that it looked delicious,” Shishiba reminded her.

“It’s just too hot for this. Can we get something lighter?”

“Could you shut up for a minute, Osaragi?” The people in front of them in line were turning to look at them, with expressions that suggested they would regard any anti-tonkotsu sentiment as a personal attack.

That made their twenty-minute wait a little awkward, but they arrived at the front of the stall sooner than they’d expected. “Thank you for your patience, sir! Here’s your two bowls of white tonkotsu ramen, topped with bacon, heavy on the charred garlic, and with the beni shoga on a separate plate.”

“It’s so small,” Osaragi said in a voice that was almost heartbreakingly sad.

“Festival portions tend to be on the small side so people can try multiple varieties,” Shishiba explained. “Now carry your own bowl — I only have two hands.” Shishiba grabbed his disposable plastic dishes and carried them to a table.

They arrived just as some other customers were getting up to leave, so they were able to secure two seats and dig into their ramen immediately.

“What is this?” Osaragi asked, pointing to the beni shoga.

“What does it look like?” Shishiba snapped. “It’s red pickled ginger.”

“And am I supposed to eat it?”

“Why else would they give it to you?” he responded, growing slightly exasperated. “It’s an important flavoring for ramen, used to adjust the taste of the soup.”

“You can have mine,” she said.

“I don’t want—” he began, but he was rendered speechless when Osaragi picked up her heaping dish of beni shoga and dumped it directly into his bowl of ramen.

After gazing down at his bowl for a moment, he said, “Osaragi, I have to ask. Why would you do that?”

“You told me you wanted it.”

“I did not tell you that,” Shishiba said. “Why would I, when I have my own?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “You’re the one who asked for it.”

“I did not,” he repeated.

“You said it was an important flavoring. I’m certain of it.”

“I did say that,” he agreed. “I don’t deny that part.” Shishiba watched as the bright-red beni shoga began seeping into the white tonkotsu broth, staining it pink.

With immense restraint, he addressed Osaragi calmly and clearly. “You see, the tonkotsu broth from Tontontei is rather light, so much so that they call it ‘white tonkotsu.’ They add bacon to it to bring out the umami flavor, and the charred garlic gives it a richer body.

“The beni shoga is intended to be added to the broth mid-meal, because of how significantly it affects the flavor. As light as this tonkotsu is, it’s still a pork marrow broth, and eventually it will begin to feel greasy on the tongue. That’s why, when roughly a third of your soup remains, you add the beni shoga to change the flavor profile.”

Every word came verbatim from Toyoke’s blog.

A thin smile emerged upon Shishiba’s lips as he continued his lecture. “But despite that, you immediately dumped your entire plate of beni shoga into my soup. It’s an act of savagery to put any topping into another person’s food. Or could it be, Osaragi, that you’re the kind of person who doesn’t mind if someone squeezes lemon all over an order of fried chicken that was meant to be shared among the table?”

Osaragi finally responded, “Mr. Shishiba, you should eat your ramen before the noodles grow soggy.”

“Shut up and listen,” he commanded.

But Osaragi was paying more attention to the noodles she was slurping out of her ramen bowl. “You’re not going to eat it?” she asked.

“I am, but…” This isn’t how I wanted to experience this dish! Shishiba kept his mouth shut and instead took a spoonful of his ramen. He couldn’t just let it go to waste.

“It is pretty good,” he admitted. The pork broth was rich with umami from the bacon, and pungent from the charred garlic. With the vinegary beni shoga adding some sour notes, it all came together rather beautifully.

It was good, but he had wanted to try it first without the ginger! In his blog, Toyoke had written that the real pleasure of Tontontei’s white tonkotsu ramen came from “the way the flavors evolve throughout the meal.”

Glumly, he took another spoonful of ramen. After all, it wasn’t the ramen’s fault that Osaragi had ruined it.

“I mean, it’s still quite excellent,” he admitted.

“I’m so happy for you,” Osaragi said.

“You know, if Nagumo had done that, I’d have killed him for it,” he added.

Osaragi stiffened, and her lips twisted into a curious expression. “That would be a problem,” she said, after a moment.

“I’m just kidding,” Shishiba said. “You don’t need to get weird about it.”

“If I were to kill you, Mr. Shishiba, I fear the higher-ups at the JAA would be rather upset with me.”

“You could never kill me. I’d kill you first.”
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“Next, let’s try something a little lighter and more refreshing.”

Having collected himself, Shishiba led Osaragi to the shop selling salt-lemon ramen, a perfect choice for a hot summer day. The stall was run by the staff of Oshima House, a restaurant located near a lemon orchard. Despite its limited reach, the restaurant had fans all over the country. According to Toyoke’s blog, this was the first time Oshima House was participating in a ramen festival, providing a rare opportunity for the greater Tokyo area to try its unique recipes.

“Salt…lemon…” Osaragi repeated. “Lemon in ramen?”

“When you eat soba noodles, don’t you give ’em a squirt of citrus from a yuzu or sudachi fruit?” asked Shishiba. “How’s it so different from that?”

“If you leave the lemon in, it gets bitter. Then you have to add sugar.”

“Maybe if you’re drinking tea,” said Shishiba.

Osaragi ignored that, and for a few moments, the pair stood in silence. Osaragi broke it with a theatrical sigh. “A light, refreshing salt-lemon ramen is the sort of thing I would have wanted to start with!”

“Are you having hearing problems or something? Because you seem to have developed a habit of ignoring me,” Shishiba grumbled.

“Nothing of the sort. Why, to me, Mr. Shishiba, you’re…hmm…” Osaragi paused to consider her next word carefully. “Air,” she said finally. “You’re like air. Always there, but you never really notice it.”

“That’s a hell of a dis to just casually drop into a conversation.”

“I apologize,” said Osaragi. “I didn’t really mean anything by it.”

“I think it hurts my feelings more that you felt the need to apologize for it. It’s not like I hadn’t known your opinion of me.”

“You can experience hurt feelings, Mr. Shishiba?”

Shishiba sighed a little when he saw her absurdly perplexed expression. “Look,” he said, “if I accused you, straight to your face, of not having normal human emotions, wouldn’t that make you sad?”

“But Mr. Shishiba,” she protested, “you’re a murderer.”

“So are you! And even assassins have feelings!”

“Mr. Shishiba, if you don’t move forward to fill the space in line, you’ll inconvenience everyone behind us.”

“I don’t know why I expected any other response from you,” Shishiba replied. He decided to hold his tongue for a while. During their conversation, they’d made it about halfway through the line, but the line for this stand was much longer than the one for Tontontei, and they were still about twenty people away from the front.

It would be a long wait.

Recalling the incident with the tonkotsu ramen, Shishiba decided that he could best use this time by explaining to Osaragi the correct way to eat salt-lemon ramen. “This is your first time having salt-lemon ramen, correct?” he began.

Osaragi said nothing, but her eyes narrowed with disdain.

“Why are you glaring at me?” he demanded.

“Because you’re about to act like a know-it-all,” she answered coolly.

Shishiba grumbled, “Look, I don’t want you dumping toppings into my ramen, so I just thought it’d be better to tell you in advance how it’s supposed to be eaten.”

“I’m sure I can manage to eat a bowl of ramen without your guidance.”

“It’s not like I’m gonna teach you how to slurp the noodles,” he protested, but Osaragi still wasn’t having it.

Shishiba continued anyway. “The traditional topping for Oshima House salt-lemon ramen is cilantro,” he began, again parroting what he’d read on Toyoke’s blog. “But you only want a little of it. It adds a touch of ethnic flair and brings out more flavor.”

“Mm,” Osaragi replied absently as she stared at something in her hands.

“Maybe you could show a little more interest? It’s considered impolite to look at your phone in the middle of a conversation, ya know.”

“Understood.” She sighed. “This time I will not touch your ramen. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

“Yes, but why are you acting like you’re the victim here?” Shishiba complained. “I heard that sigh.”

“Because I was attempting to review intel about our target, and you’re distracting me.”

“I can clearly see that you’re playing a puzzle game!”

Osaragi nonchalantly switched to her email app and opened the mission report. “I misclicked,” she said, without a hint of shame.

The members of the Order were a bunch of oddballs, and Osaragi was certainly no exception, Shishiba thought. Not that it was a new revelation. “Either way, a little late to be doing your homework, don’t ya think?”

“I read it earlier as well.”

“Then why are you reading it again?”

Osaragi ignored the question. “Our target seems to be quite close.”

“Yeah, he sure does.” The team that had been investigating his murders had sent information suggesting that the target was hiding out in a building just a stone’s throw away from their current location.

“Maybe he’s at the festival,” she suggested.

“That would be absurdly reckless,” Shishiba replied. He’d studied the man’s file from when he’d been in the JAA, and he appeared to have been quite good at his job. But not so good that he would be any sort of threat to Shishiba or Osaragi, of course.

Shishiba figured there was no chance that the killer—who was well aware he was being hunted by the JAA—would emerge in public for something like this, which was also why Shishiba felt no particular urgency to complete the mission. They could kill the man at their leisure.

“I wonder why he let his license expire?” Osaragi asked, but it was clear from her expression that she wasn’t particularly interested in the answer.

Shishiba answered anyway. “Report said he got caught illegally selling weapons to amateurs at a huge markup. That’s a problem. And you obviously didn’t read the report.”

“Selling weapons sounds like something the deer man would do,” Osaragi said. Shishiba’s mind flashed back to the time they’d faced the man in the deer mask in the Okutabi Science Museum’s basement. “You just ignored me again,” Shishiba pointed out, and this time, Osaragi’s eyes widened at his reproach.

He continued, “Was that even a deer? It looked more like a reindeer, actually. Not that it matters. Anyway, compared to what that guy gets up to, our target’s weapon sales look positively quaint.” Although there was nothing quaint about the way he had casually murdered five people, including a former partner, when his scheme was uncovered.

Such betrayals, even among close confidants, weren’t exactly rare in the murder-for-hire world, but that didn’t make them any less frowned upon. At the end of the day, the JAA was a business, and if its rules weren’t followed, the whole industry would collapse into chaos.

“Anyway, I wouldn’t worry about it,” he concluded, his gaze firmly on Osaragi. “It’ll all be over soon.”

“Mr. Shishiba,” she responded, “the man at the counter is waiting for your order.”

While he’d been lost in thought, they’d reached the front of the line, and Osaragi had already ordered for herself.

“You know,” he said, “I’m starting to question whether you have any interest in our target at all.”

“Will you not be ordering, Mr. Shishiba?”

“Whatever,” Shishiba replied, deciding not to push her any further on the issue. Instead, he collected himself and placed his order. “One salt-lemon ramen with cilantro.”

“That’s one salt-lemon with cilantro. Coming right up, sir!”

Finally, he would be able to try his ramen the way Toyoke had suggested. Shishiba was positively giddy as he awaited his order.

The man who’d taken their orders hurried back to the register. “I’m so sorry, sir, but we appear to be out of cilantro.”

“Wha…?” The news had rendered him momentarily speechless.

“I am truly sorry, sir,” the man repeated.

“No way!” Shishiba exclaimed. “It’s still early in the day! How did you run out already?” According to Toyoke’s blog, cilantro was a somewhat divisive topping that few mainstream diners ordered. Even the restaurant didn’t go out of its way to recommend it to customers.

“Honestly, I’m as surprised as you are,” the man said. “For some reason, suddenly everyone wants cilantro. I am terribly sorry.”

Well, if that was the case, there was nothing he could do about it. Shishiba somberly accepted his cilantro-free bowl of ramen. “My one chance,” he muttered.

“How unfortunate that they ran out,” Osaragi said.

“I was really looking forward to it.” Deflated, Shishiba followed Osaragi to a table. As soon as he arrived, something caught his eye. Something leafy and green on top of Osaragi’s ramen.

Cilantro. She had gotten the cilantro!

“Osaragi,” he began, “let me ask you something.”

“No,” she said.

“You don’t know what I’m gonna ask yet.”

“This cilantro is mine,” she said plainly.

“When I suggested you get it, you could not have seemed less interested!” Shishiba said, leaning slightly toward Osaragi.

As soon as he leaned over, Osaragi lifted the bowl to her mouth and drained the entire thing, noodles and all.

“You did not just…” He gasped. He couldn’t imagine consuming an entire bowl of ramen in one gulp.

“Now I’ve burned my tongue, and it’s your fault,” she said.

“Sorry,” he whispered dazedly under Osaragi’s withering gaze. He resolved to eat his ramen in silence and then move on to the next ramen stand.

As he slurped, a conversation between nearby strangers provided yet another kick to his ego.

“I can’t believe how good that was with the cilantro,” the woman said to her companion.

“It really was,” he responded. “We oughta thank that long-haired man who was talking about it in line.”

My speech is the reason it sold out? The rest of his salt-lemon ramen left a bitter taste on Shishiba’s tongue.
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Shishiba resolved to turn his luck around with the next dish, a chilled tomato ramen from Yururi, a trendy ramen shop in Kichijoji that was popular with young people.

“Ramen that’s intentionally served cold?” Osaragi seemed skeptical.

“It’s a totally valid way to serve ramen.” Shishiba had placed this dish third on his list due to Toyoke’s write-up, which had suggested starting with the white tonkotsu ramen, refreshing one’s palate with the salt-lemon ramen, and only then cooling off with the chilled tomato ramen. As a bonus, enjoying two lighter varieties of ramen in the middle of his tasting experience would keep him from growing overly full, allowing him to enjoy a fourth bowl.

Shishiba liked to think that if he’d come up with the plan himself, he’d have decided on the same order. He and Toyoke really did think so much alike, he mused.

“And how are we to eat this one?” Osaragi asked.

“No more of that. Go ahead and eat it however you like.” Shishiba had resolved not to get burned again by saying too much, so this time, he waited to order in silence.

After about fifteen minutes in line, the pair received their bowls of chilled tomato ramen. It looked superb.

As he left the stall with bowls in both hands, Shishiba couldn’t help but call out to Osaragi, “Can you grab me some chili oil?” He nodded toward the seasonings in the corner of the stall.

“This one?” she asked. “The red one?”

“Yeah, the red one. Gotta spice it up a little bit.” Toyoke had said that this ramen would benefit from a splash of the restaurant’s homemade chili oil.

“Oh? Is that right?” Osaragi grabbed the bottle from the corner and brought it to the table.

Thrilled to finally be able to enjoy ramen the way Toyoke recommended, Shishiba happily doused his ramen with the bright-red oil.

A truly foul smell erupted. “What the hell is this?” he blurted out as the stench assaulted his nasal passages. Osaragi, who was sitting across from him, immediately slid over to the next open seat to avoid the aggressive odor.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa! Is this not chili oil?”

“Isn’t it?” Osaragi asked. “It’s the red oil you asked me to bring you.”

“Let me see it,” Shishiba said. The bottle that the sinister red liquid had come from was marked with a sticker that simply said HOT. But on the back of the bottle…

“The word death is written on this.”

“Mr. Shishiba, are you going to die?” Osaragi asked.

“I don’t think it’ll kill me,” Shishiba said. “Probably.”

There was something horribly disconcerting about a bottle of seasoning marked only with HOT and DEATH. Shishiba knew it was his fault for not taking a closer look before adding it to his ramen, but he hadn’t considered that he might be victimized by an act of spicy terrorism.

As if on autopilot, he grabbed his phone and reopened Toyoke’s article about the chilled tomato ramen. This time, he noticed a warning that had been added to the end.

“Yururi offers two varieties of chili oil: the normal kind, and a variety made with Carolina Reapers, so make sure to check carefully.”

That explained it. Osaragi had brought him the Carolina Reaper bottle.

Next, he searched for “Carolina Reapers” and was staggered to learn that they were ten times hotter than habanero peppers. There were even rumors that eating a single whole pepper could be fatal.

“Correction,” he said to Osaragi. “I very well might die.”

“Is that right?” Shishiba had hoped to see at least a hint of concern on her face, but she was as expressionless as ever.

“Damn, you’re cold,” Shishiba complained. “Would it kill you to show some concern for others?”

“Mr. Shishiba, your ramen is getting cold,” she replied.

“It’s chilled ramen. It was cold to begin with! You should know, you’re eating a bowl of it right now!”

The sinister stench continued to rise from Shishiba’s bowl and spread around the table. His nose was already a lost cause, and it was growing harder to keep his watering eyes open.

Shishiba was conflicted. If he ate the ramen, he feared his mouth and stomach would explode. He couldn’t get over how foolish he’d been not to check the chili oil bottle, especially after his first two bowls of ramen had ended so badly.

He watched Osaragi cheerfully slurping her own ramen and started to feel hungry, despite the disaster in his own bowl.

“Aren’t you going to eat it?” Osaragi asked.

“That’s what I’m debating right now.”

“You ordered it,” she pointed out. “I’d feel sorry for the ramen if you didn’t eat it.”

Shishiba was tempted to point out that it was him she should feel sorry for. But she was right; he couldn’t bear to throw away precious ramen. Shishiba steeled himself and lifted the spoon to his mouth.
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A violent blaze trampled his taste buds. It was pure agony. His mouth felt as though it were being pillaged by a marauding army of capsaicin molecules.

Shishiba wanted to throw up right then and there, but his pride wouldn’t allow it. He grabbed a pitcher of water from the center of the table, poured himself a glass, and downed it. The heat of the day had rendered the water nauseatingly lukewarm, but it was still preferable to not drinking anything at all. He realized he was lucky to have had water at his table—most didn’t—and was immensely grateful to whatever ramen shop had placed it there.

The ruthless capsaicin army continued to fight its way into his skull, giving him a throbbing headache. Sweat dripped out of every pore.

Despite his growing torment, Shishiba maintained an air of nonchalance as he slurped up a second mouthful of the absurdly spicy ramen. “This is pretty good,” he said.

Osaragi squinted at him. “Mr. Shishiba, your lips are swelling.” How he despised that condescending look on her face!

Shishiba had a reputation as a gourmand to maintain, so with the teachings of Toyoke held close to his heart, he summoned all his will and finished the entire bowl.
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“My mouth still hurts,” Shishiba complained. “This is hell.”

“Would you care for some hot coffee?” Osaragi asked.

“Are you trying to kill me?” he shot back. After the all-out assault the last bowl of ramen had waged upon him, he and Osaragi had withdrawn from the field of battle. Shishiba didn’t think he had it in him to eat anything else, at least not until his mouth had had time to recover. He was hoping to drink some more water, rest his mouth awhile, and then savor one final bowl.

“Look, if you’re getting something,” he said, “could you grab me a bottle of mineral water, please?” When he turned to look at her, Osaragi had already gone.

“Where the hell did she run off to?” Shishiba sighed. Osaragi really did do whatever she wanted. Although to be fair, pretty much all the Order members were shameless free spirits who only ever thought of themselves.

Still, they were in a crowded place, and if anything happened here, they’d have a real mess on their hands. Shishiba rose to search for her but spotted her immediately, rushing toward him with a plastic bottle in hand.

“Some water for you, Mr. Shishiba,” she said.

“You went out to get that for me?” he asked. He’d never imagined Osaragi could be so considerate. He was surprised—nay, shocked by the gesture, and more than a little touched.

“Thank you,” he said. “Seriously. I really needed that.”

“Of course,” she said. “I picked this one because it has a little picture of Mr. Sakamoto on it,” she added. She was blushing slightly, and for some reason, her eyes were sparkling. “Or maybe it’s supposed to be a bear.”

Can she really not tell the difference between Sakamoto and a bear?

He resisted the urge to retort as he raised the bottle to his mouth. He had a faint feeling that something wasn’t quite right but ignored it in his zeal to flush out his mouth with a long swig of cold water.

Unable to swallow through the stabbing sensation in his mouth, Shishiba immediately spewed the water in a spectacular jet.

“That’s not hygienic, Mr. Shishiba,” Osaragi chided him, looking legitimately disturbed.

Shishiba stood in silence before carefully wiping the water off his deeply scarred chin. He turned to Osaragi and asked, slowly, “I appreciate you getting this for me, so I don’t wanna complain, but why did you choose this particular one?”

“Fizzy and refreshing, isn’t it?” she said, seeming rather pleased with herself.

Shishiba lifted the bottle to study its label. In small letters, below the words NATURAL SPRING WATER, was the phrase HEAVILY CARBONATED.

“Heavily carbonated? That’s an understatement. What are you trying to do to me?”

“They were passing them out for free,” Osaragi said.

“So you didn’t buy it for me,” Shishiba muttered. “I guess I could see how, under normal circumstances, the fizziness might be appealing. Probably good for one’s digestion, after eating a heavy bowl of ramen. I could see that.”

“Could you buy me a soda, Mr. Shishiba?” Osaragi asked. “I’m out of cash after all that ramen.”

“I paid for all of your ramen,” Shishiba retorted. Osaragi responded with her trademark head tilt, and he gave up, in more ways than one.
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After drinking more water and taking a break—both physically and mentally—Shishiba and Osaragi were ready for their final bowl of ramen. Half an hour had passed since the last one, but their stomachs were still quite full. They could manage one more, but there definitely wouldn’t be a fifth.

Thus, Shishiba was even more determined to enjoy it in the manner Toyoke had suggested. “Let’s do this,” he announced to Osaragi.

“Perhaps some traditional shoyu ramen for our final bowl?” she asked, a hint of frustration in her voice.

Shishiba ignored her tone. “Well, it should be fairly conventional for seafood shoyu ramen.”

“Shoyu ramen is just shoyu ramen,” she noted. “Not seafood ramen.”

“But seafood ramen is no joke,” he said. “The distinctive flavors of a good seafood ramen are not easy to create.”

“I hate the stench of fish,” she replied.

“Let’s leave our preconceptions at the door, shall we? There won’t be any stench in this ramen.”

The ramen shop was called Ipponshobu—referring to a game that ends when the first point is scored—and was run by an obstinate chef who insisted on the superiority of seafood ramen. According to Toyoke, the soup’s perfectly translucent broth had a rich, deep flavor with a clean finish, despite being made entirely from seafood. The chef added a shoyu-based sauce, wavy noodles, nori, bamboo shoots, and slices of pork to create a delicious and otherwise fairly conventional bowl of ramen. Toyoke said it required no additional toppings and should be enjoyed as is—in its purest form.

“Oh, look, you can get it with kimchi,” said Osaragi, who was excitedly scouring the stall’s menu board.

Shishiba did not hesitate to object. “No way, you can’t just dump kimchi on it!”

“Then maybe we should get it with extra green onions, ground beef, and extra oil?” she suggested.

“Don’t start acting all fancy on me now. It’s best eaten plain. Just straight-up plain.”

They ordered their ramen with no extra toppings so they could fully appreciate its rich, deep flavors. “Doesn’t that look good?” Shishiba asked nonchalantly, but inside, he was trembling with anticipation.

Osaragi sat across from him, fighting hard to slurp the noodles from the steaming broth.

“Don’t be in such a hurry,” Shishiba advised her. “You’ll burn your tongue.”

“Misher Heeheeha, ish ish awt ut sho ood.”

“I did not understand a single word of what you just said.” Despite his warning, Osaragi continued to slurp the noodles from her hot soup.

“You’re spraying broth all over the place!” The springy noodles she was vigorously sucking up were spraying fragrant droplets all over the table and onto Shishiba’s jacket.

“Hey,” he said, frantically blotting at them with a wet hand towel, “I just had this cleaned!”

“But it was dirty when we got here,” insisted Osaragi.

“You must have real trouble keeping friends,” Shishiba grumbled. He didn’t have time for this—he had a bowl of ramen to eat. He decided to start with a spoonful of broth. He dipped his spoon into the bowl and raised it slowly to his mouth.

“Huh?” A parade of question marks floated through Shishiba’s mind. Something was wrong.

“Osaragi,” he said. “Lemme ask you something.”

“Can you ask later?” she said. “I’m eating ramen now.”

“I’m pretty sure you can listen while you eat.” As he formulated his question, Osaragi continued to slurp happily, as if it were the greatest thing she’d ever tasted.

“This ramen,” he began. “Does it seem flavorless to you?”

“You ask such strange questions, Mr. Shishiba.”

“Yeah, I guess that answers that. Of course it’s not flavorless.”

His taste buds were dead.

All because of that awful red sauce and the aggressively carbonated mineral water.

Shishiba suspected he’d probably lost his sense of smell as well. He’d hoped the time he’d spent drinking water and resting would have given his senses time to recover, but it appeared they were still fried.

“I can’t taste a damn thing,” he said.

“This ramen is incredibly good,” Osaragi announced. “It’s easily the best one we’ve had today.” It really did look fantastic.

Shishiba had never felt more alone in the world.

A desire to kill began to rise within him. He was especially angry at Osaragi, who was enjoying her ramen way too much.

Shishiba took a deep breath and forced himself to calm down. He mustn’t abandon hope. He resolved to let his ramen cool a little more and then try again. Flavors are more difficult to perceive when food is hot, after all.

“Mr. Shishiba, are you going to eat that?” Osaragi asked.

“You seriously want another helping?”

“If you don’t want it, I’ll take it,” she offered.

“I’m gonna give it a little more time.” Shishiba glanced down at the empty bowl glistening in front of her. “Damn, you ate yours fast!”

“But Mr. Shishiba, it was you who ate it.”

“I just watched you shovel that entire bowl into your mouth.”

Osaragi wasn’t listening. Instead, she stared intently at Shishiba’s bowl like a hunter stalking her prey.

“I’m gonna eat this,” he insisted. “I never said I wasn’t.”

“Why are you so cruel, Mr. Shishiba?” she asked.

“I’m just trying to eat my food here!” Realizing that there was a very real chance he could lose his ramen to Osaragi, he resolved not to wait any longer. Focusing all his attention on the tip of his tongue, he lifted another spoonful to his mouth.

This time, he thought he could faintly discern the sweetness of the soy sauce and the richness of the seafood base.

“This works!” He could taste it this time, if only faintly. He just needed to maintain his concentration as he worked his way through it. His eyes wide and eager, he captured a clump of noodles between his chopsticks and began to lift it to his mouth. A sudden thump shook him and the table, sending the noodles spiraling out of their planned trajectory.

“Sorry about that.”

Shishiba twisted to determine the source of the disruption and found a large man sitting beside him at the shared table.

Shishiba knew that face. It belonged to his target.

He couldn’t believe it. Yes, they were only a block away from the building where the man was supposed to be hiding out, but he’d actually left its safety to come to a ramen festival? Shishiba had expected the target to be clever and cautious, but clearly he had been mistaken—their man was apparently a complete idiot.

Shishiba was torn.

Should he continue eating? Which was the priority, the ramen or the target?

“Is something the matter, Mr. Shishiba?” Osaragi asked, studying him with a puzzled look.

“Nothing at all,” Shishiba said—he had a bowl of ramen to eat. As he returned to his bowl, he noticed Osaragi’s gaze shift to the man beside him. He prayed that she wouldn’t recognize him.

“Mr. Shishiba, an absurdly reckless man is here,” Osaragi said. Her entire aura shifted darkly.

Perhaps sensing that something was wrong, the man leapt to his feet. “The JAA!” he blurted out. “Aw, damn it!” In his desperation to escape, the man flipped the table and bolted from the dining area.

“Let’s pursue him, Mr. Shishiba,” Osaragi said. “Mr. Shishiba?” she repeated when her partner—seemingly still in shock—failed to respond.

“Look what he did to my ramen!” Shishiba finally yelled, a deep rage rising as he stared in horror at his bowl of ramen splattered mercilessly on the ground.
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Osaragi and a grim-faced Shishiba promptly tracked and eliminated their target in the name of the Order.

Shishiba, not completely deterred by his failure to enjoy a single bowl of ramen in the manner he had hoped, returned home and immediately opened Toyoke’s blog. “The City’s 100 Best Ramen Spots,” read Shishiba aloud. “Toyoke’s gonna start counting them down tomorrow.”

Shishiba vowed to visit them all—alone, and only on his days off.



Kashima and the Downtown Coffee Shop


SAKAMOTO DAYS
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In an aging corner of downtown, amid a row of small grocery stores, used-book shops, and take-out restaurants, stood a small coffee shop called Yadorigi. There, credible rumors suggested, a servant of the gods could sometimes be found sipping coffee in a seat by the window.

As rumors go, it was a fairly ridiculous one.

Kashima fiddled with his empty coffee cup as he scrolled through an absurdly long list of résumés. He was sitting in his usual spot by the window. He wore a well-tailored black suit and a reindeer mask complete with two majestic horns.

He was working remotely today.

I don’t have time to get sidetracked with irrelevant thoughts, he chided himself. He had only just begun looking over the résumés, and they were full of spelling errors.

Ting-a-ling rang the bell over the door as another customer stepped inside. The shop’s owner called out a warm welcome.

“How’s business going?” asked the cheerful customer in a booming voice, and then promptly answered his own question. “Oof, I guess all these empty seats are answer enough.” He laughed heartily at his own joke. At least, Kashima assumed it was intended to be a joke. He didn’t see the humor in it.

“I’ll get the house blend, and—” he began, as he scanned the largely empty coffeehouse, but he let his order trail off when his eyes landed on Kashima. Even though Kashima was focused on his computer screen, he could sense the man’s attention.

“Ahhh,” said the man. “I see. Uh, my apologies, I hadn’t seen you there. I’ll come back another time.”

“But you’ve only just walked in,” said the shop’s owner.

“No, no, it’s fine,” said the customer. “I’m a man of faith, you know? I didn’t mean any disrespect.”

“Okay,” said the owner. “I do hope you’ll come back soon.”

“Sure,” said the man. “Next time I’ll be more careful.” The man stood in the doorway for a moment, quietly clutching his hands together, and then left.

What was that about? Even Kashima, staring down at his computer from beneath his mask, had noticed the man’s strange behavior out of the corner of his eye. As soon as the door swung shut, he looked to the shop’s owner. “I apologize for asking such an odd question, but that man just now, was he worshipping me?”

“Huh? Oh, no, I wouldn’t think so…” mumbled the owner, a young man with an affable smile. “But what do I know, right?”

“Hmm. Your eyes are darting around, and your voice just went up an octave,” noted Kashima.

“I don’t think that’s true,” he protested.

“I’m fairly sure of it,” replied Kashima. “You do know that those who lie to the reindeer tend to end up dead?” For a moment, a cold chill ran through the coffee shop.

The owner quickly broke the silence with a cheerful laugh. “That was pretty scary!”

“Oh, it wasn’t a joke,” Kashima replied, staring at the man through his wide, round reindeer eyes.

He thought he could see a hint of discomfort in the owner’s smiling face now. The young man abruptly shifted his gaze down toward the table. “Oh, looks like you’ve finished your coffee,” he said. “Can I get you a refill?”

“The house blend, please.”

“Coming right up!”

Kashima decided to overlook the fact that the man had ignored his question and returned his focus to the computer screen. Whatever the reason for his deception, he figured, there is no need to kill him. Both the owner and the customer were—for now—the sort of weaklings who were entitled to Kashima’s protection. They would be permitted to live out happy lives in the ideal world that would arise after he’d finished dispensing exalted justice.

“There you go, all set!” said the shop owner.

Kashima nodded, then used one of his stitched-up hands to lift his reindeer mask a few inches, exposing more rows of stitches that extended from his lips to his ears and an X-shaped mark over his mouth. As he sipped the fresh coffee, he glanced in the direction the customer had gone.

“Perhaps his behavior has something to do with those rumors,” he considered. The rumors referred to a divine messenger or servant of the gods or some other such nonsense.

Upon hearing this, the shop owner—who’d returned to the counter—flew into a transparently fake coughing fit.

It appeared he’d hit the mark.

But Kashima still didn’t understand what the man had meant by praying to him. After all, he hadn’t even looked at Kashima—he’d just clasped his hands. He could only assume that it was the chair he was sitting in that was associated with this “messenger of the gods” or whatever.

Kashima could appreciate the impulse to show reverence to what was apparently a divine place. He felt similarly whenever he cleaned X’s room, an act that always felt sacred.

What Kashima hadn’t realized was that it was he—a regular at Yadorigi—who was regarded as the servant of the gods. The gods often worked through animals, so the locals had come to regard him as a holy deer-man. Kashima hadn’t the faintest idea that the townspeople had assumed him to be some sort of divinely reincarnated deer. In fact, he didn’t view himself as a deer-anything, for the mask he wore was that of a reindeer—an entirely separate species.

A servant of the gods, huh? he wondered obliviously. I wonder who it could be? He was curious about who the people of this town held in such high regard. Not that whoever it was could be anywhere near as venerable as X, of course. No one in this world was.

A coffee shop where a servant of the gods comes to relax… What an interesting town, he thought as he sipped his steaming coffee.

The story of how Kashima had discovered the shop began on an evening several months prior.
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“So I’m, like, the type of guy who, like, doesn’t feel guilt at all? So that stuff you was talkin’ about—your, like, extra-salted justice or whatever? I will do whatever I gotta do to make that stuff happen, y’know?”

“I see,” replied Kashima. “Then let me ask you this: if you were to see a gang of ruffians bullying a small kitten, what would you do?”

The man cocked an eyebrow. “What is this, like, some kinda psychology test? That’s a wild question, man. Welp, let’s see…”

Kashima was conducting a job interview at a table in the corner of a fast-food restaurant in the business district. He had been assigned the task of recruiting new pawns—er, human resources—for X’s organization.

ASSEMBLE, ALL YE BOLD WARRIORS, TO DISPENSE EXALTED JUSTICE! read the recruiting leaflet, which also promised GREAT PAY AND BENEFITS! Kashima thought the tagline was a little silly, but it had been included on Gaku’s insistence. Perhaps thanks to that advice, Kashima had been pleasantly surprised by the volume of responses.

Who knew there were so many people who believe in our philosophy of exalted justice? Delighted, Kashima had resolved not to dismiss any of them out of hand. He could imagine how cruel it must feel to be summarily rejected for a mere part-time job. At the very least, he would personally interview them all.

Barely five minutes into this first interview, he had come to regret that decision.

“So I have, like, cat allergies? So anyone out there trying to exterminate cats gets nothin’ but respect from me.”

That may be the stupidest answer I’ve ever heard, Kashima thought. The applicant struck Kashima as the very portrait of a witless thug and thus was not fit to serve X’s plans.

“So about the pay and benefits you mentioned—” began the applicant.

“I’m afraid I cannot offer you employment at this time,” Kashima said. The man stood and left, but not before hurling a barrage of verbal abuse at Kashima. Suddenly, every customer in the restaurant was staring at him. He sighed deeply; he had chosen a booth in the back corner to avoid drawing attention to himself.

That was only the first interview. It’s too soon to get discouraged. Kashima gathered himself and drank some coffee that had long since lost whatever flavor it once possessed.

Twenty minutes later, he was slumping dejectedly once more.

“So this organization of yours, are there any cute guys there? Do you do a lot of social events?”

Do any of her questions have anything to do with the actual work? Kashima fumed. Applicant 2: rejected.

“Oh, I don’t even care what happens to me. Heh heh heh. I’m not the sort of guy who puts a lot of value on life. Ha ha.”

Is this guy nothing more than a destructive nihilist? Kashima wondered. We don’t need demented soldiers who would only get in our way. Applicant 3: rejected.

“So tell me, if I were to beat the crap outta you, would I get to be in charge? Because the time to rise against our oppressors is now!”

Applicant 4… Well, that’s an easy rejection.

And so it went, one useless applicant after another. Kashima hung his head in despair. None of these applicants were even fit to serve as cannon fodder.
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At first, Kashima blamed Gaku. Am I going to get any capable recruits out of this? As he trudged through the nighttime streets back to headquarters, his anger faded. No, it isn’t fair to pin this on Gaku. It makes sense that the more applicants I have, the more weirdos would be in the mix. I should have anticipated that. Okay, maybe all of today’s applicants were weirdos, but that’s probably just a coincidence. From now on, I simply need to research their backgrounds more carefully. If I see something on their résumé that gives me pause, I should reject them on the spot.

Kashima was so deep in thought that he didn’t even realize he’d made a wrong turn. “Wait, where am I?” He peered around at the dim downtown district he’d mistakenly stumbled into.

What is wrong with me? Headquarters was only three stations away, but he’d still managed to get lost. He pulled out his phone to open a map app, but as soon as it was in his hand, a drop of water splattered on the screen, and then another. In the moment it took Kashima to realize what was happening, the skies opened in a heavy downpour.

Well, this won’t do. Kashima dashed for cover beneath the eaves of a nearby building. He didn’t particularly care if his body or suit got soaked, but he couldn’t let his reindeer mask get wet, nor the laptop that contained all his work data.

Unfortunately, his reindeer mask was already quite damp and starting to smell fishy. It would take time for it to dry out, and he certainly didn’t want to go for long with his face exposed to the world.

Hm, now what do I do? thought Kashima as he gazed out over the heavy mist that had churned up on the streets.

A voice called to him. “If you’d like, feel free to—bwah!” A young man had opened the door behind Kashima and been caught by surprise at Kashima’s mask.

“How rude. That’s no way to react to a person’s face,” Kashima chided him. Although to be fair, Kashima supposed, it wasn’t technically his face.

“Huh? A talking deer?” The man seemed confused. “Wait, is that a costume?”

“Not a deer,” Kashima corrected him. “A reindeer.”

“A reindeer,” the man repeated. “Oh. Okay.” Apparently satisfied with that answer, the man returned to what he’d been trying to say originally. “What with the rain and all, feel free to come into my coffee shop, if you like.”

“Ah, my apologies,” Kashima offered. “I wasn’t aware this was a business.” Kashima took a closer look at the building where he’d sought shelter from the rain and noticed a large glass door with the name YADORIGI on it.

Kashima wasn’t sure what to do. On the one hand, he didn’t have time to waste hanging around in a coffee shop. There was much to be done, and currently only X and Gaku were at headquarters to do it. Until recently, Uda had helped share the load, but now he was on a mission to infiltrate the JAA.

Kashima preferred to do whatever he could to keep X from being troubled by extraneous tasks, and he doubted that Gaku was so considerate. Despite the rain, it would be best for everyone if he returned to headquarters immediately.

“I don’t think this rain’s going to let up anytime soon,” the coffee shop owner noted, beckoning him inside.

“If you will forgive me a selfish request, might it be possible for me to borrow an umbrella?” Kashima asked.

“I’m so sorry, but I don’t have any to lend! I just emptied out the lost-and-found bin the other day.” Despite having done nothing wrong, the man hung his head in shame.

Seeing no other option, Kashima agreed to step inside.
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The small coffee shop was as quaint on the inside as it was on the outside.

“It’s rather old, I know,” said the man apologetically, “but I keep it nice and clean.”

“So it seems,” agreed Kashima. From the leather sofa in the corner to the cushiony linoleum floors, everything seemed dated but in no way dingy.

“This place used to be my grandfather’s,” the man explained. “I took it over fairly recently.”

“Is that so?” responded Kashima, just to be polite. He didn’t want to get drawn into a long conversation.

The man continued, oblivious to Kashima’s lack of interest. “I’d always loved the coffee my grandfather brewed, ever since I was a kid! But my father, well, he always says that in this day and age, old-fashioned coffee shops are a terrible business to…”

The young owner seemed to finally realize that his customer was still waiting awkwardly in the entryway and abandoned his story mid-sentence to direct him to a table. “Anway, please make yourself comfortable! I’ll, um… Oh, let me grab you a warm towel!”

“That would be wonderful, thank you.”

“Can I get you something to drink?” he asked. “I don’t know why I ask it like that—all we serve is coffee.”

“Oh, you needn’t bother,” Kashima answered. Wait, he realized, a moment too late, he’s not being polite, he’s pushing me to order something. After the man had offered shelter from the rain, it would be rude not to order anything. But for all our organization’s wealth, it’s never enough to reach our goals. And every penny counts.

Kashima didn’t want to use his money frivolously, but who knew how long the rain might last? The longer he went without ordering something, the more awkward it would be.

Just when Kashima’s internal conflict escalated into an audible groan, the owner piped up. “Oh no, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to… It would be on the house today, of course.”

“Oh no, I couldn’t possibly,” Kashima replied.

“Oh no no,” the man insisted. “I practically dragged you in here! I wouldn’t dream of charging you.”

“Oh no no no,” Kashima protested. “It was my choice to come in.”

“Oh no no no no,” the man began. It did not appear the matter would find a resolution anytime soon. Kashima had been exhausted before he’d walked in here, and the awkwardness of this conversation wasn’t helping things one bit.

For expediency’s sake, he relented. “Fine then, thank you.”

“My pleasure! The truth is, I’ve got to get rid of this coffee before we close for the night.” The owner retreated behind the counter but continued prattling on with a bright smile. “You know, once coffee beans have been ground, they don’t stay fresh for long. I just prepared a fresh batch and was afraid I’d have to drink it all myself, so if anything, I should be thanking you.”

He’s a rather odd fellow. Not only had he invited a suspicious reindeer into his shop, but now he was treating him to a cup of coffee. He seems to be very kind, thought Kashima. Perhaps a little too kind for his own good. Of course, it wasn’t his problem, but Kashima couldn’t help but worry for the man.

After a short while, a surprisingly fruity fragrance began to waft from behind the counter. If he hadn’t known the man was making coffee, he’d have assumed he was cutting peaches or something. But it was indeed a coffeepot full of dark liquid that the shop owner emerged with. He poured it into one of the white mugs stacked on the counter, intensifying the sweet, fruity aroma that now permeated the shop.

“One cup of Black Ivory,” he said, presenting it to Kashima.

I’ve never heard of that variety, thought Kashima as he sprinkled in a little sugar and raised the mug to his lips.

“Oh! This…”

“Catches you by surprise, doesn’t it?” the owner said, beaming.

“Is this really coffee?” Kashima asked. “It almost tastes like it’s mixed with fruit.” The flavor was so mild and sweet that even its aftertaste was almost completely free of bitterness. Kashima had never tasted anything like it. He could hardly contain his excitement. “I’ve never had a coffee blend this delicious before.”

“I know, right?”

Coffee was one of Kashima’s few indulgences, but he wasn’t especially picky about it. He didn’t prefer bad coffee, but he would make do with a cheap cup of fast-food coffee to save money where he could.
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Learning that coffees like this existed changed everything. This is incredible. I must get the boss to try this! Kashima was sure X would enjoy it.

“You said it’s called Black Ivory? Is it possible to get a cup to go? Or better yet, do you sell the ground beans?”

“Ah, yes, well… Of course it is possible, but…” The smile quickly faded from the owner’s face. “It’s a premium coffee that we buy directly from the manufacturer,” he explained, apologetic. “At the moment, I believe we’re the only place licensed to sell it in all of Japan.” He picked up the menu from the table and flipped to the last page. “As a result, I’m afraid this is what we need to charge for it.”

“Let’s take a look,” Kashima said, scanning over the menu page. How odd, was his first thought. That’s twice the usual number of zeros. Concerned that something was wrong with his eyes, he blinked a few times and reviewed the numbers again.

That’s strange. The extra zeros are still there. Kashima rubbed his reindeer eyes.

“Yeah,” said the man. “I thought the price might give you pause.”

“Are you suggesting that the price written here is accurate?”

“I’m afraid so,” the owner replied. “It’s a very premium variety of coffee, only available to a select few.”

So that means a single cup costs…

“It’s seven thousand yen per cup,” the owner said, chuckling nervously. Kashima’s eyes widened. Not that anyone would notice beneath the reindeer mask, of course.

“And if one cup costs seven thousand yen, then a bag of ground coffee—”

“The bags contain four or five cups’ worth, so that’d probably run around thirty thousand yen.”

Hearing the numbers aloud made Kashima dizzy. Yet this man had thanked him for drinking the unsold leftovers, as if Kashima had done him a favor. It may have been free, but suddenly Kashima felt embarrassed for ever having thought it delicious. The whole thing was just foolish.

“I find it hard to believe that a single cup of coffee could possibly cost so much,” he proclaimed.

“Oh, I agree. Sometimes it surprises me how gluttonous people can be when it comes to food.”

“I have to wonder how many of them are even worthy of indulging themselves so,” Kashima added.

“Now, that’s a pretty harsh thing to say,” said the shop owner.

“But it’s true,” Kashima insisted. “Just because someone can afford something doesn’t mean they truly understand its value. In fact, I believe that a great many of them do not.” But Kashima was sure that X would understand. In fact, he might be the only person who truly could. However, Kashima would not be buying the coffee for him. He could only imagine that brewing such a cup would require a level of skill commensurate to its value—a skill he did not possess.

“Don’t worry!” the owner reassured Kashima. “Like I said when you first came in, I’m not going to charge you for the cup you had tonight.” He offered a huge, reassuring smile.

Paradoxically, this made Kashima worry. He knew he had no obligation to the welfare of anyone other than X, but the whole exchange had left him slightly ill at ease. “If I may ask an unrelated question?”

“Oh, of course, what is it?”

“Does your shop offer internet access?”

“Why yes, of course it does!” the man answered, his eyes sparkling. “I consider it to be an ideal environment for remote work.”

“I was simply curious,” Kashima added hastily.

“Well, the answer is yes! So if you’d like, please come back anytime!”

Kashima was aware that he’d played right into the hands of the man’s customer acquisition strategy, but he didn’t particularly mind. Though rigid in mind and body, Kashima did have his soft spots.

When the rain finally stopped, his phone pinged with a text message.

GAKU: What time are you coming back? Get me something to eat.

Kashima furrowed his brow. Why can’t he get on his bike and buy his own food? His phone pinged with a second message, which sent Kashima scurrying into action.

GAKU: The boss says he’s hungry, too.

That won’t do! I need to get back at once! Kashima downed the rest of his coffee. “Some urgent business has come up, and I need to go,” he told the shop owner. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

“Sounds like you’ve got a tough job,” the man said.

“It’s the life I’ve chosen,” Kashima assured him.

“Well, keep up the hard work, then.”

I will, until my body collapses. Kashima hurried out of the coffee shop and raced to the supermarket closest to headquarters.
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A week later, Kashima returned to Yadorigi. With a fully charged laptop in hand, he was eager to make this visit a longer one.

The coffee shop was within walking distance of headquarters, and not too far from the city center. After considering the matter carefully, Kashima decided it would be a nice, quiet place to work. Quieter than headquarters, anyway, where Gaku was always bothering him with useless drivel.

The young coffee shop owner seemed delighted to see him again. “Ah, Mr. Dee—no, wait, Mr. Reindeer! I’m so pleased you’ve come back.”

“I’ll have a blended coffee,” Kashima said.

“Coming right up.”

Kashima took a seat by the window and opened his laptop. Immediately, the owner called from behind the counter.

“So, did you make up your mind? Do you want to pick up some of that Black Ivory coffee?”

“I do not,” he responded.

The shop owner chuckled. “No, I didn’t think so. At that price, it’s not exactly an impulse buy!”

It certainly was not, but that wasn’t the primary reason for Kashima’s refusal. He had done a little research on the Black Ivory coffee. “I understand that variety of coffee is collected from elephant poop.”

“Oh, did I neglect to mention that the first time?” The man shrugged and smiled in feigned naivety.

I guess I won’t be recommending it to X, he thought.
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“Not like you to space out like that,” the coffee shop owner said.

Kashima snapped back to the present and looked at the clock. He’d been reminiscing about his history with the Yadorigi coffee shop for ten minutes. This is no time to be wandering down memory lane. He threw himself back into his work. There must be no further distractions.

He needed to review his assessments of which résumés were worth pursuing and then email each applicant. He had created a new help wanted ad that was running on underworld employment websites, this time in consultation with Uda—not Gaku. To Kashima’s great relief, they were getting much more serious applicants. I really should have consulted with him to begin with.

He felt more optimistic about the candidates he had lined up for the next round of interviews.

“That should be enough for today,” he announced, and got up to leave.

“Get some rest, friend. You deserve it!” the shop owner called cheerfully as the door clanged behind Kashima.

I’ll hurry straight back, he thought, but was stopped short by a ping from his cell phone.

GAKU: You at your usual coffee shop today? Grab me a cup pls.

KASHIMA: Does the boss want anything?

GAKU: He’s not back yet. Did you ignore the part where I asked for something?

KASHIMA: He’s still not back? Understood.

GAKU: So you’re ignoring me?

Not deigning to respond, Kashima set off toward headquarters at a brisk pace. He figured he’d grab Gaku some coffee from a convenience store along the way.

In the weeks that followed, Kashima continued frequenting Yadorigi, doing his work there once or twice a week. On some days, he’d leave after two or three hours, but on others he’d stay half the day. The frequency of his visits had caught Gaku’s attention, and he’d begun to ask about it more often.

“Is that place really so great?” he asked once.

“At the very least, I can work there without being interrupted.”

“Huh, that’s nice,” Gaku responded. “By the way, are you hungry? I could really go for some hot pot.”

“This is exactly what I’m talking about, Gaku.”

When he wanted to focus on work, going to Yadorigi was the only option.
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Kashima’s most recent interviews were a roaring success. New recruits Onigahara and Takamido weren’t at the talent level of the group’s inner circle but would be quite useful as pawns. More importantly, they appeared to be loyal to the cause.

Elated at his first recruiting success, Kashima made his way to Yadorigi with an extra pep in his step. It would be another busy day; he was expecting a report from Horiguchi on the results of his experiments and would need to issue new orders. He intended to collect laboratory data that could be of use in the development of additional high-tech weaponry.

With his head swimming with work plans, Kashima threw open the door to Yadorigi in high spirits. He flinched as soon as he stepped through the threshold. The coffee shop—which didn’t allow smoking—stank of tobacco. Kashima’s jubilant mood evaporated into dread.

There were no other customers in the restaurant, just the owner, crouching behind the counter.

“Is something wrong?” Kashima asked.

“Huh? Oh…” the owner mumbled, hunched over and gathering something up off the floor. “Errr, hey, welcome! Why don’t you, uh… Why don’t you take a seat. I’m just tidying something up. Be right with you!”

His behavior was unusual. Studying the scene carefully, Kashima noticed shards of what appeared to be a coffee cup scattered across the floor.

“Sorry, I had a little accident,” the owner muttered. He was trembling, and Kashima knew that the man was not so clumsy as to have dropped the cup himself.

“It appears you’ve had a visitor,” Kashima announced. “And from the looks of it, not a very well-mannered one.”

“Oh, no. It’s nothing like that,” he protested half-heartedly.

“Tell me who it was and where they came from.” A whisper of anger had found its way into Kashima’s voice.

“No, I’m telling you, nothing happened,” the man insisted.

“It is evident that something has happened. If you tell me who, then I…” Kashima lapsed into silence without finishing his statement. What am I doing?

He enjoyed coming here, and the owner, like most residents in this area, was weak and thus entitled to Kashima’s protection, but that didn’t mean he had time for this sort of distraction while his organization was working toward its grand ambitions. But if someone were to steal this refuge from me…

Kashima grew more irritable. “Only a fool would throw up his hands and do nothing when there may still be ways to resolve this!”

The shop owner looked confused. “What are you talking about?”

“I may not know the details of your situation, but this ridiculous spectacle has all the hallmarks of a local yakuza branch. This whole neighborhood is full of small, older businesses, so I wouldn’t be surprised if some real estate developer is attempting to buy up land to build condominiums, and now land speculators are resorting to harassment to convince the owners to sell.”

“Oh! That’s pretty sharp of you! You really know this stuff,” the shop owner said, briefly snapping back to his easygoing self.

The tonal shift only increased Kashima’s frustration. “This is not the time for compliments,” he snapped. “How long has this harassment been going on? Since you took over the shop?”

“No, that’s not—”

“Don’t tell me this has been happening since your grandfather owned the place?”

The shop owner gave an embarrassed chuckle.

Kashima was appalled. They’ve been putting up with this for that long?

“What choice did we have?” the shopkeeper protested. “My grandfather put everything he had into this place. We couldn’t bear to see it shut down!”

“I’m not asking why you didn’t sell, I’m asking why you’ve endured the harassment for so long!”

“My grandfather always just toughed it out. The other business owners all did, too!”

“Is there no end to this idiocy?”

“If we all show that we won’t be intimidated,” the owner explained, “while showing willingness to negotiate—”

“Then what? You’ll come to a mutual understanding?” Kashima scoffed. “You’re much too old to believe in fairy tales.”

He left the coffee shop without another word.
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It took only a little research to reveal that—just as he’d speculated—the yakuza and an affiliated front company were making a play for the land in the neighborhood.

Why am I bothering with this? Kashima thought. It’s not as if investigating is going to change anything. He had returned to headquarters, but his bad mood had failed to improve. His irritation was so apparent that even Gaku seemed reluctant to talk to him.

Regardless of whether I want to save him, I’m in no position to be dwelling on personal feelings, Kashima reminded himself. Carrying out my missions is what matters now. The issue settled, Kashima closed his laptop.

Just then, his cell phone pinged.

X: Please take care of this, Kashima.

A new assignment had arrived. Kashima giddily opened the attachment and began skimming the data it contained. What he saw sent a shiver down his spine.

This is going to require a great deal of new funding, he realized. And as luck would have it, I have the details on a company that can provide that funding right here. Kashima reopened the laptop and returned to his research. The vague cloud of anger and irritation around him disappeared without a trace.
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Half a month passed before Kashima visited Yadorigi again.

The owner initially appeared surprised to see him, but a warm smile quickly spread across his face. “Can I get you a cup of your usual blend?”

“Please,” Kashima responded, before sitting in his usual seat and opening his laptop. Once again, he had a mountain of paperwork to deal with and had come here in hopes of working through it all.

He’d barely gotten started when the bell over the door rang out and a group of thuggish, garishly dressed men entered the shop. “So, you all packed up for your big move?” one of them asked the owner. The others guffawed heartily.

Ah, these must be the men who caused so much trouble earlier. To think they’d come back today of all days. Kashima continued typing as if their intrusion didn’t interest him at all.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the owner come rushing from the back room. “How many times do I have to say it?” he asked them. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Oh yeah?” one of the thugs sneered. “Sounds to me like you need to start gettin’ serious about your future. If you don’t wanna get hurt, that is.”

“Please, no violence,” pleaded the owner. “I don’t want any trouble for my customers.”

“Customers?” The thug made a show of looking around the small dining area. “I don’t see any cust—whoa!” The man yelped when his eyes landed on Kashima. “What the hell is your deal?”

How utterly obnoxious. Kashima lifted his head from his laptop as the thugs’ eyes widened in surprise.

“Are you supposed to be a deer?”

“This some kinda newfangled cosplay?”

“Whatever it is creeps me right the hell out.”

“Are you for real, dude?”

Kashima sighed wearily. “I’m not a deer. I’m a reindeer.”

For a moment, the men gaped at him, speechless. Then one burst into laughter. “Man, what the hell! Are you here to protect Santa Claus or somethin’?”

“You hear that?” one thug said to another. “Bruh’s not a deer, he’s a reindeer. What a tool.”

“You dress up like that to perv on girls or somethin’?”

Much guffawing followed, but Kashima sat silently. He’d had about as much as he could stand of their buffoonery, and he didn’t intend to endure it for much longer.

The thugs’ laughter soon stopped, and their faces darkened.

“Are you ignoring us, Blitzen? Because we don’t like to be ignored.”

“How about you get up and trot on out of here, creep. We got work to do here. You understand me?”

“Funnily enough,” Kashima responded calmly, “I have work to do here myself.”

“What?” a thug asked, incredulous.

“As you can see, I’m working right now. Interfere, and I will kill you.”

Every one of the thugs’ faces went taut. One grabbed a glass of water off the table and overturned it onto Kashima’s laptop. “Looks like you’re done for the day,” he said.

The whole shop went silent. All the men’s eyes were now fixed firmly on Kashima. The owner had gone completely pale.

“When you interfere with me, you interfere with him. And that is something I absolutely cannot abide,” declared Kashima, rising casually from his chair.

The thugs flinched at his intensity but made a show of standing up to him. “Shut up! I’ve had enough of this guy. Take him down!”

The men all came for Kashima at once, and Yadorigi soon filled with screams.
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“Unbelievable. This is going to throw off my whole schedule for the day,” grumbled Kashima as he tied up the beaten and bruised thugs. The shop owner stared blankly at him, unable to believe what he was seeing.

“Well, it appears I have some urgent business to attend to, so I’ll be going,” Kashima announced.
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“Um, but…those men…” whispered the owner.

“Oh, don’t worry about them. I’m not going to leave you with any more messes.” Kashima walked out the door, dragging the bundle of tied-up men behind him.

“Wait! Please!” the owner called to him.

“Yes?” asked Kashima. He turned back to see the owner running after him with a paper bag in hand.

“Ground Black Ivory,” he explained. “My way of saying thanks.”

“You needn’t thank me,” said Kashima. “I didn’t do anything I didn’t want to.”

“But—” the owner protested.

“I mean that,” Kashima assured him. “And now I really am in a hurry.” Kashima walked away without turning back.

After a few minutes, his phone rang. It was Gaku.

“Hello? Is there something to report?” In the background, he could hear numerous people screaming. Victims of Gaku’s meat hammer, he assumed. “It sounds like everything went as planned?” Kashima asked, nearly shouting to be heard over the noise. “Yes… Yes… Thank you for your assistance in this matter. Hm? Yes, what is it?”

From what he could make out, it sounded like Gaku was requesting that Kashima bring back some coffee as a reward for having hunted down Kashima’s targets.

“Listen, I had to pick up some garbage, so I’ll be meeting you to throw it away shortly. We’ll talk then.”

Maybe I should have accepted the Black Ivory, he thought. Ugh, these men sure are heavy. I really wish I had someone I could entrust with this. Kashima recalled the two men he’d interviewed and made a mental note to finish processing their employment contracts.
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In the days that followed, a certain violent crime syndicate quietly dissolved, and its associated front company disappeared from the area.

It hadn’t gone through the typical process of bankruptcy. One day it was there, and the next it was just gone. Some claimed that the sudden disappearance was due to a considerable sum that had vanished from the company’s coffers.

Coincidentally, Kashima had just delivered a considerable sum to finance the next stage of his organization’s grand plans. His efforts had earned him an offhanded thanks from X, leaving Kashima positively bursting with joy.
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“Hey, good to see you!” called the owner of Yadorigi from behind the counter.

“How’s business going?” asked the customer cheerfully. “The place looks to be as empty as ever! I’d have thought things would pick up now that those thugs aren’t shaking you down any—oh!”

The man gasped when he noticed the seat near the window occupied by the deer-man—or more accurately, the reindeer-man.

Kashima continued to work at Yadorigi from time to time.

“Ah, so he’s here today,” said the man. “I’ll come back another time.”

“I know I’ve told you this before,” said the owner, “but there’s really no reason to avoid him.”

“Avoid him?” repeated the man. “He’s the town’s guardian spirit. Don’t you get that? I’m not avoiding him, I’m showing respect!” The man clasped his hands together and promptly exited the shop.

Kashima turned to the owner. “I was right. That man was worshipping me, wasn’t he?”

“Yeah, I think so,” admitted the owner. “I mean, the reindeer has become the town’s guardian spirit.”

Kashima had no idea what he was talking about.

To this day, Kashima still doesn’t know that the messenger of the gods who was rumored to sit at the window of the Yadorigi coffee shop was now regarded as something even more divine: the town’s own guardian spirit. He was revered as a holy being who had run the yakuza out of not only Yadorigi, but the entire town.

Kashima had no intentions of protecting anyone other than X, but he could still be found working remotely from the window seat of Yadorigi a few days a week.



The Cozy Life of Hana Sakamoto


SAKAMOTO DAYS

[image: images]


The classroom was even noisier than usual. Students squirmed in their chairs, their eyes sparkling with excitement as they stole glances behind them.

Hana Sakamoto was no exception. Her eyes widened as she turned to look at the two people who stood behind her chair. Aoi smiled back at her with a grin that beamed like the sun. Beside Aoi stood Taro Sakamoto, his flabby chin and round belly giving him the profile of a looming bear.

Mama and Papa. They were the most important people in the world to Hana.

“Okay, everyone,” called the teacher. “Eyes forward now, please.” The entire class snapped to attention at her words.

Parents’ Day was off to a joyful start.

“For today’s lesson,” continued the teacher, “we’ll be reading our essays aloud. I’m sure you’ve all worked very hard on them.” Hands fidgeted and cheeks reddened with nervous anticipation as each student wondered if they would be the first to be called on.

The teacher scanned the classroom, and her gaze landed firmly on the earnest face of the young Sakamoto. “Since today is the twenty-third, we’ll start with the third student in the second row. That’s you, Hana!”

It’s me! Hana’s face lit up, and she could hardly contain her joy at getting to read her essay aloud. She was dying for her classmates to hear about the family she loved so much.

“Yes, teacher,” she said, leaping to her feet. Her glittering eyes glanced back at Mama and Papa once more. They were smiling even more brightly than she was.

Hana turned to face the class and took a deep breath. She raised a piece of lined paper crammed with words directly in front of her, presenting it proudly to the world. She read the title aloud: HANA’S FAMILY. With a voice all but pleading for the class’s attention, she began her presentation.
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“Hanaaa, it’s time to wake up!” Aoi’s gentle voice pierced Hana’s dream as she dozed beneath her blanket.

“But it’s raining candy…” she mumbled.

She’d heard the rumble of thunder, but when she’d looked outside, she’d found the streets buried not in hail, but in rainbow-colored candies. In her dream, anyway. Perhaps the dream’s origin had been the sound of the metal shutter being lifted at the small grocery store on the home’s ground floor. Papa—the first Sakamoto to wake—always opened it first thing in the morning.

As she muttered happily in her sleep, Aoi called out a second time. “Get up, Hana, or you’re not going to have time for breakfast!”

Breakfast! Hana’s eyes snapped open. After a loud yawn, she called out, “What’s for breakfast, Mama?”

Aoi, holding a ladle in one hand, peeked through the door. “Salmon, sweet omelets, and some leftover stew from yesterday. Oh, and pickles.” The rich scent of miso soup wafted through the door, eliciting a rumble from Hana’s stomach. “Now wash your face, brush your teeth, and come down for breakfast,” she commanded.

“Okay!” Hana threw off her blanket and ran to the bathroom. “Gah, so cold!” she muttered, splashing water on her face. After she finished brushing her teeth, she returned to her bedroom to change into the clothes Aoi had laid out for her. Hana beamed with secret pride at being able to complete all these tasks without help. It hadn’t been long since she’d needed assistance, so doing it herself made her feel like a big girl. “All done, Mama,” she announced.

Hana plopped down at the dining table and looked at the clock. It was 7:20 a.m. Time to eat!

Three table settings’ worth of food waited on the table. Her hunger deepened as she surveyed daikon radish miso soup, a bowl of piping hot rice, and several plates of side dishes arrayed before her. It all looks so good! Hana closed her eyes and clasped her hands in a brief show of thanks. Just as she was about to open her eyes, she felt a sudden breeze against her face.

Her eyes opened to reveal Papa sitting in the seat beside her, which had been empty only a moment before. “Good morning, Hana,” he said. He appeared to be in an unusually good mood.

“Good morning, Papa!”

After opening the store in the morning, Papa always left Shin in charge so he could eat the breakfast Aoi prepared for him. For Hana, getting to eat with her beloved papa was the best part of the day.

“Honey, could you bring this to Shin when you’re done?” Aoi asked, setting something on the table in front of him.

“Ooh, an egg sandwich! That looks good!” said Hana. Beside her, she could see Papa’s glasses fog up a little.

“Something that good would be wasted on Shin,” he protested.

“Don’t even think about it,” Aoi said. “Shin never eats a proper breakfast. He needs something nutritious from time to time.”

Shin worked at the store nearly every day and was basically a member of the family. Hana saw him as something like a kind older brother, which was why she raised a hand and shouted, “I’ll bring it to him!” She knew that if she didn’t intervene, the sandwich would likely disappear into Papa’s bulging stomach. I know Papa loves Mama’s cooking, but Shin needs to eat, too!

Seeing the crestfallen look on her father’s face, she asked, “Don’t you have a sandwich, too, Papa?” He turned to look at Aoi, his eyes full of hope.

“No,” she said flatly. “Papa’s belly has been getting a little too big lately.” Hana loved her papa’s big, soft belly, but according to Mama it wasn’t good for his health.

The next time she glanced at the clock, it was 7:55—nearly time to go! Hana downed the lukewarm bowl of miso soup in one gulp, then grabbed her backpack and ran into the entryway, yelling, “Love you, bye!”

“Hana!” her mother called after her. “What about Shin’s sandwich?”

Oh, right! She screeched to a halt, reversed course, and ran back to her mother, who handed her the sandwich in a drawstring pouch with a picture of Sugar on it.

When she finally threw open the front door, she found Papa waiting for her on the other side of it. Hana glanced at him, then back down at the picture of Sugar as a big grin spread across her face. The strong, fat rabbit made for a somewhat unusual mascot character, and it never ceased to amuse Hana how much Sugar reminded her of her father.

Hana loved them both.

She didn’t get to spend much time with Papa, so she treasured every moment they shared, even if it was just walking downstairs together.

On the ground floor, they found Shin sweeping the entrance to the store. “Good morning, Shin,” called Hana. “This is for you, from Mama!” She hurled the bulging drawstring bag at him.

“My sandwich!” Shin exclaimed, and ran to grab it. He must have been able to see the mental image of the sandwich in her mind.

“It’s egg!” she called out. “It looks really good!”

“Oh yeah?” said Shin. “Thanks!” He smiled and waved at her. Hana waved back and turned to walk away. She heard Shin squeal and instinctively looked back.

“Hey! Why are you imagining murdering me?” Shin held his hands protectively around his neck as he glared at Papa with tears in his eyes. Papa must have done something mean to Shin in his thoughts again, Hana figured. Hana loved the weird relationship those two shared.

But she was a little jealous of it, too. Papa rarely spoke, but Shin could always hear what he was thinking. I wish I had superpowers, too, she thought. I bet that would make everything more fun!

As she fantasized, a boy’s voice rang out from somewhere. “Hey, Mr. Sakamoto, look at this! I made a rubber band gun! Have a gunfight with me!”

She followed the voice to a neighborhood boy who was running across the wide street in front of their house, happily waving a gun he’d made from disposable chopsticks.

Then she noticed the car.

“Hey, look out!” yelled Shin, but the boy didn’t hear him and continued running, oblivious, into the street.

The driver, however, noticed him at once. He slammed on the brakes, but the car couldn’t stop quickly enough. Hana saw shock and fear on the driver’s face.

He’s gonna hit that kid!

She thought she saw the silhouette of a large man with a quivering belly. Then, in the next instant, the silhouette was gone—and the boy with him.

“Waaaahhh!” wailed the boy. “What happened?” Strangely, his voice seemed to be coming not from the road, but from the entrance to her family’s grocery store. She turned to see her father take a deep breath and set down the crying boy.

So it was Papa I saw, she thought. Good job, Papa! When people were in trouble, his strong, fat silhouette always appeared to save the day. Just like Sugar!

He turned to her and cautioned, “Be careful crossing the street, Hana.”

“Right!” With that, she set off on her way to school.

The driver who’d almost hit the boy was still stopped in the street, staring awestruck at the empty road in front of him.
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The first hours of school passed in a flash, and before Hana knew it, it was time for recess. She had a horrible realization—she hadn’t brought the gym clothes she was supposed to be wearing for her next class!

“You forgot your gym bag?” asked a friend.

Hana’s eyes welled up with tears. “What am I going to do?” They were doing gymnastics in PE today, and she’d been looking forward to it. It was getting harder to keep the tears from spilling down her cheeks.

A strange sound roared in the distance. It was a low rumble, almost like an earthquake. Soon the entire class was looking around, trying to figure out what was happening. In a flash, Hana’s gym clothes were forgotten, and her tears were stifled. She ran to the window to see something approaching the school, kicking up clouds of dust in its wake.

Hana identified it at once. That’s Papa!

The source of the sound—which they could now clearly see passing cars and leaping over rooftops—was a bicycle pedaled by Taro Sakamoto. The only people in the world who could pedal that fast (and with Shin riding on it, too!) were Sugar and Hana’s beloved father.

“Papa!”

“You forgot this,” he said.

“Thank you, Papa! Gym is just about to start!”

“Good thing we made it in time, Mr. Sakamoto,” said Shin.

Hana took the gym bag he held out, and the two pedaled away at the same unbelievable speed.

“My papa brought my gym bag!” Hana said, turning back to her classmates. She found the same wide-eyed, slack-jawed expression on each of their faces.

“What the heck was that?” one of them exclaimed.

“Your dad is like some kinda superhero!” said another.

“He was so fast! Does that bike have a hidden jet engine or something?”

Hana indulged in a smug smile as her classmates all started talking at once. “My papa owns Sakamoto’s grocery store!” she announced proudly. “And he pedals a bike really fast, and he’s superstrong! But he always follows the speed limit.”

The entire class fell silent for a moment, and then someone burst out laughing. “Yeah, right,” said a student. “There’s no way that was a normal bicycle!”

But it was. It was a totally normal bicycle that Hana’s papa rode all the time. Why don’t they believe me?

The class landed on the explanation that her papa was a movie stuntman, and that his arrival had been part of a movie shoot.

Hana thought it was the stupidest thing she’d ever heard.
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PE class was over, and Hana had somehow survived four hours on a rapidly emptying stomach. At long last, the time had finally come: lunch break.

The day’s cafeteria offerings were fried bread, cream gratin, salad, and milk. As Hana eagerly awaited her plate, she wondered about Lu—like she did every day at this time. Specifically, she wondered if Lu had shown up at her family’s store yet. From what she’d overheard of Shin’s angry grumbles, she’d learned that Lu was supposed to start work in the morning but always overslept and typically arrived around noon.

Not that Lu ever showed even the tiniest smidgen of guilt about it.

I wonder what sort of pork buns she made today. Hana giggled at herself for fantasizing about snacks while she was eating her lunch, but she couldn’t help it. Other than her mother’s cooking, Lu’s pork buns were her favorite food.

“Hana, what are you giggling about?” her friend asked with a puzzled expression.

“Oh, I was just thinking about how much I’m looking forward to eating one of Lu’s pork buns later!”

“Who’s Lu?”

“She’s my big sister!” Hana had come to view Lu as a member of the family.

“You have a big sister? What’s she like?”

“Well, she’s really strong, and she says that when she drinks booze, she gets even stronger!” gushed Hana. “Also, she’s really good at making pork buns. And sometimes she makes really weird ones!”

“What’s weird about them?”

“One time a customer ate one, and he started breathing fire because it was so spicy!”

“Whaaat?”

It was true. Lu had once made a ridiculously spicy pork bun and sold it to a customer. The customer’s face turned bright red, and he started breathing fire out of his mouth. “It was really cool!” Hana told her friend. “Like a real live dragon!” But it didn’t seem like her friend—or anyone else in class—believed her.

“Ha! I see you’re as eccentric and adorable as ever!” said a classmate of hers, who produced a tulip from somewhere and handed it to her. Ever since he’d complimented her backpack on orientation day, the boy had been finding reasons to talk to her. He was a precocious kid—easily the most popular boy in their class—and was always finding excuses to give her flowers.

When she’d talked about him to her parents, her father had immediately begun cleaning his gun. That seemed to alarm her mom, and the whole thing had gotten kind of awkward, so Hana had decided not to tell her parents about him anymore.

For some reason he only ever tried to impress Hana. I wasn’t lying, she thought, with a hint of disappointment. How could she get everyone to believe her about what her family was really like?

After school, Hana said her goodbyes, put on her backpack, and raced home. Some days she walked home with friends or stayed late to play on the playground, but not today. Today she wanted to get home as soon as possible to do her language studies homework. And she wanted one of Lu’s pork buns.

Plus, there was something she’d been looking forward to that could happen any day now.

Hana skipped home in high spirits but slowed once the family store came into view. From there, she approached as quietly as she could. She wanted to assess the situation before entering.

“I’m gonna kill you, Sakamotoooo!” screamed a large man clad head to toe in black and carrying a huge black gun.

Finally! It was the day she had been waiting for.

Bad guys had come to kill Taro Sakamoto. Hana, despite her youth and innocence, had managed to figure out what was going on. Just like in the superhero show she watched, bad guys were always trying to kill her papa.

But that was okay, because none of them had ever gotten close to beating him.

The large man fired something out of the gun in a shower of sparks, filling the store with white smoke.

Awww, now I can’t see anything! The smoke cleared almost immediately, and through the windows she saw her father puffing his cheeks to blow away the smoke with powerful gusts of air.

“The hell? You can do that with your breath?” the bad guy exclaimed. Her father turned to him and spat out a piece of candy, which hit the bad guy square in the forehead. Even from afar, Hana could see the man’s eyes roll back in his head as he began to fall. Before his body could hit the floor, Shin was on him with a roll of packing tape, spinning around to wrap him tightly.

The whole battle lasted only a few moments, but it was exciting enough to leave Hana satisfied. She watched for a bit longer as the taped-up bad guy was heaved into the street like a bag of garbage, and then she stepped through the door to announce, “I’m home!” with a smile.

There were still puffs of smoke inside the shop, and the stationery section was a complete mess. They would need to clean that up before her mother saw. “I’ll help clean up,” Hana announced, and began gathering the scattered erasers. Her father tidied up the other fallen items at a speed faster than her eye could track.

In a few minutes, the stationery section was back to normal. “Welcome home, Hana,” said Lu, stepping forward with a piping hot pork bun. It smelled so good that Hana had to hold back a line of drool from spilling out of her mouth. She raced toward Lu like a fish snared on a line baited with pork bun.

Her snack was interrupted when the bell over the shop’s door rang out. A customer? No—another bad guy making his entrance.

This time it was a burly man with a shaved head and a knife. “Hey,” he bellowed, “which of you is Sakamoto? Because whoever it is, you’re a dead man!”

“Seriously? Again?” mumbled Shin. Beside him, her father’s face darkened with irritation.

Hana decided this could be another chance to help. She turned to Lu, who was arranging the pork buns in the steamer beside the register, and asked, “Lu, can I do the thing?”

Lu smiled. “Do you remember which button it is?” she asked. “Give it a good hard press now!”

Hana jumped up on the stool so she could reach the special button on the cash register and gave it a good slap.

A giant lump of metal fell from the ceiling, squashing the intruder, then ejecting him from the shop entirely. It was a scene that Hana had witnessed time and time again.

I actually feel a little bit sorry for them, she thought. The bad guys always ended up being so thoroughly, brutally beaten. “I’ll take care of it, guys!” she announced, and took a box of bandages outside.

There she found the day’s crop of wounded bad guys cowering in the dark corners of the alley. As she tapped on each man’s shoulder, they looked up at her. Most had tears in their eyes. She handed each a bandage, promising, “These will make your ouchies feel better!”

“Thanks, missy,” said one. “Your dad sure is tough.”

Hana smiled sweetly. “That’ll be 220 yen,” she said.

“Yeah, all right. Pretty mature for your age.”

“Would you expect anything less from Sakamoto’s daughter?” asked another.

Hana beamed at the man’s words. I wonder when I’ll finally be as strong as Papa…
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“Oh, no! What am I going to do?”

The sun had already begun to set when Aoi’s voice rang out from the yard behind the store. Hana, who’d been nodding off in the middle of doing her homework at the counter, awoke with a start at the sound of her mother’s voice. She’d tried to finish her homework, but for some reason—probably that pork bun of Lu’s she’d eaten earlier—she’d gotten too sleepy.

Beside her, Lu had nodded off as well while her father read the newspaper and Shin stocked shelves. At the sound of the scream, all three adults leapt to their feet and looked to the yard.

Aoi timidly stepped inside, looking deeply apologetic. “I forgot to get that bargain-priced chicken I’d been planning to fry up tonight,” she said.

“Whaaat? You said you were going to cook so much food that I could join you! I was looking forward to it all day,” said Lu. “My fried chicken…” she moaned in a voice that suggested the world was coming to an end.

“You’re not the only one she invited,” grumbled Shin.

Aoi loosed a big sigh. “And now everyone’s disappointed. I was afraid of this.”

Mr. Sakamoto stepped forward quietly. “I’ll go buy it.”

“I’ll come, too!” Hana shouted. Another opportunity to help had presented itself!

Hana and her father walked side by side through the shopping district, bathed in orange by the setting sun. Hana bounced excitedly. Walking the city streets at this hour made her feel like such a grown-up.

Several smiling shopkeepers called out to her and her father, and Hana loved that, too. “Out with Hana tonight, Mr. Sakamoto?” said one. “Why don’t you treat her to some dumplings?” “How about you bring home some yakitori tonight?” called another. “Hey, thanks for your help the other day! I’d love to hear your thoughts on a new recipe,” cajoled a third.

My papa’s so popular, Hana thought. She was in such a good mood that she started skipping.

“Look out!”

Huh? Hana and her father both looked up in unison. A worker was installing a new sign for a dry cleaning business just ahead. The sign was falling to the sidewalk and was just about to land on a young boy walking with his mother.

Before she had time to gasp, Hana felt a whoosh of wind at her side. An instant later, the signboard crashed down—not on the mother and son, but into her father’s outstretched hands. Wait, how did he…? Hana was surprised, but not for long. That’s Papa for you, she thought.

The street exploded with applause. The woman and her son were completely unharmed, and the sign was undamaged. The young worker putting up the sign scrambled down the ladder and threw himself on the ground before her father as he repeatedly thanked him.

“I’m just glad no one was hurt,” her father replied. As if nothing important had happened, he casually continued on his way.

Hana was positively bursting with pride. “That was so cool, Papa!” In reply, her father patted her head with his giant hand. Hana always loved how warm his hands were.

When they arrived at the butcher shop, the owner, who had apparently heard about the incident with the sign, gave them a pile of chicken for free and coupons for their next visit, jovially insisting, “Go ahead and rob me blind!”

On the way home, Hana got to see her father resolve more local conflicts. When a fishmonger complained about a thief stealing his mackerel, her dad promptly caught the stray cat responsible. When they heard someone yell, “He snatched my purse!” Papa captured the thief and handed him off to a local policeman. When they found a lost child, Papa located the mother within seconds. When they encountered a dog who refused to return home, her father trained it on the spot.

When the pair saw a teenage girl frantically trying to rescue a cardboard box full of kittens being swept down a river, her father managed to save them without even getting his clothes wet. They even came across a starving Heisuke with his bird, Piisuke, and invited them along for dinner. “Man, you’re a lifesaver,” said Heisuke. “I haven’t eaten in three days.”

“Pii!” added Piisuke.

With his pointy hair and a circle drawn on his cheek, Heisuke bore an odd resemblance to Piisuke, whose crested feathers jutted out of his head majestically. The pair were partners and dear friends, and they were always hungry.

“Mama said she was gonna make her famous fried chicken today,” Hana told them. “Isn’t that lucky?”

“Oh, yeah,” agreed Heisuke. “You Sakamotos are the greatest.”

“Pii!” added Piisuke.

Hana was growing famished herself, but there was nothing to do but wait for dinner. She vowed to buckle down and finish her homework after she ate.

“Pii!” Just as Piisuke’s warning rang out, Hana heard an earsplitting flurry of car horns. She looked around to find its source and spotted a truck racing through the intersection, swaying from side to side. A smaller passenger car was driving behind it, honking repeatedly.

A pile of steel girders was rattling around in the bed of the truck, about to tumble out at any moment.

Sakamoto and Heisuke exchanged glances and then nodded in unison.

Before Hana could wonder what they had in mind, Heisuke leveled his rifle and blew out the truck’s tires with two bull’s-eye shots.

But the truck didn’t stop. It kept barreling along, its shuddering causing the girders to sway even more wildly.

Once again, Taro Sakamoto leapt into action right before his daughter’s eyes. He gathered the scattered girders that had come loose with one hand while holding down the deteriorating truck with his other hand to send it to a skidding halt. Wow! thought Hana.

Just as the wobbly truck was about to fall, her father straightened it out and then, moving at the speed of light, retied the girders with the wire bindings that had come loose.

“That was awesome,” raved Heisuke. “You really are the best, Sakamoto!”

“I think so, too,” Hana chimed in.

“Pii!” added Piisuke.

And that was when the thought hit her: I have to write all this down!

A lively dinner was served on the second floor of the grocery store as the Sakamotos crowded around a table with Shin, Lu, Heisuke, and Piisuke. In no time flat, the six humans (and one bird) gobbled down the mountain of fried chicken Aoi prepared and were left clutching their full bellies.

Hana wanted nothing more than to curl up in bed, but she was determined to finish her homework. “Okay,” she said, sitting at her desk.

“Homework?” asked her mom. “What are you working on?”

“Our teacher told us to write an essay for Parents’ Day at school. It’s supposed to be about our family!” There was so much Hana wanted to write on that topic. About her beloved mom and dad. About Shin, Lu, and Heisuke and Piisuke. The only problem was figuring out how to do it. Hana knew that she wanted to tell everyone how incredible her papa was, but what could she say to convince them?

“You should just stick to the facts,” Aoi advised. “Write about what happened.”

“Stick to the facts?” Hana repeated.

“That’s right. I think you should write what you see and feel when you’re with me, and Papa, and Shin and Lu and Heisuke and Piisuke.”

“Huh,” said Hana. Her mother’s advice made everything click into place, and she immediately began filling line after line on the composition paper, so much so that she soon ran out of space.

At that point, it was past nine o’clock, and Hana was so tired she could barely keep her eyes open. It was time to call it a night.

Hana curled up on the giant futon she shared with her parents, surrounded by her father’s soft flab and her mother’s sweet scent. She could feel the dream world beckoning to her, but she tried to resist. I love just being here with them so much… I have to remember to write this down, too, before I forget!

Of all the things she did each day, the time she spent with her parents on that giant futon may have been her most favorite of all. I wish every day could be like this, forever, she thought as she drifted to sleep.
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“I really love all the time I spend with my family. It’s very fun, and it makes me so happy. I love my family.” Hana looked at the crowd proudly as she read the final words of her essay.

The room fell silent. The parents and students simply stared at her, mouths agape.

Then the laughter began. “No way!” screamed a student. “Your family’s so weird,” said another. “My, what an eccentric girl you are,” said a third.

“Hey now! It isn’t polite to laugh,” scolded the teacher, although she seemed a little conflicted about what she’d just heard.

Hana didn’t care about any of their reactions. No matter how weird they thought her family was, she still loved the heck out of them. Sure, she wished that her classmates believed her. But if they don’t, she thought, oh well.

Hana turned to look behind her. Next to her smiling mother, her beloved papa was hugging himself tightly, a tear streaming down one cheek.

A bright smile bloomed across Hana’s face.
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Sakamoto Trading Co., Ltd.


SAKAMOTO DAYS
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A small building stands in a quiet corner of downtown. On its wall hangs a slightly weathered sign that reads, SAKAMOTO TRADING CO., LTD. It’s far from a household name, but the company pulls in good, steady earnings.

This world is very like the one in which the Sakamoto family lives…but also a little bit different.
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The day was young, but the third floor sales department was already in a frantic state. The primary cause was the new employee, Shin Asakura. Wearing the sort of bland navy blue suit that was popular among job hunters—and which clashed with his disheveled blond hair—Shin was making a mess of his desk as he searched in panic. “I could have sworn I left it right here!” he insisted. “Where is it?”

“What are you doing?” asked Nagumo. “We have an appointment, remember?” Nagumo, well dressed in a sleek black suit, stifled a yawn as he waited near the door.

At the next block of desks, Natsuki Seba and Joichiro Kaji were busily phoning clients and preparing for sales calls. Natsuki projected an air of indifference with his unkempt hair, while Joichiro always wore a fur-lined cap with the earflaps pulled down as if it were the dead of winter. Shin knew he was in no position to criticize, but to him, neither looked the part of a proper salesman.

“Okay, I’m gonna head downstairs,” Nagumo said. “If we’re late, there’ll be hell to pay.”

“No, wait, hold on!” pleaded Shin.

“Nah,” Nagumo responded with a chuckle as he promptly stepped out the door.

Shin knew it was time to leave, but he still couldn’t find the folder he needed. This is so bad. Why isn’t it here? I swear I left it right here yesterday!

The landline phone at the center of his desk block rang. Shin snapped his head around in search of someone to answer it, but Natsuki and Joichiro had disappeared. They were just here! And where the hell is Lu? The workday was well underway, but Shin hadn’t seen Lu once. She was only a part-time employee, but she always arrived late and spent most of the day goofing off. Why she hadn’t been fired yet was a mystery to him.

Shin had no choice but to answer the phone himself. “Is Ms. Akao there?” asked the caller. “I need to speak to Akira Akao from accounting.” When Shin politely informed the caller that he’d called the wrong department, he insisted that Shin take down an absurdly lengthy message for her. When Shin finally finished transcribing the message and managed to get off the phone, he noticed a figure rising from the floor out of the corner of his eye.

“Sounds like you’re having a hell of a day, huh? You screw something up?”

There she is! Shin had completely failed to notice Lu curled up in a sleeping bag under her desk. She was dressed in business clothes but had the face of someone who’d just awakened. He could even see a line of dried drool running down her chin. She had evidently had too much to drink, missed the last train, and slept in the office instead of going home.

“Ugh, I’m sore all over,” she continued. “I never feel like I’ve had a good night’s sleep unless it’s in my own bed. I’m still so tired!”

“Don’t you dare go back to sleep!” he snapped. “Work’s already started!”

“But my head hurts like crazy,” she protested.

“Then drink some clam soup or something,” he said. “Isn’t that what Granny Miya in the legal department always suggests?”

“Ugh, do you ever shut up?” Lu retorted. “Worry less about me and more about that folder you lost!”

Shin’s cheek twitched. “Wait. You’ve been awake this entire time?”

“Keep it down in here,” said a voice from the other side of the room. “This is a place of business!” The voice belonged to Aoi, secretary to the president. She was also the manager of general affairs, which put her above all the other employees. She also happened to be the wife of Mr. Sakamoto, who had established Sakamoto Trading Co. and remained its president to this day.

“Don’t you think it’s about time you got to work, Lu?” Aoi continued. “And Shin, is this the folder you’ve been looking for?”

“Oh!” Shin exclaimed. “That’s it! Where did you find it?”

“I ran into Nagumo a little while ago, and he asked me to give it to you.”

“What?”

“You need it for your meeting today, right? Good luck!” Aoi flashed him a bright smile.

Nagumo, that bastard! If he had the folder all along, why didn’t he say anything? It doesn’t make any sense! Shin flipped through and noticed that Nagumo had added several pages of data. He’d also tacked on a note that read, PRETTY WEAK EFFORT, TBH.

Nagumo! Shin’s cell phone pinged with a message from Nagumo himself.

NAGUMO: I swear, I’m about to leave you here. I’d rather not get killed over this.

“Gah,” Shin exclaimed. “I gotta go!” He grabbed his bag and bolted from the room. He didn’t have time to wait for the elevator, so he scrambled down the stairs to the building’s foyer.

The floor in the entry hall sparkled so brightly that Shin worried he’d slip on it. The walls, roof, and light fixtures had similarly been polished to a magnificent sheen. Wow, this janitor really puts in the effort. Shin turned to find the man responsible sweeping up outside the front door. He was middle aged, with big round glasses and a belly that jutted over the trousers of his work clothes. The man never spoke to him, so Shin had no idea what he was thinking, but he seemed to be solely responsible for cleaning all the offices of Sakamoto Trading Co.

“Good morning,” Shin called out. “You’ve done an incredible job again today!” Shin never failed to be impressed by the man’s unbelievable talent for cleaning.

The man bowed slightly in his direction, even as he was busily wiping smudges off the building’s sensor-activated door.

This guy really never says anything, does he? Shin had been at the company for a month and had seen the janitor every day but had yet to hear him speak. He knew the man was capable of speech—Shin had seen him speaking with Aoi from a distance—so the man’s reticence toward him nagged a little. He hoped the janitor didn’t have something against him.

It had only been a few years since Shin was a student at a small high school where more than 90 percent of the student body was involved with street gangs. Shin had been widely feared by his classmates and was known for having an aura so intimidating that he could silence anyone with a glance.

Shin could have stayed on that path and become a dominant figure in the underworld, but he hadn’t seen much of a future in that, so after graduation he resolved to turn over a new leaf. He moved to Tokyo in hopes of living a peaceful life as an employee of a normal, lawful business. With a job-hunter’s magazine in hand, he interviewed at dozens of companies.

In the end, Sakamoto Trading Co. was the only company to offer him a job, but he would have to demonstrate impressive results during a three-month probationary period before he could earn an actual long-term position.

Shin was determined to get that position, so he didn’t want to alienate any employee at the company—not even the janitor.

“You’re late,” scolded Nagumo, as Shin burst out the front door. He was leaning casually against a pedestrian guardrail and didn’t even look up from his cell phone.

I wouldn’t be late if you’d told me you had the folder! Shin thought, but he didn’t dare say it. Instead, he simply apologized for his tardiness. They needed to get to the meeting as quickly as possible.

Their client was The Order, Inc., which occupied the top floor of a building in the heart of downtown. The Order was an influential foods manufacturer and long-term business partner of Sakamoto Trading Co.

Nagumo had been a member of The Order’s board of directors but had requested a transfer to Sakamoto Trading Co. after the businesses signed their partnership agreement. His reason? “Because it sounds like fun.”

Shin was only attending this meeting because Mr. Sakamoto had ordered it. To Shin, the message was clear: if he could demonstrate his worth with this client, the path to permanent employment at Sakamoto Trading Co. would open to him. The president was giving him a chance to prove himself.
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As usual, it was Ms. Osaragi who came to greet them. She was a mysterious woman with long hair tied in a ponytail and was wearing a black pantsuit that exuded an aura of mystery. At first, Shin had thought her to be the company’s receptionist, but she was actually one of the directors. In fact, The Order, Inc. was an unusual company in that all of its very few employees were company directors.

“Hey, how ya been?” Nagumo greeted her.

As seemed to be her habit, Ms. Osaragi ignored Nagumo completely. “Mr. Shishiba and the others are waiting for you this way,” she said, her face devoid of expression as she led them down a hallway. She directed them to a door with a metal plate that read, RECEPTION ROOM.

Shin felt the same strange tension in the air that he had on his previous visits to The Order. He swallowed hard and followed Nagumo into the room, where the company’s other directors awaited them: Mr. Shishiba, Mr. Hyo, and Mr. Takamura. All were wearing black suits, giving Shin the impression he’d wandered into a meeting of especially dangerous mob enforcers.

“I see you’re right on time, yet again,” commented Mr. Shishiba. He had long hair that flowed down the back of his suit and a large scar on his chin. He spoke in a soft Osakan dialect that sounded pleasant but took on a terrifyingly threatening tone when he was angered.

“I appreciate you taking the time to meet with us today,” said Nagumo.

“Nagumo, you bastard. Don’t act like you don’t know us!” growled Mr. Hyo, who had been glaring at Nagumo since he’d arrived. Mr. Hyo was clearly a dangerous person. There was some sort of iron plate embedded in his chin, his ears were studded with various piercings, and he was a huge man who always maintained a fierce demeanor. If Shin had run into him in his hometown, he would have needed to work up a great deal of courage to stare the man down. But Nagumo showed no fear of him, nor any other member of The Order.

“I’ll go bring coffee, I guess,” Ms. Osaragi stated in a monotone voice.

Mr. Shishiba called out to her. “If you’re getting coffee, could you get it from Kashima Coffee? And some venison sandwiches with it.”

“Ooh, count me in. I haven’t had one of those in ages,” said Nagumo, all but leaping at the chance. Kashima Coffee was a local coffeehouse run by a man who wore a reindeer mask. The shop’s healthy venison sandwiches—made from meat hunted by the owner personally—were highly regarded.

As soon as Ms. Osaragi stepped outside, Mr. Hyo growled impatiently. “Can we get this damn thing started already?”

When it came to intimidation, the punks from Shin’s hometown had nothing on Mr. Hyo. Yet if he had to pick the most dangerous man in the room, Shin wouldn’t have chosen Mr. Hyo, nor Mr. Shishiba. It was the man who never said a word and simply sat clutching a katana—Mr. Takamura.

At first glance, he appeared to be an elderly man using a sword for a cane. But first impressions were rarely more deceiving.

“So did ya finally bring a number we can work with?” demanded Mr. Hyo.

Nagumo smiled brightly. “Oh, I love it! That totally sounds like a line from a workplace manga. You’re the quintessential project manager who cuts through all the BS.”

“Stop being so theatrical,” said Mr. Shishiba, sounding more weary than angry. This appeared to be a familiar routine among the three men. When Mr. Hyo would say something serious, Nagumo would make fun of him for it, and Mr. Shishiba would calm the tension before it exploded into open conflict.

After a beat, Mr. Shishiba turned to Shin. “All right, so what’s the deal? If we can’t settle this soon, we’re gonna have to take our business elsewhere.”

“No way in hell am I letting that happen,” said Shin, accidentally snapping into his street-gang voice. He immediately realized his mistake when he heard the faint sound of a sword being drawn from its sheath. Shin frantically corrected himself. “I won’t let that happen, because I know I can offer a deal that will leave you satisfied!” Mr. Takamura was known in the business world for being absurdly strict about professional etiquette, so those dealing with The Order had to be extremely careful.

Shin pulled some of the documents out of his folder and passed them to Mr. Shishiba.

“Hm. Now this could work.” Mr. Shishiba nodded as he skimmed the document. Then he slid it to Mr. Hyo.

“If you’d offered this in the first place, we never woulda had to tell Nagumo to screw off,” he growled, signaling his reluctant assent.

Mr. Takamura’s approval would bring the day’s mission to a quick and successful end.

“Here you are. I’ve brought your sodas.”

Shin only barely managed to stifle his squeal of surprise when Ms. Osaragi appeared beside him. When the hell did she get back? It was nearly impossible to see her coming. He’d known people like that in his gangster days—they were the ones who’d be tasked with stealth attacks during turf wars—but even the best of them were nowhere near as elusive as Ms. Osaragi.

Shin’s heart continued to race as she passed out glasses of cola to the group.

Mr. Hyo responded with fury, gesturing to Mr. Takamura. “The hell are you thinking, bringing carbonated drinks to a meeting attended by the elderly?”

Ms. Osaragi affixed him with a weary gaze. “But Mr. Shishiba specifically requested sodas.”

“Yeah, that didn’t happen,” Mr. Shishiba retorted. “Did you call in the order to Kashima Coffee? We’ve been looking forward to those sandwiches, y’know.” His calm expression hadn’t changed, but there was a hint of irritation in his voice.

Ms. Osaragi ignored him and everyone else as she passed out the sodas.

Mr. Shishiba turned back to Mr. Takamura. “You finish reading through that document yet?” Mr. Takamura was holding the paper, but Shin couldn’t tell if he was actually reading it—or even awake at all.

Has he even opened his eyes? Shin wondered, studying the man. Is he somehow capable of reading through closed eyelids?

Mr. Hyo broke the silence. “Hey! You misspelled a word here!” he bellowed.

Uh-oh. Before Shin could register what was happening, Mr. Takamura’s katana flashed out of its sheath to slice the document clean in half…and the conference table with it.

The blood drained from Shin’s face. If he’d been sitting even a few centimeters closer, he’d have been cut in half himself. As horrifying as it was, Shin knew it could have been much worse. The first time he’d visited The Order, he’d noticed that the floor of the office was partially destroyed. He later learned that an employee of Dondenkai Holdings named Boiled had come with a proposal for a national restaurant chain, but Mr. Takamura had drawn his katana after the third time the word hard-boiled came up in the marketing materials.

Mr. Takamura was the top-ranked member of the National Iaijutsu Association, and the last person Shin would ever want as an enemy.

“I’ll bring more sodas,” said Ms. Osaragi.

“Better yet, don’t,” said Mr. Shishiba. “How about you finally call in that order to Kashima Coffee? For real this time.”

Ms. Osaragi stepped out without a word. Shin wasn’t sure if she hadn’t heard Mr. Shishiba or if she was simply ignoring him.

The conversation in the reception room resumed as if nothing had happened. In no time at all, the table had been replaced, as if the company was perpetually prepared to handle this sort of situation.

“Well, it looks like no one objects to the content of your proposal,” said Mr. Shishiba.

“That’s a relief,” said Nagumo, “because I imagine if you hadn’t been satisfied with the number, we’d be dead right now.”

That’s nothing to joke about! But even as he silently cursed at Nagumo, Shin could keenly sense the tension in the air that made it clear The Order, Inc. was no normal company.

“Oh, right,” said Nagumo, tossing another document onto the table. “There’s one more order of business to discuss.” The document appeared to be a proposal for a new project Shin had never seen before.

“What the hell is this?” asked Mr. Shishiba. “Since when do trading companies pitch new products to us?”

Good question, thought Shin, watching uncomfortably as Mr. Shishiba flipped through the proposal with a scowl on his face.

“This comes straight from Mr. Sakamoto,” Nagumo explained. “It isn’t really a new product. He’s proposing a revival of a variety of instant ramen that was discontinued many years ago.”

“The bear—er, Mr. Sakamoto wants this?” asked Ms. Osaragi, her eyes glittering as she returned with another tray of sodas.

She brought soda again? And did she just call Mr. Sakamoto “the bear”? Shin could only assume that due to their business partnership, The Order must have known Mr. Sakamoto well enough to have nicknames for him. That particular nickname made him think of a large, round man.

For an instant, the silhouette of the company janitor flashed into his mind, but Shin quickly dismissed it. I need to focus. He returned his attention to Nagumo so he wouldn’t miss anything important.

“I don’t give a crap whose idea it is,” said Mr. Hyo. “All that matters is if it’s worth doing.”

“Man, Hyo, you’re just so good at talking like you’re in the mob,” said Nagumo. “I love it.”

“Hey,” interjected Mr. Shishiba. “I told you to stop provoking him.”

They were doing the routine again.

“You’re a wholesaler,” Mr. Hyo remarked. “It’s our job to make stuff, and it’s your job to sell it in retail stores. It’s kinda odd for the tail to be waggin’ the dog here.”

“That’s what I just said,” remarked Mr. Shishiba. “But this does seem like an interesting idea. I don’t see the harm in pursuing it.”

Nagumo grinned at Mr. Shishiba’s affirmation. “Exactly! Oh, and by the way, I won’t be taking the lead on this. This’ll be Shin’s project, so he’ll take it from here.”

“Yes, thank you,” said Shin reflexively. “Wait, what?” He stared at Nagumo in disbelief as the meaning of the words sank in.

Nagumo glanced back with his usual insincere grin. “Mr. Sakamoto assigned it to you personally. Isn’t that nice?”

“This is the first I’ve heard of it!”

“Yep,” said Nagumo. “I heard it this morning, and now I’ve told you.”

“Which is exactly the problem,” roared Shin, slamming his fist against the table in anger.

In an instant, Shin saw the flash of Takamura’s katana and then heard a terrible crash. A split-second rescue from Nagumo saved Shin from being sliced in two. He stood with his mouth puckered like a goldfish’s as the sight of the partially collapsed floor burned in his retinas. Large slash marks ran across the walls, and bits of the crumbling ceiling had begun to fall all around them.

“Wow, Mr. Takamura,” said Nagumo, sounding authentically impressed. “Even at your age, you’ve still got it!”

“Almost got ya there, huh, newbie?” smirked Mr. Hyo.

Mr. Shishiba sighed as he gazed up at the ceiling. “Looks like we’re gonna have to move offices yet again. What a bother.”

“Let’s pick someplace closer to my house,” suggested Ms. Osaragi, who appeared to be in a better mood.

Mr. Takamura—the man responsible for this predicament—had again slumped back in his chair, eyes closed.

What a bizarre group of people, thought Shin.

“We’d better call a demolitions contractor,” grumbled Mr. Shishiba.

“Let’s call Apart Construction for this,” said Mr. Hyo. “Mr. Apart should be able to come right away.”

“Here, Mr. Shishiba,” said Ms. Osaragi. “You can use my phone.”

“How about you keep the phone and call ’em yourself?” snapped Mr. Shishiba.

I had no idea that the business world would be so intense, thought Shin as he listened to them bicker. When he was riding with a gang, he thought he and his fellow street punks were the toughest people in Japan. He couldn’t help but be embarrassed at how wrong he’d been.

“So,” said Nagumo, “shall we continue our meeting?”

“You seriously want to continue under these circumstances?” groaned Mr. Shishiba, but Nagumo ignored him.

“I have a message for Shin from Mr. Sakamoto. He said if you can make this project happen, he’ll hire you as a full-time employee.”

“Seriously?” asked Shin, unable to hide his excitement.

Mr. Hyo smirked. “Ah, now this could be interesting.”

“You know, you generally shouldn’t say things like that in front of a client,” noted Mr. Shishiba.

“I thought it would be more fun if I did,” said Nagumo.

“Well, good luck, I guess?” said Mr. Shishiba.

Why did you have to phrase that as a question? thought Shin. But as he looked at the faces of his business partners from The Order, Inc., Shin couldn’t help but agree that his prospects looked grim. Nonetheless, he vowed, I will make this project a success—no matter what!
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“C’mon, let’s all toast to the success of Shin’s new project!” bellowed Lu. “Cheeeers!”
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“How many toasts are you gonna make?” asked Shin.

“As many as I gotta!” she said. “This is a really big moment for you!”

“But all the hard parts are still to come,” he noted.

“No one wants to hear about all the little details,” Lu protested. “Just drink!”

That evening, Shin and Lu had gone to drink at a small restaurant called Satoda’s, only five minutes away from the office. It was named for its proprietress, Satoda, who served home-cooked meals at a fair price, and it was one of Lu’s regular haunts.

Shin and Lu had been joined by another new hire named Heisuke and his partner, a bird named Piisuke. Heisuke had been hired slightly earlier than Shin had, so technically Heisuke was his superior, but they were close in age and got along well, so he felt more like a friend. In their time off work, they even played in airsoft battles together.

Heisuke had a red target tattooed on his face, and one day, when the opportunity presented itself, Shin hoped to ask for the story behind it.

They had been at the restaurant for less than an hour, but Heisuke and Lu were already tipsy.

“Maaan, you really are somethin’,” said Heisuke. “Working with The Order like that…”

“I know, right?” slurred Lu. “I only know the rumors, but everyone says that company is, like, crazy dangerous.”

The conversation had turned to this topic several times already, so Shin simply repeated what he’d said before. “Yeah, but I still gotta do this. My path to full-time employment is riding on it.”

“And not only The Order, but you’re keeping up with Mr. Nagumo, too,” said Heisuke. “I mean, that’s impressive.”

“You think so?” asked Shin.

“I got paired with him at first, too,” said Heisuke. “And seriously, that guy… Ugh.”

“Pii, pii!” squealed Piisuke.

Shin wasn’t sure what had happened between them and Nagumo, but Heisuke went pale at the memory of it.

“Well, it’s true that he works unbelievably fast. And he has some pretty unreasonable expectations,” said Shin, thinking back to all the time he’d spent with Nagumo since joining the company. Some of the memories made him cringe. The man seemed to be everywhere all at once, except when you needed him—then he was nowhere to be found. One minute they’d be eating lunch together at the office, and the next Nagumo would be calling from outside the building to say, “It’d be great if you could get that data over to the client right now.”

“And that’s not all!” Lu was saying, drawing Shin’s attention back to the conversation. “I can’t tell you how many times he’s tricked me!” Lu drained her beer glass and slammed it on the table.

“Tricked you?” Shin said. “I think I know what you mean.” Nagumo had a very unusual talent: he could disguise himself as other people with a disturbing degree of accuracy. Shin had been tricked once himself and had been utterly flabbergasted by the quality of Nagumo’s disguise. It made him wonder why the guy was working at Sakamoto Trading Co. when he could have easily become one of the world’s top illusionists instead.

“He’s horrible!” Lu continued. “Just today, he pretended to be the president! Just the thought makes me angry. Satoda, gimme a large lemon highball!”

A voice from behind the counter delivered a sharp response to her shouted order. “No.”

“Why not?” Lu asked dejectedly.

A moment later the proprietress appeared with a smile and a few plates of pickled and stewed vegetables. “You can’t just drink without eating anything. It’s bad for you. Eat these first.”

Having to eat while you drank was an ironclad rule at Satoda’s. Patrons were required to finish the kelp and cabbage appetizer before they were allowed to order their first drink. The menu was prepared in accordance with medical research that claimed eating lots of fiber would improve intestinal health and provide protection against hangovers.

As Lu happily dug into the small plates, she resumed complaining about Nagumo. “Anyway, that guy is so toxic. Thanks to him, I knocked over a cup of tea I was serving to one of our clients!”

“Because of him, I lost one hundred yen!” Heisuke added.

“Pfft.” Lu broke into a laughing fit. “You can’t blame Nagumo for your own stupidity!” Clearly Lu was growing more intoxicated and had entered her happy drunk mode.

“Hey!” protested Heisuke. “Why you gotta be so mean?”

That only made Lu laugh harder. “Aww, poor little Heisuke. You’re such a crybaby!”

“You’re really going to criticize the maturity of others, Lu?” asked Shin dryly.

“It’s not true,” sobbed Heisuke. “I’m not a crybaby!”

“You really do need to stop crying over every little thing,” admonished Shin, who was growing uncomfortable with how noisy his table had become.

Just as Shin was thinking that someone should probably cut Lu off, Satoda returned with a chilled glass stein. “One lemon highball,” she announced.

“Ooh, it’s finally here!” Lu cooed. “Just the way I like it, with double the shochu.”

“You’ll be taking your time with that one, right?” warned Satoda.

“Yeah, I will,” Lu said before she began chugging it.

“Hey, you idiot!” yelled Shin. “What did she just tell you? You’re gonna have another hangover tomorrow!”

“Who’re you calling an idiot?” bellowed Lu.

She’s in angry drunk mode already? Shin thought. The situation only worsened when another drunken customer staggered by and bumped into Lu.

“Ohhh, sorry there, miss!” he apologized.

“Huh? Whaddya think you’re doing?” Lu roared. “This is our housh!”

“I’m sorry, what?” A man in a suit who’d been accompanying the drunken customer burst out laughing. “I don’t know what the hell you’re even saying.”

Lu responded with a derisive snort. “You guys think you’re a match for the Triads, huh? You don’t get to shtart trouble with my family and jusht walk away!”

As Shin had feared, Lu had finally entered her especially dangerous Triad drunk mode. “Lu, chill out,” he said.

Lu swiveled to face him with such intensity that even Shin cowered. “Look, Lu, I’m just saying, I think it would be a good idea to take a deep breath and—”

“You shtay outta the way sho you don’t get hurt,” she told him, and snapped into her tai chi fighting stance. Lu was a master-level martial artist, and possibly a master of the drunken-fist style as well.

This was not something Shin could allow to happen. He frantically turned to Heisuke and said, “We gotta stop her before she does something crazy!”

“My…one hundred yen…” Heisuke mumbled before lapsing into a nasally snore.

“Gah! You’re asleep?” It was up to Shin to fix this mess. Bracing himself for a kick from Lu, he stepped between her and the men.

“Oh! If it isn’t Shin! And Lu as well!” remarked a surprised Aoi Sakamoto as she stepped into Satoda’s with a wide grin. “What’s going on here? Are you two fighting? You know that’s not an appropriate way to behave!”

Oh, thank heavens, thought Shin. If there was one person who Lu was no match for, it was Aoi.

“Whaaaaaa,” blubbered Lu, snapping into weepy mode. “I’m sho shorrrrry! This is all my fault!”

“Any more of this, and I will get involved,” came the proprietress’s voice from behind the counter. Most of Satoda’s regulars knew that her word was law here, and that she was a formidable enough fighter to forcibly eject anyone who defied it.

The men awkwardly exited the restaurant, and Shin sighed in relief. “I’m sorry,” he apologized. “I couldn’t keep her under control.”

Aoi chuckled. “It’s fine, Shin. She was clearly too much for you, but I couldn’t let headlines about her getting violent with a bunch of men tarnish the company’s reputation. Not that I would have minded otherwise.”

“Huh?” Shin’s jaw dropped. This was a side of Aoi he’d never seen before.

“What’s wrong? You look like a pigeon being stared down by a gangster. Now c’mon, let’s get Heisuke and Lu outside.”

Shin stared at Aoi. The smile was typical of her, but the things she was saying were very much not. With a flash of insight, he realized exactly what was going on. “It’s you, isn’t it, Nagumo! What they hell do you think you’re doing?” Shin was too angry to speak to him with the respect due a superior at his company.

“Aw, you figured it out. Gold star for you, kid. It’s me!” In a flash, Aoi transformed into Nagumo. Or rather, transformed back into Nagumo.

“He got me again,” moaned a weeping Lu as she unleashed a flurry of blows on Nagumo.

“Owww!” he complained. “And after I just rescued you, too! What an ingrate!”

As Shin stared blankly at the pair, he couldn’t help but muse once more about how Tokyo—and society in general—was so full of weirdos.

After loading the drunken Lu and Heisuke into taxis, Shin decided to partake in a few more drinks on his own. He chose a place close to the office called Bar Cinema, which was run by a man named Kanaguri who was an amateur filmmaker. Kanaguri knew a lot about film, and when he got started talking, there was no stopping him. Shin found the habit annoying, but it was worth it for the bar’s ambience and excellent drinks.

“I’ll try the ‘There Are Two Kinds of Pain’ next,” Shin said, ordering one of the bar’s fancifully named original cocktails. All the drinks were named after famous movie lines, shooting locations, or actors. Kanaguri was very obsessive about his hobby. The fact that the names of the cocktails said nothing about how they tasted was, to Shin, both obnoxious and kind of fun.

“You look like you’ve had too much to drink tonight, young man,” Kanaguri said as he poured ingredients into a cocktail shaker.

“Yeah, you might be right about that.” Shin had to admit that he was nervous about the first day of his battle to become a full-time employee of Sakamoto Trading Co. He figured he needed just a little more alcohol to untangle that tension.

“Oh, just look at that expression! Eyes braced for catastrophe with the faintest sparkle of hope within them. Now that’s a face worth capturing on film!”

As always, I have no idea what he’s babbling about. Shin chuckled politely and focused on the cocktail that had been set before him. It had a real kick to it. The bartender prattled on, but Shin barely paid attention.

He was nervous about the new project, but that didn’t matter. I have to fight for this project as if my life depends on it! He thought back to his younger days, and how he’d enrolled in a violent high school and fought his way through all its punks and gangsters to reach the top. If he could do that, he could do anything. I must become a full-time employee and thank Mr. Sakamoto for this opportunity!

He was almost as excited to meet the company’s elusive president as he was to become a full-fledged employee.
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A series of extremely busy days followed. Among other tasks, he had to figure out the details of the contract with The Order and secure a factory to produce the product. Since the product would require special machinery, this task was proving especially difficult.

Should this even be our responsibility? Shin couldn’t help but wonder, but since Sakamoto Trading Co. had made the proposal, he had to see it through.

When he wasn’t dealing with the factory problem, Shin was hashing out details at the offices of The Order, Inc. On four separate occasions, Ms. Osaragi lied to him about everyone being out of the office. On ten occasions, he got into arguments with Mr. Hyo that nearly erupted into violence. On every occasion, Mr. Shishiba pressured him about his lack of progress. And Mr. Takamura drew his katana over typos in documents on no less than three occasions.

Shin found himself dejected and dispirited time and time again, but each time he gritted his teeth and got back to work. He had worked too hard to throw in the towel now.

Then something unexpected happened.
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“No matter what I do, I just can’t find one,” moaned Shin from a bench in the smoking area on the roof of the office building. He’d quit smoking when he’d started his job search, but the habit had recently come roaring back.

“Still trying to find a production facility?” asked Heisuke as he chomped on a pork bun. Lu had made pork buns for the office, but Shin didn’t have any appetite for them.

Heisuke gave his friend a worried glance. His concern was mirrored in the worried head tilt of Piisuke, who was perched on Heisuke’s shoulder.

“I called every factory on our list and was turned down by every single one of them,” Shin replied.

“Is there anything we can do to help?” asked Heisuke. “Maybe if we split up the list and try again—”

“No,” said Shin. “This is my project. I have to be the one to do it.”

“But your probationary period ends in, like, three weeks, right? I mean, if you were to run out of time, then—”

Shin slapped him hard on the back. “Don’t jinx me! I’m gonna get this done in time, you’ll see.”

Heisuke brightened. “I know you will! You’re, like, the most incredible guy. I’m sure you’ll pull this off!”

“Oh? Uh, yeah, thanks,” Shin said awkwardly. He turned to light a second cigarette so Heisuke wouldn’t see him blushing.

Heisuke continued, “Once you’ve rocked this project, let’s do another airsoft battle. I just got a new rifle!” All trace of concern was gone, and Heisuke now seemed positively jubilant.

Matching his friend’s energy, Shin responded brightly, “That sounds great! And you can treat me to drinks and a hot springs soak on the way back.”

“Uh, you bet! I got you, man!” Heisuke laughed nervously. “You can have all the drinks you want, on me!”

“I was just screwing with you, I know you’re broke. We’ll go dutch.”

“Aw, thanks man,” said a visibly moved Heisuke. “You’re the best!”

“Hey! I thought I told you to stop crying over every little thing.” Shin had an easy smile on his face, but on the inside, he was as panicked as ever. If I can’t find a manufacturer soon, I’m completely screwed. I know Heisuke has a big workload of his own, so it wouldn’t be right to ask him for help.

Back in the office, Shin sank into his chair with a deep sigh. There must be someplace I haven’t called yet.

He noticed a folder on his desk that he’d never seen before. He flipped it open and gasped at its contents. It was a document with a list of factories that hadn’t been on his list. In one corner was a sticky note that read, FROM PRESIDENT SAKAMOTO! in Aoi’s familiar handwriting.

No way. This is a total godsend. Despite his speech to Heisuke about how he had to do everything on his own, he was grateful to the point of tears for this assist. Suddenly reinvigorated, he reached for the phone. Let’s make some calls!

Nagumo peeked his head in from the hallway. “Ah, there you are. Mr. Shishiba just rejected our draft of the contract. We’ve got a meeting in the conference room to figure out how to address their concerns.”

“Right now?” asked Shin.

“Well, yeah,” said Nagumo. “It’s almost time for me to go home. If you don’t wanna do it now, you can handle it yourself later.”

“I’ll be right there,” said Shin. Consigning the factory issue to the back burner, he left the folder on his desk and ran to the conference room.

When he finished the contract revisions, Shin was shocked to discover that the business day was nearly over.

Finally, I’m free to make those calls…but is there any point in calling this late? I guess it wouldn’t hurt to try…

Wearily, Shin scanned his desk for the folder with the list. The blood began to drain from his face. It’s gone?

Shin combed through the giant mountain of papers on his desk but didn’t see it anywhere. It really is gone. But how? He searched the tray for documents that were awaiting approvals but couldn’t find it there either.

“What are you doing?” asked a perplexed Lu from her chair across the desk block. “Don’t tell me you’ve lost more important papers?”

“Er, well,” mumbled Shin. He scoured his memory to try to figure out what had happened. When he’d returned to his desk after the meeting with Nagumo, he was certain the folder had still been there. He’d pushed it to the side to work on other tasks.

He remembered that his desk had become such a mess of papers that while he was on the phone, he had passed a handful of them to Lu and asked her to dispose of them.

Fearfully, he turned to her. “Lu, those papers I handed you earlier—”

“Shredded,” she answered, before he could finish his question.

“Right,” he muttered. “Of course.”

“What are you looking so gloomy for?” she asked. “Oh my god, don’t tell me you gave me something important by mistake?” Lu cackled at the thought.

Shin said nothing.

“Wait, seriously?” she asked.

“I’ll go look for it,” Shin announced, leaping to his feet.

“Wait, hold up!” The smile was gone from Lu’s face, replaced with a deeply pitying look. “Are you gonna try to piece it back together? Because I don’t think you can. You should just print out another copy.”

“If I could, I would have!” said Shin. “That was the only copy I had!” The president of the company had given him that list—how would it look if he admitted that he’d already lost it?

“Y-yeah, but—” Lu protested.

“Look, I know this isn’t your fault,” Shin reassured her. “I’ll piece it back together myself. You don’t have to worry about this.”

“No, listen to me!” she insisted. “That’s not the problem!” Lu looked like she was about to burst into tears. “I already took the garbage from the shredder and threw it in the underground waste disposal.”

Oh no.

Lu guided him down to the company’s waste area, where he nearly collapsed to his knees at the sight of the giant mountain of garbage bags. “All of these are full of shredded paper?” he asked in disbelief.

“There’s even more of them now than there were when I came down earlier,” she said.

Not knowing what else to do, Shin grabbed a bag and opened it. His heart sank when he saw how stuffed full of shredded paper it was. Still, what other choice did he have? Shin steeled himself for the long night ahead.

“You head on back, Lu,” he said. “The workday is almost over.”

“Don’t tell me you plan to go through all of these by yourself?” she asked.

“I don’t have any other choice. It was my mistake, and I need to fix it.”

“Yeah, but—” Lu protested.

“You don’t even know what the document I’m looking for looks like!” he reminded her.

Lu sniffed sadly and left.

“Okay, let’s do what we gotta do,” Shin said, and began searching the haystack for his needle.

After an entire hour of searching, he had yet to find so much as a single shred of the list he’d been given. All that had changed was that now he was hungry, his eyes had grown blurry, and his brain was threatening to shut down entirely.

What am I even doing this for? Shin racked his brain for an answer but came up empty. “Guess I’m just not cut out for this sort of thing,” he moaned. “I can’t hack being a part of normal society.”

“Is someone there?” a voice called.

Shin twisted around to find the janitor standing behind him.

“Oh,” he said. “Good evening.”

“I’m about to lock up the building,” the man replied.

The silent janitor really can speak!

“Do you understand?” he asked. “Go home.”

“I’m sorry,” Shin said, “but I can’t do that. Could you please let me search for a little while longer?”

The rotund man studied him for a few seconds before asking, “What are you searching for?”

“I accidentally shredded an important document,” Shin explained. “A list of manufacturing facilities.”

“And that garbage was just recently thrown away?” the man asked.

“That’s right,” said Shin. “So please, just let me finish looking through all these bags up front.”

“Understood,” the man said. “Step aside.”

“Huh?” Shin asked glumly as the man reached around him to grab the nearest bag. He dumped out its contents and began quickly and neatly arranging them on the floor. His hands were moving in such a rapid blur that he seemed to have hundreds of them.

Bit by bit, the tiny strips returned to the shapes of office-sized paper, and as each one revealed itself to be something other than the list, it was crammed back into the bag at whirlwind speed. After the janitor finished going through all the paper from one bag, he tossed the bag back onto the garbage pile and dumped out the next one.

How on earth? thought Shin as he stared at the man, dumbfounded. This guy is incredible! Before he knew it, the man had finished going through not just the second bag, but a third, and was reaching for another.

It was during sorting of the seventh bag that the blur of hand movement finally stopped. “Here it is,” said the janitor.

Shin shot forward to find the list from the company president neatly arrayed on the floor. “This is it!” he yelled. “Oh, I’m so relieved!”

“Is that right?” asked the janitor nonchalantly. Before Shin knew it, all the other scraps had been neatly returned and sealed away. “You found your document. I’ll lock up now.”

“Y-yeah, sure.” Clutching the scraps of the list like a newborn baby, Shin followed him out.

When they emerged on the ground floor, the man nodded and turned to leave. “Wait,” Shin yelled out. “Can I get you a coffee or something?”

The man seemed to consider this for a moment before muttering, “Instant ramen.”

Shin bought a canned coffee drink and a Styrofoam cup of instant ramen from the company’s vending machines, and the two men went up to the roof. How have I never noticed that we have an instant ramen vending machine? thought Shin. It was a good one, too, with a built-in hot water spigot. I guess President Sakamoto really does love instant ramen.

Since he’d been the one to extend the invitation, Shin figured he should start a conversation with the man, but he had no idea what to say. For the moment, he just sipped from his can of vending machine coffee and felt its sweetness spread through his exhausted body.

“Is this work hard for you?” the man asked.

“What?”

“You were saying so earlier,” the janitor noted.

“Oh, that,” said Shin. “I was just frustrated, I guess.” Shin had never imagined he’d get called out for saying that, and the embarrassment was almost overwhelming. While he really had said it out of frustration, on some level he did believe it. He wasn’t yet confident that he’d ever get used to being a part of Sakamoto Trading Co. and, by extension, normal society. At first, he hadn’t seen much of a difference between his new life in the workplace and his past life as a gangster, but he had finally begun to realize how naive that perspective had been.

“I do wonder if I really belong here,” he admitted. “I feel like at this point, I’m just deadweight.”

“A company is a family,” the janitor told him. “There’s nothing wrong with asking for help.”

The words caught Shin by surprise. He’d been so sure that since his future employment depended on this project, it meant he had to bear all the responsibility for it by himself.

The janitor continued. “Our employees aren’t so weak that they can’t spare a hand to help each other.”

Shin could feel the man’s words permeating his mind just as the sweetness of his coffee had. So…it’s okay to ask for help? The janitor had thrown himself wholly into helping Shin find his list, so how could Shin possibly dispute that claim? Huh. So this is how companies work?

“Thank you very much,” Shin said, looking earnestly at the man. “I feel like I do understand a little bit better now.”

The janitor slurped his ramen noodles with such intensity that droplets of soup flew everywhere. “This is so good,” he said.

As the sound of slurping noodles reverberated across the rooftop, Shin felt a weight fall from his shoulders.
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When he came into work the next day, Shin found Lu and Heisuke waiting for him. They were restless with worry. When he reported that he’d recovered the list, Lu burst into tears. She’d felt terribly guilty about what had happened.

“I’m sorry for what I put you two through,” Shin said. “For dragging you guys into this.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Shin!” Lu insisted between sobs. “It was my fault for not checking!”

“Stop that, before you get snot all over me!” Shin said. “It wasn’t your fault, so you have no reason to cry.”

“So everything’s okay now?” asked Heisuke. “I don’t really know what it was all about, but I guess that list was real important?”

“Yeah,” said Shin. “And speaking of…” Shin was a little embarrassed by what he was about to say, but he’d already promised himself that he would ask for help. “Is it okay if I drag you into this once again?”

“Yeah!” Heisuke responded immediately. “You know me and Lu’ll do anything we can!”

“Yes, of course!” agreed Lu. “Whatever you need!”

When it was all over, the three of them promised, they’d get drinks at Satoda’s to celebrate.
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In the days that followed, the three junior employees pooled their efforts to call everyone they could to make the project happen. At long last, when Shin was down to a single week left in his probationary period, they found a factory that was willing to manufacture the product.

“Really? You’ll make the noodles for us?”

Shin spun around when he heard the excitement in Lu’s voice, and she quickly handed the phone over to him. The man on the line clarified that they’d just finished installing the necessary equipment, and that they had an opening in their schedule that aligned perfectly with Shin’s production plans.

The factory, located in a nearby suburb, was called Asakura Mills. Eager to deliver the production materials immediately, Shin leapt to his feet.

“Whoa, slow down,” cautioned Lu. “Shouldn’t you report to the company president first?”

“I’ll leave that to you and Heisuke!” Shin said. “We’ll get this done faster by pursuing both approvals at once.”

“Wait, Shin,” protested Heisuke. “At least take one of us with—”

Despite the worried looks on their faces, Shin couldn’t wait. He raced out of the building.

[image: images]

Of all the things that could go wrong, why this? After an hour of transferring between trains, Shin finally arrived at Asakura Mills to find it surrounded by what appeared to be small-time gangsters.

A man who was nearly as beefy as a gorilla approached him. “You got a problem with this, blame your boss,” he said with a grin, and snatched away Shin’s briefcase.

“Hey! Give that back!” Shin demanded.

“Shut up and behave yourself, and we’ll let you walk outta here alive,” the gorilla-man growled.

Shin had no idea what had happened here, but he was sure of one thing: they had no intention of honoring that promise. The gangsters cracked their knuckles in preparation for delivering a beating.

Shin recognized the danger, but there was also something nostalgic about all this. I haven’t been in a mess like this since my own gangster days, he thought, as he felt a familiar jolt of adrenaline in his veins. He needed to get that briefcase back.

The gorilla-man said, “Let’s have some fun,” and the entire gang descended on him.

Aw crap, thought Shin. At least line up and fight me one-on-one! In the face of so many men coming all at once, he reflexively curled into a ball. Suddenly, instead of heavy blows, he felt a breeze spinning around him as the yard erupted in screams.

What the hell? Fearfully, Shin opened his eyes and gasped in astonishment. Every last one of the incoming gangsters had been knocked away. At the center of the scuffle stood a familiar face.

“It’s cleaning time.” A middle-aged man with a protruding belly, dressed in work clothes and glasses, was fighting the men one by one. He worked through the entire gang with shocking ease, and the battle was over almost as quickly as it had begun.

Shin later learned that these gangsters had been hired by a business rival of Sakamoto Trading Co. to stop Shin’s new project. Apparently that sort of thing happened from time to time, instigated by companies who resented Sakamoto Trading Co.’s success. So that’s why Lu and Heisuke tried to stop me, he thought. They’re about to be in for a real rough time when Nagumo finds out. He could visualize Nagumo’s smiling face and couldn’t help but shudder as he imagined the retribution in store for the perpetrators.

Fortunately, President Asakura of Asakura Mills was unharmed, and even though his intention to do business with Sakamoto Trading Co. had brought trouble to his door, he signed the production contract without a second thought. Mr. Asakura was a bearded man who wore his long hair sloppily tied back, but he was a far better man than his slovenly appearance suggested, and he seemed delighted that, by sheer coincidence, he and Shin shared a surname. Shin was so grateful to the man that he started to tear up.
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“By the way,” Shin began, as he and the janitor made their way back to the train station after everything had been resolved. “How did you know to come here to save me?” He’d been wondering that for a while now.

After considering the question for a moment, the janitor answered tersely, “I got a report.”

A report? Shin recalled that he had sent Lu and Heisuke to report his impending deal with Asakura Mills, but that had been to the company president.

Shin froze. “Wait,” he said. “No, it can’t be. Can it?” But even as he was denying it aloud, the pieces were clicking together in his mind, and he broke into a cold sweat as he realized that the question he should have been asking was, Why did it take me so long?

“Are you Mr. Sakamoto, the company president?”

The janitor—no, Mr. Sakamoto—had stopped walking, too. Instead of answering the question, he simply held something out to Shin.

“What is this?”

“Monthly salary of 170—no, 175,000 yen. Without…er, with extra for overtime.”

What?

It was a staff ID card. When Shin accepted it, there was no misunderstanding what Mr. Sakamoto was trying to say: he had been accepted as a full-time employee.

But instead of reveling in the moment, Shin’s brain was busily pondering something else: Who is this man? He was the president of the company but seemed to spend all day cleaning. Somehow, he was both a wildly successful chief executive and an absurdly strong fighter. Shin had so many questions.

But then again, he thought, what does any of that matter? He’s my boss. And more than that, Shin declared to himself, he’s the man I want to become.
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In the days that followed, Shin made it through a series of intense negotiations with The Order and skillfully executed the revival of Mr. Sakamoto’s beloved instant ramen. Its successful launch drove Sakamoto Trading Co. to even greater heights.

Shin’s new goal in life was to become a man of Mr. Sakamoto’s caliber. As to whether he was able to attain that level of skill at his new job, well…that’s a story for another day.



I’ve always wished that I could see new sides to the Sakamoto characters and new episodes of their adventures. Thanks to this book, now that wish has come true. What a fresh and exciting experience! My deepest thanks to Renka Misaki, and to all our readers!

[image: images]





Thank you very much for picking up a copy of Sakamoto Days: Assassin’s Method. My name is Renka Misaki, and I had the honor of writing this novel.

Just like all of you, I wait with bated breath every Monday, wondering what will happen in this week’s chapter, what sort of battles will unfold, and what will become of all the characters living in the world of Sakamoto Days. Oh, how I look forward to that moment! But once I start reading, it feels like it’s over in an instant… and then the wait for next week’s chapter begins. That’s how much of a fan I am.

When I was first contacted about writing a Sakamoto Days novel, I was left trembling with excitement and the weight of responsibility. In fact, I’m still trembling now.

I am so grateful to have been given this incredible opportunity.

The manga is packed with epic action scenes, but I was allowed to write the novel from a slightly different perspective. I truly hope you enjoyed the world depicted within its pages.

I’d like to express my great thanks to Suzuki Sensei for all his hard work overseeing this book during its planning and plotting phases, despite how incredibly busy he is producing the weekly manga. His stylish and cool cover and interior illustrations brought tears to my eyes. I truly can’t thank him enough.

Finally, I’d like to express my heartfelt appreciation to Mr. Rokugo, my editor; to everyone at the J-Books editorial department; to Mr. Ishikawa at Jump; to my copy editors at NAHT Co., Ltd., Ms. Shiotani and Ms. Sato; and to the great many other people involved in the production and publication of this book. And of course, my deepest thanks to all the readers who made it all the way to the end of this book.

Please join me in continuing to support Sakamoto Days!

—Renka Misaki
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A Note from the Series’ Creator

I’m so happy that Sakamoto Days finally has a novel!

I hope you’ll enjoy seeing our characters in new

and interesting scenarios!

YUTO SUZUKI
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A Note from the Author

Whenever I read Sakamoto Days, I always feel like I’m watching a movie. I’m such a sucker for those incredible combat action scenes, and I love all the comedy that’s sprinkled into them. I never get tired of witnessing the daily lives of the Sakamotos and their friends that they fight so hard to protect. I hope you’ll enjoy experiencing more of their adventures in novel form.

RENKA MISAKI
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A full-length novel recounting

an alternate reality in which
I manages to defeat Kira, but
must write his own name in
the Death Note to do so.

Now with just over three
weeks left on Earth, I must
save the planet from an
idealist sect that wants to
change the world...by killing
off 90 percent of the human
population!

Available at your local bookstore
and comic store.

L Change the WorLd © 2007 M/2008 “L” PLOT PRODUCE “ I z





OEBPS/images/p221-01.jpg
ORIGINAL STORY BY
KOHEI HORIKOSHI ANRI YOSHI

L f— e
ST E I @R UL m@

[
DR






OEBPS/images/p218-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/p216-01.jpg
Yuto Suzuki





OEBPS/images/p163-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/p185-01.jpg
z}/ VJ«%/\\J

/w » MN ?//

S
4@

S <\ \ N
> &
RS






OEBPS/images/p113-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/p131-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/p21-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/p2-01.jpg
SAKAMOTO

GHARNGIERIEROEITES
ARD SAKAMOTO

Formerly a top-tier assassin and Order
member, Sakamoto currently runs a
local store in a peacefultle town. A
man of few words with a big appetite,
Sakamoto has gained weight in
retirement, but his epic assassin skills
arealive and well. His greatest loves are
his wife and daughter.
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‘Sakamoto's beloved wite, Aol and
daughter, Hana,
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