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    Prologue Torchlight


    In the Great War’s wake, the Din Republic devoted huge amounts of their national budget to their intelligence program.


    The way the Galgad Empire had invaded their land and massacred their people during the war was the greatest tragedy in the country’s history. The Republic even had to establish a provisional government in the neighboring Lylat Kingdom under Lylat’s protection. The fact that Din hadn’t been able to protect its people on its own was a black mark of shame for the nation.


    The only thing that helped turn the situation around was the Din Republic’s Inferno spy team. Inferno’s roots went all the way back to when Din was a monarchy, and they were an intelligence unit that operated under the direct command of the king. After the country became a republic, they fell under the purview of the Cabinet Office and began taking on intelligence missions related to national crises to support the government.


    During the Galgad occupation, Inferno remained within Din’s borders to gather intel so they could send it to the Fend Commonwealth and the Lylat Kingdom and coordinate with foreign spies and armies to halt Galgad’s aggression. It was Inferno’s heroic efforts that allowed the Fend and Lylat armies to storm the Galgad coast in a major surprise attack that marked the beginning of the end for the war.


    The operatives who made that attack possible were known as the Ending Spies, and two of them belonged to Inferno.


    When the Din Republic’s politicians came home after the war, one thing was clear to them: Spies would define the coming era.


    It wasn’t the military who’d saved their nation; it was Inferno. Technology had gotten so advanced that, in warfare, information had become everything. The only way for a small country like them to survive was by being the first to see the winds were shifting and use that knowledge to form alliances.


    Knowing that, they built an intelligence agency and gave it an unprecedented level of funding. That agency was called the Foreign Intelligence Office, and it was founded with Inferno at its core and paired with the best people the Military Intelligence Department and Naval Intelligence Department had to offer.


    In order to bring up the next generation of agents, the Foreign Intelligence Office built spy academies all across the country. Unlike military academies, these were institutions designed for training people in the ways of espionage.


    At the Foreign Intelligence Office’s dawning, they passed a directive to a handful of their most elite agents. If those agents found any promising candidates while carrying out their other duties, they were to recruit them on the Foreign Intelligence Office’s behalf.


    One of the people so tasked was Inferno’s second-in-command and one of the Ending Spies—“Torchlight” Guido.
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    “This is his turf, huh? This is the king’s domain?”


    Guido arrived at the town just outside Din’s capital at night.


    Mind you, it was unclear whether it truly counted as a town anymore. The moonlight only illuminated rubble. The majority of the buildings had been shelled out, debris choked the streets, and all the telephone poles had been knocked over. Nine out of every ten residents had evacuated, and silence dominated the air.


    War’s brutal toll had been etched into the entire area.


    The Galgad Empire had invaded the town to use it as a base for bombing Din’s capital. When its soldiers crossed the border, they’d slaughtered innocent civilians and taken the town over by force. When the Imperial soldiers came in stealing food and murdering anyone who resisted them, the people abandoned their hometown and fled across the land. The ones who survived described it as hell on earth.


    After offering a mournful prayer to the obliterated remains of the town’s main street, Guido began his search.


    Guido was a young man whose beard made him look a good deal older than his actual age of twenty-two. He almost resembled a stick bug, the way his long limbs extended out from his jacket. A katana hung anachronistically from his waist.


    Guido had caught wind of a rumor: that there was someone who’d continually stolen food from the Galgad army’s base.


    An Imperial soldier he’d met during the war had told him all about it. “You ask me, that guy’s scarier than any of your soldier boys. He hit us under cover of night, ransacked the place, and left as quickly as he came.”


    The man had been rocking back and forth in fear.


    “Nobody even got a decent look at him.”


    The news piqued Guido’s interest. If there was someone—and not even a soldier, just a regular old civilian—crazy enough to pull a stunt like that, then that was the exact kind of person he wanted to recruit. Guido’s boss had heard the same rumors, and she immediately gave him the go-ahead to check it out.


    It was ten at night, and his hopes for that unseen talent were high as he walked to the center of town.


    He should be showing up any minute now…


    Guido idly stood there and waited for his target to appear.


    He’d started by gathering eyewitness accounts from the town’s war orphans. Many children had lost their parents in the war, and without anywhere else to go, they eked out a meager existence by hunting for scraps.


    “It’s a monster,” the children all told him.


    Their voices trembled with fear.


    “Nobody knows what it looks like. It kills anyone who sees it.”


    “But whenever it gets close, there’s always this clunk, clunk sound like it’s dragging something metal…”


    “It whales on adults until they die. I’ve heard the sound of bone shattering.”


    “Sometimes, at night, it howls at the moon. Like a wild beast.”


    For several of them, the memory alone was enough to drain the blood from their faces and make them tear up.


    When Guido laughed and asked why they didn’t get rid of it, one of the kids replied. “But it shares its food with us.”


    The other children joined in.


    “We keep finding bread outside where we live.”


    “And it drives off the evil adults who try to take us away.”


    “But it’s still scary. We hide when we hear the clunk, clunk. It always smells like blood.”


    For the orphans living in that ruined town, the entity was an object of both fear and reverence. They called it the Dust King. That was what it was—a lonely sovereign ruling over a castle of rubble.


    “…Well, shit, now you’ve got me interested.”


    After promising to protect the children going forward, Guido asked them how he could get an audience with the king. That was how he ended up standing in the road in the middle of the night surrounded by debris.


    All right, I brought your food. Now what?


    It was unclear where exactly the Dust King lived. What’s more, none of the soldiers or orphans had actually seen it, so its appearance was a mystery, too. All Guido could do was wait for it to attack.


    There it is!


    The sound of metal scraping against the ground rang out, then vanished.


    A figure came rushing through the darkness. It had a perfect bead on Guido’s location.


    Damn—it’s fast!


    The figure circled behind Guido with quick, silent steps. If he’d only reacted to the scraping noise, he would have been a goner. That was the trick behind its repeated successes raiding the army base.


    “Not good enough.”


    “________!”


    Guido whirled around and countered with a backhand strike to his opponent’s face.


    The king wasn’t the only one with keen night vision.


    Guido’s attack didn’t get as much resistance as he’d expected. The king landed with a moan, then quickly got some distance from Guido.


    Despite himself, Guido was impressed. “Dang, nice recovery. I can tell you’re light on your feet, but—”


    He trailed off midsentence.


    Light on its feet was an understatement. Guido knew what hitting an adult felt like, and that wasn’t it.


    He took a look at the figure grimacing as it held its crowbar and was shocked. Between the weapon and the way it moved, though, that had to be the person he was looking for.


       


    However, the Dust King was nothing more than an adolescent boy.


       


    The boy couldn’t have been much older than ten. His long hair was adorably childish, but the way he was glaring at Guido was downright bloodcurdling. His face was red from the impact of the hit.


    It took Guido a few seconds to fully come to terms with the situation.


    “………All right, no more fighting.”


    Guido raised his hands to show that he meant no harm.


    “There’s no way I’d be able to stick you in an academy. They wouldn’t know what to do with you.”


    Guido pulled a bread roll out of his backpack and offered it to the boy.


    Unsure what Guido was playing at, the boy brought his crowbar down hard on the bread. Guido anticipated the attack and dodged. The process played out a few more times before the boy finally realized that Guido meant him no harm and dropped his crowbar on the ground.


    Guido went on.


    “Come join Inferno. That’s where you really belong.”


    The boy stared back at Guido like he couldn’t understand a word he was saying.


    However, his hunger got the better of him, and he grabbed the bread and shoved it straight in his mouth. After instantly devouring half of it, he shoved the other half in his pocket.
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  “Go ahead and eat it all.” Guido chuckled. “You don’t gotta protect those kids anymore.”


  The boy looked at him quizzically.


  That marked the moment that teacher and student met, as well as the birth of the spy known as “Bonfire” Klaus.


  
    

    Chapter 1 Bonfire (Frontside) I


    After the Great War, the Din Republic spy team Inferno went through some major changes.


    Even though Inferno ultimately turned the situation around, they suffered some major blows in the war’s early days. They lost two of their agents operating in Galgad, Blazing and Thunderclap, and their previous boss, Firewalker, accepted the blame for their deaths and resigned.


    When Hearth took over as boss, she talked Firewalker into staying to help her bring the team back from the brink. As the two women made names for themselves on the world stage, “Torchlight” Guido was hard at work in Galgad-controlled territory as well. He even scouted their two newest members, Soot and Scapulimancer.


    By the time the war was over, the team had five core members.


    “Hearth” Veronika was the team’s boss and a woman hailed as the Finest Spy in the World.


    “Torchlight” Guido was a combat specialist on par with the Lylat Kingdom’s protector, Nike.


    “Firewalker” Gerde was a sniper who’d survived so many battles that people called her immortal.


    “Soot” Lukas, the elder of the twins, was a brilliant gamer who’d picked dozens of casinos clean.


    “Scapulimancer” Wille, the younger twin, was a fortune teller who helped his brother by predicting the future.


    Afterward, they recruited two new spies to bolster their ranks. One was “Flamefanner” Heide, a girl Veronika found who was going to be part of Inferno’s new era.


    Then there was the former Dust King, who they still hadn’t managed to give a code name to.
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    Two years had passed since Guido took the boy in.


       


    “I DON’T WANNAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!”


       


    The boy’s temper tantrum echoed through the halls.


    Inferno’s headquarters was a stately manor called Heat Haze Palace that was situated in a Din Republic port city. It had once served as a hideout for the royal family.


    The thing about the boy was, he was utterly uncontrollable.


    Based on his size, they’d estimated his age at ten and named him Klaus. That was two years ago, making him twelve now. Unlike during his time as an orphan, he had everything a person could ask for. He got three square meals a day, clean clothes, and a room of his own. Down in the basement, there was even a large communal bath.


    However, the boy—Klaus—wanted nothing to do with any of it.


    Guido had come that day to drill some spy fundamentals into him, and Klaus sprinted down the Heat Haze Palace hallway in an attempt to flee. “I don’t wanna!”


    When Guido came running after him at full speed, though, there was no way for Klaus to escape. Guido caught up to him in the courtyard and grabbed Klaus’s arm to pin him in place. “Hold still, dammit!” However, Klaus still twisted and turned to try to wriggle free.


    “Quit struggling! I swear, today’s the day we finally turn you into a—”


    “Hrah!”


    Klaus fired a full-power attack at Guido’s chest. That was the dead- straight punch that had laid countless adults low.


    Guido dodged the blow and punched Klaus in his now-vulnerable belly. “This is legitimate self-defense!”


    “Blurgh!”


    It was hardly the most mature thing to do, but his counter hit Klaus right in the gut.


    Spittle flew from Klaus’s mouth. His legs gave out from under him, and he spun to the side before crumpling to the ground. He landed face-first and went still.


    Guido scratched the back of his head. “Huh? The kid went and passed out again. You good? I tried to hold back, but—”


    “Hrah!”


    Klaus sprang to his feet and bolted off as fast as he could. Before Guido could even blink, Klaus gave him the slip and disappeared back inside the manor.


    Guido’s legitimate concern had been taken advantage of. “That little shit…,” he grumbled, fists quivering.


    Once again, Klaus had gotten out of his training.


    For nearly two years, that was what every day looked like.


    
      [image: ]
    

    


    The thing about Klaus was, he was downright feral.


    When they first took him in, he was just about as unkempt as a person could be. He’d clearly stolen his outfit off an adult, as it was covered in blood and completely the wrong size.


    So Guido gave him a clean pair of clothes.


    “I don’t want it!”


    However, Klaus tore the clothes to shreds with violent swings of his crowbar.


       


    Guido’s first order of business was to get Klaus healthy, so he made Klaus all sorts of food. After all, the boy was so gaunt that his ribs were visible under his skin. It was unclear where he was even getting the strength to use his crowbar like that.


    After preparing the meal, Guido handed Klaus a knife and a fork so he could teach Klaus some table manners.


    “I don’t wanna!”


    However, Klaus had no interest in the utensils. He grabbed the meat with his bare hands and fled the dining hall.


       


    Figuring that maybe Klaus was just cranky, Guido led him to his new bedroom…


    “I DON’T WANT IT!”


    …but the moment he showed Klaus the room, Klaus took his crowbar and destroyed his own bed.
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    Guido wasn’t even able to get a dialogue started.


    Figuring that Klaus would mellow out over time, Guido kept an eye on him while still going about his normal missions, but Klaus showed no signs of doing anything of the sort. He was still wearing filthy clothes, refusing to bathe, sleeping wrapped in a blanket on the roof, eating whatever he found in the kitchen that he could shove directly in his mouth, and avoiding his training.


    After making his getaway, Klaus headed up to the Heat Haze Palace roof and went back to sleep.


    There was nothing Guido could do but stand there flabbergasted. “I swear, that goddamn kid is gonna be the death of me…”


    “Sounds like you two are enjoying yourselves.”


    A warm voice came from behind.


    It was Veronika, code name Hearth—Inferno’s boss.


    Veronika was a woman with long, beautiful crimson hair, and every time she walked, it swayed like a rising fire. The way she carried herself made it clear she was to be taken seriously, a trait one rarely attributed to twenty-six-year-olds like her. Despite her gentle smile, there was a font of unfathomable strength lurking deep within her eyes.


    “What’s up, Boss?”


    Guido looked over at her, then gawked.


    There were dark bags under her eyes, and her skin was pale and lifeless.


    “Whoa, hey, what’s with those bags? Don’t tell me you haven’t been getting any—”


    “Not much, no.” Veronika chuckled awkwardly and let out a small yawn. “The military and naval recruits have been at each other’s throats again. It always falls on me to play peacekeeper, and it’s been a lot.”


    “…Yeah, that’s rough.”


    The Foreign Intelligence Office had a lot on its plate. The postwar peace treaties were being finalized, and it was their responsibility to do anything in their power to secure Din a better bargaining position. Meanwhile, they had spy academies to build, ministries to coordinate with, and domestic missions to complete in order to protect the public.


    On top of all that, three of Inferno’s members—Firewalker, Soot, and Scapulimancer—were working abroad. There was a staggering amount of responsibility on Veronika’s shoulders.


    Even the scar under her right eye she usually covered with makeup was plainly visible.


    “And that isn’t even counting Heide’s lessons.”


    Veronika was the one in charge of handling Heide’s education. Things were going smoothly on that front, a fact that made Guido feel much worse.


    “What about you? Do you think that Klaus will be ready to go on missions soon?”


    “Nah, he’s the same as ever.”


    Klaus was already fast asleep on the roof.


    Back in the early days, they’d been concerned that he might fall off, but Klaus was well practiced, and his balance was steady.


    “…………………………”


    Veronika looked up and stared intently at Klaus.


    “Something on your mind, Boss?”


    “No, it’s just, when I look at him—”


    Her tone grew ever softer to the point where Guido could hardly hear her.


    “…I wonder what’s come over me.”


    Veronika’s voice was little more than a sigh. She continued staring at Klaus, her gaze distant. Those were the eyes of someone reminiscing on something they’d lost. That, tinged with a hint of coldness.


    Guido had his theories about where she was coming from, but he kept them to himself.


    Sensing the subtle melancholy she was giving off, he let out a small exhale. “I’ll come up with a better plan,” he said with a small nod. “There’s gotta be something that gets through to him, even if that means dragging him over to an academy—”


    “You know you don’t have to be hard on him on my behalf, right?” Veronika playfully narrowed her gaze. “Though, having said that, I suppose I’m not nearly as lenient as you.”


    “………”


    Guido had no idea what she was getting at.


    The two of them had been recruited to Inferno at nearly the same time, but even so, there were still moments when he had no idea what was going through her head. Those incidents had become more frequent ever since she’d become the team’s boss.


    …Bottom line is: I can’t be going and giving her more to worry about.


    With how busy Inferno was, they were desperate for more talented personnel.


    However, they had yet to properly develop any.


    For Inferno, the two years since the Great War’s end had been one long waiting game.
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    Guido gave up on instructing Klaus during his morning lessons, and that afternoon, he headed out on a mission.


    A spy from the Fend Commonwealth had come to get leverage over members of Din’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Guido was impressed by this shrewd move, though that didn’t stop him from capturing the agent. They would be a valuable bargaining chip to use against Fend down the line.


    By the time he got back from the capital, night had long since fallen. Klaus was asleep—Guido could see him curled up in his blanket on the roof.


    There was, however, a light on in the main hall. A canvas sat at its center with a girl standing before it. When Guido came in, she gave him a delighted smile. “Getting in late again, Father?”


    “Father, huh? You gotta—”


    The unfamiliar term of address earned a shrug out of Guido.


    That was “Flamefanner” Heide. She was turning sixteen that year, making her four years older than Klaus. Her skin, hair, and eyes were as white as the driven snow. Something about her body made it produce less pigment. There was nary a bruise nor a blemish on her, and every time he saw her fair skin, he was struck by the odd sensation that he was looking at someone from a dreamworld.


    Right now, though, looking at her made him bury his face in his hands.


    She was what one might describe as indecent.


    That was to say, stark naked.


    “Put on some clothes.”


    “Oh, don’t mind me.”


    “I mind.”


    “Also, please stop leaving me alone with the little boy. It makes my stomach turn.”


    Heide visibly frowned as she moved the conversation along. The little boy in question had to be Klaus.


    Guido decided to start by taking her pile of discarded clothes and throwing them at her. While Heide put them on—looking none too pleased about it—Guido turned his attention over to her painting.


    “That’s something, all right…”


    “What do you think? Doesn’t it make you uncomfortable just looking at it?”


    Drawn upon the F8 canvas was a piece of abstract art.


    The word that immediately came to mind was unsettling. It was covered in spirals of some indescribable color that looked like a mix of mud and blood. The swirls wove together in intricate patterns. Guido was just standing there, and it felt like it was going to suck him in.


    “It must have turned out pretty well—”


    He heard Heide’s voice. She sounded pleased.


    “—if it was able to distract an expert like you for multiple seconds, Father.”


    “…………”


    Guido was shocked. Until she spoke up, Heide had completely vanished from his perception. He turned around and found Heide looking pleased as punch that her prank had succeeded.


    Her art had the ability to manipulate people’s emotions.


    That was the power Veronika had unearthed in her. Cooking, literature, painting, music—Heide could use any and all of them to pull people’s strings. Despite her tender sixteen years of age, she was blessed with an impossible talent no ordinary spy could hope to imitate. She was a prodigy, plain and simple.


    She smiled triumphantly and sat down on the sofa. “I would say I’m the only new recruit Inferno needs, wouldn’t you?”


    “I gotta ask, where does all that self-esteem come from?”


    “I’ll become strong enough to do the jobs of two people. You can go ahead and get rid of the little boy.”


    Guido was struck speechless at the sheer amount of confidence on display.


    As he tried to figure out how to respond, Heide piped back up. “Oh, that’s right,” she said with a smile. “I actually have a message for you from Mother about how to handle him.”


    “You do? Guess that means she’s not coming back tonight.”


    Much like Heide called Guido Father, she also called Veronika Mother.


    It wasn’t uncommon for Veronika not to make it back. At any given time, there was always someone in Din who needed her.


    Heide went on, her expression emotionless. “‘Take Klaus along on a mission. If he doesn’t deliver results, kick him out.’”


    “The hell?” Guido was sure he’d misheard. “Okay, hold up. The boss really said that? I call bullshit.”


    The order was unthinkably crass. It was true that Klaus’s lack of progress was an issue they were going to have to confront at some point, but Veronika wasn’t the kind of person to relay a message that important through an intermediary. Sure, she’d seemed vaguely conflicted that morning, but even so, this was coming out of nowhere.


    “You disapprove?” Heide gave him an intense glare. “After seeing how haggard and drained Mother is, you would really question that decision?”


    There was a serious level of rage in her voice. Her expression made it clear just how worried she was about Veronika and how much she despised Klaus. Guido could tell that if he shot her down, she was prepared to physically fight him over it.


    He wasn’t worried about that happening, but he still wanted to give her feelings their due respect.


    “…Nah, she’s right.”


    In the end, it was Guido who blinked first. He was positive Heide was lying to him, but she was right to be concerned. He couldn’t keep relying on the boss’s magnanimity forever.


    Instead, he decided to intentionally take Heide at her word.


    “And besides, it’s high time he started earning his keep.”


    If that wasn’t an option, then Guido would have no choice but to remove Klaus from the team—no matter how self-serving that would have been of him.


    Their world was awash in pain, and it wasn’t going to sit around waiting for Klaus to grow up.
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    The next morning, Guido swiftly captured Klaus and shoved him in a car.


    After tying up the just-woken Klaus with rope, Guido rolled him into the back seat and casually made for the capital. If Guido actually got serious, capturing Klaus was child’s play.


    “Th-this is kidnapping…”


    Guido waved off Klaus’s complaint. “Hey now, don’t go painting me as some bad guy.”


    From an outside perspective, kidnapping a minor was precisely what he was doing, but there was nobody there to do anything about it.


    When they got closer to the capital, Guido spoke up. “Our capital, Lieditz, is overrun with gangs.”


    “………?”


    “Things there are a complete clusterfuck. The problem is, there are tons of buildings whose owners are dead or missing. That makes ’em ripe targets for gangsters to set up shop and start preying on people.”


    It went without saying, but that, too, was a result of the war.


    A lot of John and Jane Does had moved to the capital, and though the government had started up reconstruction efforts and provided as many jobs and places to live as possible, there were simply too many people, and many fell into lives of crime.


    “And look, I feel bad for the poor bastards. Even if your workplace gets shelled to smithereens or your fields get trampled, a person’s still gotta eat. But when someone strays too far from the straight and narrow, the rest of us have no choice but to hunt ’em down.”


    Now, spies didn’t have the authority to cast judgment on criminals. In accordance with the law, everyone had the right to a fair trial.


    However, there were some people those rules couldn’t apply to—people who committed crimes like it was second nature, who killed without thinking twice, and who’d gone down the path of the sinner.


    Those were the kinds of gangsters Guido had been ordered to quietly take out.


    “But…”


    A confused voice rose from the back seat.


    “Isn’t that…them…?”


    Guido translated Klaus’s question and answered it. “If you’re asking, ‘Isn’t keeping the peace a job for the cops and the army?’ then you’re right. This ain’t what spies are for.”


    Two years together had established a baseline level of communication with Guido.


    “But there are some people the cops can’t handle.”


    They’d arrived at their destination, and Guido stopped the car.


    The reconstruction efforts hadn’t reached that part of the city, and most of it was still war-ravaged slums. Calling it a bad neighborhood would have been an understatement, and gangsters roamed the streets in droves.


    “And when our allies decide something’s impossible, that’s when we come in.”


    Guido cut Klaus free from the rope.


       


    “It’s what Inferno does—we keep our country safe by making the impossible possible.”


       


    In a way, their mandate went above and beyond a simple spy team protocol.


    This was going to be Klaus’s first mission, so Guido wanted to remind him of that.


    Ever since he first recruited Klaus, Guido had kept him as far away from fieldwork as possible. Taking an untrained twelve-year-old along on a mission would have been ludicrously irresponsible.


    However, the time had come to put him to the test.


    The situation hadn’t been ideal, but Klaus had spent the last two years battling Guido. And while his table manners still weren’t much to speak of, he had been getting his calories. Surely, he’d built up some physical abilities and basic combat skills.


    Now Klaus was going to have to prove his worth.


    Guido had brought along Klaus’s favorite crowbar, and he offered it to the boy. He hadn’t gotten a chance to teach Klaus how to handle a gun yet, so this was the best choice of weapon available.


    “You’re in charge of backing me up. Our job is to crack down on the gang that’s been using this area as a stronghold. You do a good job, and uh…I’ll get you a slice of that cheesecake you like.”


    “…………”


    Klaus’s eyes briefly widened.


    Cheesecake was Guido’s weapon of last resort when it came to taming Klaus. He’d only given it to Klaus once before. That was likely the first time Klaus had ever tasted a dessert, and he’d been so excited he devoured the slices meant for the rest of Inferno, too.


    Klaus bobbed his head.


    “But don’t you leave my sight.” Relieved that the negotiations had been successful, Guido reached for the package in the passenger seat. “And take this tracking device just in case things go sideways. Make sure you keep a tight hold on—”


    At that point, Guido returned his gaze to the back seat.


    Klaus was nowhere to be seen.


    The seats were completely empty. The crowbar was gone. It was like magic, how silently Klaus must have slipped out the back door.


    Guido wanted desperately not to believe his eyes.


    “The little shit gave me the SLIP?!” he roared.


    The boy had spent two years fleeing from a combat expert, and his skills of evasion had reached nigh-inhuman levels.
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    Klaus was the ultimate problem child, and he never did anything Guido told him.


    The rest of the team knew that something was off, and the situation was the subject of several discussions. Heide, in particular, held Klaus in contempt and came complaining to Guido on more than one occasion.


    “The little boy is twelve now, isn’t he?” she asked in a condescending tone.


    “Asks the little girl,” Guido quipped, but his humor fell on deaf ears.


    “I’m prepared to overlook what an absolute lunatic he is,” she said. “But what I can’t condone is his inability to hold a proper conversation. His language abilities are coming along so slowly that the problem can’t be with the teaching, but with—”


    She stopped herself short of saying it aloud. However, Guido knew exactly what she was getting at. Klaus’s communication skills were lagging far behind his physical development. Even six-year-olds were better at using their words.


    Heide scoffed. “In any case, it’s a fatal flaw for a spy to have. You should hurry up and fire him.”


    Guido was shocked at the intensity of her hatred for Klaus.


    The two did share the same house, though, and Heide’s patience had clearly run thin. Apparently, there had been incidents where Klaus broke her art supplies after using them as playthings.


    “Look, I’m not gonna tell you you’re completely off base.”


    Guido respected where she was coming from, but he continued.


       


    “But you don’t get to talk crap about the future I found.”


       


    At first glance, the boy seemed wholly unfit to be a spy.


    However, Guido had never stopped believing in his latent potential.
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    It took Guido just over twelve minutes to find his runaway.


    The reason it took him so long was because he assumed Klaus had fled from the mission. Figuring Klaus had done the usual and found somewhere sunny to take a catnap, Guido went and searched tall buildings and parks. It wasn’t until he heard the gunshots that he realized what had happened.


    Klaus had defied all his expectations.


    But then, who could have anticipated that?


    Who would have dreamed that a twelve-year-old boy would storm a gangster hideout all on his own?!


    When Guido arrived in the back alley, the street was littered with blood and knocked-out gangsters. The unconscious men weren’t just armed with knives, but guns, too. Even their firearms had been useless.


    A couple of gunshots rang out from the building at the end of the alley, but those soon died down.


    By the time Guido got to the top floor, it was already over.


    “…Is that good?”


    In the room within, Klaus was standing there covered in blood that wasn’t his.


    There were six gangsters lying sprawled across the interior. All were unconscious. Klaus hadn’t killed them, but the remorseless violence he’d inflicted would leave several of them with lifelong consequences.


    Klaus had taken the gang leaders Guido was after and crushed them in the blink of an eye. Counting the gangsters back in the alley, he’d beaten a good thirty opponents.


    By the look of things, the boy had indiscriminately attacked everything that moved. Faction, hierarchy, and even gender had meant nothing to his crowbar. It had ended up being the right decision, but there was something disquieting about his total lack of hesitation.


    “…You did all this yourself?”


    “Yeah.”


    There wasn’t a drop of sweat on Klaus’s forehead.


    “Oh,” Klaus said, having just remembered something. “Someone, just here.”


    “Who?”


    Guido tried to get more details, but Klaus clammed up. He didn’t have the words to explain himself.


    “……………?”


    That could have meant anything.


    It might have been someone they knew, but Klaus gave up on trying to elaborate. After wiping his bloodstained crowbar off on one of the unconscious men’s clothes, he headed for the exit. “I’m hungry. Go home now.”


    “R-right, sure.”


    “I worked double. So, cheesecake. Also double.”


    “That’s why you took off like a bat outta hell?”


    As far as motives went, Guido had no idea how to process that.


    However, it was impossible to deny how much Klaus had contributed to the mission. There were a million things Guido would’ve liked him to do differently, but still.


    There was no upper limit to Klaus’s potential as a spy.


    Guido was oddly pleased to have that fact demonstrated so plainly, and a smile crept across his face.


    “Hey, Klaus.”


    “Hmm?”


    “Go on and head straight home, no detours. I got some stuff I gotta do.”


    Guido tossed Klaus some money for the train fare, and Klaus immediately left after catching it.


    There were still some loose ends that needed tying.


    After Klaus took off, Guido looked at the defeated men again.


    Everyone Klaus took out was a foot soldier. Was the ringleader not here?


    The most important target on Guido’s list was nowhere among the fallen.


    Guido started by getting out his transceiver and sending a message to a police officer he was on good terms with. Now the cops would be able to swing by and arrest the downed gangsters.


    The thing was, the cops could have dealt with nobodies like those on their own. The only reason they hadn’t raided the hideout already was because of a gangster who even the police were too afraid to touch.


    I gotta make sure that Pestilence—the Cannibals’ leader—goes down.


    With that, Guido began ransacking the hideout to figure out where the man might be.
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    Klaus had never heard the name Pestilence, nor was he familiar with the gangster it belonged to. He didn’t know a thing. He hadn’t even been told who the Cannibals were, and for that matter, he ended his mission that day not even fully cognizant of the reality.


    However, that gangster had a key connection to the life Klaus would go on to lead. Because Pestilence had three children—including an eldest daughter who would eventually be given the name “Pandemonium” Sybilla.
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    When it came to education, Pestilence had a philosophy: “Give them nothing. Teach them only how to take.”


    To satisfy his intellectual curiosity, he slept with some women so he could train the children they birthed.


    It was a hobby for him, and a source of amusement, but most of all, it was research. He wanted to run experiments to see how people developed when brought up in the optimal manner.


    At no point did love enter the equation. He left the three half-siblings for his lackeys to look after, and he didn’t care if the kids came back bruised. His sole contribution was how every other day, he showed up, drummed violence into the children’s skulls, and taught the eldest girl how to steal.


    It was, in a way, the ultimate research project, and Pestilence was a man who didn’t shy away from devoting his life to discovery.


    “People have an instinctive hunger in them. All they have to do is listen to it.”


    There was a room in the basement of one of his hideouts where he kept the three children confined. One day, he brought a man with two broken arms there and made the kids listen to him groan in pain. That was what happened to people who stood against the Cannibals.


    With great glee, Pestilence pressed a knife into his terrified eldest daughter’s hand.


       


    “Go on, kill him.”


       


    The girl was all of nine years old.


    Naturally, she’d never killed anyone before. She trembled as she shook her head.


    “What, you want me to make your little siblings do it?” Pestilence whispered in her ear. “Come on, you’re too good of a sister for that.”


    The broken-armed man cowered, tears streaming down his face. He was going to fight back with everything he had. Pestilence had told him that if he killed the kids, he was free to go.


    Even with his arms broken, he was still more than capable of kicking a nine-year-old to death. And the seven-year-old and six-year-old behind her would be just as easy to crush.


    The eldest daughter was the only one who could protect them.


    “I already taught you how.”


    “RAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


    As Pestilence spoke, the girl roared and charged forward.


    The man tried to counter with a kick, but he lost sight of the girl. She’d vanished from his field of view, leaving him perplexed at his inability to perceive her.


    The girl circled around behind him.


    Then she poured everything she had, all her weight, into stabbing him in the thigh.


    “________”


    The man shrieked and crumpled. The knife hadn’t gone in far, but it was more than enough to throw him off-balance. With his arms still unusable, he collapsed to the ground headfirst.


    The girl let go of the knife, screamed, and shrank backward. Her arms were wet with the man’s blood.


    “Th-that—that,” she stammered, “that sh-should be enough—”


    “Unacceptable.”


    Pestilence shot the man in the head, then kicked the girl in the face.


    Her body rose into the air before slamming against the wall. Her little brother and sister let out teary screams.


    “I told you to kill him.”


    Pestilence turned to his underling waiting by the door.


    “When she gets up, punish her. I think we’ve got a dud on our hands.”


    His voice dripped with disappointment.


    After shaking his head, he turned his focus over to his son and other daughter.


    “Let’s hope the next one does better.”


    The first girl gasped from where she was lying on the ground, but Pestilence no longer had any interest in her.


    With the unenthusiasm of a man who’d just had his fun spoiled, he left his hideout and headed out into the ruined city in search of his next truth.


       


    The Great War may have devastated the city, but Pestilence found enjoyment around every corner.


    No matter what he did, the world would continue killing people and crushing them beneath its wheels. When faced with that harsh reality, he’d given up on being human. After abandoning his old organization, he spent all his time indulging his selfish desires. He destroyed anything he found distasteful, killed anyone who opposed him, stole money, fucked women, and poured research into his educational philosophy.


    In short, he followed his hunger. He saw no value in doing anything else.


    The Din Republic’s capital had birthed a monster who couldn’t be stopped.
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    In that same monster-infested city, Klaus idly roamed the streets.


    Guido had told him to head straight home with no detours, but due to a specific reason, Klaus had disobeyed those instructions. Besides, he wasn’t particularly motivated to go back in the first place.


    It’s…creepy there…


    Depression plagued him as he wandered the alleys with no destination in mind.


    A dirty rat scampered by, and he felt a twinge of nostalgia as he watched it go. There were no rats in that fancy manor. That was where the most powerful spy team in the nation took their R&R, and its administrative budget was commensurately large.


    Klaus found that sort of perfection stifling.


       


    The boy had no memory of his parents.


       


    Perhaps they’d abandoned him, or perhaps they’d been killed. People assumed he was a war orphan because he lived in a town that had been obliterated in the conflict, but there was no guarantee his parents were actually dead.


    He’d forgotten them of his own accord.


    Subconsciously, at least, he’d made the decision not to remember. Doing so was the only way for him to keep on living. Thinking about people he would never get back wasn’t going to fill his stomach. For a boy who sustained himself by stealing food from the Imperial army armed with nothing but a crowbar, loneliness was the most useless emotion.


    So he forgot his whole past and turned himself into a monster who only knew how to take.


    That was why he didn’t get it—Guido and the rest of Inferno made no sense to him.


    Everything he ate, everything he wore, and everywhere he lived were things he’d taken. Receiving things without lifting a finger creeped him out.


    He had to ask himself—what was he even staying there for?


    He continued down the street, discomfort twisting in his chest like a knot.


    Then he stopped.


    Oh, but the cheesecake…


    Remembering his reward, he racked his brain.


    He didn’t want to go back to Heat Haze Palace, but doing so was the only way for him to get that cheesecake. He didn’t know where the shop was, so he needed Guido to take him there.


    It was quite the quandary, and right as he was puzzling it over, he sensed bloodlust coming from behind him.


    Klaus twisted his body on pure instinct.


    A blade skimmed past his face.


    “________!!”


    “Good dodge.”


    Klaus immediately leaped back, clutched his crowbar, and faced his attacker.


    Standing before him was a white-haired man.


    Seeing the look in his eyes made Klaus shudder. It was like staring at a man-eating demon. The man’s eyes were long and slanted, and his pupils were tinged bloodred. There wasn’t a speck of dust on his black suit, yet he reeked so strongly of blood it was hard to smell anything else.


    “One of my boys just came over beaten half to death.”


    The man was holding a completely white knife in a backhand grip. Its tip was wet with blood. It was only then that Klaus noticed the cut on his own cheek.


    “He said that the base got attacked by a kid with a crowbar. I thought he was talking nonsense, but his skull was caved in, and he kicked the bucket right after. And now, here you are.”


    The man pulled out a handkerchief and wiped away the blood before looking back at Klaus.


    “But that hardly seems important.”


    “……?”


    “How would you feel if a fly landed on the finest gourmet meal? If a drop of mud splashed on the best painting in the world?”


    He let out a tired sigh.


    “You would think, what a shame.”


    Klaus barreled forward and lashed out with a one-handed crowbar strike.


    He didn’t understand anything the man was saying, but it was clear he was trying to kill him. Klaus wasn’t about to sit around and wait to get attacked again.


    All of a sudden, though, the man vanished before his eyes.


    Klaus had been tracking him like a hawk, yet he couldn’t perceive him anymore. Klaus was baffled at the inexplicable turn of events.


    A moment later, he found the man standing directly beside him.


    Klaus’s crowbar swing went wide, and the man fired a brutal kick at Klaus’s exposed belly.


    “Hurgh—”


    “You could have been a masterpiece.”


    The attack caught Klaus directly in the solar plexus and forced the air right out of his lungs. Even though his stomach had been kicked, his head went as white as if he’d been hit with a flash-bang.


    What… What just—?


    The strength drained from his limbs, and he fell on his face. His crowbar landed on the ground with a dull thunk.


    “And you were so close. Your hunger was so pure, but it got tainted with impurities.”


    Klaus was utterly powerless.


    He could tell that the man—Pestilence—was raising a knife above his head, but it was like all his nerves had shut down, and his body refused to move. In that single moment, his movements had been totally locked down.


    “Better to put you out of your misery before you squander any more potential.”


    Klaus was about to be stabbed in the neck, and he didn’t even understand what had happened to him.
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    A few minutes before Klaus’s face-off with Pestilence, a white-haired girl raced through a back alley.


    It was Pestilence’s eldest daughter. She was supposed to be imprisoned in that room in the basement, but she’d heard a big commotion and realized that the lookouts were gone.


    When she nervously took a peek, she found scores of gangsters knocked out on the ground. She didn’t know why it had happened, but she wasn’t going to let the opportunity slip her by. If she did, her father was going to put her little siblings through hell. With that knowledge to spur her on, she fled from the building. Her breathing grew ragged as she sprinted down the street.


    “It was…this way, right?”


    This wasn’t her first time outside. Every time she escaped, she got dragged back and savagely beaten.


    She traced her memories and dashed through alleys swarming with gangsters. When she finally made it to the main thoroughfare, she nearly crashed into someone.


    “Careful there, young lady. You okay?”


    It was a friendly sounding man.


    She didn’t have time to look at his face, but she could tell from his clothes that he was fairly well-off, and he smelled of fancy floral perfume. Drawn in by the aroma, the girl spoke up.


    “P-police…”


    “………?”


    “I gotta get to the cops, fast… Before it’s too late…!”


    She didn’t care who, she just needed to tell someone.


    The adult she’d just bumped into knelt down sympathetically and met her at her eye level. He was a handsome, blond young man. “The cops? There’s a police box right there.”


    “Not the ones there. They won’t go against my dad!”


    She tried desperately to impress on the young man how her father could return at any moment.


    “Hurry! Or he’ll get to my little siblings!”


    “You’re a tough kid.” The young man patted her on the shoulder like he understood everything. “If you head straight down this street, it’ll take you right to the station.”


    The moment the girl had the information she needed, she charged off, squeezing out every last drop of stamina she had to go south along the street.


    Rather than chase after her, the youth simply watched her go.


    “Sorry I couldn’t take you there myself. But I figured it was more important to call this in.”


    The young man pulled a transceiver from his bag and got in touch with an acquaintance.


    He passed along what he’d just seen, then recommended immediately dispatching more personnel. That was when he discovered that, fortunately, his own superior was already on the scene.


    “Yeesh. I make one tiny stop back in Din, and I get dragged into a big old mess.”


    With an ironic smile, he headed for the back alleys.


    He had no intention of battling a single gangster. Combat was hardly his forte, and more importantly, he knew there was no need for him to fight. Given who was already there, he was confident the situation was under control.


    The young man who smelled of lavender—“Scapulimancer” Wille—nodded in satisfaction.


    “But hey, this is still pretty magnificent.”


    
      [image: ]
    

    


    The knife was a hair’s breadth from Klaus’s neck. Then, out of nowhere, someone grabbed him and hurled him to the side.


    Klaus fell on his backside, bewildered. Pestilence, knife still in hand, stared in shock at the unexpected interloper as well.


    The man was impossibly fast. Klaus and Pestilence both prided themselves on their kinetic vision, yet he’d moved too quickly for them to track, and he vanished like the wind before getting some distance.


       


    “What the hell, stupid pupil? What part of ‘head straight home’ wasn’t clear enough?”


       


    Guido looked down at Klaus and scratched the back of his head in consternation.


    Klaus, still dumbfounded, gave his reply. “I don’t know how to take a train.”


    “…Okay, yeah, that’s on me.”


    Guido slumped his shoulders as he recognized his mistake. He continued reflecting on his carelessness as he turned his focus over to Pestilence.


    “Still, looks like I made it in the nick of time. I wasn’t expecting to get my intel from that quack fortune teller.”


    Pestilence took one look at Guido and gave him a contemptuous frown. “Ah, so you’re the one who’s been giving him things.”


    “Huh?”


    “You ruined him. Look at the heights starvation took him to. How dare you get in its way?” There was an intense disdain in Pestilence’s voice. “How dare you, when that hunger was the very thing that drove him?”


    “…………………”


    Even after hearing the speech again, Klaus still didn’t understand it.


    However, the rage in Pestilence’s tone was enough for him to get the gist. Back in that destroyed town, he’d found strength. He’d put his life on the line to steal rations from the Imperial soldiers and fought desperately just to survive. He even sacrificed the memories of his parents in order to become a monster who plundered from others.


    It was the truest expression of Pestilence’s educational ideals.


    Becoming someone who existed solely to crush others was something that his daughter—the girl who would later be known as “Pandemonium” Sybilla—had failed to achieve. It was the ultimate goal of his research.


    Guido responded with a quiet laugh. “It’s wild how wrong you are. You think we’ve been giving him something? You’ve got it all backward.”


    “What?”


    “He’s the one who’s been giving us stuff,” Guido declared with conviction. “He gave us what I promised the boss—a future.”


    Pestilence blinked, unable to comprehend what he was hearing.


    That was all the conversation Guido was in the mood for, and he drew the katana hanging at his waist. He had no interest in a gangster’s thoughts on education. He just felt like this was a good opportunity.


    He addressed Klaus without looking back. “Watch close, stupid pupil. This is what you’re gonna reach, and what you’ve eventually gotta surpass.”


    “………”


    Klaus’s gasp came at the exact same time as Pestilence’s roar. “I just told you to stop giving him things!”


    Pestilence swapped his knife to a backhand grip. There was a gun dangling from his belt, but he knew it would be worthless.


    When it came to assassinations, Pestilence’s talents reigned supreme. No police officer could contend with a fiend like him. He’d even killed notorious Din spies before. The man had reached a level of wickedness all his own.


    What’s more, he had an ability that caused certain death.


    “________”


    Pestilence had murdered over a hundred people, and in doing so, he’d developed a talent—the ability to kill his opponent’s perception. The oppressive bloodlust he gave off stretched their nerves to the breaking point, and when their focus finally wavered, he made his move. Fear and confusion would interrupt their thoughts so badly that they wouldn’t even be able to see Pestilence anymore. It was the perfected version of a skill “Pandemonium” Sybilla would later call Theft.


    “Die.”


    Pestilence took advantage of a blind spot in Guido’s perception to rush up close. Then, with a clean, efficient stroke, he slashed Guido’s carotid artery.


    Blood flew out as Guido’s flesh tore.


    Klaus opened his eyes wide and watched the whole thing play out.


    He watched intently as Pestilence’s brutal preemptive strike ended in his defeat.


    “Saw that coming.”


    Guido had waited.


    It was like he’d been basking in the moment his foe brought their full strength to bear. Like even their fight to the death was nothing more than fuel to push himself to higher heights.


    Pestilence’s hand fell to the ground.


    Klaus hadn’t even seen Guido swing his katana. It wasn’t until he looked at Pestilence’s wrist—which began spewing out blood after a short delay like it, too, was only just realizing it had been cut—that it dawned on him what Guido had done.


    “……………”


    Klaus was struck speechless by the unreal display of martial prowess.


    It was the first time he truly grasped the magnitude of the man standing before him.


    “Let’s head home, Klaus.”


    Pestilence had passed out, and Guido stopped his bleeding before wiping his own neck clean. All he’d suffered was a light scratch.


    “Then we’ll pick up your training where we left off.”


    Faced with Guido’s smile, Klaus forgot to refuse.
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    Pestilence’s eldest daughter made it to the police station not long afterward and told them where the hideout was. She begged them for help, and the cops took her siblings into protective custody and arrested the remaining Cannibals members, Pestilence included.


    Although the children were sent to a peaceful orphanage, the special skills the eldest daughter had acquired eventually led her to get recruited by a Foreign Intelligence Office scout. When she began attending spy academy, she had no way of knowing that would be the last time she ever saw her little brother or sister. After a particular incident, she earned herself the name Pandemonium.
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    Unfortunately, the training session never came to be.


    When Klaus and Guido returned, they were greeted by a feast that filled the whole dining room.


    ““________Huh?””


    They were flabbergasted. It was like they’d just walked into a full banquet.


    Inside, Veronika was humming a little song as she plated the food. Why someone as busy as her was taking the time to set up dinner was just one more question to throw on the pile.


    “Okay, Boss, back up a few steps. What’s all this food doing—?”


    “I had some local chefs bring it over on short notice,” Veronika replied nonchalantly.


    Veronika had built a network of supporters throughout the city. Not all of them knew who she really was, but each one was willing to drop everything to help her out if she ever asked.


    Sitting dead center in the spread was one of the ever-popular extra-large meat pies.


    Guido scratched his forehead in frustration. “You gotta take it easy, Boss,” he scolded her. “At least let me finish setting up.”


    Klaus, in contrast, was unable to rein in his drooling. He looked like he was going to leap at the food at any moment, and Veronika addressed him. “Wille already filled me in on the operation. Sounds like everything went smoothly.”


    “…Hmm?”


    “Congratulations on your first mission, Klaus.”


    Klaus cocked his head in puzzlement.


    It was only then that he discovered it had been his first mission. Seeing how thrilled Veronika was, he realized there was something important about that. He wiped his mouth.


    Veronika smiled. “Bonfire. That’s going to be your code name.”


    Guido crossed his arms and nodded.


    Inferno’s boss had just given him a name. There was only one thing that could mean.


    “We’d like to officially welcome you onto the team as a full-fledged spy.”


    Up to that point, Klaus had been acting as an intern of sorts.


    However, that mission just now had served as a testament to his latent potential. Klaus had overpowered an entire gangster hideout before anyone could even react. They had some major concerns about letting him anywhere near classified intelligence, but he far outstripped the average spy when it came to fighting.


    The boy of the hour simply blinked in surprise.


    All his impulses to reject their invitation had gone away on their own.


    He stole a glance over to his side at Guido, then looked back at Veronika.


       


    That man had saved him from death’s door and showed him the overwhelming difference in their strengths.


    Meanwhile, that gentle woman had won the man’s loyalty and clearly wasn’t to be trifled with.


       


    A feeling of warmth rose up in Klaus’s chest.


    He summoned up what few words he had.


    “Okay…Master…and Boss…”


    Not a moment later, Guido clapped him on the back so hard he practically fell over.


    
      [image: ]
    

    


    That night, after Guido dumped him in the tub and forced him to bathe, Klaus ate more delicacies than he ever had before in his life. He was so full he thought his stomach might burst. A young man introducing himself as a fortune teller stopped by in the middle of the meal to poke fun at him, and afterward, Klaus headed to his bedroom on the second floor.


    It was the smallest room in the manor, tucked away in a corner.


    For Klaus, it wasn’t a bedroom so much as a place to store his blanket. He had every intention of sleeping on the roof like usual.


    He felt pleasantly content.


    He didn’t understand the role of a spy, and Inferno as a group didn’t make a lot of sense to him, but he was starting to think that staying with them for a bit might not be so bad.


    When he reached for the doorknob, though, an icy voice cut in and did away with all his elation.


    “We need to talk, brainless brother.”


    It was Heide.


    Klaus looked at her in confusion.


    She was the person closest to his age, but he got the sense that she despised him, and this was the first time she’d ever intentionally spoken to him. What’s more, she was even calling him her brother.


    Heide let out a proud scoff. “If you’re good enough for Mother, then I guess you’re good enough for me. I’m not the least bit pleased about it, mind you.”


    “Your eyes… Why red?” he asked.


    Heide averted her gaze to try to hide how puffy her eyes were.


    What Klaus had no way of knowing was, after Heide pretended that Veronika had ordered Guido to take Klaus along on his mission, Veronika read her the riot act and nearly reduced her to tears. “I thought that was what you wanted me to do, Mother!” she’d insisted, but Veronika had refused to listen.


    Wanting desperately to keep that tidbit to herself, Heide smugly crossed her arms. “Go make me some tea.”


    “Huh?”


    “And no talking back. If you’re going to hang around and continue inconveniencing Mother and the rest, then I’m going to drum some basic domestic skills into you. Consider it a done deal.”


    Klaus didn’t follow what she was talking about, but he sensed that this was going to be a hassle. He turned around and began plotting his escape. “I don’t wanna—”


    “—Nobody asked, little brother.”


    Heide whipped a flute out of her sleeve and blew sharply into it.


    Klaus was fast, but not even he could outrun sound. As soon as Heide’s flute music reached his ears, he was assaulted by a wave of dizziness and crumpled to all fours. The feast he just ate very nearly came back up the way it went down.


    “I’m not as nice as Father, you know. I’m going to micromanage your entire life.” Heide looked down at Klaus’s overpowered frame with delight and took a step toward him. “Now then, brainless brother. Let’s start by making sure you understand who’s in charge here.”


    “~~~~~~~~~~~!!”


    When Heide planted a foot on his back, Klaus felt a surge of instinctive, primal fear.


       


    Klaus was still far from being a proper member of society, but his habits started gradually improving. He changed his clothes every day, took baths, brushed his teeth, slept in an actual bed, and even learned how to cook and clean in order to take care of Heide.


    After completing his daily training with Guido, he spent the rest of his day carrying out Heide’s orders. Heide’s standards were high, and she refused to let him cut corners in his housework until he was as good as any professional. Guido and Veronika were up to their eyeballs in work, so they more or less signed off on it. “Hey, if Heide’s looking after you, more power to her.” “It warms my heart to see you two getting along so well.” Thus, there was nobody to stop her tyranny.


    During that period, one truth was etched deeper into Klaus’s heart than any other: Little brothers can’t defy their big sisters.


    That was what Klaus’s life looked like at ages ten, eleven, and twelve.


    The road to becoming an elite spy was a long and arduous one.

  

  
    

    Memory Flamefanner


    Klaus would never forget his shock when he first arrived at Heat Haze Palace.


    After telling him, “This is where you’re gonna live from now on,” Guido took him to a stately manor that felt like it was from a completely different world than the world he’d always lived in. The building practically glittered in the morning light. When Klaus went inside, he was so preoccupied staring up at the high ceilings that he nearly tripped and fell over from how soft the carpets were. He felt like a fish out of water.


    Most shocking of all, though, was the naked girl in the living room.


    “What’s the deal with the brat?”


    The girl, who was startlingly pale and standing nude before a canvas with a paintbrush in hand, shot a scowl over at Klaus. She seemed completely out of place in this elegant manor.


    Guido buried his face in his hands and sighed. “Put on some clothes.”


    “Come now, Father. Nude figure drawings are fundamental to painting.”


    “Wearing clothes is fundamental to modern society.”


    It appeared she was using a mirror to paint a naked portrait of herself.


    The girl set down her brush and offered Klaus her hand.


    “I’m your senior here, and I’ve been living here for much, much longer than you have.”


    Klaus distinctly remembered being taken back by her haughtiness.


    “As such, you’re to respect me. And my orders are to be obeyed, no questions asked.”


    In the end, those two sentences did a pretty good job summing up Klaus and Heide’s relationship as a whole.
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    After doing as Heide ordered—cleaning, cooking, massaging her, and running errands—Klaus stared up vacantly at the ceiling in the main hall. His body felt like a ton of bricks. His elder sister didn’t care if it was the dead of night; if she had a demand, she was perfectly happy to wake him up. She said she was “building up his foundational spy skills,” but he knew full well that she was simply being selfish.


    It was thanks to her that he was slowly increasing his knowledge of how to operate in society, but that didn’t mean he had to be grateful.


    “Hey, Master.”


    When Guido happened to pass by, Klaus shot him a question.


    “How long has that selfish girl been here?”


    Guido could pick up enough to translate. “…You’re asking when Heide joined Inferno?”


    By the sound of things, Heide had been using her longer tenure at Heat Haze Palace as the justification to lord over Klaus. That much was evident from how she smugly referred to herself as his senior.


    Guido scratched his head apologetically. “Oh yeah, guess I never told you.”


    “Hmm?”


    “Heide got here the day before I scouted you.”


       


    That day marked Klaus and Heide’s thirteenth big fight.


    After Guido revealed the truth, Klaus stormed straight into Heide’s room. Heide was engrossed in her painting, and with a bellow of “YOU’RE NO SENIOR!” Klaus obliterated her canvas with his crowbar. His complaint was legitimate, but his actions very reasonably drove Heide into a rage as well.


    “Have you no respect for the arts?!”


    “SHUT UUUUUUUUUUUUP!!!”


    “Why, you feral little mongrel! Hold still so I can beat some culture into you!”


    “You don’t get to talk, Naked Girl!”


    Their angry shouts echoed through the manor for some time, only to be followed by the sound of windows shattering and walls splintering. That, and the sound of desks, beds, and other furniture flying through the window and landing outside.


    Throughout all the uproar, Veronika happily sipped her tea.


    “You know, Guido, while I’m glad things are so lively around here,” she said, scanning over some work documents as she enjoyed her refreshments, “I’m wondering if we need to lay down some ground rules.”


    “Yeah, like, now. Before the building collapses.”


    From that day on, Heat Haze Palace was subject to a set of Communal Living Rules.


    Klaus had no idea that those rules, which would go on to bind Heat Haze Palace’s residents for years to come, had all started because of his and Heide’s fighting.

  

  
    

    Chapter 2 Bonfire (Frontside) II


    The Din Republic was deliberating on a horrific change to its laws.


    Politicians central to the government’s operation like the Minister of Commerce and the Vice-Minister of Health and Welfare had been summoned to a room in the Parliament building. Senator Sohm Müller was a member of the Committee on Finance, and he was the one who’d called in the heads of the relevant agencies in order to build consensus for his proposed reform bill.


    For Vice-Minister of Health and Welfare Uwe Appel, though, the meeting came like a bolt from the blue. It was an ambush in all but name. Sohm Müller had already consulted with bureaucrats and the Minister of Commerce about his proposal and gotten them to unofficially sign off on it. The pencil pushers had quietly gotten started laying the groundwork for its rollout. Now they were doing little more than approving it ex post facto. However, it was Uwe’s first time seeing the bill, and he was indignant.


    “This is an outrage!” he bellowed, pounding the table. “The fact that we’re even discussing it is a black mark against our nation! Did you learn nothing from the tragedy of Salce Village?!”


    “The only person unable to learn here is you, Senator Appel.”


    In contrast, Sohm Müller was calm and collected. At forty-three, he was young for a senator, but he went on, uncowed by the veteran politician’s outburst.


    “Platitudes alone cannot save the Republic. Our job as statesmen isn’t to curry favor with the public. It’s to do what’s best for the country, even if we’re criticized for doing so. Wouldn’t you agree?”


    He tapped the document laying out his proposal.


    “We have to make the hard choices. As politicians, sometimes that means choosing who we’re going to save.”
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    The world was awash in pain.


    Three years had passed since the Great War’s end, and the Din Republic was still dealing with the turmoil left over from the Galgad Empire’s invasion. They’d managed to crack down on the gangs that had run rampant through the city just after the war, but their financial situation had yet to recover. Many smaller towns had been burned down, leading their residents to abandon them in droves, move into cities, and make urban congestion and unrest even worse. Meanwhile, the agricultural communities that had suffered the most losses in the war were having the opposite problem. Too many of the able-bodied adults who formed the backbone of their economies had died or moved, leaving them without enough workers to go around.


    With the future an unpredictable mess, the nation’s politicians had their work cut out for them. They spent days on end arguing over how to allocate what little budget they had. Much like any country, there were unscrupulous senators who wanted nothing more than to line their own pockets, but their homeland was in such a crisis that even their hearts ached enough to use their powers of eloquence for the common good.


    And whenever politicians were hard at work, spies were never far behind.
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    In the Din Republic spy unit Inferno’s port city headquarters, a fierce battle was unfolding.


    A pair of fighters clashed in the courtyard.


    One was a tall man holding a wooden sword in one hand. His name was “Torchlight” Guido. His arms and legs were as long as a stick bug’s, and he wielded the sword taking full advantage of his reach.


    “Too slow by half!”


    “Rgh! This is bullshit!”


    The other, diligently jabbing away at him, was “Bonfire” Klaus. He was currently thirteen. With his well-used crowbar from his orphan days in hand, he fervently parried Guido’s strikes.


    It was their standard training routine.


    Klaus always used to ditch his training when he first got to Heat Haze Palace, but now he took it seriously. The change had come from watching Guido take down the gangster Pestilence, and witnessing Guido’s devastating might was a memory he would not soon forget.


    However, he was still nowhere close to being Guido’s equal, and he soon found himself hurtling through the air.


    “…………………”


    “All right, let’s call it there for today.”


    Klaus looked up, and Guido shot him a triumphant smile before walking away.


    Klaus immediately tried to hurry after him. “Wait, I can still—”


    “Hop to it, little brother. My stomach has been growling for ages.”


    The moment Klaus took off, though, someone kicked him from behind.


    It was a girl whose hair and skin, so pale they seemed translucent, made her seem almost unreal. She was “Flamefanner” Heide, age seventeen. She was wearing pajamas, having just woken up, and she gave Klaus a glare. “I’m in the mood for eggs. Whip some up on the double.”


    “Just make them yourself for once.”


    “You’re really going to give orders to your big sister when she was out late last night working? Oh, and make enough for Mother, too.”


    Heide left no room for discussion, and she left once she was done unilaterally laying down her command.


    Klaus clenched his fists tightly, but in the end, he relented and headed for the kitchen.


       


    Having finished giving his morning lessons, Guido was greeted by an unexpected face when he made his way back to the main hall.


    It was “Hearth” Veronika. She was smiling from ear to ear.


    “Klaus has been improving a lot lately, hasn’t he?”


    “Didn’t know you were back, Boss.”


    She must have stayed hidden when she returned so as not to interrupt Guido and Klaus’s training. From the sound of it, she’d been watching them spar. It was just the kind of mischievous trick she liked to play.


    Hearth had been out of the country on a mission until just the day prior. Some Galgad spies had kidnapped the daughter of the president of a Din newspaper, and the situation had been so urgent that Hearth had personally led the rest of Inferno to go rescue the girl.


    Guido had returned to Din afterward as part of the group ensuring the girl’s safe return, but Veronika had kept some of the other members behind to figure out what the enemy agents had been after.


    Her expression was grave. “There’s been an unexpected development in the kidnapping case. It was Lukas who tracked it down. Apparently, it was the Galgad Ministry of the Army that demanded they manipulate our newspaper.”


    “For real?”


    “Yes, and the order came straight from the cabinet minister’s office. They caught wind of a strange rumor.” A weak smile spread across Veronika’s face. “They heard that the Din Republic was secretly developing inhumane weapons.”


    “What? That’s news to me.”


    “Exactly, and if we don’t know about it, it can’t possibly be true. Someone deliberately fed them false information to make them target the Republic. It’s almost as though they were trying to keep Galgad distracted from something else entirely.”


    The Foreign Intelligence Office kept a close eye on the government, the military, and their intelligence units. To get around that, Galgad had gone after a civilian “intelligence unit”—that was to say, a newspaper—that fell outside the Foreign Intelligence Office’s umbrella and flooded it with spies in an attempt to uncover Din’s dark secrets. However, they’d gone about it so hastily that their efforts had been exposed and their agents were captured one after another. The kidnapping was their desperate, last-ditch effort. Lukas had figured it all out.


    Veronika went on. “Would you mind heading to Galgad tomorrow? I want you to find out who’s pulling the strings.”


    “You got it, Boss. I have a suggestion, though.” After a short nod, he spoke. “I want to take my idiot pupil along.”


    “Who, Klaus? I know we’ve been letting him go on missions, but never such a long—”


    Right as Veronika frowned, the door to the main hall swung open.


    Klaus came in carrying a large tray. “I made food,” he said grumpily.


    “Why, thank you.”


    Veronika took the tray, set it down on the table, and dug in. There was toast, egg salad, and a soup he must have started working on the day prior. There was even a napkin, meaning that it was doubtless Heide who’d put him up to it.


    After taking a sip of the soup, Veronika’s eyes went wide. “…This is delicious! You really made this yourself?”


    “Hm. Glad it’s good,” Klaus said with a nod. His face wasn’t particularly expressive, but he seemed a bit bashful.


    That was when Heide called over in exasperation from the dining room. “Come on now, Mother. You mustn’t spoil him. His prep work was sloppy, and it gave the soup an unpleasant, meaty aftertaste. This simply isn’t up to par.”


    She made sure to talk loudly enough that everyone could hear.


    Guido found her comment appalling, given that she’d eaten everything Klaus served her. “Anyone ever tell you how to say ‘thank you’?” He turned to Veronika. “But honestly, that there’s the reason.”


    “Hm…?”


    “Klaus learns by doing.”


    Klaus had grown up dramatically over the past year.


    In no small part thanks to Heide’s tough love, he’d all but reformed his previously feral lifestyle and learned how to cook, clean, and do all sorts of other chores. Even his terrible language skills were improving.


    Now Heide and Klaus had spent the whole time fighting every chance they got—“I don’t wanna!” “A big sister’s orders are absolute!”—but still, progress was progress.


    “He’s done a bunch of cooking, and now he can re-create just about anything he tries. The kid sucks up information like a sponge. It’s the same with Wille and Heide—they’re masters at going off their gut.”


    “…I see what you’re saying. I wonder if his clumsiness with words forced him to sharpen his intuition in other ways.”


    “I say we spend a year or two sticking Klaus all the way in the deep end. It’ll be good training for him.”


    Klaus had gone on a handful of missions, but it wasn’t enough. What he needed was round-the-clock immersion the way he’d picked up domestic skills by following Heide’s orders twenty-four seven.


    Guido was confident in his assessment, which is why he’d taken his proposal to the boss.


       


    “That’s off the table.”


       


    What he got back, though, was a harsh rejection.


    Veronika gave him an intense, pointed stare. “All things have an order to them. What you’re suggesting would be brutal on a thirteen-year-old.”


    “Look, this is no time to be going soft on—”


    “Just being brutal would be soft.”


    The sheer conviction in Veronika’s voice took Guido’s breath away.


    The warmth on her face she’d had when complimenting Klaus’s cooking just moments ago was gone, replaced with the cold sharpness of a spy.


    After a beat, though, her expression softened like she was laughing at herself.


    “Just kidding.”


    “Sure didn’t sound like you were joking, Boss.”


    “All I’m saying is: Klaus isn’t ready to get sent out into the world. There’s a technique he needs to pick up as quickly as possible first.”


    “What’s that?”


    “How to not die.”


    At that point, Guido finally realized what she was getting at. “Ah,” he said. “Now that you mention it, she is getting back soon, isn’t she?”


    That evening, one of Inferno’s members was scheduled to return from abroad. The whole plan was for her and Guido to basically swap places in and out of the country.


    “Our very own ‘immortal’ granny.”


    Guido had taught Klaus how to neutralize his opponents as efficiently as possible, but he’d kept the self-defense training to just the basics. When it came to learning how to not die, there was no teacher more qualified than that old woman who’d survived more firefights than anyone could count.


    That said, Guido’s smile turned strained when he thought back to the way she’d trained people before. Aside from him and Veronika, every last member of Inferno had ended up fleeing her.


    “Yeah, brutal is too soft a word for her.”


    On hearing Guido’s murmur, Veronika smiled impishly. “Isn’t it just?”
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    At ages eleven, twelve, and thirteen, Klaus often took afternoon catnaps.


    He spent his days undergoing intense training with Guido, and whenever there was downtime, Heide would constantly pester him with selfish demands. “Sweep the manor.” “Go make dinner.” “Give me a massage.” Then, when night fell, Guido often woke him up out of nowhere and dragged him off on missions. Klaus existed in a state of constant exhaustion.


    Rather than his own room, he often took his naps in the main hall, right underneath its big grandfather clock.


    For whatever reason, that was where he felt the most comfortable.


    That day, after he finished canning some food on Heide’s orders, Klaus took a nap as per usual. The soft light streamed in as he lay there motionless.


    “……………I’m sorry.”


    Suddenly, someone came in and murmured something. Whoever it was patted Klaus’s head. It sounded like they’d been crying.


    Klaus very nearly woke up, but the warmth from their hand was so pleasant that it lulled him right back into a deep sleep.
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    When Klaus woke up, he sensed someone sitting on the sofa across from him.


    The room stank of alcohol and cigarettes. Someone was lounging there.


    “These are some mighty fine snacks. That kid Heide didn’t make these, I can tell you that.”


    The old lady was munching away on the oil-pickled mushrooms and sun-dried tomatoes Klaus had just finished making. The bottles he’d been preserving them in were already more than half-empty. She was dressed casually in jeans and a tank top and clutching a bottle of booze.


    The streaks of white in her hair and wrinkles on her face revealed her age. However, it wasn’t every day you saw someone that old with her arms that jacked. Her muscles were so thick they were like a suit of armor. She was also sitting straight up with core strength that similarly belied her years.


    When Klaus sat up, the woman grinned at him. “Ah, Little Klaus. You’re up.”


    “Hmm?”


    “Got any more of these snacks kicking around? You’ve got a knack for making them.”


    Klaus rubbed his bleary eyes. “Don’t wanna.”


    He shook his head.


    “You’re, uh…Gerde? Don’t wanna deal with this.”


    He did at least know who she was. She was “Firewalker” Gerde, a veteran spy who’d once served as Inferno’s boss.


    Klaus wasn’t particularly close with her, and he immediately went to leave. The way she’d snatched away the food he’d just made had annoyed him.


    “You keep on like that and you’re dead, sonny,” Gerde called after him.


    “Huh?”


    “The boss is right. Kids like you always die quick. Dunno what the hell Guido’s been teaching you.”


    “………”


    He stopped in his tracks.


    By that point, Klaus had long since thought of Guido as a mentor. He wasn’t always happy about it, but Guido possessed strength far beyond his, and Klaus held him in admiration. He wasn’t about to sit back and let Guido get bad-mouthed.


    A heat rose up in his belly.


    Still sitting on the sofa, Gerde crooked her finger. “Come at me.”


    Klaus was moving before the words left her mouth.


    He’d killed many spies, and agents across the world were coming to fear the name Crowbar. He fired off a roundhouse kick, not holding back in the slightest against his elderly foe.


    However, Gerde snatched Klaus’s leg out of the air like it was nothing. She didn’t even need to stand up. Still seated on the sofa, she hoisted Klaus up and tossed him on the ground.


    When he tried to stand up, he found her bottle pressed against his throat.


    “You just died.”


    “…………!”


    “Right, and that Pestilence fellow nearly got you, too, so that makes this your second time.”


    The reminder made him bite down hard on his lip. The fear and humiliation he’d felt still lingered in him.


    Gerde took an amused swig. “Don’t you worry. That girl put you in my hands. ‘Teach that boy what you know,’ she said. And that’s fine by me. You’re about to get immortality training from the mighty Firewalker herself.”


    “Immortality?”


    “It’ll make you stronger, you bet your bottom. That punk Guido won’t know what hit him.”


    That earned a reaction out of Klaus.


    Most of her words had gone in one ear and out the other, but the notion of getting stronger than Guido piqued his interest.


    “Really?”


    “Course. In all my days, I’ve never once told a lie.”


    “…Okay. Please train me.”


    “That’s what I like to hear,” Gerde replied with a grin, then raised her booze to her lips and drank the rest down. That much alcohol would have knocked out the average person, but she didn’t even seem affected. She tossed the bottle aside and rose to her feet.


    Seeing her now in full, Klaus shuddered.


    This woman isn’t normal…


    No matter how hard he stared, he just couldn’t wrap his head around it. Her muscles were bulging. That shouldn’t have been possible for someone her age, much less a woman. Everything from her upper arms on down to her thighs was pulsing and stunning Klaus into submission.


    “Up and at ’em, Little Klaus! We’re going to build you a body so immortal you’ll be fighting into your sixties!”


    With that, Firewalker, the sniper hailed as immortal, launched into one of her training sessions from hell.
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    What, specifically, did Gerde make Klaus do?


    Sadly, Klaus didn’t remember any of the details.


    He vaguely recalled groaning “I think I hate training” about an hour in. Gerde had called it “strength training,” but “torture” or “abuse” would have been more apropos. On five different occasions, Klaus pleaded with Gerde for his life. After throwing up a few times, he tried to flee Heat Haze Palace altogether, but Gerde captured him. It felt like every muscle in his body was going to tear.


    Guido, Veronika, and Heide’s reactions were as follows.


       


    “Hey, Granny G. I’m about ready to ship out, but my idiot pupil came to me in tears and begged me to take him with—”


    “Oh, go on and do your mission. He’s like a kid who can’t bear to be separated from his parents, that’s all.”


       


    “Gerde, didn’t I ban you from using gunpowder in place of an alarm clock?”


    “I’m teaching the kid some discipline. I used to do the same thing to you, and look how you turned out.”


       


    “Granny G, ma’am, I made you some sweets that should pair excellently with beer. Hee-hee.”


    “Hmm? Well damn, there’s a good girl. And hey, while I’ve got you, you can come join Little Klaus and—”


    “Please, for the love of God, let me go. Do what you want with my little brother, just spare me.”


       


    Of note, “Soot” Lukas and “Scapulimancer” Wille were out on a mission abroad at the time, and when they heard the news from Heide, they deliberately postponed their return dates.
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    After a hellish month had passed, Klaus collapsed in the main hall.


    “…This is gonna kill me before it ever makes me immortal…”


    It was his first break during that entire month.


    Right as his consciousness was growing faint, Gerde hoisted him up by the collar. “Don’t go tapping out on me in the first quarter, sonny. That was just the warm-up.”


    “What?”


    “On your feet, Little Klaus. We’ve got a mission.”


    He lacked the will or energy to resist as she dragged him off. He’d barely even gotten half a day of rest.


    “I’ll teach you the trick to immortality when we’re out in the field.”


       


    Gerde briefed him on the mission as she drove them to the site on her large motorcycle. Klaus listened intently as he sat in the back and clung to her for dear life.


    “Parliament’s talking over a proposed amendment to the law right now,” Gerde explained as they hurtled down the highway. “They wanna change Article 8 of the Mine and Factory Labor Standards Act.”


    “………?”


    “Right, you’re no good with big words. Long and short is, it’s the law that bans child labor. They’re trying to make it so kids can do the dirty, dangerous stuff.”


    “Huh…”


    “They banned whippersnappers from working in the mines some twenty years back, but the war’s left the countryside with a nasty labor shortage. They’re after any help they can get, even if that means rounding up kids.”


    Klaus cocked his head in puzzlement and gave her a noncommittal grunt.


    Gerde continued her explanation. “Senator Appel’s fighting back as best he can, but the odds ain’t with him. There are some deep pockets behind the push. Their excuse is ‘we gotta do whatever it takes to get the nation out of its slump.’”


    “………”


    “But there’s some ugly rumors floating around ’bout Sohm Müller, the fellow spearheading the reform efforts.”


    She lowered her voice as she went on.


    Sohm was in his midforties, which was young for a senator. He was conservative, knowledgeable about all things finance, and cozy with the business community. The man favored policies that supported them, which frequently put him at odds with Senator Appel and his left-wing desire to reform Din’s existing welfare institutions.


    “Witnesses say he’s been spending his nights meeting in secret with foreigners. And for the last two months, his associates have been dropping like flies. The Foreign Intelligence Officer we sent in to act as his secretary last week got killed, too. Veronika had to pick up the mission on short notice.”


    All told, five people were dead. The targets had all been close to Sohm, and the killer’s motives were unclear.


    Knowing they needed to prevent any more casualties, Veronika had suggested they temporarily halt their investigation. And whenever their comrades deemed a mission impossible, that was when Inferno came in.


    “Our job’s to figure out where the senator’s head is at.”


    “……………………’Kay.”


    When Gerde wrapped up her explanation, Klaus gave her a reply just as noncommittal as the last.


    It was in those moments that Gerde made a crucial error, but by the time she discovered that, it would already be too late.


       


    Gerde brought them to a stop in an industrial zone near the capital.


    Plumes of dark smoke rose into the sky from the dozens of factories sitting alongside the vast river. It was the largest industrial zone in the country, and people sometimes called it the national workshop. The Galgad Empire had planned to use the factories as is during their occupation of Din, so the region had suffered little damage in the war.


    It was there that the Din Republic produced the many industrial parts, textiles, chemicals, automobile components, foodstuffs, and other manufactured goods they exported around the world. It was nothing less than the backbone of the Din economy.


    Gerde hid her motorcycle and ordered Klaus to take care not to let anyone spot him. Then she headed for an automobile parts factory. They were making engine components, and the air was thick with the smell of oil.


    Inside, there were loads of workers in uniforms. That, and a man dressed in a suit walking around the factory floor and making the workers bow to him.


    “That there, that’s Rodan Mock. A big-shot industrialist who owns a whole swath of the factories here. He’s one of the ones backing Sohm Müller’s reform bill.”


    She explained that he was the president of a car company so big even Klaus had heard of it.


    “Senator Müller’s got a hearing scheduled tonight with Mock and his rich pals. The fifth victim was a businessman who was real chummy with Mock. He’ll be worth keeping an eye on.”


    Gerde made herself fully undetectable and settled in to observe Rodan.


    Rodan was a man so portly one felt bad for his suit’s buttons. After shouting at a few of the factory workers, he moved on. It looked like he was conducting an inspection.


    Klaus and Gerde hid behind walls and corners and followed him into the factory.


    Components appearing to be engine parts rolled by on conveyor belts with groups of workers sandwiched between the belts as they assembled them. The factory floor was big enough to fit twenty tennis courts, and the same thing was going on all across its span.


    “That’s a lot of workers,” Klaus murmured from his hiding spot behind a piece of heavy machinery.


    “Lotsa folks in the city lost their jobs. But things are different out in the sticks. And the mines have it worst of all,” Gerde said sadly. “Still, that reform they’re trying to push ain’t right. ’Specially after that tragedy six years back.”


    “Hmm?”


    “There’s this little village down south called Salce, see, and they had a bunch of kiddos secretly working in the mines. No one found out till fourteen of them died in a bedrock collapse. It was grim stuff, I tell you. Even the ones who lived got pneumonia and had their faces crushed by the falling rocks.”


    She let out a long sigh.


    “That’s why I have to assume there’s something shady going on with those proposed—”


    “There.”


    “What’s that, now?”


    “Those guys are Mouzaia spies.” Klaus pointed.


    Across the way, a group of people in suits called over to Rodan as he carried out his inspection, and they all exchanged smiles and pleasantries. There were five of them, all men.


    By all accounts, they looked like regular old professional colleagues of his. They grinned as they observed the factory, with Rodan proudly showing them around.


    “What makes you say that?” Gerde asked, to which Klaus replied, “A hunch.”


    “…Fair enough. Well, we’ll hold tight for now. If they are spies, then eventually Senator Müller will—”


    That there was Gerde’s big mistake.


    Her problem was that she didn’t understand Klaus’s personality. It was hard to blame her, as the two of them didn’t interact much.


    Since joining Inferno, the only skills Klaus had developed were fighting and cooking. In other words, he was still a complete novice when it came to their trade.


    Actually, it was worse than that—Klaus had no interest whatsoever in espionage.


    On some level, Gerde had picked up on that, but she’d underestimated the sheer extent to which it was true.


    “I’ll go beat them up.”


    Klaus took off like a shot.


    Enemies were for hitting. That solved basically any problem. For Klaus, that was as far as his understanding of missions went. Everything past that was just noise.


    At no point had he listened to a word Gerde said. He didn’t care one bit about child laborers or senators.


    With crowbar in hand, Klaus dashed out from behind the machine and made a beeline for Rodan Mock.


    “Get back here, numbskull!”


    Gerde’s attempt to stop him was too late. Klaus had rushed off so suddenly she didn’t have time to react. He’d already raised his crowbar aloft and engaged Rodan’s associates. They started out by feigning panic the way civilians would, but when they saw what Klaus was holding, they realized who he was.


    Crowbar—the Din spy named for his weapon of choice—was someone that the global intelligence community was already starting to fear.


    Just as Klaus had predicted, the men were spies working for the United States of Mouzaia’s JJJ intelligence agency, sometimes known as the Triple Jack. They drew their pistols and promptly opened fire on their boy opponent.


    These were skilled foes, and Klaus had to momentarily devote his full attention to evading their bullets. The factory workers screamed as gunshots echoed through the building. Everyone went into panic mode. Some of them tried to flee the premises, while others just cowered in place. Someone hit the emergency shutoff for the conveyor belts, and machine parts tumbled off it and shattered when they hit the ground.


    “…The hell has Guido been teaching that kid? I’m gonna have to give him an earful later.”


    Gerde sighed as she surveyed the spreading chaos.


    Then she quietly licked her lips.


    “But first—time to light up those fools who thought they could endanger our country.”


    From out of her trousers, she drew a disassembled rifle. It was a one-of-a-kind model designed so that she could hide it down her leg and put it together with ease.


    What Gerde did next transcended what it meant to be a sniper. Sure, she could hit a target from half a mile away, but that was only a fraction of what she was capable of.


    No, “Firewalker” Gerde preferred to take her firefights up close and personal.


    As long as she moved faster than her enemies’ bullets, she would never get hit. That was the logic, the kind no sane person would ever arrive at, that had inspired her footwork. It was a series of rapid stops and starts. By using radical speed changes to move about as she pleased, she could stop her foes from being able to draw a bead on her.


    At present, the five JJJ spies had Klaus on the back foot. They’d repositioned themselves to take factory workers who hadn’t escaped in time and use them as human shields. After taking the Din civilians hostage, they’d gone back to showering Klaus with bullets.


    Gerde’s bellow echoed through the factory.


    “Don’t move an inch, Little Klaus!!”


    All five men took aim at her, and Gerde took off in a majestic dash.


    What happened next had to be seen to be believed.


    The five agents fired, yet all their bullets whizzed harmlessly past and left Gerde untouched. It was like magic. She was moving so impossibly fast that it looked like she was teleporting from one spot to the next.


    The five men were spread out all across the floor, yet just a single second later, they keeled over backward in near-perfect unison.


    Their human shields had been worthless. Gerde’s bullets had pierced each of the five spies’ shoulders clean through.
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    All the spies Klaus had pursued were down for the count.


    After Gerde shot out their shoulders and left them powerless, Klaus had gone and beaten them senseless. He’d tried to finish them off, but backed down after Gerde glared at him.


    He swung his crowbar to shake off the blood, then wiped off the rest on Rodan’s expensive suit as the man trembled in fear. He exhaled. “There, all done.”


    The whole thing had been settled with little fuss.


    Now all there was left to do was interrogate the men to find out what they were scheming.


    “Is that what immortality is, Granny G?” Klaus asked, smiling at Gerde as she walked over. “Taking people out before they have a chance to do—”


    He froze midsentence.


    His cheek stung. Without warning, Gerde had slapped him across the face.


    “Huh…?”


    “You think this is a game, sonny?!” Klaus stared in blank confusion as Gerde grabbed him by the collar and screamed in his face. “You just took the very people we need to protect and put ’em right in harm’s way!!”


    Behind her, he could see the factory workers huddled in terror. Even though the firefight was over, they were still trembling. Some of them were praying, while others—full-grown adults—were sobbing their eyes out.


    The sudden firefight had shaken them to their cores.


    “The war’s only been over three short years. You have any pissing idea how much anguish they felt hearing those gunshots?”


    “………”


    There was nothing Klaus could say.


    Gerde dumped him on the ground. “You listen here, and you listen good. Immortality ain’t about having flesh of steel or some sixth sense for danger.”


    “Huh…?”


    “If you don’t get that, then you’ve got one foot in the grave already. On missions, amateurs like you are worse than dead weight.”


    Klaus fell on his backside, and Gerde silently glared down at him. She then turned around, grabbed one of the unconscious spies, and left the factory.


    Her body language was making it clear that she didn’t want Klaus to follow her.


    Klaus bit down on his lip. He could tell that he’d just been scolded, but he didn’t understand any of what she’d said. Was she mad at him for not having been careful enough? That didn’t make sense if the secret to immortality had nothing to do with detecting danger.


    “…I don’t get it.”
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    After ditching Klaus at the factory, Gerde got to work on her own.


    Looking solely at the outcome, Klaus had pulled off an excellent maneuver. The Mouzaia spy they’d captured was the group’s leader, and he was able to fill in a lot of gaps in their knowledge.


    However, that was nothing more than results-oriented thinking. Charging in recklessly like that could have gotten civilians harmed, and if the person in charge of the spies hadn’t been present, he would have gone to ground. It would have taken them ages to figure out what was secretly going on. Klaus’s action had been unacceptably risky.


    Still, what was done was done, and interrogating the prisoner was enough to give Gerde a full picture of the situation with Senator Müller and the reform bill. That right there was nine-tenths of the mission finished.


    That evening, Gerde stopped by Sohm’s office near Parliament and waited for the man to get back. “Tell him it’s about his deal with the Mouzaians; he’ll know what that means,” she told Sohm’s secretary after barging into the meeting room.


    As she was helping herself to some tea in the well-maintained room, Sohm returned. Upon entering the meeting room and seeing Gerde, the senator’s eyes went wide. “And who might you be…?”


    “I’m Firewalker, Foreign Intelligence Office—I’m sure you’ve at least heard of the Inferno team.”


    Her first impression of Senator Müller wasn’t bad, all told. Instead of freaking out about her unannounced appearance, he simply observed her with watchful eyes.


    Sohm had a beard and features dignified enough to do justice to his station. He must have trimmed his beard and mustache daily, as even with night starting to fall there wasn’t a hair out of place. He clearly worked out, too. The man had all his bases covered.


    “Rumors have reached me, yes. I’m told they’re a spy team who supports the Republic from behind the scenes.” He gave her a warm smile and sat down in the chair across from her. “I had no idea they actually existed. I must say, it’s an honor to make your acquaintance.”


    “Is it, now? Awfully humble words, coming from a senator.”


    “I’m merely expressing my respect. Inferno is nothing short of a legend.”


    “Ain’t nothing worth less than the respect of a schemer. How about you drop the mask for once?” Gerde said, chuckling mockingly. “I got the full rundown. Heard all about your backdoor deal with the Mouzaians.”


    “………………”


    Sohm was silent for a long while.


    He knew there was no point in playing dumb. He simply stared at Gerde’s face as though trying to get her measure.


    His lips parted.


    “Would you agree if I said that a politician’s job is to make hard choices?”


    “What’s that, now?”


    “Anyone can preach about ideals. ‘We should have large-scale disaster-relief plans.’ ‘We should invest in education.’ ‘Don’t forsake the elderly.’ ‘Let’s increase welfare payouts.’ ‘Fix the roads.’ ‘Clean up the streets.’ ‘Crack down on crime.’ ‘Boost defense spending.’ ‘Protect our culture.’ Words are cheap.”


    He let out a tired sigh.


    “But there’s only so much money to go around. So they turn to us politicians to make the hard choices.”


    Gerde didn’t like it, but the man had a point.


    Much of the work politicians did involved coming up with draft budgets and using their powers of eloquence to try to shift as much money as they could in favor of the constituents who elected them. There was a limit to how much they could rack up the national debt.


    To some extent, politicians were constantly choosing who to save and who to leave behind.


    Gerde rubbed her temple. “So you came to the conclusion that—”


    “If we lift the ban on child labor, a wave of Mouzaia companies will open factories in Din. They brought me the offer in secret, and I decided to take them up on it.”


    That right there was why Sohm was pushing the bill so actively. He was a knowledgeable man when it came to matters of finance, and after consulting with experts, he’d determined that it would take decades before Din’s economy recovered and the country was financially stable again. The problem was, the Din Republic didn’t have as robust an economy as other major countries, nor did they own any colonies. Every time a recession hit, people starved, violence broke out, and gangs ran rampant in the capital.


    Then a Mouzaia diplomat made a suggestion. If Din could offer them an inexpensive workforce—in other words, by legalizing child labor—then Mouzaia’s multinational corporations would build factories there.


    After considering the offer long and hard, Sohm ultimately accepted.


    Gerde licked her lips. “What I’m hearing sounds a lot like treason. You want to make us into a Mouzaian colony?”


    “The better our relationship with the United States is, the lower the burden will be on our national defense. We can’t let our people get massacred again the next time someone decides to invade us.”


    “I’m sure that’s how the diplomat sold it to you, yeah. Can’t imagine someone with as many rich boy buddies as you coming up with that line yourself.”


    “All I’ve ever done was try to put our nation in the best position possible. There are a lot of benefits to being under the United States’ protection.”


    “Ha. It’s all coming clear now. Mouzaia doesn’t have any ‘colonies.’ They just go to weaker Western-Central countries and make ’em into economic colonies instead.”


    “It’s not like we’d be their slaves or anything. Right now, creating jobs is a top priority for us.”


    “And that means you can just throw children under the bus?!”


    “This is a crisis. Do you have any idea how many orphans are falling into gangs right now because they don’t have any work prospects?! Clinging to empty platitudes does nothing but make the situation worse. And besides, we can always revert the law once the economy bounces back.”


    Sohm’s voice rang with fervor.


       


    “As a politician, making hard choices is what I do. I’ll leave it to the history books to decide if I made the right ones.”


       


    There was a fire burning in his eyes.


    Sohm had determined that this was the right course of action, and he was determined to see it through. He’d abandoned all ideals in the pursuit of pragmatism.


    When he went on, his voice was low and frail. “I have no illusions about being a saint. I’ve done some awful things to help this country thrive. This isn’t the first time I’ve trampled on the rights of children. When I die, there aren’t going to be any pearly gates waiting.”


    Glimmers of grief and guilt flickered in his eyes, yet even so, he’d steeled himself to do what he believed he had to.


    Gerde covered her face with her hand.


    This wasn’t her problem to meddle with.


    At present, she was in danger of overstepping her mandate. Foreign politicians were one thing, but pressuring her own nation’s representatives was a line she couldn’t cross. Threatening a legitimately elected official and secretly forcing their hand on her own volition would go against the core principles of democracy. All she could do was report what she’d found to her superiors and let the Cabinet Office decide how to proceed.


    “…You think your bill will go through?”


    “I do. It won’t be long before it gets cabinet approval. There are a lot of powerful businessmen backing it, and they have hundreds of thousands of people who work for them. That’s too many voters to simply ignore.”


    “Those greedy suits are always hungry for cheap workers, so it’s no wonder they jumped on board. They’ve got no idea they’re about to get run over by big Mouzaia corporations, do they?”


    “It is a shame we had to pull the wool over their eyes.”


    The reason Rodan Mock had been showing those spies around his factory that afternoon was because he’d been misled into thinking they were Mouzaia business executives. He had no idea they were there to scope out their competition.


    The way things were going, the reform bill might really get passed.


    Gerde shook her head. “All right, look. I’ve been doing this for a long time, so at least let me lay out my perspective.”


    “Oh?”


    “As a spy, I’ve made my share of cruel decisions. Leaving people to die, that’s part of the job. But you only cut people loose once you’ve thought through all the other options first. It always leaves a stain. If you think those people you abandoned will just up and disappear, you’re dead wrong.”


    “…These are necessary sacrifices.”


    Sohm bit down on his lip in distress. The look on his face was saying that he knew that.


    However, Gerde doubted that he actually understood.


    “Your associates who’ve been getting murdered. You know anything about that?”


    “What?” Sohm’s eyes went wide. “I find the whole thing terrifying, of course, but what does that have to do with anything?”


    Sohm cocked his head in confusion, and Gerde was filled with the urge to give him a swift kick in the rump.


    If Sohm knew what was going on, it would have made Gerde’s job infinitely easier. The problem was, he was just as in the dark as her. The spy she’d interrogated hadn’t known anything, either.


    Not only was there an emergency, nobody even realized what was happening.


    Oh, this is an ugly piece of work…


    It was enough to put even a veteran spy like her on edge.


    Dammit, Veronika. Hell of a mission you chose to dump in my lap!


    Much as she wanted to rip Veronika a new one, swearing at her wasn’t going to accomplish anything.


    The wheels were already in motion.


    Those who’d been abandoned were fighting back.
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    Klaus wandered around on his own as the sun set on the industrial zone.


    Gerde had ditched him, but she hadn’t left him with any way to get home. He didn’t have any money. All he could do was kill time until she came back for him. He trudged along, frustration surging with every step.


    His instructions from Gerde were to “cool off his head,” but he was more irritated than ever.


    To be perfectly frank, he was sulking.


    Doing his best and getting yelled at anyway filled him with anger that he lacked an outlet for.


    …I don’t get it. I mean, I’m a kid, too… So that makes this child labor…


    After finding a suitable factory, he grabbed an exposed pipe and clambered up onto the roof. Higher and higher he went. He leaped deftly from pipe to pipe, then roof to roof, then smokestack to smokestack before finally reaching the tallest smokestack in the industrial zone.


    There was a long string of factories lined up alongside the wide, gently winding river. A burst of smoke or flames occasionally rose from a smokestack into the evening sky. The constant dull rumble of metal scraping against metal made the entire zone feel almost like a massive living creature.


    If the zone was a creature, he supposed that would make the droves of humans scuttling around its cells.


    Why should I have to protect them?


    He looked down at the workers rushing about every which way.


    A faint rage bubbled up inside him.


    Not like those grown-ups ever protected me…


    Over the past months and years, he’d come to understand the situation he’d been left in after the war. The adults had all fled, leaving him behind to fight for his life in a town occupied by the Empire. So he fought, sharing his food with the other children there.


    Not once had anyone ever defended him.


    Pangs of anguish and desolation stabbed at his heart.


    What even is a spy?


    None of it sat right with him.


    He’d gotten dragged into joining Inferno, the best spy team in the nation, but Klaus himself had no particular reason to dedicate himself to his country.


    So what if they change the laws? Not like it matters to me…


    He let out a loud, feral howl.


    Then, having gotten that out of his system, he descended back to ground level and returned to the automobile factory where he’d fought the spies to wait for Gerde to pick him up.


    For obvious reasons, the factory wasn’t operating, but instead of leaving, the workers were hanging around outside. They’d already seen his face anyway, so Klaus walked right on past them. When he did, a middle-aged woman called over to him. “Hey there.”


    “Huh?”


    “You’re the kid who was in the shootout this afternoon, right? Want to come sit with us?”


    The woman beckoned him over to a grassy spot beside the factory where a group of five women was sitting on the ground. Their ages ranged from twentysomething to fiftysomething, but they were all wearing the same work outfit and happily enjoying food together.


    “We’ve got to get back on the assembly line tonight, so we’re taking a minute to get some food in our bellies. What do you say?”


    In their hands, the women were holding big hunks of rye bread.


    Klaus’s stomach was too empty to resist the temptation. He gave them a small nod, and after a string of quick lies—“I’m the son of one of the factory’s investors.” “I came here to help out this afternoon when I saw those guys pull out guns.” “I was so scared!” “You saw me run toward them? You must be imagining things.”—he went and joined the circle.


    As he munched away at the bread, a thought sprang to Klaus’s lips. “You work nights, too? Wow.”


    “Well, you know. Money’s tight.” The woman who’d invited him over smiled sadly. “And everyone’s poor, so it’s not like we’re in any position to complain.”


    “Huh. Do your husbands not work?”


    “They got killed in the war. It’s something we all have in common here.”


    Klaus hadn’t seen that answer coming, and it shut him right up.


    The women let out tired laughs. “Don’t worry about it. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t still hurt, but we’ve made our peace with things.”


    “I used to have a kid about your age, you know,” another added. “But I lost him in the bombings…”


    “They blasted my tiny hometown full of poison gas,” said a third. “Took out my whole family in one go.”


    A fourth woman nodded. “Even the people who survived the war didn’t get off easy. That was when we turned on each other. Lot of folks got killed by gangsters over food.”


    All the women shared their stories.


    They’d suffered through all sorts of horrors during the war. Fleeing to safety had taken everything they had, and when they lost their families along the way, they sank into despair. Some of them had been left deaf by the bombings. Others still couldn’t sleep at night without the light on. So many people had lost their jobs, and the ones who’d found work there at the factory were the lucky ones. None of them had gotten a chance to properly grieve for their dead children and parents, but even so, they went in every day and put together the parts that rolled by on the conveyor belts. It was the only way they could keep food on their plates.


    “…………………”


    Klaus was left speechless. All he could do was stare back at them.


    There was one thing that didn’t make sense to him. Those women had been talking about all the suffering they’d endured, yet they each wore faint smiles.


    “How can you stand it?” he asked.


    “Hmm?”


    “Working day and night. Aren’t you mad? Doesn’t it suck?”


    “Of course it sucks. I’m exhausted all the time.” The woman gave her answer without even pausing to think. “But everyone has to deal with things that suck. What option do we have other than pushing through and trying to make the world a better place?”


    Hearing those words with that smile made Klaus’s own face go hot. He didn’t like having his question turned back on him, and he hung his head. He felt as embarrassed as that time Heide saw him drop a plate.


    He wanted to hear more of what the women had to say, but when he opened his mouth to reply, he felt something stir in his chest. His heart was pounding harder and harder. An impulse was rising up from deep within him and trying to drive him to action. His instincts were razor-sharp, and they were warning him of danger.


    He crammed the last of his bread into his mouth and stood up. “I gotta go.”


    “You do?”


    “Thanks for the bread. Sorry about leaving. Got a bad feeling.”


    After clumsily yet determinedly piecing together his goodbye, Klaus took off at a dash.
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    The killer grew up in a small town in southern Din called Salce Village.


    Its primary industries were mining and forestry. Migrant workers flocked there during the Industrial Revolution to transport coal to the capital, but as the mining output dropped, so did the village’s population. The only people who stayed were those unable to let go of the village’s former glory. Now that they’d had a taste of the good life, they refused to go back. Determined to preserve their standard of living however they could, they sent tiny children into the mines to extract what little coal there was left. The villagers were already used to having their kids help out with farming, and that, too, helped to warp their sense of right and wrong.


    The killer was born to a mother of fourteen and a father of fifteen. The two of them had worked in the mine since a young age. They’d covered their mouths with towels, but the work still left them with a terrible burning pain in their lungs. Their parents took all the money they earned. Sex was the only form of recreation they had, and nobody ever bothered teaching them about contraception.


    The killer had been aware of how twisted his psyche was since birth, but during his youth, he was able to keep himself emotionally stable. His father and mother loved him with all their hearts. They did start sending him into the mines on the day he turned nine, but neither parent nor child saw anything wrong with that.


    Then the Great War broke out, and most of the adults went off to join the army. Children began making up more than half of the mine’s remaining workforce.


    That was when the cave-in happened. It was caused by poorly planned digging. Many of the children who worked with the killer got crushed to death. The killer himself escaped with his life, though his nose was completely crushed.


    From that point on, he stopped being able to keep his broken nature in check. He lost his parents to the war. He’d just lost his village friends in an accident. The killer needed someone to focus his heartrending grief and fury on. Homicidal urges rose up in him, and after murdering a stray dog, he found that it helped dull the pain in his soul a little.


    By the time three years had passed after the war’s end, he’d gotten a job at a factory in the capital and was keeping himself stable by killing small animals now and then. One day, though, he found something that pushed him over the edge.


    FACTORY LABOR LAW AMENDMENT PROPOSED


    When he saw the headline in the newspaper, he knew what he had to do.


    Sohm Müller was the man spearheading the reform bill, and after murdering everyone associated with him, the killer was going to murder the senator himself.


    Every time he remembered the tragedy of Salce Village, his body moved all on its own. It wasn’t revenge or a desire to enact change that drove him, but rather base instinct.


    That was the moment that marked the tragic killer’s true awakening.


       


    The killer had already taken down five victims, and his target that night was Rodan Mock, one of the core players pushing the senator to see the amendment through.


    Rodan was being questioned by the local police about the shootout, and the sun had nearly set by the time he finally got back to the factory. From his perspective, the whole thing had been a senseless act of violence. What’s more, the police questioning got cut short. From what he could piece together, the Cabinet Office had pressured them into backing off.


    He still had no idea what was going on when, on his way back to his main office in the industrial zone, someone stepped out and blocked his car’s path.


    “Wh-what the hell’s your problem?!”


    Rodan slammed on the brakes, then got out and accosted the person he’d nearly run over.


    That was exactly what the young man—the killer—had been waiting for, and he pulled out a gun.


    “I have no name…,” the killer said. “…I’m just a living ghost… A ghost of Salce…”


    Rodan didn’t understand a word of it, but he could tell that the person he was dealing with was the killer he’d been hearing about. He went pale, and the killer raised his gun.


    Then, out of nowhere, a crowbar flew through the air and knocked it right out of the killer’s hand.


    The killer was unperturbed by the setback. It happened sometimes. It wasn’t the first time someone introducing themselves as a Foreign Intelligence Office agent had tried to thwart his plan, and it had never stopped him before.


    “…Why get in my way…?”


    “As thanks for the bread,” Klaus said succinctly from his position behind Rodan. “If this guy died, it’d make things harder for the ladies at the factory.”


    The newly hindered killer let out a sigh, then turned his focus toward eliminating the interloper.


    Klaus stepped forward to accept his challenge.


       


    That killer would eventually be given a name when he joined the Foreign Intelligence Office, and that name was “South Wind” Queneau. He was a prodigy, and in time, he would prove to be a key asset to the elite spy team Avian.


       


    Twilight fell on the industrial zone.


    As it did, the young “South Wind” Queneau and “Bonfire” Klaus began their battle.
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    The killer had the advantage from start to finish.


    He had four years on Klaus, and while he wasn’t nearly as bulky as he would be in seven years’ time, the difference in size between a thirteen- and seventeen-year-old was dramatic nonetheless. If things had devolved into a simple fistfight, Klaus would have gone down in no time. And while one would think that weapons might change the equation, they would be wrong. The killer had countless options at his disposal. The vicelike devices he had strapped to his hands made him strong enough to rip off a car hood and swing it around. He also had more guns packed into every joint on his body. If Klaus let his guard down for an instant, he would end up with a face full of lead.


    All Klaus had to his name was the crowbar he’d retrieved, as the killer gradually cornered him.


    Klaus’s intuition had been enough to get him there, but that was as far as his plan went.


    Needles came shooting from the killer’s belly, and although Klaus swatted most of them down with his crowbar, one of them pierced his shoulder. It must have been poisoned, as an unpleasant heat immediately shot through his body.


    Slowly but surely, Klaus was getting more and more wounded.


    The killer’s face betrayed no emotion as he observed Klaus and put together a plan for how to murder him. There was no telling how many weapons the killer still had stashed away on his body.


    Klaus was gradually getting slower.


    A bullet ripped forth from the killer’s elbow, and Klaus only barely managed to dodge it before frantically retreating backward.


    Despite the poison coursing through him, he could still sense the killer’s obsession.


    It feels like this guy’s attacks are hurting him like hell…


    That much was coming through loud and clear.


    Each and every move the killer made was filled with an unbearably profound sorrow.


    The killer was in complete control of the fight, yet it felt like he was the one who was desperate. Mere hatred wasn’t enough to explain the emotion behind his blows.


    Just how hard did he prepare for this? What kind of past leads a guy to be that single-minded?


    Klaus wove his way between attacks and waited for an opening to present itself.


    Every so often, the killer would rush in close and swing a big chainsaw at him. It was affixed to the inside of the killer’s left sleeve. Klaus’s crowbar clashed with the whirling blade, then went flying.


    Klaus dodged the next swing, then kicked the killer back.


    Bit by bit, I’m starting to get it…


    He took a moment to catch his breath and rack his brain.


    He thought about the factory workers who’d shared their bread with him. He thought about what Gerde had told him. He thought about how Guido and Veronika looked when they strode on ahead to guide him.


    But most of all, he thought about the killer standing before him.


    I’m not the only one who’s had it rough.


    There was a time when Klaus himself had been living in miserable solitude. However, there was nothing unique about that.


    This country—no, this whole world is full of tragedies…


    It was such an obvious fact he’d overlooked. He’d had his hands so full just getting by that it had given him tunnel vision.


    Now, though, he understood. The killer’s attacks had shown him.


    Everyone went about their lives with scars in their hearts. Even in their grief, they fought to win whatever scraps of happiness they could. The revving of the killer’s chainsaw was his cry of lamentation.


       


    The world is awash in pain.


       


    The killer fell back and folded the chainsaw back into his sleeve. They’d been clashing for over five minutes, yet there wasn’t a scratch on him.


    “…Stand aside. I have no quarrel with you,” he said softly. “I can’t control my thirst…and you’re not the one who can quench it!”


    “Oh, shut up.” Once again, Klaus retrieved his lost crowbar. “You think being sad means you can do whatever you want?”


    “…Silence. You don’t know me.”


    “Don’t wanna. You’re not the only one who’s got it rough.”


    The killer bit down on his lip. “You offer me no comfort!” he roared.


    “Wasn’t trying to,” Klaus replied with a taunting grin. “It’s a harsh truth, but we gotta accept it. Both of us do!”


    He sucked in a deep breath.


    Then he raised his crowbar high.


    “What we gotta murder is the world itself.”


    Klaus knew that a protracted battle would spell his doom. He hated to admit it, but his opponent came far too prepared. The killer was going to overpower him with sheer resources.


    He clenched his crowbar tightly. He needed his next blow to decide the fight.
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    When Gerde came back later and heard about the conclusion Klaus reached, she nodded in satisfaction. “You’re damn right,” she said, then casually explained how immortality worked.


    “Now, the secret to immortality is knowing in your heart of hearts that you don’t wanna die.”


    “Huh?”


    It was such a basic answer, Klaus wasn’t sure what to make of it.


    He worried perhaps he’d misheard her.


    “But isn’t there…more? Like, always having an escape route or something?”


    “There are plenty of fancy techniques you can learn, but at the end of the day, there ain’t nothing that beats ‘I don’t wanna die.’”


    “Seriously?”


    If Klaus’s vocabulary had been a little more developed, he would likely have accused her of being unpretentious to a fault.


    “…But then what was the ‘strength training’ torture for?” he asked.


    “That? That was proof. You’ve got a gift, kiddo. Not a lot of people would’ve been able to make it through that regimen.” After a pause, Gerde thumped him on the head to drive her next point home. “You’d best use that noggin of yours, now. What does this world awash in pain need from those gifts of yours?”
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    For his final attack against the killer, Klaus put everything on the line, rushing straight at his foe and pouring all his strength into a single full-power strike.


    There were thirty feet between them, and Klaus dropped that number to zero in the blink of an eye. Imperfect though it was, he was mimicking Gerde’s footwork. The month of strength training she’d drilled into him had honed his agility.


    However, the killer saw his attack coming.


    Surprised as he was by Klaus’s speed, the killer knew how common it was for cornered prey to go for all-or-nothing gambles. He redeployed the chainsaw from his sleeve and moved to counter.


    It was a clash of raw strength. The screech of metal on metal echoed through the twilit industrial zone.


    The two combatants lost their weapons in unison. The crowbar went flying from Klaus’s hand, and as it did, the killer’s chainsaw shattered.


    “________!”


    The killer’s eyes went wide with shock.


    He was aghast that his strength had failed him, but even so, he got ready to finish off Klaus with another weapon.


    However, his opponent’s follow-up was faster.


       


    Just like that, Klaus’s fist slammed hard into the killer’s neck.


       


    It was decisiveness that decided the fight.


    If the killer had used his fists instead of fishing around for a new weapon, his larger build would have given him the edge. But the killer wanted to ensure his foe died, so he’d gone for a weapon, whereas Klaus wanted to ensure his own survival, so he went for the method that could neutralize his opponent the fastest.


    Thus, the fight was decided.


    That was the secret to immortality that “Firewalker” Gerde passed on to Klaus—the determination not to die until he was done changing the world.
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    The phone in Senator Müller’s meeting room rang.


    Gerde gestured at it with her chin, and Sohm picked up the receiver.


    The call went on for a long time, and Sohm lost his composure on more than one occasion. Sweat gushed from his brow, and his breathing grew haggard. He tried to talk some sense into the caller, but by the look of things, they hung up on him. Sohm set down the receiver.


    “That was Rodan Mock just now,” he said hoarsely. “He told me he got attacked by someone he thinks is the killer we were just talking about. Apparently, they introduced themselves as a survivor from the Salce cave-in…”


    “Someone with a bone to pick, eh? That makes enough sense.”


    “Rodan says the police are protecting him now. That—”


    Sohm let out a long sigh and straightened his posture.


    “—and he asked me to put the bill on hold.”


    Gerde grinned at the unexpected announcement.


    Rodan Mock had been the amendment’s strongest backer. Given how the whole plan to get the other senators on board had revolved around leveraging the votes from his hundreds of thousands of employees, losing his support had to sting.


    “Well, ain’t that something. Smart move, if you ask me. He can’t know for sure that the killer was working alone.”


    The way she was smiling earned her a reproachful glare from Sohm. “Did you see this coming?”


    “Not in a million years. I didn’t know squat.”


    That much was true. Gerde was shocked, too.


    The biggest surprise for me is how Mock even survived that attack. It doesn’t make sense, but… Wait, that’s the factory where I left Little Klaus behind—


    Upon connecting the dots, she broke out into a wide grin.


    It sounded like he’d put up some unforeseen results.


    After slapping her knee and letting out a booming laugh, she turned her attention back toward Sohm. “Might be a good opportunity to do some soul searching, you know. Wouldn’t want to get attacked, would you?”


    “………………………”


    Gerde harbored no hate for the man.


    His petty pragmatism may have been ethically dubious, but governments couldn’t run on ideals alone. Even if he wasn’t fit to lead a nation, it was still important for people like him to exist. The whole reason he was able to wield the influence he did was because of how successful his economic policies had been.


    This time, though, he’d gone a little too far. Some soul searching would do him some good.


    “Nothing I did was a mistake, lady. Making mistakes would be unacceptable.”


    Gerde gave him a toothy smirk. “So the mask finally comes off.”


    Sohm had finally dropped the deferential pretense, and he stared at her with renewed fervor.


    What he said next, though, was beyond anything she could have expected.


       


    “I secluded my hideous daughter.”


       


    “You what now?”


    That was news to Gerde.


    She’d never been the type to do diligent background research before her missions. All she knew about the current op was that the man had three sons and a daughter, nothing more.


    “She was born with an ugly birthmark across her face. Whenever I took her to functions, everyone who met her always froze up before pretending not to have seen anything. The tabloids even said I’d sired a demon child. I wanted to keep being a politician, to continue making a change, and she was an obstacle. So I locked her away in a remote vacation home.”


    He made his whole speech without so much as pausing, then went even faster as his voice dropped to a whimper.


    “…You really think I could go to my daughter and tell her I made a mistake?”


    Gerde was at a loss for words.


    Sohm sat up straight. “I told you—as a politician, making hard choices is what I do.”


    Perhaps that was what made him so narrow-minded.


       


    The reform bill wasn’t the first time Sohm Müller had trampled on the happiness of children.


    In order to pursue the country’s prosperity, he’d sacrificed his own daughter.
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    Sohm Müller’s daughter would later come to be known as “Daughter Dearest” Grete.


    After the mission, Gerde told Sohm about the spy academies. Sohm agonized over the matter in his own peculiar way, but after sending his daughter abroad for a year for “medical treatment,” he secretly enrolled her in one. It was over that period that he also distanced himself from the business community and other conservative backers and started taking more center-left positions.


       


    Meanwhile, the arrested killer would later come to be known as “Skull” Queneau.


    His actions would normally have warranted the death penalty, but out of consideration for both his circumstances and talents, he spent just three years in prison before getting transferred to a spy academy. There, he wore a mask at all times and spoke sparingly. After passing the graduation exam, he changed his code name to South Wind.
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    Gerde returned to the industrial zone and retrieved Klaus.


    After putting him on the back of her motorcycle, she headed back to Heat Haze Palace at a much more leisurely speed than normal. As they traveled, Klaus told her about his battle with the killer. He had to fight to be audible over the wind, and Gerde went easy on the gas so as not to miss a single word.


    “Looks like what you did is gonna save a young girl, Little Klaus.”


    “Huh………?”


    “Eh, don’t worry your wee head about the details.”


    Klaus cocked his head in confusion. However, he didn’t press her.


    His interest lay elsewhere.


    “It kinda makes sense now,” he said hesitatingly. “Inferno does… And being a spy does, a little.”


    “Hrm. Well, that’s good to hear.”


    That was Gerde’s goal all along.


    Veronika was the one who’d suggested it. She suggested to Gerde that because the mission involved child laborers close to Klaus’s age, he would be more likely to take an interest, and Gerde had concurred. Him fighting the Salce Village killer came as a surprise, but everything ultimately shook out the way the two women had planned.


    When Gerde thought of her former subordinate, the one who she’d changed places with, she spoke up.


    “Hey, Little Klaus.”


    “Hm?”


    “Do your best, y’hear? That girl is really—”


    Midway through the sentence, though, she thought better of it.


    There was no need for her to fill Klaus in on “that girl’s”—Veronika’s—situation. Klaus was half-asleep. His voice was already getting fainter.


    “You know what? Never you mind.”


    So she said just that, then twisted the throttle.


       


    For Bonfire, ages thirteen and fourteen went as follows.


    They got back, and after Gerde taught him some sharpshooting tricks, his training with her came to an end. From that point on, he spent his time fully immersed in fieldwork with Guido. Brute force was no longer the only weapon in his arsenal. He traveled across the world, from the Fend Commonwealth and Lylat Kingdom to the Galgad Empire, and through his missions with the other team members, his skills as a spy began blooming.


    During that same time, a change arose within Inferno.

  

  
    

    Memory Firewalker


    Klaus and Heide were the team’s newest members, and the rest of Inferno all contributed by giving them lessons.


    Despite being too talented to simply attend spy academy, the two were still trainees. Guido taught Klaus most of the basics, and Veronika did the same for Heide, but others pitched in from time to time as well.


    One day, Gerde summoned the two youngsters to the lounge.


    “You know, there’s plenty of times when spies have to choose who lives and who dies.”


    She began her lecture with a bottle of booze in her hand.


    Gerde had called Klaus and Heide in after the Factory Law mission in order to teach them how to think like a spy. They couldn’t help but feel that this was less a lesson and more just a drunk person rambling, but they decided to at least hear her out.


    The two of them sat down on the sofa, and Gerde went on.


    “Philosophy’s got this famous question. Say there’s a trolley running out of control. As things stand, it’s gonna hit the five people working on the tracks in front of it. But you, you’re standing by the railroad switch. You can change the track and rescue all five of ’em. But if you do, the one person on the other track bites the dust instead.”


    “Someone had better get fired for this,” said Klaus.


    “Do the workers have life insurance?” Heide asked.


    Gerde ignored their snide comments and fixed them with an intense stare.


       


    “Now, what would you do? Would you switch the track?”


       


    In a nutshell, the question was this: Was it all right to kill one person to save five?


    “Well, that’s simple,” Heide replied, puffing up her chest with pride. “I take the trolley and blow it—”


    “Quick note, any smartasses who ignore the premise by saying they’d derail the trolley or some nonsense get a swift walloping. No dodging the question.”


    “Hee-hee, don’t mind me.”


    There was, definitionally, no way to save all six people. And things like the cause of the incident or whose fault it was were outside of the question’s scope. Gerde wanted them to engage with the situation on its own terms.


    Klaus couldn’t come up with an answer, not at first.


    After racking his brain for a bit, he raised his hand. “What would you do, Granny G?”


    “It ain’t just me. Veronika, Guido, and Wille would all do the same thing.”


    She didn’t hesitate or mince her words.


       


    “We’d pull that lever. If we thought it over and couldn’t find any alternatives, it’d be the only sensible thing to do.”


       


    She wanted them to understand what it meant to be a spy.


    People might call them heartless, but when the chips were down, they needed to make cold, calculated decisions about what was best for their nation. Their hands were too stained to judge politicians for sacrificing children for the sake of the economy.


    Heide crossed her arms. “I was just about to say the same thing myself,” she said with a nod.


    Klaus was tempted to roll his eyes at her, but he restrained himself. Now wasn’t the time to pick a fight.


    “And you, Little Klaus?” Gerde asked, pointing her bottle at him.


    Klaus gave it some more thought. What would that look like in practice? Let’s say there was a bad guy trying to murder five civilians. If Klaus set off a bomb to kill the bad guy, the five civilians would live, but someone else would die instead. If he dawdled, all five were doomed.


    When he framed it like that, the answer immediately came to him.


    “I don’t wanna think about it.”


    Gerde glared at him. “Why’s that?”


    “Because if something like that really happens, I wanna come in with fresh eyes.”


    “…Giving the same reply as that nitwit Lukas, huh?”


    “Huh?”


    “It’s not a bad answer. But the question is—you ready to get your ass whooped?”


    Klaus stood up from the sofa and held his arms behind his back. “Bring it!”


    “Hrahhh!”


    Gerde set her booze on the table, then let out a fierce roar and slammed her fist into Klaus’s gut. The blow had more power behind it than someone her age should have been able to muster, and it sent Klaus violently crashing into the lounge wall.


    Klaus clutched his chest, doing his best to fight through the pain as he quivered on the floor.


    Heide, for her part, was appalled. “I’ll never be able to understand you meatheads.”

  

  
    

    Chapter 3 Bonfire (Frontside) III


    The sound of a whistle tore Klaus from his slumber.


    Despite his sleep deprivation, the steam train’s bellow pierced right through his ears, and he sat up in bed. What he’d forgotten, though, was that he was on the top section of a bunk bed, and he smacked his head right into the ceiling. He was getting taller, and more and more places were starting to feel cramped to him.


    He was fifteen now—five years had passed since he’d joined Inferno.


    The days and months he’d spent scurrying across the world had passed by in the blink of an eye. Across all their many mission sites, he’d eaten meat and drank milk on Guido’s orders, and doing so made him shoot up like a beanstalk. He’d grown so fast, in fact, that his brain couldn’t keep up with his newfound strength.


    Klaus leaned over the side of the top bunk. “Master, go get me some food.”


    “What the hell happened to respecting your elders?”


    His mentor, Guido, was lying on the bottom bunk reading a newspaper. A thin ray of light stretched all the way from the train window to his pillow.


    Guido tilted the paper to catch the light and expressionlessly went on. “We’ll be home soon. If you’re hungry, you can eat at Heat Haze Palace.”


    “………”


    They’d just gotten back from a mission abroad. Due to the specifics of the mission, they’d returned that morning via an airport in the northernmost part of Din. From there, they’d transferred to a train for the last leg of their journey back to their port city headquarters.


    When Klaus continued leaning out over the side of the top bunk, Guido looked up from his newspaper. “What, you nervous?”


    “Huh?”


    “You haven’t been back to Din in a year. You feeling a little on edge?”


    Guido let out a teasing laugh, and Klaus shook his head. “Of course not. It’s just…”


    “Just what?” Guido asked with a frown.


    “Nah.” Klaus retreated back to his bunk. “It’s nothing.”
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    The world was awash in pain.


    Five years had passed since the Great War’s end, and though the Din Republic was still dealing with the fallout from the Galgad Empire’s invasion, things were starting to improve. The crime rate was dropping, and the economy had recovered its footing.


    However, other nations were still in turmoil.


    Unlike the Din Republic, who’d maintained order thanks to the efforts of Inferno and legions of other spies, there were plenty of countries whose political landscapes were in shambles. Some countries got blamed for the war and underwent forcible regime changes, while others had their governments overthrown in the wake of financial recessions. Their capitals became hotbeds of conflict and violence.


    Perhaps it went without saying, but much of that was the result of foreign agents’ meddling.


    There was a shadow war going on, and if you let foreign spies run rampant, your country could come crumbling down in the blink of an eye. That was the simple truth of the matter, and the world was starting to wake up to that.
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    “We’re going to have a party.”


    Veronika’s announcement came out of nowhere.


    It was around noon on the day Klaus and Guido returned to Heat Haze Palace. The team members who were there were having lunch together when Veronika broke the news.


    “Wille is getting back later today, and Gerde will be back in the country the week after next. We’ll have the whole team together for the first time in ages. We have to throw a big party.”


    Klaus’s eyes went wide at the suggestion.


    However, Veronika was a party lover, and she liked to celebrate whenever she had half an excuse. She spent most of her time working domestically and dispatching the rest of the team abroad, and whenever someone got back from a trip, she was always the first to make it an occasion.


    Today, she looked happier than ever. It was rare to have the whole team in one place—it hadn’t happened since that newspaper company president’s daughter got kidnapped, and that was a full two years ago.


    As Klaus started thinking about the nice food in store, the girl sitting beside him raised her hand.


    “You can leave it all to me.”


    It was Heide. She was nineteen now, and she’d grown her hair all the way down to her waist and developed into a knockout with all the beauty of a proper adult. All she had to do was walk down the street to get heads turning.


    Veronika gave her a puzzled look. “Why, Heide. You’re going to handle the preparations?”


    “Hee-hee. Seeing you so happy has gotten me excited as well, Mother. I swear on the name Flamefanner that this will be the best party ever.”


    “That’s so thoughtful of you. I’ll leave it in your capable hands, then.”


    “Heh. You can just sit back and take it easy.”


    Heide had gotten older, but her love for Veronika was the same as ever. Her face softened with bliss at the thought of Veronika counting on her.


    For Klaus, this was great news.


    Heide’s cooking was phenomenal. What’s more, she was likely to call in some chefs she’d handpicked and screened herself. With her at the helm, the venue was sure to be perfect, and the food and music would be impeccable.
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  …Now I’m kind of getting excited.


  His heart pounding all the while, he finished up his lunch.


  Then, right when he broke off from the others to head to his room, Heide clapped him on the shoulder.


  “Hey, brainless brother.” She tightened her grip. “I need you to take care of the party.”


  “What?”


  “I’m busy. I have a deadline with my publisher. Between that and my contract with the gallery, I’m not going to be able to get to it. Ah, what a shame.”


  She shook her head in an exaggerated manner.


  By that point, Heide was working as both a painter and an erotica writer in addition to her espionage duties. She was nothing if not self-indulgent.


  However, this and that were two different issues.


  “Why’d you offer, then?”


  “For Mother’s sake.”


  “Why’re you shoving all the work in my lap, then?”


  “For my sake.”


  “This is bullshit.”


  “Little brothers don’t get veto privileges. Here’s your budget.”


  Heide handed him a purse, leaving him no say in the matter.


  She’d gotten it from Veronika, no doubt, and the plentiful funds within had a marked heft to them.


  To Klaus, though, that weight only served to drag his spirits further down.


  “……………………”


  Klaus’s relationship dynamic with Heide had solidified itself over the past few years. Whenever his big sister demanded something of him, he had to comply. Heide was too clever by half, and if he ever tried to stand up to her, he would discover that she’d already laid the groundwork to stop him in his tracks. There was no way he could beat her in any battle over information.


  He was powerless to refuse her demands.


  Heide walked away with a pleased spring in her step, and all Klaus could do was watch her go.


  “That selfish bitch!”


  He cursed her, but his epithets accomplished little.


  Survival of the fittest was the law of the land, and as the lowest person in the Inferno hierarchy, he had to simply obey the orders he was given.


  Dammit, what do I do now?


  He tossed the purse up in the air, caught it, and combed back his hair.


  Klaus was no good at planning these sorts of festivities. He’d attended a fair few parties over the course of his missions, but he had zero experience organizing one. As a matter of fact, he was bad at anything that involved coordinating with other people. He’d built up some reps working with people, but his interpersonal skills were still well below average for a spy. It was an ill-fitting job for someone as specialized in combat as him.


  As he muddled over what to do, he heard a cheerful voice from right in front of him.


     


  “Looks like you’ve got it rough, Klaus!”


     


  “Huh?”


  Klaus looked up, then did a double take when he realized who he was looking at.


  He gawked with widened eyes.


  I had no idea he was even back.


  The person across from him hadn’t been present at lunch.


  Despite being twenty-two, the young man had a smile with a certain boyish friendliness to it. He and Klaus were about the same height now. His trendily cut blond hair swayed as his eyes gleamed inquisitively. It was hard to believe anyone who looked so innocent could be a spy.


  “Your big bro Lukas is in the house. Welcome back, Klaus.”


  With that, he offered Klaus a happy wave.


  That was “Soot” Lukas—Klaus’s de facto elder brother and one of Inferno’s members.


  He gave Klaus a playful thump on the chest. “Damn, you just keep on shooting up. Guess Guido’s been feeding you right, huh?”


  “Granny G put me on a diet to build muscle, too.”


  “And you actually managed to stick with it? Color me impressed.”


  With a grin, Lukas slung an arm over Klaus’s shoulder.


  “Now, what’s got you down? Did Heide dump a bunch of busywork in your lap the second you got home?”


  “Bingo.”


  “I swear, that girl can be such a princess.”


  From beside Klaus, Lukas let out a cackle.


  The man was nothing if not affable. “Well, what can you do?” he said after he was done laughing. “Lemme give you a hand. Far be it from me to abandon a brother in need.”


  Klaus’s eyes went wide, and he let out an excited gasp. He couldn’t have asked for a better offer. He hadn’t even known where to start, so this was exactly what he needed.


  “Thanks a bunch,” he said.


  “I gotchu,” Lukas replied with one of his ever-dependable smiles.


  Everything about Lukas’s friendly demeanor reminded Klaus all over again that he was a solid guy.


  Klaus had been a complete monster when he was younger, yet Lukas had brought him back souvenirs every time he went abroad anyway. Lukas had also brokered peace between Klaus and Heide on several occasions. He got along well with Guido and Gerde, and things in Heat Haze Palace were always an order of magnitude livelier when he was around.


  However, Klaus had some mixed emotions swirling around in his chest.


  “……………”


  He never felt like he could get a good read on Lukas. It always seemed like one of them was out on a mission, so they never had a chance to get much face time. Sometimes it was as if there was almost a wall between them.


  Klaus did know Lukas’s basic bio, of course.


  He’s the elder of the twins. The brilliant games master. The guy who’s been the backbone of the team ever since the war.


  Klaus stared at him.


     


  And he’s the future boss of Inferno.


     


  Someday, Lukas was going to take over Veronika’s spot at the head of the team. He was so talented that Veronika had personally picked him to jump the line over Klaus’s mentor, Guido.


  This was Klaus’s chance to see what Lukas was made of, and he was determined not to let it slip him by.
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  Following Lukas’s suggestion of “First off, let’s double that money of yours,” the two of them headed to the entertainment district in southern Din. It was one of the nation’s foremost tourist destinations, and its streets were lined with luxury hotels.


  The budget Klaus was working with amounted to double the average monthly salary in Din, but apparently, that wasn’t going to be enough.


  In accordance with the dress code, the two of them donned tuxedos before heading into the underground gambling den. It had all sorts of games on offer, from roulette to baccarat to dice games and more. There were thirty-some people in the hall, men and women alike, all vying for chips and cheering with joy when luck turned their way.


  The moment they stepped inside, Lukas spread his arms wide with glee. “Man, it’s been forever since I went gambling in Din. I can feel a hot streak coming already.”


  “Wait, and they just let you in?” Klaus asked, grimacing at the smell of tobacco that permeated the room. Lukas was a legend—he was a man who’d torn through gambling halls across the world. “Aren’t you on a watchlist or something?”


  “Who, li’l old me? Nah, man, no shot. Pit bosses can’t get enough of me.”


  “Huh, that’s weird. I just assumed they hated you.”


  “I can’t let that happen. A gambler who gets blacklisted might as well be dead.”


  Sure enough, when Lukas walked to the middle of the hall, a man who looked to be in charge rubbed his hands together and rushed over. Despite being nearly double Lukas’s age, he gave the young man a reverent bow.


  Lukas exchanged their full budget for chips, then shot Klaus a smile. “Get ready to feast your eyes. This your first time going gambling?”


  “…Yeah. I’ll follow your lead.”


  Klaus trusted Lukas unconditionally.


  Gambling was Lukas’s specialty. He’d laid politicians and businessmen low across the world by cleaning them out at casinos and forcing them to spill their secrets. Even Guido had nothing but praise for his talents.


  Lukas hummed a little song as he took a seat at the blackjack table. After ordering a wine cocktail, he licked his lips and fixed his gaze on the cards being dealt.


  Klaus didn’t know the rules, so he just watched. It looked like Lukas was winning, as each time the game ended, Lukas’s stack of chips grew a little bit higher.


  Right as admiration started filling him, he heard a voice from the side.


  “I hear my brother’s been making a nuisance of himself.”


  The young man was the spitting image of Lukas.


  It was “Scapulimancer” Wille, Lukas’s younger twin brother. Clearly, he was back in the country, too. His tuxedo was a different color than his brother’s, and he gave Klaus a friendly wave.


  “I’m friends with the staff here, and I asked them to keep me posted. Whenever my brother comes gambling, I want to be the first to know. So what’s going on?”


  “It was the selfish girl.”


  “I figured. Sounds like you’ve got it rough, too.”


  Wille could fill in the blanks from just a few words, a trait that Klaus was eternally grateful for.


  Unlike with Lukas, Klaus was never nervous around Wille. Wille was always popping in and out of the country, so Klaus had met him a couple times. Back when Klaus was far less verbose, Wille had communicated with him simply by reading his expression.


  All that said, Klaus didn’t want there to be any miscommunications, so he gave Wille a verbal overview of the situation anyway. He told Wille about Veronika’s party, and about how Heide had outsourced all the work to him.


  “That’s why it was such a big help,” Klaus said, ending on an appreciative note. “I had no idea where to start. It really saved my butt when Lukas agreed to pitch in. He wants us to build up a bigger budget, so we came here to—”


  “Huh…?”


  Wille cut him off.


  After tilting his head a little, Wille took a look at the pile of chips next to Lukas, then turned his attention back to Klaus and let out a little sigh. Everything made sense to him now.


  “You’re operating under a big misconception, Klaus.”


  “What’s that?”


  Klaus didn’t understand what Wille meant.


  Right then, the blackjack table erupted. “I’m all in!” Lukas boldly declared, and the peanut galley gathered around the table cheered in excitement.


  The dealer knew how to build suspense, and they flipped over each card slowly and deliberately.


  Lukas’s grin curled into a smirk.


  As Wille watched it all go down, he smiled sadly.


     


  “The thing is, my brother sucks at gambling.”


     


  Not a moment later, the dealer scooped away every chip Lukas had.


  The peanut gallery exploded into laughter, and the pit boss from earlier nodded in satisfaction.


  Klaus didn’t know how the game worked, but it was obvious even to him what had happened.


  Before his eyes, Lukas—now dead broke—slumped his shoulders.
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  “What the HELL, man?!”


  In an alley near the gambling hall, Klaus grabbed Lukas by the collar.


  “What were you thinking what were you thinking what were you thinking what were you thinking what were you thinking?!”


  He shouted at Lukas. Attacked him. Raged at him. Cursed him. Spat venom at him. Scolded him. Condemned him. He used every ounce of vocabulary and threw it all in Lukas’s face.


  Klaus had the edge when it came to physical strength, and he shook Lukas’s ragdoll body back and forth like a wrung-out towel. “I think I’m gonna hurl,” Lukas groaned, but Klaus showed him no mercy.


  When he finally dumped Lukas on the ground in a huff, Lukas just lay there. “Damn, I really thought it’d work this time,” Lukas said. “Where’d it all go wrong?”


  “Dunno, don’t care!”


  Klaus’s hands quivered as he roared at the top of his lungs.


  He hated himself for having put so much trust in Lukas. He wanted nothing more than to curl into a ball from the shock of it all, but with all his money gone, he needed to figure out what he was going to do about the party.


  After hauling Lukas back to his feet, Klaus started grilling him. “How much you got saved up? I want my money back.”


  “Nada. I’ve got some debt with the boss, and she takes it straight outta my pay.”


  When Klaus pressed him for details, he learned that Lukas owed Veronika a considerable amount of money. Lukas had a habit of gambling away his missing funds, and she’d warned him that the next time he came asking for handouts, nobody would ever find his body.


  Lukas clearly wasn’t able to reimburse him, so Klaus turned to Wille. “C-could you lend me the money?”


  “Nah, I’m broke, too.” Wille beamed. “My brother lost all my money as well.”


  He regularly lent Lukas money, too. Apparently, he loaned his brother the bulk of his mission completion bonuses because of how much he loved watching Lukas lose big.


  “What’s wrong with you two?!”


  “You say that, but what about you?” Lukas chimed in. “Surely you’ve got some cash socked away. You don’t seem like the kinda guy to waste away all your earnings.”


  Klaus shook his head. “…I can’t get ahold of it.”


  “Why not?”


  “The boss manages my money. She gives me a hundred dents a month, and if I want anything more expensive, I have to ask her about it…”


  “Yeesh, you’re like a kid.” “She’s got you on an allowance, huh?”


  It had started when he was twelve, after he went wild spending money on luxury bedding and expensive desserts.


  With that, the full situation was clear.


  The budget from Veronika was gone. Lukas and Wille didn’t have a dent to their name, and Klaus had no money he could freely access, either.


  “Am I just doomed?!”


  Klaus couldn’t help but cry out in despair.


  At this rate, he was going to have to throw a party with no food and no alcohol. Considering how much Veronika had been looking forward to it, she was going to be heartbroken.


  “…Wait, maybe she would just get mad at Heide, so perhaps everything’s fine.”


  “I don’t know if that’s a rabbit hole you want to go down,” Wille gently chided him.


  Morality aside, it was an open question who would actually take the fall. Heide had accepted the task only to subcontract the whole thing, Klaus had subcontracted it as well, and Lukas had gambled away the whole budget he’d been entrusted with. At the end of the day, who held the most blame?


  As anguish filled Klaus’s thoughts, Lukas let out a long exhale.


  “Guess there’s only one option.” He sighed. “We’re gonna have to pick up some side work.”
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  The Bumal Kingdom’s situation in the international community was a precarious one.


  They’d historically allied themselves with the Galgad Empire, and the two nations had deep cultural ties. When the Great War broke out, the Bumal monarchy initially announced that they were going to side with Galgad.


  Secretly, though, they sold information about the Empire to the Allies. In short, they’d stabbed Galgad in the back. They had a secret agreement with Fend and Lylat brokered by spies from both nations, and their betrayal played a big role in the Allies’ victory.


  Bumal emerged from the war as an ostensible winner, but sadly for them, the Allies went back on their deal, and Bumal never got the territory it had been promised. The war also put a heavy strain on Bumal’s economy, triggering a major recession that caused them to be known both internally and abroad as the “disgraced victor.”


     


  It was that very Bumal Kingdom that Klaus, Lukas, and Wille all headed to.


     


  Lukas called up Veronika, and after explaining that he was borrowing Klaus to “tie up a loose end from his mission,” the three of them went straight to the harbor. The morning after the gambling fiasco, they reached their destination.


  At the Bumal harbor, there was a pair of spies waiting for them in a car.


  “Heya, it’s been too long!”


  Lukas gave them a big wave as he headed over to the shiny black five-seater.


  The driver’s seat and passenger seat were occupied by two women with hair the exact same color. It was silver verging on translucent. They were in their early twenties, making them young for a pair of operatives, and they had the same pair of icy, ocean-blue eyes. Despite their other physical similarities, though, their haircuts were completely different lengths, with one of them cut even and short and the other one grown out past her shoulders.


  Lukas handled the introductions. “You’ve heard of these guys, right, Klaus? The Goosefoot Sisters are some of the most famous spies in Bumal.”


  Guido had told Klaus about them.


  The Bumal Kingdom’s intelligence agency, Curse, had centered its operations around a spy called Shadowseed for many years, and the Goosefoot Sisters were his apprentices. They were a two-woman unit specialized in covert investigations and wet work, and many were of the opinion that they’d already surpassed their mentor.


  “I was working with them on a job over in Galgad until just recently,” Lukas explained. “They’re our new clients.”


  The long-haired sister was Vanna, the elder of the two, and the short-haired one was the younger sister, Orietta.


  The women didn’t get out of the car.


  From up in the driver’s seat, Vanna fixed her ocean-blue gaze on Klaus. “So you’re Crowbar? Thought you’d be older.”


  “I’ve graduated from using crowbars.”


  “That’s right, they’ve been calling you Ax the Destroyer lately.” Vanna had no interest in wasting time, and she gestured for them to get in the back seat. “If we say ‘jump,’ you ask ‘how high?’ No ifs, ands, or buts. You do that, and we’ll let you be our errand boys.”


  “Much obliged!” Lukas replied.


  “We wouldn’t even be dealing with you people if this weren’t an emergency.”


  As soon as the three boys got in, Vanna stepped on the gas, and they sped down the road toward Lune, the Bumal Kingdom’s capital.


  “Bumal’s in some deep shit right now,” Lukas explained to Klaus as they went. “As you know, those jerks over in Galgad switched strategies after losing the war. Now they invade countries through covert ops. They find people who hate the local government and funnel ’em cash and guns. When I was in the Empire trying to dig up the full details on their operation, I ran into the Sisters here—”


  “—and we learned that the Galgad Empire’s spies have a substantial foothold here in Bumal,” Vanna said, taking over Lukas’s explanation in a voice devoid of emotion. “We returned home immediately, but it was too late. A large group of activists has gotten behind a radical politician, and they’re trying to get ex-servicemen to stage a coup.”


  Behind her impassive tone, there was a hint of frustration.


     


  “They’re massing in the city of Salpoli. They’ll be staging an uprising within the week.”


     


  Things on the ground were tense.


  Bumal intelligence had been caught off guard, and they hadn’t seen the coup coming. The Galgad spies had advanced their scheme in utmost secrecy.


  As an aside, Lukas noted that the Empire had tried to pull the same move on the Din Republic, but Heide and Veronika had already apprehended the agents they sent.


  Vanna icily gave the order. “You people have a simple job. Stop the coup.”


  Orietta, who’d been silent the whole time, added, “And no money up front. Payment upon completion only.”


  None of that was news to Lukas, and he gave them a contented nod.


  “……………………”


  Klaus, on the other hand, was at a loss for words.


  After slowly grappling with everything he’d just been told, he turned to his surrogate brother sitting beside him. “Hey, Wille.”


  “What’s up?”


  “You call this a side gig?”


  “Yup. There’s a fat payout waiting at the end.”


  “I dunno, this feels kinda like aiding the enemy…”


  “Oh, if Guido caught us, he’d have our hides.”


  It was at that point that Klaus stopped asking so many questions.


  How had planning a simple party escalated to shutting down a coup in a foreign country? This was practically mercenary work. He decided to write it all off as being Heide’s fault.


  “And so you know—”


  On their way there, Vanna spoke up as she turned the steering wheel.


  “—Inferno or not, it’s our country’s fate on the line here, so we’ll need some insurance. At a bare minimum, one of you has to stay behind as a hostage.”


  It was a perfectly reasonable demand.


  Intelligence agencies sometimes worked together, but there was no trust to be found there. Them holding the life of an Inferno member in their hands had already been arranged as part of their employment agreement.


  As the lowest person on the team’s pecking order, Klaus got ready to volunteer himself.


  “I’ll do it,” Lukas said without a moment’s hesitation. “I’d probably be the most useless anyhow.”


  Klaus turned and looked at him in shock.


  Vanna seemed similarly taken aback. “…Fine by me,” she replied flatly.
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  Shutting down a coup.


  That was Klaus and Wille’s mission. They may have only accepted it to raise funds for a party, but it was too late to back out now.


  The city of Salpoli sat just over a hundred miles from the capital, and rebels had gone and flocked there in droves. If their plans weren’t stopped in the next few days, they would march on the capital and burn it to the ground. Bumal intelligence and law enforcement were doing everything they could to try to arrest the ringleaders.


  “I’m going to be coming along to keep an eye on you.”


  When Klaus and Wille went to get more details, they were accompanied by the younger Goosefoot Sister, Orietta. She gave off none of the harsh pressure her elder sister did, and her tone came across as cold and professional.


  “This is this list we and Soot stole of the activists getting funding from the Galgad Empire. It won’t be long before they march on the capital and try to seize control of the government.”


  There were nearly twenty names on the summary Orietta handed them.


  She went on, her voice still just as cold.


  “Let’s arrest the coup’s instigators and crush the movement, shall we?”


  The problem was, their Imperial handlers had trained them well, and they were doing an annoyingly good job of staying hidden. No matter how many activists Bumal intelligence rounded up, nobody had a clue where their leaders actually were.


  Slowly but surely, the Bumal government was nearing the end of its rope.


  That was why, after much deliberation, a pair of Curse’s top agents—the Goosefoot Sisters—had decided to hire the Inferno trio without telling any of their allies.


  “All right, Klaus. Let’s do this.”


  The afternoon after they arrived in Bumal, they started their manhunt. Lukas was being held hostage, so Wille and Klaus headed down the street without him.


  Salpoli was a massive city with a seven-figure population. The city had over two thousand years of history, with many castles and palaces from the Middle Ages still standing. It was a port city sandwiched between a volcano and the sea with scenery so beautiful that the emperors of old had once used it as a health resort.


  As Klaus walked, he quickly realized how much of a pain it was.


  He first noticed that the city was very crowded. The entire place was full of high-rise apartments painted in various colors. It had been prosperous for so long that it was jam-packed with people. The second thing he realized was how much of the city sat underground. Its former sewer and water system had been left untouched since its construction over a thousand years ago, and the whole city was dotted with tuff mines that had been used to construct its churches.


  He could hardly imagine a more frustrating city in which to embark on tracking down activists.


  “When you get down to it, it’s pretty similar to the Lylat capital, Pilca.” As Klaus looked around with bated breath, Wille suddenly spoke up. “I think we’ll learn a lot here. For when we have to run covert ops over there, I mean.”


  “What does the Lylat Kingdom have to do with anything?”


  “Things are messed up over there. They could easily come after the Din Republic someday. When you’ve got an opportunity to learn something, it never hurts to take it.”


  With that ominous proclamation, Wille took a sharp turn.


  “First off, let’s hit up a gathering spot. Somewhere we’ll find a bunch of those Grayshirt activists—like one of their bars.”


  He left the heart of the city and headed for a bar on its outskirts. The rowdy voices inside were audible from out in the street. It was barely even the afternoon, yet the place was already packed.


  Klaus and Wille made their way over to a wine cask table in the corner.


  The bar was filled with men in gray shirts holding glasses and engaging in spirited conversations. The gray clothes were a way for them to signal their solidarity with the people staging the coup, hence the term Grayshirts.


  Their excited voices filled the bar.


  “We’re getting more supporters by the day. We’ll have enough people to march on the capital by next week.” “Hell yeah! Those government soldiers ain’t shit!” “Socialist Party, my ass. When was the last time they did a damn thing for the workers?!” “Once Gallone is prime minister, everything will be different!”


  They were in the middle of sharing midday drinks and boosting each other’s morale.


  “…Aren’t we going to arrest them all?” Klaus asked quietly.


  Orietta shook her head. “We would be a wasting our time. The Grayshirts have over thirty thousand members. Before long, it will be forty.”


  “That’s so many…”


  “Arresting a few nobodies would do nothing but rile them up. Our only targets are the leaders.”


  The coup had far more momentum behind it than Klaus had realized.


  Wille spelled out the situation. “Look, the government screwed up. They were so desperate to do something about the recession that they took a page from the communists’ book and tried to take control of everyone’s assets and activities. That didn’t win them any friends among the business community and bourgeoisie who were afraid of having their fortunes stolen, and their strike-busting alienated the workers, too.”


  That gave rise to a surge in anti-government sentiment, with the activists championing a politician and former soldier by the name of Gallone. Many of the main voices behind the coup were veterans who’d survived the Great War.


  A question immediately came to Klaus’s mind. “Wouldn’t having the coup succeed be a good thing for Bumal, then?”


  The blunt comment earned him a frown from Orietta. “Watch yourself.”


  Wille shook his head. “I don’t know that I’d say that. They want to march on the capital. Any prolonged attempt at a coup risks things devolving into a civil war. Worst-case scenario, it could even trigger another major international conflict.”


  That was a risk the Din Republic would just as soon avoid.


  Once they were done eavesdropping to get the lay of the land, they left the bar.


  “So? Did you figure out a way to track down the ringleaders?”


  Now that the mission was starting in earnest, Orietta shot them a glare.


  “All in good time,” Wille replied with an evasive smile. “Before that, though, Klaus, this’ll be a good chance for me to give you some coaching.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Guido filled me in. You work the same way I do, right? There’s a lot I can teach you.”


  Klaus nodded. His style was to follow his gut and use his intuition to feel out situations.


  Orietta didn’t appreciate the snub. “Could you take this seriously?” she said with a scowl, but Wille paid her no heed. He was just as hardheaded as his brother.


  “You do the same thing?” Klaus asked Wille.


  “What, did you forget my job title?”


  “…You’re a fortune teller.”


  “Exactly. And I don’t have any magic powers or anything. What I do is called cold reading. When I meet someone, I can get a pretty good sense of what they’re like and how they feel by looking at them and listening to how they talk.”


  “………?”


  “It’d be easier just to show you. Take a look over at the main road.”


  In front of them stretched the road sitting at the heart of the city.


  There were hundreds if not thousands of people going every which way. A furniture maker piled chairs onto the back of a moped in front of his store. Some carpenters worked together to carry planks of wood. A horse-drawn carriage raced by, only to be jauntily overtaken by a top-of-the-line automobile. Stonemasons got to work repairing a section of the brick road. A woman wearing a flashy red scarf and a shirt that revealed quite a lot of her chest peddled fruit to the people passing by.


  “Take that woman, for instance.”


  Wille pointed through the hustle and bustle at a woman hurrying down the road.


  From there, words came surging out of him like a dam breaking.


  “Looks like she’s in her midtwenties. The ring means she’s married. Now, pay attention to her neck. She’s hiding it with makeup, but there are bruises there. It’s not uncommon for violinists to bruise themselves there. It’s strange, though. In Bumal, the violin is the instrument of the wealthy. Why does she look so poor, then? Did she fall on hard times recently? No. Her lips look too nice. If her diet was suffering or she didn’t have time to look after herself, those would be the first to go. She’s maintaining her high living standards. What we have to ask ourself is why she’s trying to look poor. Her bag caught my eye, too. It has a false bottom. See that weird stitching? The liberal bourgeois are supporting the coup, and women tend to draw less attention. She could be the wife or daughter of someone who wants to pass messages in secret—Orietta, you’ll want to have your people tail her. There’s a good chance she’ll lead you straight to the ringleaders’ hideout.”


  In a single breath, he laid out the results of his observation and deduction.


  Upon having a massive pile of inferences thrown in his face, Klaus let out a flabbergasted grunt. “………”


  What truly shocked him, though, was what Wille said next.


     


  “I got all that in under a second—and on intuition alone.”


     


  He said it so casually, like it wasn’t even very special.


  That was basically instantaneous.


  Wille was claiming that he could judge someone and see their true nature within an instant of seeing them.


  “In five minutes, I could scan three hundred people. An hour, thirty-six hundred. A day, fifty thousand. With two people working together, that’d be a hundred thousand. We’ll track down those ringleaders in a couple days, tops.”


  It was an impossibly bold forecast.


  There was no way they would actually be able to track people down at the rate his napkin math suggested. However, Wille seemed completely confident that it was doable as long as enough people entered their field of view.


  Off to the side, Orietta looked on in astonishment. “Who…,” she mumbled. “Who thinks like that?”


  Her mouth dangled open as her calm, businesslike facade crumbled.


  Wille ignored her and continued addressing Klaus. “Klaus? You think you can do that?”


  Klaus hesitated for a few seconds.


  “Yeah,” he said with a small nod. “I think so.”


  Orietta blinked at them in stunned disbelief.


  However, the technique was hardly alien to Klaus. It was something he’d already been doing, albeit subconsciously. He constantly relied on his intuition to get a feel for things and guide him to the optimal decision. If he didn’t, he never would have survived in that war-ravaged village. He never would have been able to hold his own against gangsters. He never would have been able to go toe to toe with spies from across the world.


  His poor language skills had forced him to hone his instincts to a razor’s edge.


  “Heh. Magnificent.”


  That was the answer Wille had expected, and he patted Klaus on the back.


  Klaus relaxed and gave Wille an awkward smile. “But I don’t think I’ll be as accurate as you.”


  “I’ll help you out for the first bit,” Wille replied with a gentle smile. “You’re my kid brother, and I care about you. I’m gonna pour everything I’ve got into you—if you think you can take it, that is.”


  Wille was baiting him, and Klaus replied instantly. “Of course I can.”


  With that, Klaus accompanied the inscrutable fortune teller down the Salpoli main street.
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  “…I can’t believe you found them in just four days.”


  Vanna looked over the proffered documents in amazement.


  They were in the Goosefoot Sisters’ operating base in Salpoli. They’d rented and remodeled an ordinary apartment, and none of the building’s other residents had any idea who they really were.


  Inside, Klaus and Wille gave their report.


  They’d completed their investigation at a blistering pace. Wille had done most of the work, but whenever they spotted a secret society leader or someone associated with the people in charge, it was Orietta who quickly called in other agents to tail them. They’d rooted out one hideout after another, and before anyone knew it, they’d cleared out over 90 percent of their list.


  All that, in a mere four days.


  By now, they knew the addresses of most of the twenty-plus ringleaders and higher-ups. It was up to a different group of agents to surveil them in preparation for the mass roundup.


  As it turned out, Wille’s powers of observation could do more than identify persons of interest. All it took him was a single glance to get an accurate read on someone’s weaknesses and desires. He always knew how to win them over, whether that was by giving them money or by solving an issue that was vexing them. By the time all was said and done, he’d gotten more than thirty people to betray the Grayshirts and inform for him.


  “You certainly live up to your reputation.” Vanna ignited the documents with a lighter, then sighed. “Clearly, Inferno is a force to be reckoned with. I wouldn’t want to get on your bad side.”


  “You’d better believe it. When we go in, we mean business.”


  Despite having done exactly nothing, Lukas boasted all the same.


  As an aside, his four days of captivity had been ones of leisure and comfort. He spent the whole time reading pulp fiction and demanding that Vanna buy him junk food.


  Klaus had two or three things he wanted to say about that, but there was something else he was more curious about. “So what now? Do we go arrest the activists?”


  Once they captured all the ringleaders in one fell swoop, the coup would be dead in the water. With no one to lead them, the forty thousand Grayshirts would be little more than a disorganized mob.


  There was no telling when they would start heading for the capital. The arrests needed to be carried out ASAP.


  “No, no,” Vanna replied. “You’ve done enough. We’re going to be joining up with the government troops tomorrow and storming all the bases at once. Your services aren’t needed anymore.”


  “Aw.”


  Klaus had been raring to go, so hearing that felt kind of anticlimactic.


  “Why do you sound so disappointed?” Wille asked with a smirk.


  “We might have had different beliefs, but we’re still fellow countrymen. I want us to be the ones to put them down,” Vanna said. She looked down. “The king is going to order us to wipe them all out.”


  Klaus blinked in shock.


  He’d assumed that they were just going to arrest them. The Bumal Kingdom was a country with laws. No matter how heinous someone’s crimes were, everyone there had a right to a fair trial.


  “Are you seriously surprised?” Orietta said indignantly. “The king was never going to let the rebels live, not after the way they threatened the country itself. It won’t just be the ringleaders and higher-ups, either. No matter who we find in those hideouts, our orders are going to be to shoot them on sight.”


  “I get what you’re saying,” Klaus replied quietly. “But we know where they’re hiding. You could just blast the hideouts with tear gas and not need to kill anyone.”


  “That isn’t a call for us spies to make.”


  “These aren’t bad people. Their methods were violent, but at the end of the day, it’s the government who screwed—”


  Klaus trailed off midsentence.


  He could tell that Vanna and Orietta had completely lost interest. Instead of paying any attention to Klaus’s nonsense, they were getting ready for their next task.


  Vanna opened the safe in the corner of the room and withdrew a thick envelope from inside. She seemed almost disapproving as she tossed it onto the sofa Lukas was sitting on. “There’s your payment. Take it and make yourselves scarce.”


  “Heh, pleasure doin’ business,” Lukas said as he got to work counting the bills within. All the money was there, so he grinned. “If you ever need help again, just give us a call.”


  “Next time, send someone different,” Vanna replied. “I’m sick of looking at your face.”


  Blunt as her tone was, there was a note of trust in her voice.


  Lukas had nothing more to say to her. “Let’s go,” he told the others as he stuffed the bills in the bag and left the room.
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  It was late at night when they finished their mission, so they ended up staying the night at a hotel.


  On Lukas’s suggestion, they used a chunk of their payment to really live it up. The Bumal Kingdom was up there with the Lylat Kingdom at the forefront of the culinary world, and after eating some pizza piled high with shellfish and squid, the group booked a suite overlooking the sea at a fancy hotel.


  At no point did Klaus enjoy any of it.


  He knew that, all the while, the Bumal capital would be working through the night to figure out how best to crush the coup. The army and police would be raiding the hideouts tomorrow morning. Armed with the information Wille and Klaus gathered, they would wipe out every last person involved in riling up the populace.


  “………………………”


  The suite was up on floor seven, the topmost floor, and had access to a terrace. Klaus headed back ahead of the other two. He stared out at the city as the night wind whipped his face.


  The terrace had a clear view of Salpoli’s famous historic castle. Nowadays, it was just a tourist attraction. He could see a group of Grayshirts milling about in front of it waiting eagerly for someone to give them the order.


  What fate would befall them after their leadership structure collapsed tomorrow?


  “Hey, Klaus. Something on your mind?” Eventually, Wille came back to the room. He saw Klaus out on the terrace and gave him a consoling look. “What’s the matter? You were completely out of it back at dinner.”


  Lukas was nowhere to be seen. He must have still been out strolling the streets.


  Wille ordered some drinks via room service. When the grape juice arrived, he poured it into a pair of champagne glasses and sat down on one of the terrace’s glass chairs.


  Knowing that there was no point trying to keep secrets from a fortune teller, Klaus went and sat next to him. “Does Lukas just not care?”


  Countless activists were about to get executed off the back of the intel they collected.


  The activists were aware of the risks they were taking, of course, and letting them run free was liable to get innocent people hurt. But even knowing that, Klaus still felt like he couldn’t breathe.


  Wille raised his champagne glass. “Why do you want to know?”


  “What do you mean, why?”


  “That’s not the question that’s really eating at you. It’s something deeper, isn’t it?”


  He had a faint smile, like he could see right through Klaus.


  Klaus let out a defeated sigh.


  For him, he’d been having doubts since before they even finished the mission. However, his inability to put his reservations into words had left a dark cloud hanging over his heart.


  “…I’ve killed people before. I’ve taken tons of lives.”


  He took his time carefully articulating his feelings.


  Back in the day, he’d killed scores of gangsters. He’d done it without an ounce of hesitation. And even before Inferno took him in, he’d killed to defend himself. The other orphans had scorned him and called him a monster, but he’d continued his violent ways.


  He was in no position to judge Curse for the coming executions.


  “And if I have to, I’ll do it again. But lately, it’s started hurting. The more bits and pieces of the world I see…the more I get it. Even the people I kill have people who love them and others they love. They have bonds that are special to them. And I think—”


  Rather than continue his thought, he pictured Guido’s, Veronika’s, and Gerde’s faces.


  Those were people who’d taken in an orphan like him.


  To this day, he still didn’t know what exactly they were to him. All he knew was that if someone hurt them, it would make him mad. To Klaus, their enemies were his enemies.


  There, in a world awash in pain, he’d made connections. And feeling their warmth made him realize how wrong it was to take those connections away from people.


  Just how beloved were the lives he’d stolen away, he wondered?


  “You’re learning how to view things more objectively,” Wille said gently. “It’s good, being able to see your life from a new perspective. Guido’s going to be thrilled. This is what happens when you just do spy work all the time instead of getting a normal education. It makes perfect sense.”


  “I guess.”


  “That’s probably why you’re curious. You want to know how my brother, Inferno’s future boss, sees it.”


  “…Yeah, you might be right.”


  Inferno was the community that had raised him all those years. At their core, were they really nothing more than an intelligence unit? Had they only taken him in because they thought he would make for a talented spy? Was everything he perceived as affection just a calculated decision on the part of Veronika and Guido?


  The thing was, he couldn’t get any sort of read on Lukas.


  As far as he could tell, Lukas simply did whatever he wanted as long as it benefited himself or his country. Wasn’t that exactly what spies were supposed to do, though? Was that how Inferno operated?


  “Sounds like you two are throwing my name around an awful lot.”


  All of a sudden, Klaus heard a lazy voice behind him.


  When he whirled around, he was greeted by the very person they were just talking about.


  “Lukas…”


  “I gotta ask, why do you respect my brother so much, but you treat me like I’m just some guy?”


  By the sound of it, he’d heard the whole thing.


  Klaus had had no idea he was there. Wille must have known, of course, but there wasn’t a hint of shame in Wille’s friendly smile.


  Lukas scratched the back of his head in embarrassment. “All right, fine. As a good big brother, here’s a piece of advice from me to you, my confused little brother.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Follow your heart. Nobody’s gonna stop you.”


  That didn’t answer any of Klaus’s questions.


  Lukas grabbed the bottle of grape juice from where it was sitting on the terrace, clinked it against Klaus’s glass as a toast, and dramatically raised the bottle straight to his lips.


  Once he’d chugged down everything that remained, he laughed.


  “We’re at the top of our game, and we’re the strongest guys around. That means we get to be freer than anyone.”
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  Day broke.


  In ten hours, the government forces were slated to move in and crush the coup.


  It was so early in the morning that the sun hadn’t finished rising yet as Lukas walked alone down the silent streets. He was on a hill just outside the bustling Salpoli city center. The neighborhood, said to have been founded by aristocrats fleeing a volcanic eruption, was lined with quiet, refined mansions. A chapel had been built there a thousand years ago, followed six hundred years later by a castle. That castle overlooked the whole of Salpoli and served as the lookout spot with the best view to scout out foreign invasions.


  Santiga Castle was a tourist attraction nowadays, and it was there that Lukas headed.


  It wasn’t open this early, of course. There was a fence labeled NO TRESPASSING that he hopped right over.


  When he got to the top of the long stone staircase that wound around the castle’s outer wall, a sharp gust of wind sent his hair fluttering. It had come all the way up from the sea and across the Salpoli sky to reach him.


  As Lukas squinted at the rooftop view, he spotted another man over to the side.


  Lukas gave him a little wave. “And? How’re preparations for the coup going?”


  “Why, Mr. Soot!”


  The bald man was wearing a gray shirt, and his eyes went wide. His name was Marengo. He was only in his midthirties, though he looked a fair bit older, and he’d fought in the Great War. Passion for his motherland had driven him to become one of the masterminds behind the coup.


  “I wanted to thank you again for all your help.” As soon as he spotted Lukas, he bowed. “If you hadn’t been so well-informed about Curse, the government forces would surely have crushed us. We sincerely appreciate the information you passed along.”


  “And you did what I told you?”


  “That we did. Soon, our coup will begin in this very city.” Marengo’s lips curled into a smirk. “While the government forces are busy getting ready, we’ll start our uprising right here in Salpoli. First things first, we’re going to foment chaos by setting the city ablaze.”


  He sounded downright elated, and Lukas gave him a nod. “That’s what I like to hear.”


  In secret, “Soot” Lukas had been conspiring with the activists.


  Back in the Galgad Empire, the Goosefoot Sisters had gotten ahold of a list of Bumal activists. Lukas had been working with them at the time, so he’d seen the list as well. Then Wille had tracked down those activists’ exact locations.


  However, he left Marengo out of the information passed along to Curse. And Marengo wasn’t just any activist. He was thick as thieves with Gallone and one of the key players in the insurrection.


  “I have to say, you scared me half to death when you busted into my hideout last night,” Marengo said with a friendly smile. “If you’d told the cops or Bumal intelligence about me, we would have been goners. I’m so glad you ended up being on our side.”


  “After a first impression like that, I’m surprised you believed me.”


  “How could I not? Your intel was so detailed that I had no choice but to trust you.”


  “Yeah, those sisters more or less filled me in on what the government troops were planning.”


  “That, and I’d heard the name Inferno before. I hear it was you all who helped end the war.”


  “That was mostly my boss, but yeah.”


  Right when they were in the middle of yakking it up, a booming roar split the air.


     


  “So it begins.”


     


  They looked out past the edge of the castle’s roof at the smoke rising.


  Bombs planted at eight different sites had all gone off at once. The fire spread, sending plumes of black smoke into the sky from all across the city. The early-morning commotion woke people up, and they rushed outside, screamed, and fled in panic. They could hear the sound of children crying.


  Few of the Grayshirts in Salpoli had any idea the terrorist attack was coming. Only a handful of the group’s leaders had known about it in advance.


  Lukas’s eyes went wide. “Damn, they went hard.”


  Marengo let out a booming laugh as he surveyed the devastation. “You can certainly say that again. Take a look. The police and army don’t even know how to respond. Look at them foaming at the mouth down there. What a riot!”


  Officers were rushing into the street, but all they could do was stare helplessly at the panicked crowds. They’d been told that the attack was coming that evening, so the morning bombing was a complete shock. Their reinforcements from the capital hadn’t even finished arriving yet.


  For the Grayshirts, though, things were different.


  These were people who’d been waiting for days on end for the coup to get started. Hearing random explosions go off threw them for a loop at first, but it wouldn’t be long before they realized what was happening and started congregating around their leaders. If all forty thousand came out in force, the police and military would be helpless to stop them.


  “Soon, the Grayshirts will go to their squad leaders and begin marching.” Marengo’s face was red with excitement. “Within two days, we’ll make it to the capital and have parliament surrounded. Then we’ll install Gallone as prime minister and transition into a true republic.”


  “……………………”


  Lukas stared out silently at the city.


  He felt bad for all the innocent bystanders getting caught up in this.


  Nobody had expected bombs to go off there in Salpoli instead of the capital. From his vantage point, he had a clear view of the terrified citizens racing through the streets. His heart ached every time he spotted a woman carrying a baby with her as she fled the flames.


  He was the one who’d engineered that outcome.


  When he brought up the idea of blowing up part of the city, Marengo and the others had been quick to sign on. In their eyes, it was a necessary sacrifice to make their coup a success.


  Marengo expressed his gratitude again and offered Lukas a handshake. “Mr. Soot, none of this would have been possible without your—”


  “Sure, man. One question, though—”


  Lukas shoved his hand away.


     


  “—How much longer should I keep playing along with this game?”


     


  “I’m sorry?”


  From up on the castle, they could see the Grayshirts starting to gather on main street. There was a squad leader surrounded by a throng of angry, armed men. There were over fifty in total.


  Then, out of nowhere, that group fell out of step—then fell apart completely.


  The march just couldn’t get off the ground.


  Whenever the Grayshirts tried to assemble around the squad leaders organizing the coup, someone always attacked them and broke up their ranks. The squad leaders weren’t spared, either, as they too kept getting attacked and knocked out.


  Across the city, someone was taking down the Grayshirt gatherings one after another.


  As the people who were supposed to lead the march kept vanishing, the Grayshirts began descending into a disorganized mob. Unsure of who to follow, all they could do was aimlessly wander the streets.


  “But how? The army shouldn’t have been ready to act. Who could be—”


  Marengo went pale. He, too, had noticed that something was going wrong.


  Lukas, for his part, was shocked as well.


  He’d heard the stories, but seeing him in action was a whole different beast.


  “Guess that’s what happens when you’ve got Guido and Granny G training you. The dude’s like destruction incarnate,” Lukas said. “Your coup’s getting shut down—and it’s my kid brother who’s gonna do it.”
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  Breeder, a member of the Bumal intelligence organization, Curse, was struck speechless when she saw the terrorist bombings.


  She was a young agent who’d had a unique talent since she was a child and had entered active duty at just eighteen. She’d been stationed in Salpoli to crack down on far-right activism, and after waking up to the sound of explosions, she rushed out of her nap room and witnessed the devastation for herself.


  What in the world…


  Smoke was rising from all across the city, and the air rang with the screams of its people.


  According to the intel from her superiors, the Grayshirts weren’t supposed to be marching until tomorrow. Nobody had foreseen this coming, and all she could do was stare impotently at the nightmare unfolding before her.


  The Grayshirts realized that this was the signal for them to march, and they poured into the street in droves.


  Breeder hurried over to her superior in the strategy room.


  “Orietta, ma’am!”


  That superior was the younger of the two world-renowned Goosefoot Sisters.


  Orietta’s ocean-blue gaze was fixed on the city.


  “We need to hurry and evacuate the residents! Then, when our reinforcements arrive, we can—”


  “Our instructions came in from the Roundtable. We’re to kill all Grayshirts immediately,” Orietta said matter-of-factly.


  The Roundtable was the Bumal Kingdom’s government cabinet. It was made up of the king, the prime minister, and the various ministers and served as the highest authority in the land.


  The prime minister or king must have given the order the instant they were informed of the bombings.


  “They want us to go on the offensive?!”


  Breeder’s eyes went wide. She couldn’t believe her ears.


  “With all due respect, ma’am, but that’s lunacy! We can’t overpower forty thousand soldiers all on our own. And even if we broke out the heavy weaponry, the fleeing civilians would get caught in the—”


  “Any amount of collateral damage is acceptable.”


  “But…”


  “Better that than to let them march on the capital. The Roundtable’s made up their mind.” There was a hint of sorrow in Orietta’s voice. “If worse comes to worst, we may need to deploy your trump card.”


  The solution being presented was one that would have a bigger death toll than any bomb.


  True to her code name, Breeder had been nurturing something. Curse had put her in charge of it when they saw she had the talent to control it.


  However, all Breeder herself wanted was to save people.


  She had no desire to kill innocent civilians, much less to massacre activists who were trying to bring reform to Bumal. She understood all too well the rage they felt toward the country’s economic policy failures. Her own family had died in an epidemic because they were too poor to pay for medical treatment.


  “Why should we have to protect them?” she mumbled before she could stop herself. “Why should we have to slaughter each other for the king… For those swine…”


  “That isn’t a question we need to concern ourselves with.”


  “It’s the government who should be paying for their mistakes!”


  “And how would you make them do that, precisely?”


  Orietta was uninterested in Breeder’s questions, and she didn’t so much as look Breeder in the eye. She continued staring out at Salpoli.


  There were people running all over main street looking for somewhere to take shelter from the bombs. All the while, armed Grayshirts continued pouring out of hotels and shoving the civilians aside. “We march!” they roared to call the other Grayshirts to action. Their spirits were so high they began smashing in shop display windows as a show of force.


  If we don’t stop them here, it’ll be the capital that goes up in flames next.


  Theirs was a world ruled by violence. Platitudes and matters of right or wrong had no place there. There was just one simple rule: kill or be killed.


  But doing it without catching innocent civilians in the crossfire? That’s an impossible task—


  Seeing the tragedy playing out before her eyes filled Breeder with a crushing sense of powerlessness. It was plain to see that it couldn’t be done.


  Then Orietta abruptly changed her tune. “Actually, we’re going to hold tight and see how this plays out.”


  Right as Breeder asked herself why Orietta had flip-flopped, she spotted something unthinkable.


     


  Out of nowhere, the Grayshirts massing on the main street began passing out.


     


  The burly men had been hooting and hollering just moments ago, yet one after another, they keeled over.


  It took Breeder some time to realize that what she was witnessing was violence that transcended violence. She rushed straight to the window.


  “…There goes Ax the Destroyer.”


  There was a tremble in Orietta’s voice.


  As Breeder watched the young man fight, she felt her heart stir.
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  Klaus ran with all his might.


  The fires were spreading all across the city, and the cops and army were too flustered to be of any use whatsoever. Their hands were full just evacuating the terrified citizens. They simply didn’t have enough manpower. Their entire plan had been to spend the day sneaking forces into city so they could raid all the hideouts that evening. With how early in the morning it was, most of their personnel weren’t even there yet.


  Few of the Grayshirts had seen this coming, either, but when the orders came down from the higher-ups, they immediately started gathering in the west side of Salpoli. They were itching to begin their march on the capital. If they did, a few brave soldiers would try to stop them, and gunfighting would break out across the city.


  Klaus was in charge of crushing the Grayshirts before that happened.


  “Listen up, Klaus. Hitch a ride on that truck heading down the street and take it a quarter of a mile to the west.”


  The instructions coming through the radio were from Wille.


  Wille was overlooking Salpoli and telling Klaus the exact locations where clashes were about to break out and where the squad leaders were. Klaus’s job was to hurry to those spots and get the situation under control.


  This plan they came up with is deranged…


  Klaus knocked out five Grayshirts in a flash and leaped onto a truck racing through the city. After hopping off midtransit, he spotted a group of Grayshirts gathering in the plaza and made a beeline for their squad leader.


  I have to stop the coup before they marshal enough Grayshirts.


  Not even Klaus would stand a chance against forty thousand people all marching as one.


  However, the sudden start to the coup caught the Grayshirts off guard, albeit not as much as the army and the police. They were slowly trickling out into the city, but their movements were slow.


  Whenever things got dire, Klaus and Wille stepped in to intervene.


  As long as they could keep that up, they would buy the government forces enough time to pull themselves together and handle the rest.


  “I’m going to need you to head northwest next. The guys in the hideout under the old Ramuel Palace are about to move out.”


  After knocking out the squad leader in the plaza, Klaus immediately got to work relocating. There were a good hundred other Grayshirts there, but leaderless mobs were beneath his interest.


  For today, Klaus’s weapon of choice was an oversize knife.


  “Torchlight” Guido had taught him how to destroy his enemies with his attacks. And he’d inherited the defensive maneuvers that made “Firewalker” Gerde immortal.


  At just fifteen years old, Klaus’s combat skills were already world-class.


  Dammit, Lukas. You were planning on making me do this from the get-go, weren’t you?!


  Had Lukas intentionally gone broke gambling so Klaus would have to follow him?


  Now that Klaus thought about it, Lukas had called Veronika and told her he was “tying up a loose end from his mission.” Apparently, he’d actually been telling the truth.


  …Just how much of this did you plan out?


  Klaus mentally cursed his surrogate elder brother, then resumed his assault on the Grayshirts.
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  “So here’s the question I asked myself. How did I want the coup to end?”


  As Lukas watched the Grayshirts go down in rapid succession, he laid out his thought process.


  “Should I just let everyone get executed like the government wants? Nah, no way. Those stupid-ass policies are the real villain here. If they cracked down today, they’d just be paving the way for a second or third coup down the line. And with innocent civilians bleeding out in the street each time? Thanks, but no thanks. But if I let the Grayshirts march on the capital, it’d spark a civil war. That was outta the question, too.”


  It was early on that Lukas gave up on the idea of stopping them.


  In fact, the answer he arrived at was the exact opposite.


     


  “What we needed was a shitty uprising.”


     


  That was why Lukas had gotten in touch with the activists.


  “Just enough to put a little fear in the government’s heart. That’d be plenty. What I want is for everything to end all half-cocked. That’s the goal behind this coup.”


  “W-we’ll never stay down!” Marengo yelled, spittle flying from his lips. “We may fail today, but I assure you, it won’t be long before we—”


  “You really think people are still gonna support you after you blasted their city to hell and back?”


  “________!”


  “You know why your Grayshirt buddies were able to sit around drinking without a care in the world? It’s because the people of Salpoli saw them as heroes come to take down the royal administration. That’s the whole reason they welcomed you with open arms. Who coulda known you’d turn out to be a bunch of jackasses who’d go and blast the city to rubble?” Lukas said, completely ignoring Marengo’s protests. “Any activist without popular support is just a common outlaw. Your luck ran out the minute you bought what I was selling.”


  There was something history had proven time and again.


  The growing awareness around human rights in recent years had given rise to more popular revolutions and coups. And over that time, something had become clear: Revolutions took a huge toll on the populace. No matter how much they distrusted their government, nobody was interested in having bombings and gunfights become a daily occurrence in the towns they lived in. They had no interest in watching their cities get leveled year in and year out.


  It would be a good long while before any domestic movement was able to gather forty thousand people again.


  “Why are you doing this?”


  The situation had finally sunk in for Marengo, and he glared at Lukas in frustration.


  “Why toy with us like this? Who even are you, really?”


  “I’m a balancer.”


  Lukas’s answer was concise.


     


  “I take the interests of both sides and balance ’em out. I’m no one’s friend and no one’s foe. Just a games master.”


     


  Marengo scowled, unable to comprehend what Lukas was saying.


  However, he realized that there was no use sticking around. If he went and joined the fray, there was still a chance he could get the coup back on track. He turned around and left the rooftop.


  As soon as he tried to descend the stone steps, though, he toppled over onto his back and lay sprawled there with bubbles foaming from his mouth.


  Someone else had just shown up on the roof and clobbered him.


  “Good work. I’m impressed you were able to lure him up here.”


  It was Vanna—the elder of the two Goosefoot Sisters. She stared calmly at Lukas.


  Lukas chuckled. “Any regrets about agreeing to my plan? That beautiful city of yours is getting bashed up pretty bad.”


  “I don’t see how that’s my fault. Some rogue spies just went and leaked our plans to the rebels. All this destruction was completely unforeseeable. I wonder who could have hired those buffoons?”


  “Uh, rude!”


  “Is it, though? In the end, everything went exactly like you wanted it to.”


  The two of them had been on the same page the whole time.


  There was no way that spies officially affiliated with Curse could sign off on a plan that involved letting rebels blow Salpoli to pieces. That was why Lukas had carried out the whole thing solo. He and Vanna never exchanged any words to that effect, but both had anticipated what the other would do.


  “I’d love to get your take on things,” Lukas said. “How do you think the government’s gonna react?”


  “You really think I’d go and divulge state secrets like that?”


  “It’s cool; I’ll cover my ears,” Lukas said before doing just that. “There, now you can just talk to yourself.”


  “…Naturally, this will come as quite a blow to them.”


  Vanna scowled in annoyance, but she gave her thoughts all the same.


  “They created a situation where they were one step from having to seek asylum. They’ll have little choice but to cave to a number of the rebels’ demands. In a sense, the coup will have succeeded.”


  “Yeah, that checks out.” Lukas uncovered his ears and grinned. “I’ve got a piece of advice for you, though. Make sure you pass it along to the people in charge. Tell ’em they’d be better off not executing any of the activists.”


  “And why not?”


  “Revolutionaries who’ve turned the masses against them have a way of dying out on their own. Just leave ’em be. It’ll be a chance to show how bighearted you are. Don’t go making any dumb, emotional decisions—I don’t want to see a single drop of unnecessary bloodshed.”


  He deepened his voice to make his unspoken threat clear.


  Vanna gave him a bored nod. “All part of your plan, I see.”
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  The rest, as they say, was history.


  In accordance with the activists’ wishes, the Bumal king ordered Gallone to set up a cabinet, then stepped back from active governance.


  With some of their demands met, the activists splintered into a radical faction willing to settle for nothing less than total abolition of the monarchy and a moderate faction that was satisfied with the results they’d achieved. The people of Salpoli regarded the radical Marengo followers with fear and dismay, and the movement lost momentum and was forced into hiding.


  Meanwhile, the swiftness with which Curse managed to quell the activists’ rioting during the attempted uprising raised their standing within the Bumal Kingdom.


  In time, the history books would refer to the event as the Bloodless Coup.
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  For Lukas, the whole thing was just another freelance gig, and he let out a big yawn.


  His work there was done, so he stretched his arms and headed to leave the castle rooftop. Klaus and Wille were still out there fighting the good fight, but there was nothing Lukas could do to help them. He was useless in a fight. He started trying to figure out where he could get himself some water.


  “There was one thing I wanted to ask.”


  That was when Vanna called over to him.


  “What’s that?” he asked as he stopped, to which Vanna replied, “Rumor has it that you’re bad at gambling.”


  “So?”


  “I find it awfully difficult to believe. As I recall, you like to introduce yourself as a games master who’s won over a thousand matches straight.”


  She must have heard the story from Wille. There was little Wille loved more than recounting tales of Lukas’s scandals.


  Lukas shrugged. “Well, it’s true.”


  “Explain.”


  “You said it yourself. A thousand straight wins. If I actually try, my win rate goes to a hundred percent.”


  Vanna blinked.


  For the average person, Lukas’s logic was completely incomprehensible.


  “Any gamble I can’t lose just becomes work. And working sucks.”
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  Through Lukas’s shepherding, the coup ended partly in failure and partly in success.


  It was fair, in a sense, in that nobody walked away perfectly content—though the Galgad intelligence agency that had been backing the coup from the shadows certainly lamented the outcome the most.


  However, not even they walked away empty-handed.


  They’d interfered with Bumal politics in a major way. They’d dealt a heavy blow to the royal administration that betrayed them. And on top of that, they now knew just how useful the woman they’d put at the center of the operation could be.


     


  “Oh, Marengo… Did your coup really fail…?”


  Nine AM rolled around, and the Grayshirt march had yet to materialize.


  The plan had been to mobilize early in the morning to catch the government forces by surprise, but their entire command structure was falling apart. The people in charge of giving orders kept getting attacked, leaving the nearly forty thousand Grayshirts to just wander around aimlessly. It was a tragic way to go down. The people of Salpoli blamed them for the bombings and were starting to pick fights. It was only a matter of time before the police and army came in and ended the whole thing.


  Down in the hideout of a far-right secret society that helped fan the revolution’s flames, the woman let out a sob. “He’s such a kind man, that Marengo. The only way I could support my daughter after my husband passed was to spy for the Galgad Empire, and he looked after me anyway…”


  “You have to flee while you still can.”


  Marengo had yet to return, and as the woman fretted over his safety, one of the men called out to her.


  “We would never have even gotten the coup off the ground without your help. Please, just go. We’ll draw the army’s attention.”


  The woman was responsible for sneaking vast quantities of firearms into Salpoli. She’d worked with her colleagues to smuggle them inside bags of salt. Then she sold them on the black market to help fund the coup.


  There was something strangely alluring about her. She was a widow who’d lost her husband young. Her pale skin conjured images of a life of hardship, and just seeing her filled men with a sense of chivalry and a desire to protect her. Many of the Grayshirts who worked with her came to care about her as far more than a mere collaborator.


  Marengo was one such example. He’d taken her counsel on many occasions and shared his bed with her more than once.


  At no point did he realize that she was leading him down the road to ruin.


  “My heart goes out to you. I hope you and your daughter can find a better life for yourselves.”


  Urged on by the men, the woman left the hideout. She continued playing the part of the tragic victim through to the end as she bid farewell to the Grayshirts.


  “Hee-hee,” she snickered.


  After leaving, she went and picked up her daughter who’d been playing in the streets of Salpoli. The girl was staring at the flames from the explosions with awe and delight in her gaze. The woman found her unsettling, but she took her daughter’s hand anyway.


  The woman had an alias—code name Wiles.


  “…Well, that left a bad taste in my mouth. Damn that man and the shady information he fed Marengo. If it weren’t for him, it would have made for a far funnier show.”


  When Wiles started muttering to herself, her daughter looked up in confusion. “What’s wrong, Mom?”


  “Oh, don’t mind me. Heh, I think I’ll head over to the Din Republic to cause some mischief.”


  “We’re traveling again?”


  “That’s right. I need to work off some steam. Let that man know just how much I appreciate him messing up my plan.”


  She pulled her daughter past the waves of Grayshirts and soldiers battling in the streets.


  “Perhaps I’ll go and derail a train—and get rid of some defective goods while I’m at it.”


     


  The woman, who would one day introduce herself to Lamplight as Matilda, squeezed her daughter’s hand.


  In a few months, that daughter would get caught up in a sudden railway accident and lose her memories. However, it wouldn’t be until a little later that she would come to be known by the name Forgetter.
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  The party was held right in front of Lieditz’s central station.


  They called it Lieditz Appreciation Day. It was announced a mere five days in advance. That was hardly any warning at all, yet they managed to get traffic redirected away from the station and for loads of businesses to contribute funds to the event. The group organizing it was a fictitious shell corporation, but nobody bothered to dig too deep.


  On the day of the event, food carts lined the street. Everyone was having a blast. Street performers attended in droves, and the people who stopped to watch them tossed coins. There was also a big stage where local bands showed up and filled the space with nice music in ad hoc jam sessions. Tomorrow, the newspapers would report that over ten thousand people ended up attending.


  For the most part, it was a festival driven by carefree community spirit. And as a result, nobody gave a thought to the organizers’ motives.


     


  In the middle of the festivities was a big, stately table.


     


  There in the center of it all, where laughter could be heard coming from all directions, sat seven people. It was the full Inferno roster, back together for the first time in ages.


  “Check it out, Granny G. I stocked up on wine when we were over in Bumal.”


  Lukas wove back and forth from the table constantly. In between pouring Gerde new glasses of booze from the mountain of alcohol and snacks laid out before her, he gave the temporary staff they’d hired additional food orders to go grab from the vendors.


  The man was a constant blur of motion.


  “Hey, looking sharp today. Where’d you get that new jacket?” he said to Guido, who was just about fed up with him. Veronika smiled awkwardly as he bowed to her. “So uh, Boss, about that money I owe you. I need a little more time, that’s all. I promise, I’ll get it to you.” He then turned and smiled at Heide, who was listening to the live music. “You gotta try to be nicer to Klaus, all right?”


  Lukas was also the one who’d suggested throwing their party as a public event. Using their funds from Bumal and his preexisting connections, he’d gotten businesses and politicians on board and made Appreciation Day a reality.


  Veronika had never intended it to be such an elaborate affair, but for all her strained smiles, she wasn’t actually bothered. Guido, on the other hand, was on the verge of having an aneurism.


  “…So basically, he’s a clown?”


  “That’s the long and short of it.”


  From over to Klaus’s side, Wille answered his question with a pleased nod.


  The two of them were talking about Lukas.


  “I guess you could call him a hedonist. He hates seeing blood get shed, no matter whose it is. Full of laughs and full of smiles. That’s the way he likes the world to be.” After summarizing who his brother was as a person, Wille rested his chin on his hands. “Though, most of the time, he just acts like a degenerate gambler,” he said, delightedly watching Lukas live it up. “You might not think it, but his beliefs aren’t that far off from Inferno’s as a whole. There’s a reason Veronika approves of him.”


  “………”


  “So? With everything you know, what do you think of Inferno now?”


  This time, Wille turned his gaze to Klaus. His eyes were the exact same as Lukas’s.


  Klaus sucked in a deep breath. “I—”


  “Hey there, Klaus.”


  He was interrupted by a shout.


  Lukas’s face was bright red, and he slung his wine-bottle-toting arm over Klaus’s shoulder.


  The sight earned near-simultaneous comments of “Damn, you’re plastered” and “This is what happens when you hang out with Granny G” from Wille and Klaus, but Lukas wasn’t paying attention.


  “Listen, next week, you’re coming to Marnioce with us. It’s mission time. We’re gonna teach you everything we know, too. How to talk, how to act, I mean everything.”


  The corner of his lip curled into a grin.


  “You’d better brace yourself, Little Bro.”


  He’d already gotten the go-ahead from Veronika and Guido. The two of them were looking over with exasperated smiles.


  Klaus nodded without hesitation. “’Kay… Will do.”


  An urge welled up in him, and he spoke it aloud.


  He wanted to get a better look.


  He wanted to see the new Inferno that “Soot” Lukas was going to build. And he wanted to see the devotion with which “Scapulimancer” Wille was going to support him.


  He wanted to follow his two elder brothers. He saw how great they were, and he wanted to be able to walk shoulder to shoulder with them.


  An emotion was taking root in his heart—an emotion he didn’t know what to call yet. However, he knew that sticking with them would help him get a better look at it.


  The twins smiled in unison.


  “Magnificent.” “That’s magnificent, all right.”


  Eventually, the two of them wandered off to go pester the rest of the team.


  Heide was visibly itching to go join the live musicians. “Don’t even think about it,” Lukas told her. “Hearing you at full strength would traumatize the poor attendees.”


  “I’m afraid I can’t accept that. I’m going to go make history,” she replied haughtily.


  To which Guido said, “If you get out of that chair, I’m knocking you out cold.”


  Meanwhile, as Gerde and Veronika were having a lively discussion about foreign politics, Wille went over with an offering. “I brought you some more wine.”


  “We oughtta think about making Wille the next boss,” Gerde praised him.


  Veronika shuddered. “That’s a dangerous road to walk down. I can only imagine the peril he’d gleefully put his brother in.”


  The twins served as Inferno’s backbone, and wherever they went, smiles always followed.


  As Klaus watched it all unfold, that very same word sprang to his lips as well.


  “Magnificent.”
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  That was what age fifteen looked like for “Bonfire” Klaus.


  Guided by the twins, he spent that year rising to greater heights. Instead of just fighting, he branched out and learned all sorts of other spy skills as well.


  The little orphan who knew nothing but violence was well on his way to becoming a world-class operative. The Bloodless Coup had accelerated the world’s descent into turmoil, and it was as though Klaus was rising to the call.


  
    

    Memory Soot and Scapulimancer


    During the festivities, Lukas and Klaus had a conversation.


    “Hey, Klaus. You know how I helped you out big-time?”


    “Are you sure it wasn’t the other way around?”


    “Well, I figured out how you can thank me.”


    Lukas pushed past Klaus’s rebuttal and laid the pressure on his surrogate younger brother.


    “I wanna have drinks with a beautiful woman.”


       


    And so as the party reached its final hours, the male contingent went off to go drink somewhere else. After coming up with a nonsense excuse to break off from the women, Lukas dragged Wille and Guido over to a bar. That was where Klaus was going to bring the women he’d picked up around town. Obviously, he was banned from choosing anyone from Inferno.


    On their way over, Wille scowled at the unexpected turn of events. “What gives, Lukas? Hazing is beneath you.”


    “Nah, man, it’s for his education,” Lukas said, cheerfully waving off Wille’s complaint. “You haven’t taught him any of this stuff, right, Guido? Being able to seduce women is Espionage 101.”


    Lukas wasn’t the kind of guy who liked to go around womanizing. He was legitimately doing this for Klaus’s benefit.


    Being able to sweet-talk members of the opposite sex was a valuable skill for a spy to have. Using a woman’s home as a hideout was one of the oldest tricks in the book. There were some people who even went so far as to impersonate those women’s dead husbands.


    Guido shook his head in annoyance. “Look, I had a lot of stuff I needed to cover.”


    “…And so you basically turned him into a fighting machine.” Wille sighed.


    “Hey, nothing wrong with playing to his strengths,” Lukas said to defend Guido. “I’m just saying, it’s time for us to tap in. Tonight’s just a test of where he’s currently at.”


    “You sound like you’re enjoying yourself.”


    “He totally is.”


    “What are you two talking about?” Lukas protested. “I’m just a good elder brother looking out for his—”


    “Hey, Master, Wille, and Lukas.”


    All of a sudden, they heard a voice.


    Klaus was standing behind them. He hadn’t left to go find the women yet.


    He pointed lazily out into the city. “Could each of you go get a woman for me?”


    “““He flipped the assignment back on us?!”””


    After making his demand, Klaus rushed off before any of them could get a word in edgewise.


    What Lukas had forgotten to account for was that his surrogate younger brother was a maverick with no respect for the team’s pecking order or the chain of command.


       


    Twenty minutes later, there were three women gathered in the bar.


    Once Klaus made his request, striking out would have been a huge embarrassment. Lukas went for a woman who’d been harshly shutting down would-be suitors, Wille went for a woman hanging out on the festival’s outskirts and looking lonely, and Guido was gallantly escorting a booze hound who hadn’t had enough to drink yet.


    Klaus looked at the three women and let out a dazed murmur. “I just assumed you would suck at this, Master…”


    “Who the hell do you take me for?”


    “I’ll have you know our man Guido is a jack-of-all-trades,” Lukas quipped before ordering some tasty food and drinks for their guests. After showing off his hospitality, he went back over to Klaus. “And? How’d it go on your end?”


    Klaus averted his gaze. “Not too good…”


    In the end, he’d been forced to return to the bar empty-handed. “If this was a mission, I could’ve just threatened them with a knife and forced them to come with me,” he complained. Guido clapped him on the head. “Don’t do that on missions, either.”


    The women the men had corralled were all enjoying some lively conversation. Lukas and Guido deftly ran the show and made sure everyone was having a good time.


    “I didn’t realize you had such an innocent side to you, Klaus,” Wille said with a smile after treating the ladies to some drinks. “Don’t worry, I’ll train you up right. I get the feeling you’re going to struggle with women.”


    “I hate how true it sounds when you say it,” Klaus grumbled.


    “Here’s a little prophecy for you: Someday, you’ll spend your life surrounded by cute girls.”


    “Cut it out with the threats…,” Klaus said, quietly accepting his powerlessness. “I promise, I’ll study hard.”

  

  
    

    Chapter 4 Bonfire (Frontside) IV


    In the Heat Haze Palace dining room, there was a table that seated ten. It was black and covered with a pure white tablecloth. The custom was for everyone who wasn’t working to eat their meals there together.


    As the lowest person in the Inferno pecking order, Klaus was in charge of making lunch. Thanks to a combination of the cooking skills drilled into him by his nagging surrogate sister and all the ingredients brought back by the manor’s globetrotting inhabitants, he always treated the team to something delicious. Lunchtime was a big highlight of the residents’ days.


    One day at the end of spring, that peaceful lunch was interrupted by a blond young man getting on the table.


    He stripped off his shoes and sat down right on the table’s center. After scrunching himself up like a roast chicken, he lowered his head and bowed to the woman sitting in the seat smack-dab in the middle.


    “Boss, I need you to spot me some money!!”


    The young man in question was “Soot” Lukas.


    “I blew all my mission funds on the horses. Please, I’m begging you here. I’ll never ask you for anything again. I get that you might have second thoughts, but how about we just set those aside and you lend me the money?”


    His loud voice ruined any atmosphere the lunch may have had.


    The person on the other end of his request was “Hearth” Veronika. The gorgeous redhead’s temple twitched as she smiled at the ill-mannered, table-sitting youth.


    She glanced to the side. “Gerde?”


    “Hm?”


    “I do believe Lukas is asking for some training. Would you mind beating some sense into him?”


    “You got it. I assume you’re fine if he can’t walk for the next three days?”


    “AHHHHHHHHHHH!!”


    On Veronika’s instructions, “Firewalker” Gerde grabbed Lukas by the collar. It was hard to believe how someone over sixty could be so muscular, yet with a beer bottle in one hand, she hoisted Lukas off the table all the same.


    As she did, she shot a look at the other young man who looked just like Lukas.


    “And, Wille, don’t you even think about trying to save your brother,” she warned “Scapulimancer” Wille, who waved goodbye as she hauled Lukas off. “I know you’ve got a soft spot for him, but I’m not about to let anyone—”


    “Wait, save him? Why would I do that?”


    “………”


    “Make it a good one for me. I’ll pop by to watch later.”


    “…I’ll never understand that love of yours.”


    Ignoring his brother’s pleas for help, Wille turned back and resumed eating.


    Satisfied that the nuisance had been dealt with, Veronika smiled and ate her pasta as well. Lunch today was spaghetti alle vongole in bianco loaded up with fresh clams. “This is delicious” she said, while Wille commented that the dish would pair well with some wine.


    Across from them, “Torchlight” Guido massaged his forehead. When the rest of the team started making selfish decisions, it was his job to rein them back in.


    “Look, Boss. Punishing him is all well and good, but Lukas has a mission he’s supposed to—”


    “The boy is infuriating.”


    “Hey, I’m not disagreeing, but still.”


    “It’s awful, is what it is. I could have built myself a mansion with all the money I’ve lent him.”


    “…You really lent him that much?”


    “I really did. I need him working for me for the rest of his life, after all. So I wanted him on the hook.”


    Veronika scowled in frustration. Even she had her limits. She started muttering something scary-sounding about lending him even more money so he’d have to work for her in the afterlife, too.


    Guido silently shook his head, then turned and looked at the boy who’d just returned from the kitchen. The boy took off his apron and dug into the mountain of spaghetti he’d made.


    “Hey, idiot pupil, can you take over for him?”


    “Bonfire” Klaus readily agreed. “Sure, Master.”


    Klaus was seventeen.


    After his prolonged mission abroad with the twins, his conduct had become downright elegant. He’d grown even taller as well, making him look older than he actually was. Gone was all the old vulgarity from his tone, and he carried himself with composure.


    Today, the spy team Inferno was enjoying an ordinary day. His teammates often spent long periods in other countries, so he treasured the moments the team got together like that.


    A word sprang to his mouth all on its own.


    “Magnificent.”
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    The world was awash in pain.


    Seven years had passed since the Great War’s end, and the political unrest from the Great War’s fallout was reaching a fever pitch across the world. The Fend Commonwealth was divided into a faction supporting Mouzaia and a faction supporting the Empire. When the Galgad Empire fell behind on their reparations payments, the Lylat Kingdom had seized an Imperial industrial zone. And most importantly, the coup in the Bumal Kingdom two years ago had emboldened activists around the globe.


    It was no exaggeration to say that the only nation with a stable political situation was the Din Republic.


    Din enjoyed low unrest thanks to the efforts of Inferno and their other spies, allowing the country to pour efforts into training new agents. The fact that they were the ones who’d paved the way for Galgad’s defeat paired with the waves of talented spies they kept producing sent a shock through the global intelligence community.


    The Republic had transformed itself into an espionage powerhouse.


    Instead of looking down on them for their small size, the United States prized them for their ability to keep watch over the Empire. The border Din shared with Galgad made them perfect for the job. With financial backing from Fend and Lylat as a sweetener, the United States brought Din into the fold. Allegedly, a reformed Sohm Müller had been involved in confirming the secret arrangement.


    The security Din enjoyed during that time was undeniably thanks to its spies.


    At the same time, though, that fact meant that there were tens of millions of lives resting on the shoulders of a single woman.
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    “I’d like you to go to Longchon.”


    Veronika briefed him on the mission.


    Klaus had just gotten back from finishing a domestic job in Lukas’s place.


    Lukas himself had bought off Gerde with booze and gone on the run, only to get recaptured by Guido midway through his escape. This time, Veronika had flown into such a rage and said to him, “Go stay in a Foreign Intelligence Office prison and don’t come out until you’ve won over twenty captured spies.” When Klaus and Wille went to check up on him later, Lukas greeted them with a smile and boasted, “I made fifty new friends today.” He seemed to be enjoying himself.


    “I think everything played out exactly the way they hoped from the start. For both of them,” Wille noted.


    Lukas got a kick out of putting his nose to the grindstone on Inferno’s behalf, and Veronika liked forcing her subordinates to do the unreasonable. Today, those two preferences had manifested in the form of a punishment. Klaus felt like they’d taken a whole bunch of obnoxious extra steps, but that was simply how the two of them worked together.


    Day in and day out, Inferno’s workload was mounting.


    Klaus could feel it happening in his bones. That was why, when Veronika called him to her room and ordered him to go on a mission, he agreed without a moment’s thought. “Longchon, you say. What’s the job?”


    “The whole thing stinks to high heaven.”


    She handed him a series of files.


    “When news of that coup in Bumal reached the Far East, it inspired soldiers across the region to begin plotting to retake their governments. If things turn ugly over there, Fend and Lylat aren’t just going to take it lying down. We need to figure out what way the wind is blowing before this escalates into a brand-new war.”


    Her tone went darker.


    “The problem is, our agents there keep getting captured and disappearing.”


    That was where Inferno came in.


    When their fellow countrymen failed, it was on them to finish the job.


    “It looks as though we’re dealing with a talented spy hunter,” Klaus said as he speed-read the files. “Which is strange, as I didn’t think Longchon or the Republic of Ryuka had anyone like that working for them. You’re right, this does stink.”


    “………”


    “What’s the matter, Boss?”


    It took Veronika a moment to reply, and when Klaus asked why, she let out a forlorn exhale. “It’s just, you talk so respectfully now, and it made me a little sad.”


    “What?”


    “Was leaving you with the twins the wrong call? No, no, this is a positive sign of maturity… All right, I’ve come to terms with it.”


    Klaus wasn’t sure whether or not to laugh at her despondent comment.


    He’d changed the way he talked on Lukas and Wille’s orders. “Our little brother’s gotta be a gentleman,” they said, and they gave him thorough lessons on everything from manners to how to seduce women. It was a completely different sort of education than the combat-heavy stuff Guido and Gerde had imparted.


    Klaus himself was pleased at how much he’d grown, but for Veronika, it had come as a shock.


    “You’ve grown up fast, Klaus.”


    “It has been seven years since I joined Inferno, you know.”


    Klaus finished reading the files and set them back on the desk.


    Reading and writing had never been his strong point, but now those, too, numbered among his skills. His handwriting still wasn’t the greatest, but he could read a document like nobody’s business.


    Veronika nodded happily. “I guess you’re right. Well, I’m counting on you. We’ve fallen behind on our intelligence work around Longchon, so I’ll send Guido over to rendezvous in a few days. You’re working solo until then, so don’t get too deep or take any unnecessary—”


    “Mother! You mustn’t be so soft on him!!”


    With a shrill screech, someone barged straight into Veronika’s room.


    It was an alluring young woman whose skin and hair were completely white. Her name was “Flamefanner” Heide. She’d grown from a girl into a beautiful woman, and she strode past Klaus like he wasn’t even there and planted herself in front of Veronika.


    “What’s the matter, Heide?”


    “I need to join the Longchon mission as well. My brainless brother will be useless on his own.”


    “Excuse me?” Klaus snapped, taken aback at the haughtiness in her voice.


    However, his protests fell on deaf ears. “This little dolt isn’t ready to go out on his own,” Heide said, gesticulating wildly to sell her point. “Why, I’m so worried about him I can’t stand it.”


    “The hell are you going on about, woman?”


    Klaus unthinkingly made a harsher comment than he meant to, and Heide glared at him. “You will address me as Big Sis Heide.”


    This was a headache he hadn’t asked for.


    He couldn’t help but wonder if it wasn’t finally time for him to take his big sister down a peg. After all, this was Heide they were talking about. She was up to something, and whatever it was, it wasn’t good.


    However, Veronika actually took her nonsense seriously. “That’s a good point,” she said, then thought for a minute. “All right. Would you mind going to Longchon with him?”


    Veronika smiled, and Heide gave her a happy nod. “It would be my pleasure.”


    Klaus scowled. Just like that, he’d been saddled with the most annoying traveling companion imaginable.
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    Heide spent their whole flight grinning from ear to ear.


    “Hooray! Guess who just got herself an all-expenses-paid, government-funded trip to Longchon? You’re in charge of taking care of the mission, brainless brother. Also, make some time for me at least once a day. I’ll need someone to carry my things and drive me around. If you think of it as part of your training, I’m sure you’ll be able to get some wonderful growth out of it.”


    “I hate you so much. I’ve hated you since the day we met.”


    When Inferno needed to get somewhere far away, they traveled via air.


    The two of them were in a cutting-edge transport plane built in the United States. It was a large monoplane capable of carrying more than ten people. Even with the many refueling stops it needed to make, it was still far faster than taking a boat. That said, civilian aircraft were still a rarity, so the attention a plane drew was a meaningful downside.


    Heide sat on the installed sofa and enjoyed some wine and salami as she gazed out the window at the twilight-hued clouds.


    She was treating the whole thing like it was a vacation. She had no intention of helping out on the mission at all.


    Klaus glared at her. Where did she get off, when Inferno was up to their eyeballs in work?


    Heide shrugged. “Oh, don’t get so worked up. I’m sure Mother knew exactly what I was doing.”


    “And she’s just fine with you slacking off?”


    “I haven’t been in good shape lately.”


    “Huh?”


    “So I need to get some R&R,” Heide declared with a wave of her hand. “You should be treating me like the frail, delicate lady that I am.”


    “………”


    Klaus took a look at her face.


    She was the one person on Inferno he couldn’t bring himself to like.


    The two of them had known each other for ages, but those years had been defined by verbal abuse and her foisting her work off on him, so they fought constantly. She was supposedly talented, but her personality was a nightmare. He simply couldn’t deal with her egomania.


    “…Wait, you actually had a reason?”


    “Oh, come now. You really thought I was dumping that work on you out of mere selfishness?”


    “Weren’t you, though?”


    “To some extent, I suppose.” Heide paused. “But everything aside from that, well, that’s classified.”


    She shook her head as though to reject the question.


    “Don’t ever be so arrogant as to assume you know everything about a person.”


    She narrowed her gaze.


    “No matter how close you are or how much time you’ve spent together.”


    “Look,” Klaus replied. “If you don’t want to talk about it, then it’s none of my business.”


    He crossed his legs as he acknowledged his mistake. It was true that he knew next to nothing about her. Even though they’d been around each other since childhood, at no point had they ever sat down and had a proper heart-to-heart.


    Klaus had figured that knowing what was going on with her would be useful for the mission ahead, but if she wasn’t going to tell him, then that would have to be that.


    He turned back toward her. “It’s just, for someone so frail, you sure seem to take on a lot of side jobs. That erotica you write, all the art stuff.”


    “You’ve got it backward. For me, the espionage is the side job.”


    “That’s one hell of a notion.”


    “I couldn’t care one bit about what happens to Din. But I owe Mother a debt. She’s the one who rescued me from the Lylat soldiers in Tolfa when they were about to kidnap me so they could put me on display as a freak show.”


    “I had no idea.”


    “Normally, that would be classified, too,” Heide said with a scoff. “Consider it an advance payment. You seemed curious, so I told you. And now that you’ve accepted compensation, I’ll be expecting you to serve as my bodyguard while we’re in Longchon.”


    “What are you, a used car salesman?”


    It was too much work trying to argue with her, so Klaus went quiet.


    Unlike before, he was too old to let things devolve into a childish fistfight. The best solution was simply to do what his big sister said.


    “What about you, though?” she asked.


    “Hm?”


    “Just how attached are you to being a spy?”


    Klaus was surprised at the question, but at the same time, it made a lot of sense.


    Just as Heide was an enigma to him, he was an enigma to her.


    “…I’m not great at describing these sorts of things,” he replied, slowly explaining the feelings blooming in his heart. “But sometimes, I’m horrified at how cruel the world is. I want to be able to change it. If I had to say, that’s my reason for being a spy.”


    Images flashed back through his head of himself from before Guido found him and of the laments of the killer that Gerde once led him to. In those moments, he’d experienced the world’s pain firsthand.


    The next memory that sprang forth was of the way Lukas and Wille had talked to him in the Bumal Kingdom.


    “And being able to share that motive with Inferno is really nice.”


    “What a child,” Heide said with a thin smile. “Like an infant, sucking on a lollipop and thinking it’s the finest of gourmet treats.”


    All of a sudden, her tone turned derisive.


    Irritation flared up in Klaus, and Heide gave him a mocking smile.


       


    “You’re so immature—in our world, people without fire in their hearts are nothing more than garbage.”


       


    With that, she turned away to shut down any further attempts at conversation.


    Klaus was taken aback by her rapid shift in demeanor, but he decided not to worry about it. Him being at odds with Heide was a tale as old as time.
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    Once they arrived in Longchon, Klaus’s first order of business was getting information from a local ally.


    His counterpart chose a restaurant as their meeting site. When he went there, a bizarre-looking woman showed up.


    Her hair was dyed pink and yellow, making her stick out like a sore thumb. The way she was missing most of her teeth caused him to worry she might be a junkie or something. As soon as she saw his face, her cheeks went flush with glee. “Ooh, I wasn’t expecting you to be such a cute little thing,” she said in a voice hoarse from drink. She licked her lips. “My code name’s Roaring Sea—I’m a messenger. It’s nice to see some fresh blood.”


    Klaus had never met her before in his life, yet as he sat there alone in the back-alley green tea shop, she came up to him and began chatting him up like an old friend. By that point, Heide had already vanished off into the city.


    From context, Klaus gathered that they were safe to talk openly. “Give it to me straight. What’s going on?”


    “It’s nasty business, I tell you what.”


    She flicked her gaze downward, so Klaus flipped over the coaster sitting on the counter.


    On the back, there was a coded message written in small, cramped letters.


    Klaus had to wonder what the point of meeting in person was when she’d already written out all the info he needed. “Well, I heard you were a hottie,” Roaring Sea explained as she rubbed his shoulder. He shook her off.


    “Spies I pass orders to keep disappearing. It’s only a matter of time before your girl goes missing, too. It’s scary stuff.”


    “Who’s getting targeted?”


    “All the agents trying to gather intel on Far East coups—but there’s one group that’s getting hit the hardest.”


    She reached for his shoulder again.


       


    “Anyone with a base near the Longchon Walled City.”


       


    After shaking her hand off a second time, Klaus took his glass and set it atop the coaster. The moment the perspiration hit it, the words on the coaster turned illegible.


    Nothing that happened in Longchon could surprise him. The city was the gateway connecting the Western-Central nations to the Far East, and things there were so chaotic that some people said it was cursed.


    If anything, having his task be so straightforward was almost anticlimactic.


    “If our missing comrades left any work unfinished, I want you to tell me everything. I’ll take on all their outstanding missions.”


    “Hmm? Aren’t you just in charge of dealing with the spy hunter, though?”


    “This’ll make for a nice warm-up. And I’ll need some papers.”


    Thanks to his training with the twins, Klaus’s skills as a spy had grown tremendously.


    Roaring Sea was struck speechless for a moment, but she eventually acquiesced. “You sure live up to your reputation.”


    The tasks their colleagues had left unfinished included investigating the disappearance of a reporter from the Republic of Ryuka, exposing some activists plotting to overthrow the Din government, destroying the arms factory that Galgad agents were trying to set up in Longchon, and dealing with the Longchon mafia members trying to put pressure on a Din diplomat—they ran the whole gamut.


    Klaus’s plan had been to deal with them later once Guido showed up, but he was confident he could bang most of them out before then.


    “What do you want for the alias?”


    “Just put whatever.”


    Klaus tossed Roaring Sea a lazy answer, then suddenly had second thoughts about leaving his name to that colorful-haired woman.


    “…I’ll go by Lone.”


    It was a casual throwaway name, but within a few days, it would come to be known throughout all of Longchon.
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    After a series of battles with the local mafia, Klaus got to work on his primary mission. They’d hardly even made for decent practice.


    His destination was, of course, the Longchon Walled City—also known as the Longchon Illegal Housing Zone. Refugees from all across the Far East had settled there, building massive concrete structures upward and outward with little forethought or planning. The thousands of people who lived there had built up an ecosystem all their own. It had restaurants, doctors, goods smuggled from overseas, illegal weaponry and narcotics, and even gambling and a sex trade. Some said it reached as high as twelve stories tall; others said it was as many as fourteen.


    It was the embodiment of all the chaos of the Far East, making it the perfect spot for a spy to hide out.


    What surprised Klaus was the way his nagging sister chose to tag along.


    “And what do you think you’re doing, heading off and leaving me on my lonesome?”


    She twirled her handbag’s strap around her finger in annoyance as she stood by Klaus’s side. With how revealing her dress was, it seemed hard to believe they were about to take on a mission.


    “Why, I’ve only just gotten started on my shopping. Your job is to accompany me, in case you’ve forgotten. Far too many men try to hit on me without you around.”


    All that time Klaus had been working, she’d been enjoying herself. She’d visited museums and art studios, bought up imported Ryukese art and folk crafts, and worked her way down a list of Din diplomat-recommended restaurants. And it was Klaus who’d been forced to chauffer her to all of them.


    It was evening now. Klaus looked up at the Longchon Walled City cast in hues of twilight. “You need to stay behind. I need to deal with that spy hunter.”


    “Oh?”


    “They left our messenger alone. They took out everyone else, but they left her untouched.”


    It had to be intentional.


    If someone was trying to destroy Din’s spy network there, the messenger would be an obvious target. They could have gone undetected for far longer if there was no one to report back to the Republic.


       


    “They’re summoning us. They want Inferno.”


       


    Once the information got back to Din, the Republic would inevitably dispatch its most talented agents. Whoever they were dealing with knew about Inferno, the top Din Republic spy team whose charter was to accomplish what their colleagues deemed impossible. The spy hunter had even laid a trail.


    “Hmph,” Heide said in annoyance. “Why not just wait for Father, then? He’ll be here soon enough.”


    “Master might be the very person our enemy’s targeting. I’m not going to let them have their way.”


    “Good heavens. Have you no sense of self-preservation?”


    Heide picked up her pace and stepped in front of Klaus.


    “You’re coming?” he asked.


    “I need this finished quickly.” She crossed her arms and glared up at the Walled City. “Shopping is one thing, but I have a restaurant reservation. We have twenty minutes to settle this.”


    “I’m surprised you actually care about keeping your appointments.”


    “I’ll have you know I feel terribly for the poor staff members foolish enough to berate me for my tardiness.”


    “Or you could choose to let them off the hook.”


    Without a moment’s hesitation, Heide strode straight into the Walled City. The smell of rotting animals wafted out from the entrance to the eerie, illegally constructed monolith. “I am a bit curious. What kind of person goes and intentionally calls for Inferno?”


    “Whoever they are, they’re definitely strong.”


    There was a four-story atrium just past the entrance that served as the complex’s main street. The residents shot rude looks down at them from the buildings rising on either side.


    Klaus kicked off the wall and used the rigid clotheslines to scale the walls. His destination was the fourth floor. “Don’t go running off on your own,” Heide grumbled from below, but Klaus ignored her.


    As soon as he’d made his ascent, he grabbed a middle-aged man by the throat.


    “What’re you watching so intently for? Who hired you?”


    A pair of binoculars tumbled from the man’s hand.


    “Take me to them now.”


    “Yeek!” the man squealed.


    After reuniting with Heide back on ground level, Klaus followed the man up the floors. Due to the structure’s haphazard nature, not even the residents would have been able to tell if they were on the twelfth floor or the fourteenth, but it was unmistakably the roof. There were no traps to speak of, and they made it there with relative ease.


    The rooftop, large enough for children to run around on, spread out before them. That in and of itself was bizarre. If there was one thing that defined the Walled City, it was its lack of empty spaces. The clustered buildings varied in height, so there were a number of rooftops of varying elevation visible below. However, all the other ones were packed tightly with kitchens, dwellings, and people living in cramped spaces.


    That highest rooftop was the one place no one dared approach.


       


    “How very elegant.”


       


    Atop it, there was a man with knee-length hair burning some incense.


    He sucked the rising fumes into his nose with great gusto. He had bangles running all the way from his wrists to his shoulders that jangled every time he moved. Each one was affixed with a gorgeous jewel, and they glinted beautifully in the evening light.


    Just by looking at him, it was clear how eccentric he was.


    “It all makes sense now,” Heide remarked. “He’s the same sort of freak you are.”


    “Don’t lump me in with that man.”


    Klaus scowled. He and the man had nothing in common.


    The man breathed out the fumes he’d inhaled and shot a look over at Klaus and Heide.


    “________”


    “………!”


    All at once, they felt a wave of hostility wash over them.


    Klaus drew his revolver, and Heide tilted her body to brace herself.


    This was no opponent to joke around with. Their bodies were firing off warning signals.


    I know this feeling…


    It was difficult to put into words, but Klaus knew. That man was radiating the same sort of intimidation he occasionally caught glimpses of from his mentor and the boss.


    The bejeweled man laid a hand covered in rings atop his chest. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m the boss of Retias, a special unit in the Fend Commonwealth’s CIM.”


    He nodded politely, but his violent gaze never wavered.


       


    “I offer you my greetings, children of Inferno. My name is ‘Cursemaster’ Nathan.”
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    Klaus opted to go for a surprise attack. The man needed to go down immediately.


    It didn’t matter if Nathan was friend or foe. Klaus would have all the time in the world to interrogate him about his motives after he’d captured him. Even on the slim chance he was on their side, the risks involved were too great for any other option to be viable.


    He needed to neutralize Nathan before he had a chance to pull anything. If Klaus waited for him to act, it would already be too late.


    He knew the name Cursemaster—that was one of the spies who’d brought the Great War to a close. He was the CIM exemplified, and he stood shoulder to shoulder with the likes of Hearth, Shadowseed, Nike, Banshee, Torchlight, and Yatagarasu.


    Within a fraction of a second, Klaus cocked his gun and pulled the trigger. He was using his favorite revolver, the one whose quick-draw shots had instantly brought over a hundred foes low.


    Nathan dodged the attack, but Klaus had accounted for that. All he needed was to distract his opponent long enough to close in.


    After using his shot as a diversion, Klaus unleashed the footwork he’d learned from Gerde. It verged on teleportation. By shifting his center of balance, it allowed him to escape his opponent’s perception, and he bore down on Nathan with one of the kicks he’d honed training with Guido.


    It was a combo designed specifically to render elite opponents unable to fight.


    Nathan blocked the kick with his hand.


    The bangles running down his arm clinked together loudly.


    “A lightning-fast preemptive strike followed by an unbearably graceful charge…” Nathan narrowed his eyes in ecstasy. “So this is the one who’s been tearing the Longchon mafia to ribbons? Ah, I could shudder with joy.”


    “You’ve been studying me?”


    “You’re like the pounding of a waterfall… Like an awesome and terrible god slumbering within a holy mountain.”


    “That reaction of yours is like a noisy bell spoiling a tranquil forest.”


    Frustrated that Nathan had seen right through him, Klaus backed off.


    Behind him, Heide’s voice rang with exasperation. “See, I told you that you two were the same.”


    The man was unfazed by Klaus’s aggression. He’d known going in that this was going to be a fight to the death. With a jangly flick of his arm, he drew something long and string-shaped. It was a chain made of lustrous black metal, studded all over with gaudy gemstones.


    “Do you believe in the magic of stones?”


    Nathan slung the chain around his neck.


    “Why is it that jewels have always held people in such thrall? If you consider the way emeralds, rubies, and sapphires have captivated us for millennia, it makes it hard to deny with any certainty that magic’s existence. Or perhaps it’s the other way around. Maybe we’ve spent those thousands of years having a fascination with jewelry engraved in our very genes.”


    He held up one of the rubies embedded in the chain. The sun was descending behind a distant mountain, and the jewel swallowed up the last of its afterglow.


    “What are you babbling about?” Klaus asked.


    To which he got the reply, “Or we can turn to science, if you’d prefer.”


    Nathan gave him a bold smile.


    “Passing a current through a quartz crystal can tell you its exact frequency. We’ve found stones that give off infrared rays when they come in contact with human skin and stones that emit powerful radiation. And I imagine it’s only a matter of time before the magic of healing crystals is proven as well.”


    He placed the ruby in his mouth.


    “The magic surges.”


    With that, he removed the chain from his neck and cracked it like a whip.


    The speed he commanded was unbelievable. Klaus was slow to react and only narrowly managed to dodge in time.


    Bizarre was the only way to put it, but Nathan’s whip was messing with Klaus’s focus. His gaze was being subconsciously drawn to its gleaming jewels. The notion of using magic stones to simultaneously boost one’s abilities and distract one’s opponent seemed absurd on its face, but Nathan’s attack was all too real.


    Nathan’s chain was a whip and a blade all in one. The gemstones were not indestructible, but they were still hard. The slightest graze was enough for them to gouge deep into Klaus’s skin.


       


    “We surrender!!”


       


    Shaken by the strange attack, Heide let out a loud shout.


    The chain had been right about to strike Klaus’s forehead, but it shifted its arc and snapped backward. He had barely even been able to see the attack.


    “Stand down, brainless brother. He’ll kill you if this goes on,” Heide said, grabbing Klaus’s shoulder. “‘Cursemaster,’ was it? I happen to have a perfect reservation lined up. Follow me.”


    Nathan looked bored as he brushed off his chain.


    When Klaus realized how close he’d gotten to having his head split open, his body burned with mortification. If Heide hadn’t stepped in, the fight would have ended before he even had a chance to react to his opponent’s strike.


    When it came to fighting, Klaus was confident that he could beat anyone aside from Guido. However, what he’d just experienced was nothing short of a total defeat, and it tore his pride to shreds.
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    By a strange twist of fate, Heide’s reservation was for a restaurant run by a chef from the Fend Commonwealth.


    They’d opened it both to bring their native cuisine to Longchon and to blend it with Longchon’s own culinary tradition. The swallow’s nest and beef with oyster sauce that served as appetizers were both outstanding.


    Being there gave Klaus a belated reminder that Longchon was technically a colony of the Fend Commonwealth. Nathan had chosen it for his ambush because he was familiar with the territory.


    Their table was out on the terrace, with one of its core draws being the view of the buildings that made up the Longchon skyline. It had a partition blocking all the other patrons from view, leaving them free to discuss confidential matters.


    “So? What is it you’re after, Mr. Fancy CIM Man?” Heide asked, glaring at Nathan as she sipped her fig wine. “If you wanted to talk, you should have just come straight to the Din Republic. I really don’t have time for this nonsense.”


    Klaus admired how she didn’t change her attitude one bit, even though they were the ones who’d lost. She spoke with such confidence that he didn’t even have a window to snap back about how she had all the time in the world.


    “I’m here for the same thing you are. To gather information about the Far East.” Nathan’s meat arrived, and he sliced into it. “And we all know how talented the Din Republic’s spies are. Why send in my own when it’s so much faster to capture yours and take the intelligence they’ve gathered?”


    “Hmph, I hope they fed you a fat pack of lies… And? What did you do with our people after you wrung them out to dry?”


    “Oh, I’ll turn them free soon enough. You have nothing to worry about. Though, if any of them choose to change sides, we’ll welcome them with open arms.”


    “It sounds an awful lot like you’re looking for a fight. Do you really want to make an enemy out of the Foreign Intelligence Office?”


    “What, and lose our surveillants of the Empire? I prefer to stay on good terms with all my useful pawns.”


    “And you think our boss will take what you did lying down?”


    “What is she going to do, give up the financial support the Commonwealth offers? Would you rather she sacrifice your nation’s children and become slaves to the United States?”


    “Digging up dirt from four whole years ago, are we? I guess declining superpowers need every edge they can take.”


    “Big words, coming from a nation as puny as yours.”


    “Heh, we do have fun here.”


    “How elegant… I will say, this lovely time we’re sharing isn’t half bad…”


    The two of them dug into their meals as they exchanged a verbal joust.


    Dealing with someone like Nathan, who was both friend and foe, was a difficult balancing act. His methods may have been dubious from an ethical standpoint, but in the world of espionage, it was a fairly trivial transgression. Escalating the situation wouldn’t do anyone any good. If anything, it was the Din Republic spies’ fault for letting their intel get stolen.


    The Foreign Intelligence Office and CIM enjoyed a mutually beneficial relationship. There was no sense in jeopardizing it.


    It was surprising, then, that Nathan had chosen to risk doing just that.


       


    “I wanted to speak with Inferno, and there wasn’t anywhere else suitable to do it.”


       


    Upon hearing that, Heide let out a surprised utterance.


    Klaus, too, stopped midway through lifting a spoonful of bean potage and mulled over what Nathan had said. What the man considered “suitable” was somewhere far removed both from Din and the Fend mainland. As a fellow spy, Klaus realized exactly what that implied.


    “Wait—”


    Klaus asked the first question that came to mind.


    “—does CIM HQ not know you’re here?”


    There was no way the CIM had signed off on him attacking an allied nation’s spies. And while he’d introduced himself as the boss of a team, Klaus had yet to see anyone resembling a subordinate of his. That lookout from the Longchon Walled City had been a simple hired hand.


    “Things are messy back home right now,” Nathan replied. “Everyone’s divided up between siding with Mouzaia and with the Empire. And I’m not just talking about the masses, but the royals, politicians, and bureaucrats as well. It won’t be long before it all comes crashing down.”


    “…And you’re fine just telling us that?”


    “It’s nothing that Hearth didn’t figure out ages ago. It’s brilliant, you know, the way Nike united the Lylat Kingdom by stoking their hatred of Galgad. Despicable, of course, and not something I’m interested in imitating, but brilliant nonetheless.”


    It was common knowledge that the Great War had had a massive impact on the global political landscape. World superpowers that had been forced off their economic and geopolitical thrones now found themselves standing at a crossroads.


    However, Klaus had no idea things were so bad that a core member of the CIM was predicting a collapse.


    He voiced his candid thoughts. “Shouldn’t you be able to stop it?”


    “That’s what I came here to figure out.”


    Nathan looked up. His bangles jingled as he smoothed back his hair.


       


    “Tell me everything you know about Hearth’s—that is, Veronika’s—illness.”


       


    It was perhaps the last question Klaus had been expecting.


    That man represented the CIM, and he’d gone to great lengths and taken substantial risks to ask it.


    It was an amateurish mistake for a spy to make, but Klaus couldn’t keep the surprise off his face. Shock and bewilderment rattled him to his core.


    The boss’s…“illness”…?


    Heide’s warning from the plane ride over flashed back through his head.


    “Don’t ever be so arrogant as to assume you know everything about a person.”


    “No matter how close you are or how much time you’ve spent together.”


    Who was it she’d really been talking about?


    “What exactly are you going on about?”


    It was Heide who gave the immediate reply.


    She didn’t look the least bit shaken. She cocked her head in exasperation.


    “Our boss is positively brimming with life. Why, she’s probably barging into my room and cleaning it as we speak. Heh, I wonder what she’ll think when she finds my erotica collection.”


    “Veronika had surgery.” Nathan went on, not paying attention to a word she said. “It was during the war. I saw her after she had her ailing uterus removed. And I saw how gallantly she carried out her duties in spite of it. Her condition has a profound bearing on the state of the world.”


    Hearing that she’d had a hysterectomy was news to Klaus.


    Nathan’s voice turned menacing.


       


    “Answer me. How much time does Veronika have left?”


       


    Depending on their answer, Nathan might have to completely shift his plans going forward.


    That unspoken implication in his demeanor, as well as everything he’d done in Longchon, spoke to the veracity of his claim. There was no way he would have done all that just for a bluff.


    At any rate, though, Klaus had no answer. If anyone knew something, it would be Heide, the person frequently executing missions by Veronika’s side.


    …Is it really true?


    Heide’s expression remained completely unchanged. She was the very picture of composure. Even Klaus was impressed by her poker face.


    “You’re in no position to stay silent.” Nathan, having grown impatient, grabbed his knife from the table. “This time, someone will die.”


    The sheer menace he was exuding was enough to strike a man speechless, and Klaus braced himself.


    He couldn’t see any path to victory.


    They’d switched venues, but nothing had actually changed. If Nathan wanted to, he could kill Klaus and get to work torturing Heide with ease.


    If Klaus sacrificed himself, would that be enough to let Heide escape?


    As panic burned through him, Heide casually reached for her fork. She picked it up, clasping it between her thumb and index finger.


    Then she tapped it against the edge of her plate.


    A brief, harsh sound ripped through the air.


    She began tapping rhythmically. Ting, ting, the plate rang.


    “Do forgive me for my poor manners.”


    Still tapping out her noises, she looked Nathan right in the eye.


    “…What are you playing at?” he asked.


    “It’s just as you said—stones can mesmerize people.” She tapped faster. “There are only so many jewels in the world, and not a person alive would idly smash one. Not a person alive could avoid being captivated by them. But in a battle to the death, that momentary hesitation can prove fatal. Now, I suppose there are dimwits in the world with no appreciation for value, but I don’t think you’d find any of them on the most elite world stage.”


    “Stones have magic in them. I don’t appreciate you reducing them to their mere monetary worth.”


    “That’s fair enough.”


    Heide shifted the spot she was tapping to change the register.


    It dawned on Klaus that she was using the plate as an instrument. With nothing more than the fork and plate within her arm’s reach, “Flamefanner” Heide was putting on a performance.


       


    “Then to use your terms—I can make magic with my own two hands.”


       


    Heide had a talent that no one else could hope to replicate—her dark art and its ability to manipulate people’s psyches. It bordered on superhuman and had earned the praise of “Hearth” Veronika herself.


    Even just being in the same vicinity caused Klaus’s chest to pound. Her music was elevating his heart rate. It wasn’t something he could overcome with willpower alone. She was rattling the very center of his body.


    Back when they were children, that was the reason he could never beat her.


    “In my hands, the tune of a fork striking a dish, the tilting of a head, and the forms drawn atop a plate are historic masterpieces the likes of which not even hundreds of jewels could hope to match. The average person would be so incapable of comprehending them, they would froth at the mouth as they keeled over.”


    Heide finished with one extra-loud strike before stopping her hand.


    “If you don’t believe me, then would you like a demonstration? If you can survive for two minutes, then you win a kiss.”


    She’d met Nathan’s threat with one of her own. “How elegant,” he replied.


    Klaus carefully analyzed their exchange.


    If he and Heide worked together, they might actually be able to beat Nathan—but that hope was tempered with unease. If she could pull off a stunt like that, then why hadn’t she done so back in the Walled City?


    “Your eyes are red.”


    Nathan was the first to see through her.


    Klaus did a double take. Heide’s snow-white pupils were dyed a deep crimson. The disquieting redness spread like a single drop of blood on white lace.


    “Getting bloodshot from that tiny show? Your body can’t endure your full strength, can it? That’s why you stood down in the Walled City.”


    Klaus stared at Heide’s morbidly pale frame.


    Frail didn’t even begin to describe it. Using her talents for just a few seconds already had her body screaming out in protest. Was that haughtiness she always carried herself with a way to cut down on exertion?


    She had a weak constitution—that was the classified information she’d been hinting about on the plane. She really did need that R&R. Her body hadn’t reacted like that before, at least not as of a few years ago.


    Having bloodshot eyes was one thing, but if her condition got any worse…


    “And why should I care?” Heide scoffed. “My body began burning a long time ago. The fire in my heart consumes everything from the tips of my toes to the ends of my hair.”


    The blood from her eyes started trickling down her cheeks. As it flowed freely, she flashed an indomitable smile.


    Her unmatched selfishness and egotism gave her a conviction all her own.


       


    “I would burn this world to cinders for Mother’s sake.”


       


    “We surrender.”


    Klaus covered Heide’s eyes with his hand, pushing down on her forehead and forcing her eyes closed. If her optic nerves were taking the brunt of the burden from her ability, then closing her eyes would be the best thing for her.


    “What?” Heide let out a dumbfounded yelp. “Wh-what do you think you’re doing? Get out of my way…”


    She tried to peel off Klaus’s hand, but when it came to brute strength, he had her beat. However, that had more to do with how unusually weak Heide was than anything. She was like a child. She was no match for him.
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  Once Heide stopped resisting, Klaus turned his focus over to Nathan. He’d gone slack, like all his hostility had drained away.


  Klaus removed his hand from Heide’s face.


  “I’ll tell you everything I know. Will you at least promise to spare our lives?”


  Heide glowered at him. “Why, you little…”


  “She’s like a sister to me. I can’t let her do this to herself.”


  Nobody wanted Heide to sacrifice herself here.


  Even looking at things as a spy, shortening her lifespan would be a major loss to the Din Republic. She needed to be kept safe, even if that meant sacrificing information about Veronika.


  That was what Klaus told himself anyway.


  In his heart, he thought of the promise Heide had forced him into—and as her bodyguard, he had a duty to uphold.


  “At least from what I’ve seen, our boss is the picture of health. If you think I’m lying, go ahead and rip out my fingernails.”


  He placed his palm atop the table.


  Heide resumed her protest by punching him in the side, but he ignored her. It didn’t even hurt.


  Nathan pulled his knife out of his chest pocket. Without so much as hesitating, he plunged it into Klaus’s palm.


  “________!!”


  It was such a simple form of torture.


  The knife pierced straight through Klaus’s hand and sank into the table beneath. The bones in the back of his hand shattered. The pain was sharper than he’d ever imagined, and he let out a moan.


  Nathan’s voice was flat and dispassionate. “Tell me the truth, or you get another hole.”


  “…That was the truth,” Klaus croaked.


  Still holding the knife, Nathan stared intently into Klaus’s eyes. Klaus had trained to be able to hide his emotions, but he had no idea how effective that would be against someone of Nathan’s caliber.


  He still had a lot to learn. The pain carved that knowledge directly into his heart.


  Eventually, Nathan released the knife. “No matter how much I hurt you, you can’t tell me what you don’t know. Veronika saved you.”


  With the knife still embedded in his right hand, Klaus massaged it with his left.


  Carelessly removing the knife could make him bleed profusely. Luckily for him, the cut was clean. Nathan’s blow had been precise and efficient. The knife’s blade was sealing the cross section perfectly.


  “Out of respect for your bravery, I’ll even forego torturing that sister of yours. If I push things any further, I run the risk of earning Veronika’s ire.”


  Upon seeing Nathan back off, Klaus exhaled. “I appreciate it.”


  “You talk big,” Heide said with a scowl. “But the truth is that you were just afraid you might lose.”


  “A fine jest indeed,” Nathan replied. “You impress me with your hubris.”


  “Bold words from a man who knew he wouldn’t walk away unscathed.”


  “You always have a comeback, don’t you? Either way, it hardly matters much.”


  Nathan stood from his seat and narrowed his eyes.


     


  “I learned that Veronika has successors like you two by her side—that information is valuable enough.”


     


  After a moment, he added, “I’m going to be staying in Longchon for a little while longer. Pray that our paths don’t cross again.” That was when their waitress walked in, and as she stared in horror, Nathan took the wine bottle she was carrying and left. His bangles jingled pleasantly as he went.


  “How elegant.”


  Klaus was tempted to fire back with a “Magnificent,” but Heide cut him off. “Don’t you dare start imitating him.”


  Klaus wasn’t pleased—he and Nathan had nothing in common, after all—but he kept his mouth shut anyway. It wasn’t the time to get into a pointless argument with her. He needed to get to a doctor, pronto.
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  When Klaus showed a Longchon doctor the hole Nathan had stabbed in his hand, the doctor was astounded. “This is the most beautiful cut I’ve ever seen.” With proper treatment, Klaus would regain full use of his hand without so much as a scar.


  The assessment seemed out of line with how agonizing the attack had been, so Nathan must have used some special technique.


  After Klaus got his first aid, he left the clinic. “I’m wiped,” he told Heide, who’d been dutifully accompanying him. “I think I’m going to call it a day.”


  “Oh, no, no, no, no, no, no, no!” With an unexpected shout, she wound herself around his arm. “What are you talking about, Little Brother? The night has only begun.”


  She was holding his arm in almost an embrace and pressing her soft body against him. After resting her head on his shoulder as one would a lover’s, she guided him out into the night.


  She was being awfully touchy-feely. It was odd, considering how she’d previously always said, “I’m going to wander about as I please, and you can just follow along behind me.”


  “Someone’s in a good mood,” Klaus remarked. “The doctor was pretty clear that I needed to take it easy.”


  “For that little scratch? A little spit, and it’ll heal right up. Would you like me to lick it better for you?”


  “I’m sorry, what?”


  “I have to say, I was shocked. I had no idea you adored me so much. Oh, what a precious young man you are. You can call me Sis if you like. I’ve upgraded your status to Beloved Brother.”


  “That wasn’t why I—”


  “Oh, don’t be shy. Be honest with yourself, Beloved Brother. ♪”


  She wrapped herself even tighter around his arm.


  It was a shift so dramatic it was like her entire personality had changed. Klaus was bewildered until he remembered that this was how she always acted toward Veronika. Perhaps this was her true self.


  That standoff with Nathan had earned him her trust.


  Klaus took a look at his fawning elder sister and exhaled. He was jealous of the way she could watch her adoptive little brother get his hand stabbed and think, He really loves me enough to sacrifice his dominant hand? Surely, there were more pressing matters to consider.


  However, he wasn’t about to voice that thought aloud. Spoiling her mood wouldn’t do anyone any good.


  “You should pace yourself,” he said instead. “Your body isn’t—”


  “Oh, quit your worrying. A little bloody eye isn’t enough to affect my health.”


  She pulled down the skin around her eyes and showed him.


  Her red-infused eyes were already back to their usual shade of white. She was definitely weak, but it looked like she was fine as long as she only used her ability in short bursts. And for her, a short burst was more than enough to take down the average spy.


  “This vacation was something I wanted more than I needed. Mother had me digging up information on a certain group of spies, you see. When I told you I was in poor shape, it was only because of how busy I’d been. There’s really nothing for you to worry about.”


  “What?”


  “I’m going to tell you everything. About me, and about my body.”


  She smiled bashfully.


  What she was talking about was highly classified. If an agent revealed their secrets to someone, and that person was captured by an enemy, it could put that agent’s life in serious danger. For spies, it was the kind of thing you only shared with someone when you were willing to put your life in their hands.


  Klaus let his arm go limp and allowed her to pull him along. “Then let’s find a more appropriate place. Somewhere we don’t have to worry about being bugged—”


  “That’s a good point, Beloved Brother. We need a location with no people, where a man and a woman can converse quietly without drawing suspicion, and where we can talk comfortably. And considering your injury, we’ll want to avoid traveling too far—”


  Heide tugged Klaus’s arm the hardest she had yet.


     


  “—so it sounds like my bed is our best choice.”


     


  Before Klaus had a chance to ask her what the hell she was talking about, she’d made up her mind.


  From that point on, Heide was completely in the driver’s seat.


  She hailed a taxi and had it take them back to their hotel. Klaus wanted to refuse, but he couldn’t come up with any better ideas, and it was true that the bed was the perfect place for men and women to share secrets. Besides, it was just going to be for show, and it wasn’t like they were actually going to do anything. Despite his conclusion, the first thing Heide did when they got to her room was hop in the shower. Right as Klaus managed to convince himself that she probably just didn’t like feeling sweaty, she came out of the bathroom completely naked.


  Her nudity was hardly a rare occurrence. Still, Klaus decided to tell her that his hand was feeling worse and he wanted to go back to his own room. That got her visibly sullen. “You should have said that before I got in the shower,” she replied, which, if he thought about it logically, was an exceedingly reasonable position—and one to which he had no rebuttal. They were finally on good terms for the first time in the seven years they’d known each other, and he would have hated to spoil it. Lukas and Wille had taught him all about how to treat women. It was an essential skill to have, after all, both as a spy and as a person.


     


  Then some stuff happened.


     


  Soon enough, morning came.


  “……………………”


  Klaus was in a daze. He could hardly believe what had just happened.


  Beside him on the bed, Heide was sleeping snug and naked. It was a morning marked with despair.
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  In the end, Klaus ended up staying in Longchon for two weeks.


  Guido arrived two days after their encounter with Nathan. When Klaus showed him his wounded hand, Guido gave him an earful. “I leave you alone for one goddamn minute,” he scolded Klaus. “It’s my job to take risks, not yours.” Klaus had no excuses to offer, and the two of them went on to clear out the backlogged missions.


  Heide returned to Din well ahead of them. There was one incident where, as Nathan had alluded to, they got into a fight with the CIM over a target, but Guido managed to mediate the situation with ease. Guido so much as brushing his katana’s sheath was enough to make any of the CIM agents aside from Nathan shrink back. He used violence to intimidate, then leveraged that into a stronger negotiating position. It was a powerful tool, and one that Klaus hoped to possess one day.


  After that, their operation in Longchon came to a close.


  Klaus had suffered a painful defeat, gotten closer to his elder sister, and faced off against one of the top spies in the world. He was pleased at how much he’d learned from those experiences, but there was one last problem remaining.


  Veronika.


  Her rage took a long time to subside.


  When Klaus got back and gave her his after-action report in the main hall, she listened to the whole thing without saying a single word. After checking Klaus’s injury, she told him, “I’m so glad you made it back to us alive,” then turned to Guido and gave him a grin and a look.


  “Go and cut off Cursemaster’s hand for me, would you?”


  She was livid. Her smile didn’t reach her eyes.


  Guido slumped his shoulders in exasperation. “Please don’t turn the CIM against us over a personal grudge.”


  “You know what, I’d better go do it myself.”


  “C’mon, Boss, just leave it. The guy spared his life. The whole thing is my idiot pupil’s fault for picking a fight he couldn’t win.”


  “I’m not going to just sit back and let that magic stone fanatic walk all over us. He did us a lot of good during the war, but he’s dead to me now. I’m going to mess him up so badly he’ll never be able to wear those bangles again.”


  As Veronika plotted her revenge like a petulant child, Guido did his best to talk her down. Even Klaus had to get in on the action, and he had his hands so full trying to pacify her that he never found an opening to give voice to the question that had been caught in his throat.


  How much of what Nathan said was true?


  Right as he thought about asking her, the wound on his hand throbbed.


  Hiding sensitive information was Veronika’s way of looking out for him. That decision had saved him from his own inexperience.


  If he wanted to learn Hearth’s secrets, then he was going to have to wait until he’d grown strong enough for her to rely on him. It was no different from when Heide had taken him into her confidence.
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  For Inferno, every day was busier than the last.


  Two years passed after the incident in Longchon. Despite the brutal missions, there was a pleasant warmth to that time.


     


  One day, the whole team got summoned to talk about expanding their roster.


  Once every two years, Inferno visited the academies in person to test the top students under the guise of holding a special joint training exercise. Veronika held them to the absurd standard of “needing to be at least as good as Klaus,” but the test in and of itself was a valuable experience for the prospective spies, so it continued being held.


  The topic at hand was who they were going to send as the examiners.


  “Now, in regards to the Inferno selection exam in six months,” Veronika began as an opening, at which point Lukas eagerly stuck his hand in the air.


  “Put me in, coach! I’ll have those little buggers’ pocket money cleaned out before they know what—”


  “I’m putting Guido in charge of the boys’ schools.”


  Guido nodded. It was the obvious choice.


  Wille listened in delight as Lukas began loudly booing Veronika’s decision.


  Apparently, Lukas had sneaked into an academy without permission once to give a lecture on gambling. The students had given him rave reviews, but wagering on games of chance had become such a fad at the school in question that his reputation among the faculty had taken a nosedive.


  “And for the girls’ schools, I’m thinking of sending Heide.”


  Gerde, whose job it had been last time, squinted at Veronika. “What’s this? You’re not leaving it to me?”


  “Several of the principals sent me a joint complaint about you. You take things too far.”


  “Can’t imagine sending Heide will be any different.”


  Heide puffed up her chest with pride at the assignment. “Just leave it to me,” she said before turning and whispering in Klaus’s ear. “This is an important job, Beloved Brother. I’ll be expecting a full feast when I get back. I’m going to take them out in two seconds flat.”


  Klaus felt bad for the examinees, but that was sort of the whole point of the test, so there was nothing to be done about it.


  Right as the discussion was coming to a close, Wille spoke up. “Are you sure you don’t want to go yourself, Boss?”


  “No. Not this time, at least.” Veronika broke into the impish smile of someone divulging a secret. “There’s a girl I’m waiting for, and I want to give her a little longer to grow.”


  Klaus thought back to the black-haired girl Veronika had once looked after.


  Her mentioning that made him curious what kind of person the girl had turned into.


     


  Klaus spent the majority of his time with his mentor, Guido.


  “Something unthinkable just happened,” Guido said one day when he stopped by Klaus’s room sporting a grim expression.


  “What’s going on?” Klaus asked.


  “Management just ordered us to infiltrate a boarding school.”


  “…And?”


  “It’s an all-girls school. And one of us needs to go undercover as a student.”


  “Can’t we just send Heide?”


  “She’s off on another mission.”


  “Ah, I can see how that’s a—”


  “And the boss is being weirdly enthusiastic about volunteering.”


  “…………………”


  “…How are we supposed stop her?”


  “I leave it in your capable hands, Master.”


  “I’m gonna go tell her that you’ve been getting into cross-dressing lately. If she asks, that’s our story.”


  “I’m not going to do that.”


  “How many damn times have I cleaned up your messes, huh? You gotta work with me here, you idiot!”


  Things quickly devolved into a brawl between teacher and student that ended in Klaus’s defeat.


  He had no desire to ever think back upon the mission that followed.


     


  On occasion, the mischievous twins would call him into their rooms.


  “I wanna get involved with Inferno recruitment.”


  One memorable instance happened when Klaus was eighteen. When he showed up that night, Wille was already there, casually mixing a drink for Lukas while the latter stood in the center of the room with his arms crossed.


  By the sound of it, Lukas was still sore about getting excluded from the selection exam.


  Lukas sipped his highball and nodded again. “So I cooked up a plan.”


  “Please don’t. Just don’t. Please stop him, Wille.”


  No good could come of this, and Klaus immediately tried to pump the brakes. He’d spent enough years dealing with Lukas that he had it down to a science.


  Lukas went on and made his drunken proclamation. “I dub this Headhunter Awareness Month! We’re gonna find promising boys and girls and pack the academies full of ’em!”


  Sure enough, it was something stupid.


  A subset of Foreign Intelligence Office spies had the authority to headhunt academy candidates if they encountered anyone promising while out on their missions. However, that only applied if they found truly talented personnel. They weren’t allowed to just recruit any Tom, Dick, or Harry.


  Wille tended to agree. “I already found a bunch back on that fine art mission last year. You’re late to the party.”


  “All right! Well, I’m starting next week. And if I find someone to join Inferno directly, all the better. I heard whispers over in Military Intelligence about a hawk who shows a lot of—”


  “At least limit yourself to humans.”


  The twins were getting carried away again, and Klaus chose that moment to quietly exit the room.


     


  Then there were the nights when the shouting made him a touch anxious.


  It was late, and he and Gerde were up drinking.


  Klaus was eighteen, which meant he could legally drink in the Din Republic. Gerde gave him a cup of booze, but it had such a high alcohol content that he immediately felt queasy. Gerde watched and laughed as he staggered off.


  As he was heading down the corridor to his room, he heard voices.


  Shouting.


  One voice wasn’t just angry, it sounded desperate and pleading.


  “Dammit, Boss!!”


  Guido’s violent bellow sounded from inside Veronika’s room.


  “—you really—!”


  Between the alcohol and the door in the way, Klaus couldn’t make out the entire exchange.


  Are they fighting…?


  It was hardly unusual. Veronika and Guido got into arguments about principles constantly. Knocking out missions while butting heads the whole time was the Inferno way.


  Still, there was something about those shouts that felt different from their usual disagreements.


  Klaus felt a ripple stir through his heart, but he decided to stop eavesdropping. If it was anything serious, then he was sure Guido would come gripe about it later—and secure in that knowledge, he headed to bed.
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  When Klaus turned nineteen—at least on paper—he took up painting.


  It was probably Heide who’d inspired it. Klaus didn’t have any proper hobbies, and he thought it would be nice to immerse himself in something without thinking about his spy missions for once. It was the first time in all his life he’d been struck by such an urge.


  He wanted to leave his mark.


  Nothing in the world ever stayed the same. Gerde was slowly getting weaker, the selection exam results could mean new people joining the team, and Veronika’s supposed illness was gradually progressing.


  He didn’t want to believe that things could just fade away like that, but the march of time was inexorable.


  So he wanted to give his feelings a form. To transform the emotions welling up within him into something tangible.


  I doubt I’ll do as good a job as Big Sis Heide, but…


  Klaus loaded up his brush with paint, then forcefully pressed a line across his canvas. His first line didn’t turn out to his satisfaction, so he swung his brush and layered another one on top.


  He needed to express his respect for the searing flames of their gallantry.


  He needed to express his respect for the warming flames of their kindness.


  It didn’t matter to him that he was splattering paint all over everything. He put his whole heart into each and every mighty flourish of his brush.


  Even after scattering paint across his room, he still hadn’t fully conveyed his feelings for them. Seemingly in contrast to that, however, he felt a calm happiness fill up his chest. He decided not to wait to finish before giving the piece a title. In Klaus’s eyes, it was the word that best summed up what Inferno meant to him.


  Family.


  It was an irreplaceable treasure, and the little orphan boy had finally found it.
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  Soon after, his mentor, Guido, stopped by Klaus’s room and gave him a special assignment.


  All at once, the end and the beginning had arrived.


  
    

    Memory Hearth (Backside)


    Klaus wanted something tangible to mark his memories with Inferno.


    However, it probably wasn’t safe for a spy to keep photos or a diary. Considering all the risks involved, he decided that the best option was a piece of abstract art. So he holed himself up in his room, filled a brush with paint, and slapped his feelings across a canvas.


    It was too amateurish to possibly hold a candle to Heide’s work. However, Klaus had spent years watching her grapple with art and etch pieces of her soul into her work. For all the fighting they’d done, there was something essential in her that he secretly respected.


    So he, too, faced a canvas alone in his room.


    He started in the morning and painted all the way past noon. He only paused because Veronika stopped by. She’d gotten worried about Klaus’s refusal to emerge.


    “I see you’ve already given it a title,” she said softly upon seeing the painting.


    “It was the first thing I settled on.” Klaus quietly set down his paintbrush. “I’ve been thinking about everything I’ve been through with Inferno while I work on it.”


    “I’m sure it’s had its ups and downs.”


    “You know, thinking back now, you and I haven’t been on many missions together.”


    “Is that so,” Veronika murmured.


    Pretty much the only times he and Veronika worked together were when most of the team had been simultaneously mobilized. That only happened maybe once a year, and the rest of the time, they operated separately.


    “It made me wonder if you’d been avoiding me.”


    Klaus said it as a joke, and Veronika shook her head. “Perish the thought,” she replied. “You’re just too dazzling for me. The future you’re heading into is too bright.”


    That was all the explanation she offered.


    She walked up next to him. “This is a good piece,” she said, gazing at the paint-smeared canvas.


    Klaus gazed at her in turn and the elegant lines that made up her face.


    “There’s something that’s been bothering me for a while,” he said lightly as he offered her a chair. “What were you doing that day?”


    “Which day would that be?”


    “The day of my first mission. I spotted you in that gangster-ridden slum.”


    “………”


    Veronika didn’t take a seat. She continued standing and staring at the painting.


    It was a long time ago, so even Klaus’s memories of the event were fuzzy, but when Guido dragged him along on that mission, he remembered spotting a woman walking on her own through the slum. He even tried to tell Guido, but he’d given up because he couldn’t find the words to explain himself.


    “That,” Veronika said with a thin smile, “is something you don’t need to know.”


    “I’m not—”


    “It’s something I don’t want you to know. You’ll find out the full truth when, let’s see… Once Lukas becomes Inferno’s boss, maybe. I want you to stand shoulder to shoulder with him and build a new era.”


    Her tone was overflowing with kindness, but her words were an undeniable rejection.


    Klaus was still nothing more than Inferno’s foot soldier. He had no idea what Veronika, Guido, or the Din Republic’s leadership were thinking. All he could do was follow orders like a good little pawn.


    That fact, that feeling of powerlessness, hit him with an unusually intense pang of frustration.


    “Our country once had this military research facility.”


    As he squeezed his fists tightly, Veronika launched into a story.


    “Every country has them. They’re designed to devise new weapons, new tactics, and most importantly, new soldiers. I witnessed more inhumane acts than I can count. They were conducting every kind of human experiment you could think of.”


    “……? But that’s—”


    “It got destroyed ages ago. In the Galgad invasion during the war.” Her lips curled into a sneer. “What was the point of it all, I wonder? What was the mountain of corpses we built even good for?”


    Klaus was struck speechless at that unfamiliar tidbit of history.


    That was back before the Din Republic put together the Foreign Intelligence Office. Klaus’s homeland, before he became a spy.


    “What brings this up?” he asked.


    “I did the same thing. I drove you into a harsh environment to mold you into a soldier.”


    Veronika traced her finger across the canvas. The oil paint hadn’t finished drying yet, and it stuck to her finger like blood. She stared at it.


    “And you aren’t the only one I forced into a corner, either.”


    “………”


    “I had one goal—to advance war along to its next stage. I never wanted a war like that to happen again. I’d seen too much misery. Someday, once people have fought and fought and fought and fought until they can fight no more, the world will get past all this bloodshed.”


    Klaus was reminded of the problem Gerde had once told him about—the one where you had to kill one person to save five. It was a problem that all spies had to face. They were the ones who controlled the trolleys, and hiding behind thought-terminating cliches like saying they would save all six people wasn’t an option. They needed to be able to make cold, calculated decisions and promptly carry them out.


    There was a good chance that the future Veronika envisioned was built atop someone’s sacrifice.


    “Though, I doubt I’ll ever get to see that world for myself.”


    She smiled with what was either resignation or self-deprecation, and Klaus felt his chest tighten.


    He wanted to know how much time she had left.


    If he could, he wanted to spend all of it by her side. To learn what she truly believed, and to help see her dream to fruition.


    Right when he was about to speak those desires aloud, she beat him to the punch. “Klaus,” she said. “You’ve only seen part of who I am.”


    “……!”


    “This world has a front side and a backside. All you’ve ever known is the story visible from the front side. The happy version of reality I constructed for you. If you’re determined to see the backside, even if that means getting hurt—”


    Veronika took her red-stained finger and pressed it against Klaus’s throat.


       


    “—then you need to stop loving Inferno.”


       


    That was the last thing he’d expected her to say.


    “Why?” he reflexively gasped. “Why would you say that? I think of you all as—”


    “As a family. That’s why I said it. You mustn’t love your family.”


    Her words rang harsh, and they still didn’t make any sense to him.


    Klaus didn’t even understand how dependent he was on Inferno. That’s how deeply immersed he’d become in that environment. He didn’t know any other home. Veronika had taken him in, back when he was an orphan, so why was she pushing him away after all this time?


    “Here’s the thing, Klaus—”


    She said her next words very softly, and Klaus spent a long, long time thinking about what they meant.
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    Chapter 5 From Inferno with Love


    “No way we can let the Nostalgia Project come to pass.”


    Guido didn’t mince his words.


    Just outside the Galgad Empire’s capital city, Darton, there was a large mansion owned by the royal family. Not the Galgad Empire’s royal family, mind you, but its neighbor the Lylat Kingdom’s. Lylat’s King Benoit I had a nephew, and that was where he and his son lived.


    When Guido set foot on its stately grounds, he couldn’t help but admit it added an air of credibility to the story he’d been told. It was hard to write it all off as a ruse when a bona fide royal was involved.


    The Nostalgia Project—that was the name of the plan Guido and Veronika had uncovered that would determine the fate of the world.


    Right now, though, Veronika was nowhere to been seen. Guido was operating on his own initiative and had kept the fact that he was coming a secret from her.


    A portly man waited for him at the mansion.


    “Ah, I knew you would see things our way.”


    The man’s belly protruded so much he looked like a walking beer barrel. His hair was going gray, and his skin was oily. By no stretch of the imagination did he come across as clean or hygienic. Frankly, it was unsightly. However, Guido was well aware that the man, who went by Indigo Grasshopper, was an experienced spy.


    The garden’s fountain quietly burbled as Indigo Grasshopper nodded.


    Guido sat down in a garden chair, and Indigo Grasshopper offered him some tea and scones.


    Standing at his side was White Spider, the man who’d shown Guido the way there. He had his trademark mushroom hairdo, and he let out an excited, “Having you on our side is better than any army!” It was exactly what a loser would say.


    When Guido asked, “What’s Serpent’s plan?” Indigo Grasshopper explained, “There are three routes available to us.


    “The first is to threaten the governments of the world into halting development on the things that would make the Nostalgia Project possible. The second is to force the Nostalgia Project’s supporters out of power. We can start revolutions to oust the powerful backers, and we can assassinate the key players. And the third is to destroy the Nostalgia Project’s very premise. I’m painfully aware of what a pipe dream it is, but if we can prevent world wars from breaking out—”


    “Anything other than option three, and I’m out.”


    When Guido gave his blunt answer, Indigo Grasshopper’s face froze for a second.


    However, he quickly drew his handkerchief and mopped the sweat off his brow with a nod. “Of course. In accordance with your wishes—”


    He froze midsentence.


    The teacups sitting in front of both him and Guido had just split in two straight down the middle.


    Guido quietly returned his katana to its sheath. That was the moment Indigo Grasshopper and White Spider realized Guido had swung his blade, and they let out little shrieks.


    “White Spider told me everything,” Guido said succinctly. “I know you’re planning a revolution in Lylat, I know White Spider is planning to assassinate Prince Darryn in Fend, and I know you’ve already started laying the groundwork. Meanwhile, Purple Ant is over in Mouzaia massacring everyone, civilians included. You’re putting options one and two into play simultaneously.” He ended with a menacing warning. “How about you cut the bullshit.”


    That was no empty threat. Guido had taken down four Serpent members solo once already. In Serpent’s current state, it would be trivial for him to obliterate the entire team. When it came to personal combat prowess, he was said to be the single strongest person in the world.


    “Look, man, I was scared…,” White Spider said, by way of an embarrassed excuse.


    Indigo Grasshopper let out a big sigh. “The third option is a dangerous tightrope walk. By assassinating people, fomenting revolution, and committing acts of terror, we can plunge the world into chaos and buy ourselves some time. Then, once we have a little breathing room, we can look into other options.”


    “…And how many innocent civilians you planning on catching in the crossfire?”


    “We’re an international terrorist organization. I think we can afford to stain our reputation a smidge.” Indigo Grasshopper raised his voice. “If we try to stop the Nostalgia Project, then I imagine Nike, Yatagarasu, and Shadowseed will oppose us. Cursemaster will probably be our enemy, too. And if your information is to be believed, then Hearth will, as well.”


    Those were some of the heaviest hitters from the world’s spy agencies. They were the ones who’d ended the Great War, and they stood at the apex of the profession. Whether they were involved with the Nostalgia Project or not would have a huge bearing on how things played out.


    Indigo Grasshopper wiped some sweat off his brow. “You really think those tepid morals will hold up against the likes of them?”


    “Then at least only kill spies,” Guido replied. “And Purple Ant and Silver Cicada are too dangerous.”


    “And why would we do that?”


    “Because otherwise, we’ll lose our morals altogether.”


    “The answer is no. I see no good reason to restrict ourselves like—”


    “I’ll give you Inferno.”


    Indigo Grasshopper was taken aback.


    From Serpent’s perspective, the offer was almost too good to be true. What Indigo Grasshopper truly couldn’t believe, though, was that the words had even come out of Guido’s mouth. To think that he would really sell out a team he’d spent so many years as a part of.


    Guido went on. “One way or another, it was gonna have to happen. They’d side with the boss. I’d bet good money on it. They can’t go against the boss—I mean, against Veronika if she pulls the hard sell.”


    “…That special power of hers.”


    “Inferno would become the monsters who brought the Nostalgia Project to fruition. I won’t let them stain their reputations like that.”


    Guido bit down on his lip and ran his hand over his katana’s handle.


    “This way, I’m the only one who takes that fall.”
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    Nine years after the war’s end, Inferno started heading toward its doom.


    It all occurred out of Klaus’s sight, and he only learned what had happened after the whole thing was over.


    The Nostalgia Project was a plan that the world’s three great superpowers had concocted behind closed doors, and Veronika and Guido were at odds over it. Neither of them was willing to budge an inch, and the disagreement grew into a schism. They pretended that everything was hunky-dory between them, but in secret, they were both taking steps toward achieving their separate agendas. Neither of them told the rest of Inferno what was going on.


    Veronika linked up with other spies and put together a new multinational team. Meanwhile, Guido quietly met up with Serpent and began tutoring its members.


    The one person Veronika got advice from was Gerde, and Gerde kept her mouth shut. Instead, she grabbed anyone promising she could find and trained them to better prepare for the coming age.


    When Wille figured out that something was off, he talked things over with Lukas, who got to work quietly trying to patch things up between Veronika and Guido. He headed to the Lylat Kingdom so he could get better acquainted with the Nostalgia Project.


    As for Heide, all she did was work on her mission in the Galgad Empire in order to do what she needed to do.


       


    Meanwhile, Klaus spent the final year before Inferno’s end working on his special assignment in the Bumal Kingdom.
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    “The Bumal Kingdom’s post-coup government isn’t politically stable.”


    The mission Guido gave him wasn’t just difficult, it was long.


    Due to how the team worked, Inferno never took on multi-year infiltration ops. The majority of their missions ended in six months at the absolute most, and this was Klaus’s first time working solo for an entire year.


    What’s more, it was a far more challenging task than anything he’d faced before.


    “The coup ended unfinished, so the right-wingers who control the government are comparatively moderate. But the right-wing extremists who went into hiding are building up their strength to attempt another coup. They’re gathering up radicals to scrap all the postwar international peace treaties. We’re talking deranged cultists who want to see the world descend into war again.”


    Klaus himself had been involved in the final days of the Bloodless Coup.


    Lukas’s plan had been to support the coup in order to prevent the most extreme right-wing elements from using it to take power. However, a single setback wasn’t enough for the radical activists to give up on their ambitions.


    These were people who yearned for another world war.


    The thought was downright inconceivable to Klaus, but he was sure they had principles of their own they were acting on.


    “Your job is to infiltrate the Bumal Kingdom’s right-wing cults.”


    The Bumal Kingdom was a long, narrow country, and Klaus’s destination was its southern tip. That frigid region far from the Din Republic was where the myriad secret societies made their strongholds and plotted their coups. They’d turned forests and remote islands into their colonies and begun conducting military drills there. There were over twenty of them, and even Klaus had trouble getting ahold of detailed information on secret societies who lived in remote environments secluded from the rest of the world.


    “The cults have already found several of our colleagues, and we can’t get ahold of them anymore. One entire team got taken out, and it’s been deemed impossible for them to continue operating. Part of your job is to rescue our captured comrades.”


    The Bumal Kingdom’s intelligence agency, Curse, had their hands completely full.


    After impressing on Klaus that this was an Impossible Mission, Guido gave him one last special order.


       


    “And if you’re ever in danger—you’re authorized to go to town.”


       


    Over the course of that year, Klaus crushed nine of the colonies.


       


    “…Would you be so kind as to avoid rampaging through other people’s countries, Bonfire?”


    The person expressing her shock at what a scene he had made was named Orietta.


    She was a member of Curse and the younger of the two Goosefoot Sisters Klaus had once worked with. She’d just dropped by Klaus’s rented apartment unannounced, and her voice trembled after hearing his report.


    “I did inform you about my plans. As I recall, I told you that I was going undercover to rescue some of my colleagues who’d been captured.”


    “In what world is that the same as obliterating an entire secret society? I can’t allow you to interfere with our affairs any further.”


    “All I did was apprehend their leader and officers. I went in quietly and finished the job with minimal combat. Nothing I did merits reproach.”


    The whole time, Klaus sat in his chair and continued cleaning his gun.


    Orietta remained standing, the look on her face no less disapproving.


    “…How did you do it?”


    “I gathered information on them in town and used it to infiltrate the colony. Then, when the moment was right, I set off bombs and used the ensuing mayhem to free the prisoners and capture and abduct the leadership. Nothing more, nothing less.”


    “You make it sound awfully straightforward.”


    “To put it another way, it was like using a hole dug by ants to bring down a fortress.”


    “Please don’t. Put it another way, that is.” Orietta scowled in displeasure. “I feel like you would make an atrocious teacher.”


    “Well, I have no intention of becoming one.” Klaus reassembled his gun and looked up. “And?”


    “And what?”


    “What are you here for? Just to gripe?”


    Orietta bit down on her lip a little.


    There was a strange pause, like something was causing her to hesitate.


    “My sister and I were on a mission in Mouzaia recently.”


    “For the Tolfa Economic Conference? It’s still going on, so why are you back already?”


    “I’m not at liberty to say.”


    “Ah.” Klaus sensed that they’d bungled their operation. “Then I won’t ask.”


    “Does Inferno have any intel?”


    It was a bizarrely direct question for a spy, and Klaus shrugged. “You’re going to have to be more specific.” He thought she came across as far more logical the last time they met, but perhaps he’d misread her.


    The Tolfa Economic Conference, slated to last half a year, had only just begun. Something big must have happened right out of the gate.


    “Spies from across the world are being killed,” Orietta said. “No one knows why. My bosses are planning on sending in even more agents, but I think something terrible is happening.”


    “………”


    “Tell me everything you know. I don’t want to have to kill you.”


    Orietta gave off a flare of hostility, and a pistol appeared in her hand. She’d been hiding it in her sleeve. It was cocked and ready to fire.


    “I don’t have any information for you. There are so many spies there, I assume they’ve just been killing each other.”


    “One more lie out of your mouth, and I shoot.”


    “We’re not going to get anywhere if you become all emotional on me.” Klaus let out an ill-tempered exhalation. “Go fetch your sister. Where is she?”


    The way Orietta’s expression contorted for a brief moment didn’t escape Klaus’s notice.


    Now he understood what had her in such a panic. Her elder sister had died. Orietta, the younger of the two, must have escaped back to Bumal on her own.


    Orietta bit her lip in anguish as she left. Klaus watched her go, then looked out the window.


    “Something terrible is happening.”


    The Din Republic was involved with the Tolfa Economic Conference as well, though Klaus wasn’t in touch with his homeland enough to know who exactly they’d sent.


    He stood up. He needed to finish his mission quickly and head back home.
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    During his mission in Bumal, Klaus met a young man.


    There were many intelligence groups that regarded Bumal’s far-right secret societies as a threat. If even one of them managed to stage a successful coup, it would increase the amount of global turmoil. That would obviously be a nightmare for just about any country in the world, so everyone was keeping an eye on them.


    Just like Klaus, the young man had been dispatched there from somewhere else in the world.


    For Klaus, meeting him was a first—the time he’d encountered a spy younger than himself.


    “Ya-ya-ya!”


    The youth, who claimed to be sixteen, had followed Klaus all the way to his mission site.


    “Hey, hey, Bonfire. You ever heard of a little thing called taking breaks?”


    The next right-wing secret society, K93, was headquartered on an island off of Bumal’s northernmost tip. After setting up a colony there, they started popping by the mainland to kidnap government officials and brutally torture them.


    Klaus continued steering his boat as he glared at the chipper youth. “Are you seriously the Ouka?”


    “Ya! C’mon, why don’t you believe me?”


    There was something innocently childish about his smile.


    He was short enough that he only came up to Klaus’s shoulder. His beige trench coat was too big for him and went all the way down to his feet. His disheveled black hair covered his eyes, and between that and his colored monocle, it was hard to get a good read on his face.


    The one thing Klaus did recognize was the name Ouka.


    “You’ve made quite a reputation for yourself lately. Whenever there’s an international conference, you always show up and kill any spies who step out of line. You describe yourself as spy rules personified, and nobody knows what country you’re from.”


    “Ya! To think that even you’ve heard of me.”


    “The problem is, your age doesn’t line up. If my intel is to be trusted, then that would mean there are records of you operating from the age of ten. Did you inherit the name Ouka from someone else, by chance?”


    “Hey, man, don’t sweat the small stuff! We both want the same thing here.”


    Klaus had been hoping to extract a little more information from the youth, but he dropped the subject.


    He’d met Ouka while undercover in the K93 colony. The young man had infiltrated the extremist cult and won the trust of its superior officers. One night, when the two of them were out walking, their mutual stealth caused them to accidentally crash into each other and discover the other’s identity.


    They’d decided to form a temporary alliance until the cult was no more.


    “They need to be purged,” Ouka declared. “Everyone with two eyes knows that the cults are being backed by the Galgad Empire. Spies shouldn’t disturb the peace more than is absolutely necessary—it’s against the rules.”


    “I don’t think spies have rules like that.”


    “Rules aren’t something you start with. They’re something you have to institute.”


    Midway through their conversation, they arrived at the island under the cover of night.


    The island had been uninhabited just ten years ago, and practically none of it was fit for human habitation. When winter came, the entire island became a desolate frozen wasteland, earning it the moniker Icedew Park. Virtually no vegetation grew there, and the waves crashed hard against its shores. The cliffs surrounding it on all sides made it difficult to invade. The only spot where humans could hope to survive was the four-hectare concrete settlement that K93 had built adjoining a steep precipice.


    Klaus had begun his infiltration three weeks prior by taking the place of one of the group’s underlings. The settlement had a population of about two hundred, all of them K93 members. The secret society had a huge amount of turnover, so it wasn’t hard to assume one of their identities.


    After getting sent off to pick up ammunition in town, Klaus temporarily left the colony and got ready to go in hard. It was earlier than they’d planned to act, which Ouka wasn’t thrilled about, but Klaus strong-armed him into heading to the island anyhow.


    When they arrived at the island’s sole port, there wasn’t anyone guarding it. They must have been doing their rounds.


    Something felt a little off as they made their way into the hideout.


    K93 was a violent group, even by far-right secret society standards. They were perfectly happy to take civilians hostage in order to achieve their goals. Some of the people they caught were Din spies. It was unclear if the agents were still alive. K93 had also captured a number of other spies, most of them Curse operatives.


    “It’s odd.”


    They used the map they’d procured ahead of time to make their way down the concrete halls.


    The more they walked, the worse the feelings of discomfort got.


    “There should be more people around.”


    “Ya? Wasn’t this the whole plan?”


    The majority of the K93 members were off fighting a different secret society that night. Klaus had fed them enough misinformation to make sure of that. The island had less than half the people guarding it as usual.


    “It’s too empty—or rather, there are people here, but they’re not doing anything.”


    The crude concrete corridors were all but completely devoid of people. It was the first time Klaus had seen anything like it since he first sneaked in three weeks ago. Normally, there would be people enjoying themselves around the clock by violating the kidnapped townspeople.


    Even when they carried the ammo they’d brought into the storehouse, nobody was there to sign off on the delivery.


    “I hear people shouting over in the command center. Ya-ya.”


    “They must have run into some kind of trouble.”


    “Should we check it out?” Ouka asked.


    “No, this is good for us. We can use the chaos to break the prisoners out.” Klaus broke into a dash. “This is my gut talking, but the sooner we get off this island, the better.”


    Something was telling him that staying there too long would be a bad idea.


    They quickly made their way to the torture chamber. It was a square concrete cell in the back of the complex with nothing in the way of ornamentation or design. Roughly ten people were lying naked inside. Their arms were bound in heavy chains, and their bodies were covered in their own blood.


    The four Din agents had already breathed their last.


    Klaus silently apologized to them, then looked around for survivors.


    He found four, all just barely holding on to life. Some of them looked like they were children. Had they been taken as hostages, too? Klaus felt a surge of righteous indignation, but he kept his mind and body focused on the task at hand. He produced a key and unlocked their manacles.


    Ouka smiled happily. “You’re helping them escape? Even though they’ve got nothing to do with the Din Republic?”


    “I want to save everyone I can.”


    “Nice. Ya, I feel the exact same way.”


    “Get them somewhere safe. I’m going to capture the K93 boss so we can—”


    So they could get out of there. That was the original plan.


    They’d prepared two getaway boats. They’d rescued as many prisoners as possible. They were going to abduct the boss so they could pump him for intel once they’d gotten to safety. That was supposed to be the arrangement. They’d dotted all their i’s and crossed all their t’s. Everything was going fine.


    “Ya?”


    A change came over Ouka.


    Namely, blood started gushing from his mouth.


    There hadn’t been any gunshots or noises, so Klaus knew it wasn’t the work of an enemy. Ouka didn’t have any visible injuries. As soon as his mouth started bleeding, though, he crumpled where he stood.


    “Ah, I think I beefed it…”


    Out of nowhere, an explosion rang out.


    It came from a ways off—from the harbor where Klaus had arrived on his boat. The previously docile K93 members sprang into action, and the concrete hideout became a bustling hive of activity.


    Still completely in the dark as to what was going on, Klaus took a look at the four prisoners he’d rescued.


    All of them showed signs of having vomited blood as well.


    Klaus gasped. It couldn’t be.


    His honed instincts were telling him that the worst-case scenario had come to pass.
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    “You know nothing about me, you filthy haver.”


    There was someone riding a small boat in the sea off of Icedew Park.


    Her hair was tied back in a hair band, leaving her broad forehead exposed. Her eyes had the sharp, radiant gleam of a starving beast. She was plump for how pallid her skin was, and her thick arms stood in contrast to her gaunt cheeks, giving her an appearance that came across as crooked and unbalanced.


    Once, she’d been an agent for Curse who went by Breeder.


    Now, though, she went by a different name altogether.


    “But I know everything about you. I know to never fight you. To not let you see me. To drag noncombatants in to slow you down. Bonfire is a man who yearns for a family. Deep down inside, you’re lonely. You’ll never abandon someone you’ve formed a bond with.”


    She trained her telescope on the island and continued.


    “But most of all, I know you’re the hero who saved Salpoli—and by extension, the Bumal Kingdom.”


    She thought back to her fateful encounter with him.


    It was back when Klaus was mowing through the Grayshirts in Salpoli.


    Seeing his valor sent a shiver through her heart. When she watched him mete out the justice she’d failed to deliver, a single emotion stirred up from the depths of her being.


    Not adoration. Not gratitude. Not attraction. Not jealousy.


    No, it was a different emotion altogether that reshaped her heart into something all but unrecognizable.


       


    “And because of that, I hate you so much I could die.”


       


    What it sparked in her was hatred—a deranged amount. And with each passing day, she nurtured her newfound loathing more and more.


    “The moment they’re born, people are divided into the haves and the have-nots. You think you’re entitled to hoard resources and trample on others, all because you got a little lucky. My parents died coughing up blood atop a tiny mattress. And their only crime was being born in the wrong place!”


    She squeezed down hard on her telescope.


    “You fat, bloated swine! With your skills! And your talent! And your allies! It makes me sick! How greedy can you be, thinking that a little good fortune entitles you to showers of adulation!! It makes me want to rip your brains out of your revolting little heads!!”


    She was code name Silver Cicada, a former Curse agent who’d defected to Serpent. After growing disillusioned with her government and intelligence agency, she’d joined the side trying to take them down.


    In her eyes, disparity was repugnant. She had no patience for genetic lotteries, natural talent, or anything of the sort. And she despised Klaus for being able to valiantly deliver justice to those she couldn’t.


    “Make sure you take good care of the little helper I raised so diligently, Bonfire.”


    A smile spread slowly across Silver Cicada’s flush face.


       


    “Bow down before the reaper who’s slain countless heroes across the ages, you haver—bow down before my pathogen.”


       


    All the calamity that was about to befall Klaus happened at her hand.


    Their fight to the death—Silver Cicada vs. Bonfire—had already begun, and Klaus was none the wiser.
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    The bulk of the empty island’s surface was covered in bare stone where no plants could possibly grow. Aside from the concrete hideout, most of it was rocky crags that offered no shortage of places to hide.


    Klaus and Ouka each carried one of the prisoners on their back and another under their arm as they fled the hideout and made their way into the mountains. Upon finding a cave that had been gouged out by the waves, they took cover inside.


    The prisoners they’d rescued were a Bumal Kingdom police officer; his son and daughter, who were twelve and eight respectively; and a female spy from the Lylat Kingdom. The officer could just barely still walk, but the other three were all gasping for breath. The spy, in particular, had been brutalized so badly that she’d lost her ability to see.


    All of them had been abducted by K93 to use as hostages against Bumal’s government and other countries. They might’ve also taken the female spy for their own pleasure.


    Once they’d rested a bit, Klaus turned to the police officer. “When did the symptoms appear?”


    It was imperative he learn more about the disease ravaging the island.


    The man gave him an apologetic nod. “It was three days ago for me.”


    “Do you have any idea how it happened?”


    “Those bastards captured someone with similar symptoms two weeks ago. He said he just had weak lungs, so I had no idea it was contagious…”


    “The ventilation in the hideout is terrible. It must have spread like wildfire. What happened to him?”


    “He died spitting up blood.”


    That illness was why the halls had seemed so empty.


    On their way out with the prisoners, Klaus had captured a K93 member and pumped him for information. As it turned out, K93 didn’t know any more than they did. Two days ago, people had rapidly started getting sick. Several of them contracted sudden fevers. Their lungs got inflamed like they were on fire, and they began coughing blood. K93 had only realized how serious things were earlier that night when they had their first death.


    For Klaus, that was the worst news imaginable.


    All four of the captives they’d rescued were already infected.


    There are small pimples dotted across their bodies. It’s a symptom similar to smallpox. But the lung inflammation… Whatever this is, it’s not like any disease I know of.


    He’d dissected one of the bodies from the torture chamber to confirm it for himself. Given how many people had already died, the danger was evident.


    Beside him, Ouka let out a pained groan. He’d successfully carried the hostages there, but it had used up the last of his strength, and he was lying feebly on his side.


    “…How are we looking?” he asked.


    “The boats were destroyed,” Klaus replied. “I can’t find a single ship left on the island.”


    “That’s too nasty to be a coincidence.”


    “Agreed. This was done with malice.”


    The infection could potentially just have been happenstance, but someone had gone out of their way to destroy their boats. Now they had no way to escape. And with the island barren and covered in rocks, building a new one would be a tall order.


    They needed to do something. If the disease didn’t kill them, starvation would.


    Ouka looked like he was in a lot of pain as he wiped the blood off his mouth. “I gotta get to a doctor before my body gives out on me. Yaaa. We’ll have to get ahold of their radio somehow and get the K93 members on the mainland to send us a boat—”


    “The only person who can operate the radio is K93’s boss.”


    “Huh…?”


    “And that boss died hacking up blood. He was too old to endure the disease.”


    Ouka’s eyes went wide as the situation dawned on him. “So that’s what the argument in the command center was about.”


    “That’s right—there isn’t any way off the island. Not for us, and not for the K93 members.”


    The colony’s remoteness and highly secretive nature had completely backfired. The island had become a doomed prison, and there was no one coming to save them.


    If this was a setup, it was an exceedingly clever one.


    Who could have done this?


    For one thing, Klaus wasn’t familiar with any illness whose patients’ conditions deteriorated so rapidly.


    Someone having the raw talent to intentionally deploy a disease like that was unusual in and of itself. It must have taken incredible skill to spread the sickness across the island, then destroy the boats at the exact moment the elderly K93 boss died.


    Was it a rival secret society?


    That was the most likely possibility by far, but as someone stuck in the middle of it, that felt like a cruel joke to Klaus. Now he was face-to-face with disaster.


    “Ya! I must’ve gotten infected while I was undercover. Didn’t factor that into my calculations, I can tell you that. I’ve never even heard of an agent who uses germs as a weapon.” Ouka stuck out his tongue, though it pained him to do so, then looked at Klaus. “But hey, at least we’ve got a silver lining.”


    “And what’s that?”


    “You’re not infected yet, Bonfire. At least we have one person still working at full—”


    “No, I’m likely infected, too. I just started getting symptoms.”


    Klaus took care to keep his voice level.


    The virus had spread across the entire island and had a similar incubation period for everyone. He’d been careful to make sure his food wasn’t poisoned, but he’d been negligent when it came to watching out for infections. Like Ouka said, it simply wasn’t a threat vector that spies had to think about.


    “I hate to break it to you, but there’s no silver lining here.”


    The worst part was that the virus wasn’t the only threat they had to contend with. There were plenty of other factors making their situation dire as well.


    “We were the ones who freed the prisoners. At some point, the K93 members are liable to realize that. They’ll figure out that we infiltrated their ranks and betrayed them.”


    The original plan had them leaving before their treachery was ever discovered, but that was out the window now.


    How would the K93 members react to the destruction of their boats while a strange infection ate away at their bodies? It was simple. It would be obvious that someone was attacking them. And that enemy might be carrying the vaccine. If they couldn’t escape, that was the best hope they had.


       


    “All those armed K93 members will want to hunt us down and kill us.”


       


    Klaus looked down at his hand.


    With the virus coursing through his body, how much longer would he be able to keep fighting?
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    Forty-eight hours had passed since Klaus’s symptoms first appeared.


    Their prospects for getting off the island were dim. There weren’t any materials for boat building in the hideout; that much was obvious from how panicked the K93 members were. There was nothing to work with but broom handles, driftwood, and bedsheets. All the furniture was made of cheap iron and aluminum. None of it was equipped to cross the harsh waves surrounding the island.


    On top of that, Klaus’s stamina was drained. It was taking everything he had just to stay alive.


    “Here’s your food and water for the day.”


    The only way to get sustenance was by stealing it from K93 at great personal risk. Its members had realized that that was a vulnerability for Klaus’s group, and they kept the supplies under heavy guard.


    The police officer looked at the proffered bottle of mineral water in confusion. “What about you?”


    “I’ll make do with rainwater,” Klaus replied. “Make sure you share it with the kids.”


    The man bowed to him and forced the collapsed children to drink.


    The one upside of being on an island covered in bare rock was that there was plenty of rainwater available. Klaus had some deep misgivings about how hygienic it was, but it was better than nothing.


    As he drank the rainwater he’d harvested from their cavern, he mentally went back over the current state of affairs.


       


    LOCATION: A remote island. No food, no clean water. Forty miles from the mainland. Surrounded by fierce currents.


    ALLIES: Four prisoners, one colleague. All in critical condition.


    SITUATION: All individuals on the island experiencing physical breakdowns for reasons unknown. (Assumed to be caused by a mystery disease.)


    FOES: Just under one hundred K93 members. (Eighty percent assumed to be infected.)


       


    I would say that we’re stuck between a rock and a hard place, but that would be selling it short.


    The prisoners they’d saved were getting weaker, and Ouka and Klaus were no different. There were pimples all across Klaus’s arms, and it felt like his lungs were burning every time he took a breath.


    However, he didn’t have time to rest. Even now, the K93 members were taking shifts to find the cave where he and the others were hiding.


    Klaus needed to avoid fighting. He was running low on bullets, and more importantly, he didn’t have the stamina to burn.


    Option 1: Eliminate the rest of the K93 members on the island to buy them some safety.


    Option 2: Escape the island.


    He didn’t have the energy to figure out option two, so he focused his efforts on thinning the K93 ranks.


    Could I convince some of them to turn traitor and have them kill each other?


    He was willing to do whatever it took. He was on death’s door.


    I could brag that I know a way to save them and use that to win them over, then kill them once they’ve served their purpose. I could even sneak into their base and rig their guns to randomly discharge.


    Klaus had already had three clashes with the K93 members, and he’d killed twelve of them. Negotiating a truce had never been an option. The K93 members were too addled by disease to think straight. They were convinced that killing Klaus would give them a wonder cure.


    This would be so much easier if I had a teammate.


    For a moment, images of Inferno flickered through his mind.


    It was an impossibly naive wish, and he couldn’t help but laugh at himself. Yet for some reason, the mere thought was enough to calm his heart.


    When he leaned against the cave wall, Ouka called over to him. “Hey, Bonfire.”


    “Yeah?”


    “If you went on your own, would you be able to swim back to the mainland?”


    “Of course not. I’m sick, too.”


    “…All right, then.”


    That was a lie.


    If nothing else, his odds would have been far better doing that than staying on the island. There was also a chance he could have built a boat big enough for a single person. He could have tied driftwood together with bedsheets or something.


    But if I did that…the prisoners would die.


    They wouldn’t make it half a day on their own. If Klaus left the island, even if he returned to help them on a boat, he would never make it in time. And as things stood, any option that involved abandoning them was no option at all.


    “Ya, don’t worry about me,” Ouka said with a quiet laugh. “I was always just a backup, nothing more.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “An individual gladly sacrifices himself to protect the herd. All that’s important is that ‘the spy Ouka’ lives on. As long as the name survives, so do the rules.”


    Klaus didn’t understand what he was getting at, but he could hear the earnestness in Ouka’s voice. They’d only spent a few days together, but the boy was desperately trying to convey something.


       


    “I hope we meet again, Bonfire. Tell another me I said hi, would you?”


       


    With that, he spoke no more.


    Ouka’s breathing had stopped. His end came abruptly, like someone had shut off his power. Klaus checked his body, but his pulse was already gone. His heart wasn’t beating. He looked so calm, it was as though he was only sleeping.


    Klaus fished around in Ouka’s clothes and retrieved the water and rations. Then he went over to the back of the cave and handed them to the officer nursing the children. “You should use these for yourself,” he said.


    “But…”


    The man was confused, and Klaus offered him a brief explanation. “We have one fewer mouth to feed.”


    He tossed Ouka’s body into the sea where it disappeared from sight.
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    Seventy-two hours had passed since Klaus’s symptoms first appeared.


    From that point onward, the K93 attacks plummeted in frequency. Not because they were less hostile, but because their symptoms were progressing, too. Klaus’s scheme had worked out as well and gotten K93 to turn on each other. One of its members had opened fire on the others in hopes of getting an antidote from Klaus. The traitor had ultimately been shot down, and the sound of gunfire in the hideout soon died down.


    That afternoon, a few people tried to escape the island on a boat made from clothing and driftwood that had washed up on the island. However, stormy seas soon overturned the vessel and sank it.


    Klaus killed five people in order to steal the provisions he needed, but he turned back midway. All he’d managed to steal was a small handful of rations. A bullet had grazed his shoulder and given him an injury he’d just as soon have done without.


    He’d finally been bested. And by a couple of measly secret society thugs, no less.


    I have to preserve my stamina. It’s the only choice I have.


    The sickness was eating away at him.


    It was a miracle the Lylat spy survived as long as she did, but that was the day she, too, passed away. Between her and Ouka, it was abundantly clear that he was going to die if he didn’t get treatment.


    However, he reminded himself that he couldn’t afford to panic.


    As things stood, there was only one way for him to get out of this alive.


    Eventually, the other K93 members will come over from the mainland. When they do, I can steal their boat and escape. It’s a gamble, but it’s the best one I have.


    He could hear the kids coughing in pain from the back of the cavern.


    Parent and child alike were squeezing each other’s hands tightly and trying to cheer each other up.


    I can’t die—not before I make it back to Heat Haze Palace and see Inferno again.


    He only spent a brief instant reminiscing with them, but that was enough to put his heart at ease.


    Before he knew it, the ninety-six-hour mark had come and gone.
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    As the island descended into ruin, Silver Cicada smirked from atop the waves nearby.


    She was accompanied by two Worker Ants, the ordinary civilians that Purple Ant had brainwashed and molded into killing machines. They were far easier to handle than Galgad spies, and they would kill themselves without hesitation if she gave the order. Guido had forbidden them from brainwashing the general public, but Purple Ant continued giving them his orders in secret.


    Using the night fog for cover, Silver Cicada surreptitiously maneuvered her small motorboat toward the island.


    “There’s no way off the island. What will you do, Bonfire?”


    She pushed back her hair band as she surveyed the now-silent isle.


    “Those other K93 members aren’t coming back, you know. All of them were infected. You lured them into fighting another secret society to complete your mission, but your plan backfired. Their conditions worsened. I’m sorry to say, but their foes turned the tables on them and all of them, to a man, met their ends.”


    Klaus had no way of knowing that his final hope had been quashed.


    He was going to die never having learned the truth. He probably believed he’d gotten caught up in a feud between two far-right secret societies. After all, how could the day of his raid possibly have gotten leaked? He had no idea he’d been betrayed by his own teammate. By his mentor, no less. Guido had pulled some strings, taken the reports Klaus handed off to a Din Republic spy, and retrieved them en route.


    Silver Cicada grinned. Klaus was cursing his misfortune, no doubt.


    What she’d released was a pathogen she’d uncovered on the continent of Tolfa. The tribe who contracted it viewed it as a curse. Its extreme fatality rate left it unable to spread and relatively unknown. However, it was a horrible nightmare of an affliction. It was like a naturally occurring bioweapon. Unless you knew how to stop its spread, which was by burying anyone infected, living or dead, it was liable to wipe out entire towns.


    “How does it feel, Bonfire?”


    She directed her words toward the island completely overtaken with the invisible pathogen.


    “You were raised with a silver spoon in your mouth, and you rose to the highest heights. You should be sharing that power. Sharing it with those who are unfortunate, and weak, and poor, but have pure and honest hearts—people like me, for example.”


    She snorted.


    “Hand it over. Give it to me—or die.”


    Silver Cicada set down her telescope and picked up a briefcase in its place.


    She’d approached the island in order to deliver its contents.


    “I just got a lovely delivery. This wasn’t my original plan, but I think you should have it.”


    She wasn’t going to let up on her attack.


    The one outcome Silver Cicada was more scared of than anything was if all the prisoners died before Klaus’s body fully broke down. Those prisoners were the shackles binding him. Without them, there was a danger he might try swimming to safety. Most people would drown if they made such an attempt, but this was Torchlight’s disciple she was dealing with. She couldn’t leave anything to chance.


    Now she was going to attack his power at its source.


       


    “I have a new deadly disease for you—one that’ll eat right through your heart.”


       


    Still hidden by the fog, she made landfall, placed the briefcase near the port, and left as quickly as she came.
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    At around the 120-hour mark, a change came over the island.


    All the K93 members were dead.


    Most of them died to the virus or to friendly fire, but it was Klaus who drove the final nail into their coffin. The children’s symptoms were worsening, and they needed more water, so he put everything on the line and marched into battle in order to secure it. After stealing a gun and killing a K93 member, he discovered that there weren’t any other survivors left.


    The first place he checked was the radio room. When he did, he discovered that it had been ransacked. The radio was designed to only contact the mainland when the boss entered his password, and someone with no technical skills whatsoever had clearly tried to bypass the password by force. The radio was broken beyond repair.


    However, that was nothing compared to how dire the food supply was. Klaus searched the base top to bottom and found essentially nothing. The K93 members had accidentally destroyed a huge amount of supplies during their infighting.


    By that point, Klaus hadn’t eaten in almost two days. His paltry diet of salt and water was grossly insufficient for staving off a disease. Losing that food was devastating.


    The concrete colony had become one massive coffin, and it had the corpse stench to match.


    Realizing that being inside was going to aggravate his condition, Klaus covered his mouth with a handkerchief and looked around for anything that could get him off the island.


    With the K93 members gone, all that’s left is to focus on escaping.


    He willed strength into his shaky legs and rummaged for anything that might help him survive.


    What he discovered were broom handles, the driftwood the K93 members had gathered, bedsheets, pillows, and clothes. Would that be enough to support the weight of himself and three prisoners? He doubted it.


    I need something lighter and sturdier.


    If they got sent adrift, death would be a certainty. He began scouring the entire colony for something he could use.


    Before too long, he found the strange briefcase sitting by the harbor.


    …Wait, what’s that?


    It was covered in scratches from where the K93 members had tried to bash it open. However, they’d abandoned it when the lock had proved beyond them.


    Naturally, Klaus was able to open it with ease. As he inserted his lockpick into the keyhole, he prayed he would find something useful within.


       


    The briefcase was full of hair so white as to be almost transparent.


       


    “…Hair?”


    The word spilled from his mouth in confusion.


    One thing was clear: It wasn’t anything he could use to build a boat. Yet for some reason, he couldn’t take his eyes off it. It was so gorgeously pale, it was like it had been bleached. Each strand of that snow-white hair almost felt like a work of art, and what’s more, it bore a striking resemblance to the hair of someone he knew.


    He could feel all the moisture in his mouth vanish, and his throat turned bone-dry.


    It can’t be, he thought, and when he reached into the briefcase, he discovered a single slip of paper.


       


    Thine was a life well lived, “Flamefanner” Heide.


       


    The slip had a message on it.


    Klaus’s mind turned back to what Orietta had told him just a few days prior. To the signs that the world was changing. To the way someone as talented as Vanna had been killed. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he’d assumed that Inferno was above all that. That they were even more talented than him, and that there was no way they would ever die.


    What did that cut white hair mean?


    When the answer dawned on him, all the strength drained from Klaus’s body. There, on that island drowning in malice, he passed out like a dead man.
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    It was six days after she destroyed the boats that Silver Cicada noticed something weird happening on the island.


    She’d been staying on her boat and observing how things went that whole time. She needed to check for survivors and make sure that nobody got off the island. If anyone did try to escape, she was prepared to shoot them right out of the water.


    It was about the time that Klaus should have been dying, but she couldn’t afford to get too close.


    …It’s hard to confirm when my targets are dead. That’s my big weakness. Oh, how charming I am.


    She was limited in where she could use it, but once she’d released her disease, it wreaked absolute havoc. She was confident in her ability to kill Klaus, but checking to see if the deed was complete was easier said than done. She had no desire to carelessly make landfall and end up getting in a fight with K93 or Klaus.


    Instead, she maintained her distance over a quarter of a mile offshore and took another look at the island from afar.


    Right after she did, a big change took place.


       


    Out of nowhere, the K93 colony erupted in a massive explosion.


       


    “What was that?!”


    A terrible roar sounded out as vicious flames and inky smoke rose into the sky.


    K93 had been accumulating vast stores of gunpowder in preparation for their coup, and that blast must have used up all they had left. The colony lay in ruins.


    It was unclear what had happened, but Silver Cicada assumed that someone had set it off on purpose.


    “Were they hoping to send up a smoke signal? But that’s not nearly enough blasting powder to be visible from the mainland.”


    It wasn’t nearly bright enough to overpower the midday sun, and the noise had only just barely reached Silver Cicada. The waves were still rising to the same height as ever. The explosion had taken out the buildings, but that was all.


    Maybe it was just one final act of desperation.


    Silver Cicada calmly surveyed the colony.


    “Could it have been a suicide?”


    Leaving aside the possibility of an accident, that seemed like the most likely option. Perhaps someone had realized that help wasn’t coming and, in their despair, decided to end things themselves rather than subject themselves to prolonged agony. They could have just used a gun, but there were hurdles to that, both physical and psychological.


    “It might also be some scheme of Bonfire’s…and I should assume that’s the case. If I’m wrong, then I’m no worse off.”


    Without more information, all she could do was observe as closely as she could.


    She steered her boat toward the island and tried to hunt down clues with her telescope. With all the rocky crags buffeted by fierce waves, there were only so many places one could mount an escape from.


    There was a chance he was plotting something, and the explosion had been a distraction.


    When she approached the island’s sole harbor, she finally spotted something amiss. There was something bizarre drifting outward on the water. It was a boat with a sail attached to it, like a sort of small yacht.


    Did he use the explosion to get past the waves?


    After leaving the island, the sailboat had caught the wind and was steadily advancing along.


    “But how?”


    Silver Cicada couldn’t believe her eyes.


    “There shouldn’t have been anything on the island capable of surviving the sea.”


    Even if he managed to slap a frame together out of driftwood, there weren’t any materials suitable for the sail. It wasn’t completely impossible for those flimsy bedsheets to catch the wind, but they were too weak to make it through the surf.


    It was unclear how the ship worked, but letting it maintain its course wasn’t an option. Silver Cicada shot some orders to the Worker Ants and turned up her engine. With a sniper rifle in hand, she approached the sailboat. All she needed to do was shoot out the sail to stop it in its tracks.


    It wasn’t until she got closer that she realized what she was really looking at.


       


    “………Is that made out of skin?”


       


    Through her scope, she saw what appeared to be animal hides. The sail was graphic to look at, as it hadn’t been properly cleaned or drained of blood.


    Where could he have gotten the pelts from? she wondered.


    The sailboat’s body was covered in skin as well. It had an incredibly simple frame made of driftwood, but everything aside from that was flesh. It was the kind of lightweight vessel one might find in primitive times.


    “________”


    After pondering for a moment about how the materials had been procured, a chill ran down Silver Cicada’s spine. There was only one place she could think of with that much skin to be found.


    “That’s human flesh!! Did he seriously stitch the K93 members’ bodies together?!”


    She shuddered at what kind of deranged mind could have produced such an idea. She needed to destroy that sailboat now. This was Bonfire she was dealing with, she was sure of it. No one else could have dreamed up such a design.


    She headed to the bow of her boat and took aim with her sniper rifle. It was a brilliant escape he’d pulled off, but once she sank him, that would be that.


    The moment she set her finger on the trigger, though, she realized something—the sailboat was empty.


    …It was a dummy?


    She gave her telescope to the empty-handed Worker Ants and had them confirm it.


    There were no signs of people anywhere on the other boat. It had simply been carried off by the sea breeze and the force from the explosion.


    Come on, calm down. There’s no way he could make it off the island on a ship made of human skin.


    After heading back to the bow, she took another look at the sailboat.


    Turning animal hides into usable material took days of labor. Unless you removed the excess fat, it would be too heavy to use in ships. The sailboat she was looking at wasn’t buoyant enough to carry humans any meaningful distance. It was just a failed experiment that had gotten blasted away by the explosion.


    Still, that thing is revolting. No sane man could have conceived of that, let alone built it…


    Silver Cicada sucked in a sharp breath as she stared at the approaching sailboat. There was no doubt in her mind that it was Bonfire’s handiwork. The sheer volume of skin used spoke to the brutality of its construction, and the sheer efficiency of its stitches spoke to its precision. The feat was nigh inhuman.


    The closer it got, the more blood she could see still stuck to it.


    The barbarity of a cornered man…and yet, it’s almost like…


       


    As the words a work of art escaped her lips, there was a loud noise from the back of her boat.


       


    Immediately, Silver Cicada knew. She’d been too careless.


    It had been naive to think she would be safe as long as she didn’t approach the island. She should have destroyed the sailboat from as far away as possible. Yet she’d stopped. She’d been captivated. Even though she knew about a demonic artist whose work could manipulate people’s minds!


    From beneath the waves, a man crawled up the back of her boat.


       


    “It was my selfish sister who taught me how to leave my enemies bewildered.”


       


    The man—“Bonfire” Klaus—was standing on board her ship.


    His sneak attack caught Silver Cicada so badly by surprise that she was at a loss for words.


    “When I saw that hair, I knew. Someone was coming after Inferno. And if I was the target and not K93, I could alter my tactics. My enemy’s job wasn’t finished until they’d gotten a visual on my corpse. All I had to do was wait until someone showed up in the waters surrounding the island.”


    On hearing that, Silver Cicada realized that Klaus had been on the sailboat. The fact that she’d gotten close enough to observe the island with her telescope meant that, in turn, her boat was visible from the island. After getting visual confirmation, Klaus set off his bomb, then rode the blast wave out to sea aboard his sailboat. Silver Cicada watching her surroundings and spotting it had all been part of his plan. That way, he could attack her from underwater once she got too close.


    That whole time, she’d been playing into his hands.


       


    “It was those merry twins who taught me tactics for deceiving my foes.”


       


    The look Klaus gave her seethed with contempt.


    “Who are you people?”


    “…You’re…still alive?”


    Silver Cicada didn’t waste any time on banter.


    Instead of shouting an order to the Worker Ants, she prioritized aiming her sniper rifle and firing it in one fluid motion. The recoil hit her hard, but her aim was unerring.


    The bullet roared through the air as it flew at Bonfire’s head.


    Then it passed right through him—or rather, he dodged so swiftly it looked like it did. With the barest of shifts to his weight, he slid out of the line of fire, and the bullet disappeared into the surf.


       


    “It was that seasoned old woman who beat self-defense techniques into me.”


       


    “How? How can you still move like that?”


    Silver Cicada couldn’t comprehend what she was seeing.


    Klaus had been stranded on that island for over six days. If everything had gone according to Silver Cicada’s plan, he should have been exhausted after fighting K93 while also protecting the prisoners. His disease should have been ravaging his body, leaving him malnourished and dehydrated. Even if he managed to track down food and water, he would have had to divide it up with four prisoners. And on top of all that, the hair she delivered should have been more than enough to break his spirit.


    “Trying to save the prisoners should have taken up too much of your energy to ever make it off the—”


    As the question left her mouth, Klaus fixed her with an inky, lightless stare.
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    It was twenty-four hours before Klaus’s surprise attack on Silver Cicada.


    Klaus had passed out after finding Heide’s hair, but he eventually woke up. The moment he got up, he started walking. His resolve had been hardened.


    His destination was the family hiding in the cavern. They were sharing what little food and water they had and trying desperately to fight their worsening sicknesses. The girl was on her last legs. Her breathing was feeble. Her father clutched her tiny hand as though in prayer.


    When Klaus approached, the father looked up. “Did you find anything?”


    He fixed his gaze on Klaus, his eyes those of a man clinging to his last hope.


    “I have a proposal.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Die for me.”


    Klaus cut right to the chase.


    Escaping the island with the children in tow was impossible. The way things were going, all of them were going to die. If Klaus took the rest of the food and water for himself, though, there was a good chance that he and he alone would survive. What’s more, he might even be able to get revenge on the mastermind who engineered their torment.


    There was no reason whatsoever to give their paltry supplies to invalids who were just going to die anyway.


    “…Wh-where’s this coming from?” The father went pale, and his voice trembled. “D-did we offend you somehow? Why, after all this time—”


    “You did nothing wrong.”


    “Please, at least spare the children… My kids are innocent in all this…”


    “Sometimes, innocent people die.”


    Klaus strode past the dazed father and snatched up the last of the food and water from the back of the cavern. It had been the family’s sole lifeline. The boy reached out to try to protect his sister, but Klaus shook off his hand. The father clung to his legs, but Klaus kicked him away.


    Klaus turned to the father and spoke with defeat and resignation in his voice.


    “…Spend what time you have left with your family.”


    He got no reply.


    A faint, tearful voice sounded through the cave.


       


    “Damn you. If this is how it was going to end, you never should have given us hope.”


       


    With that, the family he’d risked life and limb to protect for five days straight fixed him with contemptuous, relentless glares.
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    As Klaus stood on the boat, he recalled the family’s deaths.


    They ended up passing away that evening. Perhaps it was the abandonment of Klaus that robbed them of the willpower they needed to fight off the sickness. The three of them held each other’s hands tightly to the very end.


    Upon eating the rations he’d stolen from them, Klaus felt a little bit of his energy return. He sat down in the colony’s watchtower and waited for his enemy to come check for his body.


    “I gave up on saving the prisoners and took the last of the supplies for myself.”


    He glared at Silver Cicada, the woman whose name he didn’t know.


       


    “It was the boss who taught me the resolve to live in a world that demands we make cruel choices.”


       


    It reminded him of the trolley problem Gerde had once taught him about.


    Could he kill one person in order to save five? Maybe it had been a mistake after all to run away from the question back then. It hadn’t stopped the world from demanding heartless answers out of him. Sometimes, you had to be willing to pull that lever.


    Sacrifices had to be made, someone was telling him. Make the cold, calculated decision. Pull the lever. Cast aside your ideals.


    It was the same thing Veronika had taught him. He mustn’t love his family.


    Kill that kind, innocent family.


    “You sacrificed the prisoners…?” Silver Cicada gasped in shock. “That’s impossible! He told me you yearned for a family so badly you’d never be able to—”


    “You murdered my heart.”


    Klaus took a step forward.


    It was the contents of the briefcase that had hardened his resolve.


    He didn’t know if that white hair was the real article or not. Maybe her hair had just been shaved off, and the woman herself was still fine. Regardless, seeing it had been enough for him to decide that whoever sent it needed to die.


    The ship was just over thirty feet long. There were three other people on it. Klaus had no idea who they were, but it was clear from how they carried themselves that they were experienced killers.


    He needed to settle things here and now.


    “…You really are evil incarnate.”


    Silver Cicada came to the same conclusion, and she cast aside her sniper rifle and drew her weapons designed for close quarters. They were a pair of syringes, and they each carried a payload strong enough to knock out an elephant.


    “All that talent you were blessed with, and you gave up on saving the weak. I’ll bet you had fun, play-acting at being the good guy. You got to use that strength of yours like a cudgel, mow down anyone who got in your way, then abandon the people who needed you the most!!”


    “What’s your point?”


    “I wanted to be the one!! The one to change my country! I wanted to use espionage to crush those greedy bastards at the top! Inferno had the power to change everything, but you let the greedy swine rule unopposed and treated the world like it was your own personal game! You people sicken me! I hope you choke on your privilege!!”


    “…That’s really what you think? That’s how you see us?”


    If she wasn’t going to give him anything useful, then he had no use for her.


    “This world isn’t so gentle that blessings alone are enough to survive.”


    He made his answer succinct.


    “We’re out here fighting to do good in spite of that, and you need to stay the hell out of our way.”


    It was Silver Cicada who made the first move.


    She threw up her hands to give an order to the Worker Ants. Thanks to Purple Ant’s brainwashing, they didn’t hesitate to try to kill their opponent. They drew their knives and rushed forward in a desperate bid to flee from the terror imprinted in their brains.


    Klaus dodged a knife and grabbed its wielder by the shoulders and used their momentum to knock them into the water. He then kicked the other’s legs out from under them and sent them tumbling overboard as well.


    He needed to neutralize his opponents with as few movements as possible.


    Upon figuring out why, Silver Cicada cackled. “Ha, you can barely stand!”


    Merely fending off the two men was enough to force Klaus down to one knee. His breathing went ragged as he desperately tried to funnel oxygen into his burning lungs.


    He was malnourished, his illness had gotten worse, he’d fought tooth and nail against K93, and he’d swum underwater from the sailboat to the ship. It was taking his body everything it had just to stay alive.


    Silver Cicada’s scheme had worked.


    There was a knife embedded in his left hand. He’d failed to evade the second attacker. Right now, he was standing a hair’s breadth from dying.


    “You can play tough all you like. But you ran out of bullets ages ago, didn’t you?” Silver Cicada crowed, brandishing her syringes. “With your death, Inferno will finally fall!!”


    “I just have to ask—how much longer should I keep playing along with this game?”


    For his answer, he stole a line from his elder brother, Lukas.


    No matter how bad things looked, the key was to never lose his composure. All he had to do was wait for an opportunity to turn the tables.


    He summoned up the last of his strength and charged at Silver Cicada.


    …I’m burning…


    He could feel a heat flaring up from the depths of his core. It was burning him harder than the disease ever had, yet it was the burning that pushed him forward. It was a sensation he remembered Heide once telling him about.


    A fire had been lit in his heart.


    The moment he realized that, his field of view exploded with color. There was information to be found in everything he saw, and all of it flowed directly into his brain.


    It was like Silver Cicada was moving in slow-motion.


    In order to fight back against her syringes, Klaus reached behind his back and drew his sole weapon. He’d brought it with him from the colony to augment his failing strength.


    “Crowbar…!!”


    Silver Cicada’s eyes went wide, and the syringe tumbled from her right hand.


    Klaus’s crowbar swing had crushed her hand into pulp. Just like during his orphan days, he’d put his full body weight into the attack to increase its destructive capabilities. Then, with limp arms, he raised it once more.


    There was one thing he knew better than anything. One thing he knew better than anyone. For years, he’d watched in admiration—watched his unparalleled master swing an unwieldy katana like it was nothing.


       


    “Torchlight.”


       


    Visualizing his master’s swordwork, Klaus poured everything he had into one last attack and smashed his crowbar into Silver Cicada’s skull.


    
      [image: ]
    

    


    The fierce battle in the Bumal Kingdom ended in a narrow victory for “Bonfire” Klaus.


    He didn’t have the strength left to leave Silver Cicada alive. She died instantly. After he bashed in her head, she fell into the sea, so he wasn’t even able to recover her body. The Worker Ants in the water intentionally swallowed seawater to kill themselves. Every last person on Icedew Park was dead. Klaus was the one and only survivor.
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  K93 was seen an international threat, and hearing that they’d been taken out came as a shock to the global intelligence community. Word about Bonfire supposedly taking them out single-handedly began making the rounds, then eventually became an accepted fact.


  With that, the name “Bonfire” Klaus became famous among spies—as was the information that he’d taken to calling himself the Greatest Spy in the World.


  However, there was a piece of news on the horizon that would shock the world even more.
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  Klaus rode the small boat back to the Bumal mainland.


  From there, he got in touch with Orietta and secured his own safety. There were some in Curse who advocated for simply eliminating him, but Orietta managed to talk them down. Her sell was that having him in their debt was a solid option. This was the man who soloed K93 they were talking about, after all.


  Klaus then spent the next three days asleep at the hospital. Curse happened to have a cure for his disease. That was because Silver Cicada used to be one of their members, though that was a piece of information they chose not to share with him.


  As soon as he woke up, he sneaked out of the hospital and headed for the Din Republic. There were a million things he needed to confirm.


  What exactly is going on…?


  The whole situation was beyond his comprehension.


  He hadn’t fully recovered yet, but he continued working through his questions.


  How did they find out when I was going undercover? And was that white hair really—


  He couldn’t get ahold of any of his colleagues in Bumal. The only reasonable conclusion was that they’d been killed. It was the first time he’d ever experienced the Din Republic’s spy network being ripped apart with such ease.


  The moment he arrived at the Din harbor, he headed straight for Heat Haze Palace.


  He wanted to talk to Heide. He wanted to ask her how her hair had gotten cut. He wanted to hear her laugh warmly and tell him she was looking for a change of pace.


  When he arrived at the entrance, he found a man standing in front of the building.


  “________”


  By and large, nobody aside from Inferno was allowed on Heat Haze Palace grounds. The mere fact that someone Klaus hadn’t seen before stood there was abnormal in and of itself. The man had gray hair and an aquiline nose. The way he was wearing all black from his shoes to his hat made him almost resemble a mortician. When Klaus approached, the man gave him a sympathetic look.


  He’d been waiting for Klaus.


  “Who are you?”


  “I assume you’ve heard the name C before.”


  It certainly rang a bell, but this was Klaus’s first time actually seeing him in the flesh. C was the man in charge of the Foreign Intelligence Office, the Din Republic’s intelligence agency. He was the spymaster who managed all the spies both at home and abroad and deployed agents all across the world.


  In a solemn voice, C delivered the news straight.


     


  “Everyone on Inferno but you is dead.”
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  Klaus collapsed onto a Heat Haze Palace sofa and closed his eyes.


  Maybe if he held very still, someone would come home. It was a hope he just couldn’t shake. Maybe if he fell asleep, someone would shake him awake. One such fantasy crossed his mind every ten seconds before he came crashing back down to reality.


  He’d just gotten finished confirming the Inferno members’ bodies.


  The corpses had been delivered right to the Foreign Intelligence Office’s headquarters. They’d started decomposing a bit, and the moment he saw them, he doubled over and puked up his guts.


  It was them, beyond a doubt.


  The only vaguely suspicious one was his master, Guido. The body was badly damaged, and there was no hard evidence it was actually him. That fact shook Klaus just as badly.


  “Do you know anything about this?” C had asked him, but Klaus had no information to give. All he had were questions of his own.


  “What happened…?”


  A weak mumble escaped his mouth as he sat on the sofa.


  “Why were the bodies sent here? Who did it, and to what end?”


  The grandfather clock in the main hall pointed at midnight.


  A chime rang out to signal the day’s end. Back when he was younger, hearing that noise always sent him off to blissful sleep, but now it felt impossibly grating.


  When the chimes stopped, silence spread and filled the room.


  The contrast was too much for him to bear.


     


  “Why won’t anybody answer me…?”


     


  Despite his pained plea, there wasn’t a single other voice to be heard.
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  Over and over, he thought back to his final conversation with “Hearth” Veronika.


     


  “…You need to stop loving Inferno,” she had said, practically scolding him as she came into his room.


  It felt like she was pushing him away, and Klaus couldn’t help but raise his voice. “Why? Why would you say that? I think of you all as—”


  “As a family. That’s why I said it. You mustn’t love your family.”


  “………”


  “Here’s the thing, Klaus—”


  Veronika’s expression softened into a half-smile. Her voice was like a warm embrace.


  “—you’re going to have to stand on your own someday.”


  She stared Klaus right in the eye.


  Once she’d said her piece, she shrugged like a weight had just been lifted off her shoulders. “There,” she said merrily. “It’s out there now.”


  Klaus instinctively shook his head. “Inferno is like a family to me. I have no reason to want to leave.”


  “You’re wrong. Those aren’t really your emotions. It’s an idea that I planted in your head.”


  “That’s not—”


  “I was so blind. In order to carry out my duty, I herded children into the brutal world of espionage. How many of them will lose their lives because of those academies, I wonder?”


  Veronika reached for Klaus’s cheek.


  “Your life has been in peril more times than I can count.”


  She brushed his face with her red-paint-stained finger. It was so slender and elegant. She stroked his cheek tenderly, then cupped it in her palm.


  “It was a mistake. I never should have brought you into this world of spies.”


  Klaus wanted to scream. To beg her not to make that face.


  Her furrowed brow was tinged with grief.


  The words of consolation that came to Klaus’s lips were downright childish. “I’m happy, though.”


  “It’s like I said. That thought is something I planted in your head.”


  “You didn’t make a mistake.”


  “That’s just your codependence talking. It’s a terrible emotion that blinds your eyes to the truth. Codependence leads spies to their ruin. It happens every time.”


  Veronika reluctantly withdrew her hand from his face.


  Tears began spilling down his cheeks. Something deep inside of him could tell that this was her way of saying goodbye.


  He didn’t know how much longer she had left, but someday, Veronika wouldn’t be around anymore. Maybe it would be her illness that took her, and maybe it would be something else. All he knew was that her destiny was inescapable.


  “Over the course of their lives, people get two families,” she said gently. “There’s the family they’re born with. And then there’s the family they find. People can’t choose the family they’re born into, but everyone has the power to build a new family of their own. You can’t let yourself get trapped into only loving the former. It’s up to you to find a place where you belong. They don’t have to be related by blood. They don’t need any sort of legal connection to you at all.”


  What kind of home had Inferno been for her, Klaus wondered?


  It had been a family to him, but what about to her?


  Did she share those same emotions burning inside of him?


     


  “Someday, you’re going to stand on your own and build yourself a new home.”


     


  Those words had been akin to a prayer, and they were the final lesson Veronika ever gave him.
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  As his last moments with her flashed through his head in the empty main hall, Klaus found himself rising to his feet.


  Now was the time for action.


  He needed to complete the work Inferno had left behind and protect the nation they’d defended so staunchly. He wasn’t going to stop until he’d rooted out the source of Inferno’s downfall.


  He was going to have his revenge.


  Klaus stood up and sprang into motion. He called up people from the Foreign Intelligence Office, then examined every last item the Inferno members owned in hopes of extracting any tiny amount of information from them. He was going to find out what each of them had been doing, finish what they’d started, and find out the truth behind the tragedy that had befallen them.


  He didn’t stop. He couldn’t stop. Stopping wasn’t an option.


  The inferno raging within him was hotter than any flames.


  Klaus needed to assemble a new team. In the unlikely event that—and it was a possibility he didn’t even want to consider—the individual he suspected had betrayed them, then there was no way Klaus could win. No spy in the Din Republic could possibly beat them.


  If anyone stood a shot, it would be people with special abilities that individual had no way of knowing about. People from an environment that individual had never gone near, not even during the Inferno selection exams. People he’d never even tried to learn about. Namely, washouts from the girls’ academies. Klaus was going to have to borrow those girls’ strengths to stand up to his foe.


  Then, once Klaus had beaten him, he could get an explanation and start Inferno anew.


  “I don’t care what the boss says—I loved Inferno. I loved the way you all combined strength with affection. But if you think that’s naive of me, Boss—”


  When Klaus spoke next, it was with conviction.


     


  “—then just watch as I build a new home. With my love from Inferno.”


     


  He was the one who chose the team’s name.


  It was a far cry from Inferno, to be sure.


  However, it was the perfect name for a group that would uncover the world’s secrets and grab hold of a new future.
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  The freshly founded spy team was called Lamplight, and one month after Inferno’s fall, Klaus became its boss.


  After several trips to the academies, he’d successfully assembled a group with all the elements he needed.


  There was a girl with the mental fortitude to overcome anything, a girl with the combat skills to fight the target directly, a girl whose weapon was her ingenuity and who could guide the others, a girl who’d been trained by Veronika herself, a talented girl who Wille had scouted in person, a girl with a promising future that Lukas found when he was jokingly trying to recruit a hawk, a girl with the ruthlessness the others were lacking, and finally, a girl with a rare ability that could catch his foe off guard.


  “‘Flower Garden’ Lily, at your service!!”


  The day the team was formed, the halls of Heat Haze Palace echoed with the girls’ carefree voices.


  A new story was about to unfold.


  
    

    Afterword


    Takemachi here! It’s been too long.


    This here is Spy Classroom’s fifth short story collection, the long-awaited Inferno prequel. I figured it was high time I wrote about them. Not only are they important figures to Klaus, but they hold the keys to unlocking the story of Spy Classroom. The team has a bunch of characters packed with traits I just adore, so it was really satisfying getting to work on this short story collection while touching on the Lamplight girls’ backstories.


    Here are some notes on each of the stories.


    Chapter 1: Guido’s story. This story reminds us that, out of all the Inferno members, Guido’s the one who’s been through the most shit. His katana still hangs in Klaus’s room to this day.


    Chapter 2: Gerde’s story. She’s an old lady who abuses her subordinates and shoves alcohol down their throats like she just stepped out of a different era. Is it just me, or is there something super badass about combining old women and guns? It was great to get to write about the killer, you-know-who.


    Chapter 3: the twins’ story. You can’t have one without the other. It would have been cool to see what Inferno would be like with Lukas as its boss. I’m sure there would have been a dark-haired girl hanging around.


    Chapter 4: Heide’s story. Ah yes, the one who traumatized all those spy academy girls. She’s your classic obnoxious elder sister. I’ll reveal the details of the “stuff” that happened at a later date. Just take a deep breath, Grete.


    Chapter 5: Veronika’s story—although saying that, she didn’t actually get to show up much. I’m planning on delving into her tale some other time—once Klaus catches up to her.


    At this point, I have some people I’d like to thank. The only reason this short story collection was possible was because of how magnanimous my editor was when I barged in and made the ridiculous ask of, “Let me spend four of my Dragon Magazine slots writing about Klaus’s past! Oh, and the girls will get zero screen time!” I seriously couldn’t do this without you, and I’d like to take this moment to thank you yet again. If you hadn’t given me the go-ahead, I would have been at a total loss on how to structure this volume.


    Next up, and I know I say this every time, but I really am grateful to Tomari. Thank you for doing the big Inferno group shot like you did for Avian last time. I’m sure it was a lot of work drawing all those characters, but the piece ended up being really moving. I can’t tell you how long I’ve wanted to see them all together!


    As far as the next short story collection goes, we’re finally getting into some season three content, and I’ll be shedding some light on the year the girls spent split into two-person squads for the Lylat Kingdom revolution mission. I’m looking forward to showing you how the girls are just as rowdy even when they’re split up!


    Before that, though, we have some main stories to get to. There’s the Lylat Kingdom revolution mission, and then there’s what lies beyond it—and I’m looking forward to bringing it all to you. Until then, that’s all from me.


       


    …Aaand I have two more pages to fill.


    On November 15, 2023, I wrote my two-page afterword just like always. I promptly forgot to send it to my editor and abandoned it. Then, on December 18, my editor sent me a request—“Hey, make sure to send me a three-to-four-page afterword.” I realized that I didn’t have enough pages, but I decided to procrastinate. On January 5, I got a follow-up email—“Just as a reminder, the deadline’s today.” Curse me and my laziness for forgetting to send it in that first time.


    Well, what’s done is done, so here’s a list of Spy Classroom short story ideas that never saw the light of day.


    
      	•    In which Sara starts actually keeping Annette and Erna in her animal shed.


      	•    Erna Gets Worshipped by a Weird Cult, Part Two—the Politics arc.


      	•    In which Annette freaks out after accidentally burning down Heat Haze Palace during a prank.


      	•    In which Klaus falls to his knees, heartbroken, when he sees Heat Haze Palace in ashes.


      	•    In which Guido and Gerde take a shine to Sybilla and make her go on a warrior pilgrimage.


      	•    In which Klaus’s mentor gives him a stern talking-to about why it’s wrong to live in a house with eight underage girls.


      	•    The Ultimate Showdown: Lillian the Devil vs. the Great Pirate Sybillan!


      	•    In which Monika had mixed feelings about watching Lily and Klaus have their wedding anniversary.


      	•    In which Grete realizes how bad all of Thea’s romantic advice has been and takes her to court.


      	•    Erna Gets Worshipped by a Weird Cult, Part Three—the Getting Arrested for Political Corruption arc.


      	•    In which Lily and Grete head back to the academy and assert their dominance over the younger students.


      	•    In which Sara gets scolded by an animal quarantine officer. “Ma’am, you really can’t be taking your pets abroad.”


      	•    In which Sara plays dumb with an animal quarantine officer. “Huh? But they’re just stuffed animals, though.”


      	•    In which Veronika says something cruel. “Honestly, I had no idea she would grow up to be such a slut.”


      	•    In which Lan gets a job as Heat Haze Palace’s maid. And in which everyone else tries to kick her out.


      	•    In which fifty years have passed, and Sara stretches the truth a bit. “I was a legendary spy back in the day, you know.”


      	•    In which Monika says they have to break up the band because of their musical differences.


      	•    In which Lily and Sybilla didn’t even realize they’d started a band.


      	•    Erna Gets Worshipped by a Weird Cult, Part Four—the Turning It All Around When All Seems Lost arc.


      	•    In which Avian and Inferno come back from the dead like nothing happened and everything is all hunky-dory.


      	•    In which Grete crosses a line and lies about getting pregnant.


      	•    In which Klaus gets into investing, he immediately goes bankrupt, and all the girls laugh at him.

    


    In case it wasn’t clear, I have no intention of actually writing any of these.


    Takemachi

  

  
    First Published


       


    Bonfire (Frontside) I


    Dragon Magazine, January 2023 edition


    Bonfire (Frontside) II


    Dragon Magazine, March 2023 edition


    Bonfire (Frontside) III


    Dragon Magazine, May 2023 edition


    Bonfire (Frontside) IV


    Dragon Magazine, July 2023 edition


    Everything else newly written


    SPY CLASSROOM


    Specialized lessons for an impossible mission


    From Inferno with Love

  

  
    
      
        Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


        To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


        Sign Up


        Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup

      
    

  
OEBPS/Images/pg84.jpg





OEBPS/Images/SpyClassroomstorycollectionv5_ebook_INS_pg2-3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/SpyClassroomstorycollectionv5_ebook_INS_pg1.jpg
SPY CL

SHORT STORY COL

[
05






OEBPS/Images/SpyClassroomstorycollectionv5_ebook_INS_pg4-5.jpg
,//\\ //

Good Buddies...?





OEBPS/Images/pg6.jpg





OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml

  Contents



  
    		Cover



    		Insert



    		Title Page



    		Copyright



    		Contents



    		Prologue: Torchlight



    		Chapter 1: Bonfire (Frontside) I



    		Memory: Flamefanner



    		Chapter 2: Bonfire (Frontside) II



    		Memory: Firewalker



    		Chapter 3: Bonfire (Frontside) III



    		Memory: Soot and Scapulimancer



    		Chapter 4: Bonfire (Frontside) IV



    		Memory: Hearth (Backside)



    		Chapter 5: From Inferno with Love



    		Afterword



    		Yen Newsletter


  



  Guide



  
    		Cover



    		Title Page



    		Copyright



    		Contents



    		Prologue: Torchlight



    		Chapter 1: Bonfire (Frontside) I



    		Afterword


  



  Pagebreaks of the print version



  
    		Cover Page



    		i



    		ii



    		iii



    		iv



    		v



    		1



    		2



    		3



    		4



    		5



    		6



    		7



    		9



    		10



    		11



    		12



    		13



    		14



    		15



    		16



    		17



    		18



    		19



    		20



    		21



    		22



    		23



    		24



    		25



    		26



    		27



    		28



    		29



    		30



    		31



    		32



    		33



    		34



    		35



    		36



    		37



    		38



    		39



    		41



    		42



    		43



    		44



    		45



    		46



    		47



    		48



    		49



    		50



    		51



    		52



    		53



    		54



    		55



    		56



    		57



    		58



    		59



    		60



    		61



    		62



    		63



    		64



    		65



    		66



    		67



    		68



    		69



    		70



    		71



    		72



    		73



    		74



    		75



    		76



    		77



    		78



    		79



    		81



    		82



    		83



    		84



    		85



    		86



    		87



    		88



    		89



    		90



    		91



    		92



    		93



    		94



    		95



    		96



    		97



    		98



    		99



    		100



    		101



    		102



    		103



    		104



    		105



    		106



    		107



    		108



    		109



    		110



    		111



    		112



    		113



    		114



    		115



    		116



    		117



    		118



    		119



    		120



    		121



    		122



    		123



    		124



    		125



    		126



    		127



    		129



    		130



    		131



    		132



    		133



    		134



    		135



    		136



    		137



    		138



    		139



    		140



    		141



    		142



    		143



    		144



    		145



    		146



    		147



    		148



    		149



    		150



    		151



    		152



    		153



    		154



    		155



    		156



    		157



    		158



    		159



    		160



    		161



    		162



    		163



    		165



    		166



    		167



    		168



    		169



    		171



    		172



    		173



    		174



    		175



    		176



    		177



    		178



    		179



    		180



    		181



    		182



    		183



    		184



    		185



    		186



    		187



    		188



    		189



    		190



    		191



    		192



    		193



    		194



    		195



    		196



    		197



    		198



    		199



    		200



    		201



    		202



    		203



    		204



    		205



    		206



    		207



    		208



    		209



    		210



    		211



    		213



    		214



    		215



    		216



    		217


  




OEBPS/Images/pg169.jpg





OEBPS/Images/pgiv.jpg
The CIM from the Fend Commonwealth

Hide—CIM Leadership

Cursemaster Magician
Nathan Mirena
Three Others \

A
\
\
\

Belias—Hide’s Personal Counterintelligence Unit

Puppeteer
Amelie

Lotus Doll, Disintegrator Doll, etc.

Vanajin—CIM’s Largest Counterintelligence Unit

Armorer Swordsmith

Meredith Miné

Silhouette Tracker Jester Tunekeeper

Luke Sylvette Heine Khaki
== = .. s





OEBPS/Images/pg205.jpg





OEBPS/Images/pgv.jpg
Team Inferno

Hearth Firewalker Soot

Veronika Gerde Lukas

Scapulimancer Flamefanner Torchlight

Wille Heide Guido

Team Serpent from the Galgad Empire

(B

White Spider Blue Fly

Silver Cicada Purple Ant {

Green Butterfly  Indigo Grasshopper  Black Mantis





OEBPS/Images/pg152.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/STIX-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/SpyClassroomstorycollectionv5_ebook_INS_pg6.jpg





OEBPS/Images/orn.jpg





OEBPS/Images/pgiii.jpg
Meadow Forgetter Fool

Sara Annette Erna
A timid girl whose A simple girl with no An unlucky girl who
parents run a memories. Her origins frequently gets into
small restaurant. are unknown. accidents. Also a

former aristocrat.

Team Avian

AN
tﬁi’f u
o

Flock Glide South Wind
Vindo Qulle Queneau

Cloud Drift Lander Feather
Lan Vies Pharma





OEBPS/Images/SpyClassroomstorycollectionv5_ebook_INS_pg7.jpg
SHORT STORY COLLECTION

From Inferno with Love

Takemachi

ILLUSTRATION BY Tomari

New York





OEBPS/Images/9798855414950.jpg
SPY CLASSROX

SHORT STORY COLLECTION () 5 rrpicn Tllerne v Love

Takemachi
 usrranon s JOMarti






OEBPS/Images/pgii.jpg
CHARACTER PROFILES

Bonfire Flower Garden Daughter Dearest

Klaus Lily Grete

Lamplight’s founder A naive girl from A quict girl and the

and the Greatest Spy the backcountry. daughter of a
in the World. major politician.

Pandemonium Ashes Dreamspeaker

Sybilla Monika Thea

A brave girl and the An arrogant girl born An clegant girl and
daughter of a gangster. into a family of artists. the only child of a
major newspaper
company’s president.





