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And finally, to everyone that reads this story that’s my pride and joy. I hope you grow to love Ashura and Faysal as much as I do!
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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Three echoing gunshots filled his head.

“FuckfuckFUCK-”

Amber eyes snapping open, Ash stared at the dark ceiling, his chest heaving. As he ran a hand over his face, he groaned. His face was wet. He hated when his face was wet, because it meant he’d been crying, and there was literally nothing worse than crying. Rolling over, he pulled his pillow over his head, digging his fingers into the soft material and letting out a frustrated growl.

He despised it. 

Any time he returned home from a long assignment, nightmares destroyed what little sleep he got. While usually related to whatever new hell he’d just dealt with, the worst ones involved watching his father being gunned down in their own home. Even knowing he’d survived, it never failed to leave him feeling drained and wrung out. Reminded so keenly of the gunshots from barely a week previous, the screams of the agent assisting him echoing ominously in his ears, Ash pulled the pillow tighter against his face and squeezed his eyes shut.

Three bullets, three lives taken, and all he’d gained from it was another week of nightmares and an argument with his lieutenant. Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to sit up. He picked up the stuffed panther from his bedside table to run a thumb over the worn button eyes and rough sewn-and-resewn ears. He didn’t know how it survived his early years, but it did, and having such a cherished piece of his childhood there to nuzzle against was a desperately needed anchor.

His phone rang. He groaned, snapping it up and plopping back against his pillows to give the screen a sullen stare. HQ showed on the screen; swiping down on it, Ash’s brow scrunched with the realization that he’d missed multiple calls from the agency. What the fuck do they want? He threw it down beside him to return to prodding at the plush toy. He’d already gone on leave, taking the tiny bit of peace he could get before he had to throw himself back into the fray; whatever they wanted, it certainly wouldn’t be anything he’d like. 

Ash nudged the face of the toy with his nose, rolling his eyes when his ring tone went off again. He shoved the device under his pillow to muffle the sound until the chime of a text message cut through his frustration. His curiosity got the better of him; he lifted the pillow to look at it. 

Shadowfire.

Hawk. Fuck.

If his lieutenant sent him a message—with only his code name, no less—then they required him to pick up. The next call to come through, he answered with a muttered, “Hello?” 

“Good morning, Shadowfire-san! Do you have a moment?” The familiar, high-pitched voice of his boss’ secretary greeted him. If Ono needed him, it could only be because Isao needed him. If Isao needed him, it meant they were cutting his leave short, and the idea made him want to slam his head into a wall. 

Ash made a confused sound. It was a strange thing, hearing someone call him Shadowfire. After six months of using an alias, even his own name had started sounding foreign. Considering her question, he turned his eyes toward the suitcase sitting unopened by the bedroom door. He’d been home three days, but he hadn’t gotten around to unpacking it between debriefings, post-mission evaluations, and cleaning his apartment to rid it of the staleness of sitting empty six months. No, he thought. “Yes,” he said instead, tracing one of the many stitched up tears in the plush’s cloth body with a finger.

“Great! Commander Cipher asked me to call. He needs you to come in for a meeting....”

As she jabbered on, something about a change to his leave, Ash swore under his breath when the panther plush slipped out of his hands to land on his face with a flump. He’d known that’s what she’d say, and it took what little energy he had to resist asking her to tell their lead commander to pound sand. 

Not that he’d ever say that to Isao, regardless of how tempting it was.

Fucking hell, Isao, he thought, pinching the bridge of his nose. Brushing the plush off, letting it fall under his arm, Ash closed his eyes. I’m supposed to be on vacation. He wasn’t planning anything major for it; he’d likely stay home playing video games and drinking far more soda than he really needed to until he became bored enough to beg for a new mission well before his scheduled return. That wasn’t the point, though. He raked his fingers through his hair as he let out a drawn-out sigh. Guess it’s better than reliving last week again. “Tell him I’m on my way,” he groaned.
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Over an hour later, he walked through the heavy glass front doors of Kuroi Ki’s main building and into the pleasant hum of the rookies clustered around a nearby table. Ash gave them a vague, half-hearted smile as they waved at him, keeping his steps brisk as he walked through the lobby. He entered the elevator and tapped his badge against the reader, grateful the cabin was empty as the machine whirled into life.

“Shadowfire-san!” Ono’s delighted voice called once he exited on the administrative floor and found his way around to Isao’s office door. Looking down at the young secretary as he stepped up to her desk, her beaming smile lighting up her pretty face, Ash tilted his head. “You made it! You doing any better?”

“Ah, hello Ono-san... a little bit.” He blinked. He envied how energetic she always seemed when he stopped by his commander’s office. Pink settled in around her cheeks, a pleased smile curving her mouth; he was certain she had a crush on him, her face brightening up any time she saw him, and it flustered him every time he thought about it. “How’ve you been? Cipher wasn’t being mean to you while I was gone, was he?” 

“I can’t tell you how happy I am that you’re here! Cipher-san’s been...” She paused. Furtively looking toward the door, she turned her dark eyes back to him.

“Go on.” 

“He’s been... well, he’s been dealing with some difficult clients today.” Turning her monitor around, she motioned hopelessly at the schedule. 

“So, he’s cranky again?” Bending at the waist, he leaned against the top of her desk and gave her a mischievous look. “Should I tell him to cool his jets?”

“Oh, no!” She covered her mouth, shaking her head with wide eyes. “Please, don’t! He’ll know we’ve been talking about him! Please, Shadowfire-san, you’ll get me in trouble!”

He snickered. “Alright. Your secret is safe with me.” As she relaxed, he looked toward the closed door. “Is he in his office? I’ll be mad if he called me down here just in time to wait on him.”

“Yes, of course!” She picked up the phone, twisting a few strands of hair around her finger. “Commander, Agent Shadowfire is here to see you.”

Before she could put the phone down, the door opened. The older man’s face appeared in the crack.

“It’s about time you made it,” Isao grumbled. Ash circled around the side of the desk to approach him. “Get in here. We need to talk.”

Ash’s grin disappeared. “I didn’t do it.” He closed the door behind him once the elder let him step into the office. 

“Oh?” A scowl creased Isao’s face. “And the car I had to sign off on the budget for? You telling me a ghost did it?”

Ash cringed. A few months back, he’d rear-ended a suspect while undercover in Kochi. It’d happened before he could get the detective he was investigating to trust him, and the drama it caused had been immense. He thought he’d been slick by conveniently not bringing it up when he reported in to his lieutenant.

He’d been mistaken. He swore his head still hurt when he remembered the scolding Hawk gave him a few weeks after. “It’s not my fault that they stopped and I didn’t.” Clearing his throat, Ash sank into a chair in front of the well-worn desk. He crossed his legs as Isao sighed. “So, what’d you need?”

Isao’s forehead wrinkled as his hands flipped through the paperwork in front of him. His eyes darted across the stack of files, lingering momentarily on one. Sneaking a peek at the name—Rappel—Ash glanced back up. “How is she?” he asked, “Did she... is she doing okay?”

After he saved the younger agent from almost certain death in the warehouse ambush, the other agents swept her away. In the hustle of making his final reports of the mission and assisting with the cleanup, he hadn’t had time to ask about her. He winced, thinking about how he’d experienced a similarly near-lethal injury during his first solo mission.

“Better. She’s already out of the hospital and on leave,” Isao murmured. Flipping through a folder, he paused. It looked sparse, containing only a fraction of the papers that the others did. His heavy brows scrunched with annoyance. “I have an assignment for you. I’m not keen about it, and I doubt you’ll be happy, either.”

“Why? What’s the deal with it?” Vowing to visit Rappel, Ash took the file. Popping it open to flick through the contents, finding profiles on a local family and one of the shortest mission descriptions he’d ever seen, his head snapped up. His eyes narrowed. “You can’t be serious. Isao, this is rookie shit.”

“I know.” Isao rubbed his temples, elbows planted on the desk. He closed his eyes, looking every year of his age with the tension that deepened the wrinkles around his mouth. “This is the type of job I’d have given you when you first started, but my hands are tied. You have to take it.”

Ash raked his fingers through his hair, rereading the file. He didn’t mind straightforward assignments, but the mission folder sitting in his hand, however, felt insulting. “There’s at least ten other people that are more appropriate for this. This is an assault on my intelligence, Isao.”

Isao opened his mouth to respond when the desk phone went off. Answering it, he nodded to the barely audible chatter.

“Yes, that’s fine. Escort them up. Thank you.” Dropping the receiver onto its cradle, Isao’s expression turned stony. “I’d reassign it if I could. They’ll be here shortly, so be on your best behavior.” The veneer of frustration did nothing to cover the exhaustion behind Isao’s dark eyes.

Ash crossed his arms. Turning his gaze toward the window, Ash stared at the sky. Wisps of clouds blended with the vast expanse of blue. He sighed. “Fine, I’ll do it, but you owe me.”

A faint smile appeared on the older man’s face, a hint of jovial intent shining in his eyes. “We’re even. You owed me from when I got you out of that write up.”

Ash stifled a laugh. He turned toward the sound of a knock. The door opened to reveal Ono. “Sirs, Suzuki Kei and Suzuki Masako are here to see you.”

Waving their guests in, Isao shot Ash a glare. Knowing that Isao would kill him if he made even one wrong move, he let indifference settle over his face. As Isao came out from behind the desk to greet them, Ash stood, studying the two women walking into the room. The younger dressed in more colorful attire than the elder, though both looked fashionable. They had a certain poise to them, prim and polite in a way that appeared condescending. 

Ash made a deep bow in greeting. “Good morning,” he said.

The older woman bowed back. Rising, she stared at him. “Good morning. You are?”

“This is Agent Toyama Fuyuki,” Isao interjected. Exchanging glances with each other, Ash curled a hand into a fist behind his back, chewing on the inside of his cheek. He always created his own aliases, pouring over names to find the perfect one. Isao creating one, pulled completely out of thin air, left a nasty taste in his mouth. With a brittle smile, Ash bowed his head.

“It’s good to meet you.” He pushed back on the errant thought that he really wanted to go home and crawl back into bed. It wasn’t abnormal for him to take two weeks off after going undercover to recover, and having it snatched from him before it could truly begin left him feeling even more exhausted. Ash cleared his throat as mother and daughter looked at each other. “May I presume this is your daughter?”

“You may. This is Suzuki Masako.” 

Waiting until they sat, Ash and Isao returned to their chairs. Feeling eyes on him, he turned his head. Masako frowned, a derisive scoff escaping her tightened lips. He tamped down on the annoyance that erupted to let indifference settle in once more. He forced his focus back on the conversation happening between his commander and her mother.

“This is the guy? Him?” Her voice taking on a bored tone, Masako rolled her eyes. “Really?”

Ah, yes. Someone that can barely hold her own hair brush should definitely judge me. Noting Isao’s burning gaze, the one daring him to respond to the young woman, he shook his head. He didn’t care to find out what manner of death, or worse, the elder would inflict on him if he opened his mouth.

“I assure you, Agent Toyama is one of our finest people. As long as you’re with him, you’ll be safe. Now.... He’ll be protecting Suzuki-san for, at least, the next month? With additional duties, including assisting with security at the house and during events?” 

Kei nodded. “It is. Are you certain someone this... young... is capable?” A subtle sneer crept into her voice.

Ash bit the inside of his cheek, putting on a serene smile. He tasted iron.

Despite his mouth visibly tightening, Isao maintained his composure. Motioning to himself, his voice took on a firm but reassuring tone. “I trust him with my life.”

The older woman crossed her arms, looking away and pursing her lips. Masako subtly, but visibly, relaxed despite the sour frown remaining on her face. As the three of them continued to exchange words, Ash tuned out the chatter. His eyes focused on a spot above Isao’s head. The family was wealthy—almost disgustingly so—and came from old money. The pair projected an image of perfection, but small details like the outgrowth of the teenager’s nail polish and her mother’s sleeve having a small stain on the cuff showed it was as fraudulent as the detective he’d just finished investigating.

How the hell is this child so self-centered when she comes from a military family? The way the file described her father, he sounded much more grounded. a fact he found baffling in the face of their entitlement. It wasn’t his first time being on a mission involving a young, rich person with the attitude to match, but he couldn’t remember ever seeing their unique dynamic. The idea of spending even a single day with the teenager had him tasting the bitter flavor of bile. I’d rather eat glass. 

Her small noises of disapproval spoke volumes.

The teen’s mother stiffly settled a hand over her bag. “I would’ve assumed an agent of his supposed caliber would be too busy to take on this kind of case...”

“Mother, please. Can we wrap this up?” Masako rolled her eyes. She fidgeted with her phone, fingers resting on its shiny screen when she turned a pouty look on her mother. Kei gave her a disapproving glower, but nodded and stood.

Ash held in a sigh of relief.

“Fine, but if this doesn’t work... well, I hope I don’t have to say it. I would hate to be disappointed after hearing about the prestigious reputation of your agency.” 

Isao stood along with her, nodding. Following his lead, Ash painted a fake smile on his face. His blood boiled hot enough that he thought he might burn to cinders in front of them. It was annoying to have his own competency called into question, but it wasn’t the first and it certainly wouldn’t be the last time someone did. Having Isao’s questioned, however, wasn’t something he wanted to tolerate. He considered saying something until his commander gave him another warning glare. It held a promise that he’d be on the receiving end of a training saber if he opened his mouth.

“I look forward to working with you,” Ash said, keeping his voice even. 

Masako snorted. “Right. If you’re going to be around me all day, could you... look like you belong or something?” The young woman gave him a quick once over. It took everything in him to keep his jaw from falling, stunned by her gall. Turning to leave, she dismissively waved a hand.

Is she serious? Who taught her to speak that way?

Heat burned up his neck. Ash stepped back to give them space to walk away from the wooden desk. Isao led the pair out, giving him a concerned look before the door shut behind him. Ash sank into his seat and ran a hand down his face.

Looking down at his outfit, black jeans and a belt-crossed black top, he sighed. If he’d told me what this meeting was for, I could have worn my dress uniform. He'd expected it to be a mission assignment briefing, which at worse involved going through dry folders of information; it'd been years since they invited a civilian to join them during such a meeting.

Leaning his head back against the chair, Ash stared up at the ceiling. He’d been called so many worse things, and it wasn't even the first time he'd dealt with people with too much money and not enough sense. Yet, the young woman’s words set his teeth on edge.

I really need a vacation.

It was the most reasonable explanation he could think of for why a teenager could annoy him when the itchy police uniform and rubbing elbows with corrupt detectives and their underlings had barely been a blip on the radar.

When Isao returned, Ash straightened in his seat. “Really, Isao? A little warning would’ve been fucking nice before you sprung Tweedle dee and Tweedle dum on me.”

“That went well,” Isao said, sitting down behind his desk. 

Ash stared at him, his eyebrows nearly disappearing into his dark fringe. He slowly waved a hand in an exaggerated show of exasperation. “...what?! How did that go ‘well’ in any way?” He couldn’t believe that the other man sounded as cheerful as he did. In all the meetings that they’d been in together, he’d never seen someone question Isao with as much presumption as they had. He was afraid to know what a bad introduction would’ve looked like. 

“I know they’re... different, from the type of people you usually handle. I’m not asking you to like them. Ashu...” He paused for a moment, pondering his words. “It won’t be easy, but I need you to tolerate them. For a while, at least.”

“Is that your way of telling me to shut up and deal?” Ash asked, his voice turning wry. Isao shrugged, his eyes narrowing and a faint smile appearing on his face. “Alright. I want it noted that it's annoying and an insult to my rank to be given it, but I'll do it. Even if I haven’t had a chance to recover from Kochi yet.”

“You’ll make it work. You always do.” Isao gave him a grim, but knowing, look. “Now, about the mission protocols...”
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Chapter Two
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Kasamari called. He’d not yet gotten the chance to see her or his father since getting home from Kochi. Between debriefing meetings and post-mission tasks, there had barely been time to make the trip. He felt guilty for putting it off, especially when the last time he saw them he’d been a shattered mess. 

Ash turned his face up to let the summer sun warm his skin, keeping his steps brisk. Only stopping to grab three meals from his father’s favorite restaurant, he rushed to catch the soonest train toward their home, the bustle of the train car not bothering him.

“I’m he-” As he slipped his shoes off, a loud grunt from his father and his mother’s scolding voice met him. It wasn’t a good sound to hear when first walking in the door. Ash’s mouth gaped open.

“You’re getting too old for this! I can’t keep bandaging you back together,” his mother’s voice said. He crossed through the empty living room to throw their lunch onto the dining table. His curiosity piqued, he poked his head around the corner, spotting the open door to his parent’s bedroom. Renier sat on the bottom of their made-up bed, wincing. Kasamari calmly tightened the bandages wrapping around his shoulder and upper arm, her face scrunched into an unhappy frown. “Eventually, I’ll make you do this yourself.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” Ash leaned against the doorframe, crossing his arms. Renier gave him a lopsided grin as Kasamari looked over, disapproval clear on her face. Ash shrugged. “I’m not wrong.”

She tsked, giving the bandages a final, hard tug. Renier groaned. Looking away to shoot Ash a wink, he frowned at Kasamari. “Mari, I thought you loved me.”

Kasamari rolled her eyes, deftly putting the first aid kit back together to walk out. Ash snickered; he regretted it moments later when her elbow jutted out to hit him on the side. He could only catch her gazing at him out of the corner of her eye as she passed by. “Maybe I will once you come to your senses,” she retorted. 

Ash’s eyebrows rose as he watched her walk around the corner. “So... um... what’s going on?” he asked, stepping in and putting a hand out when he heard his father move. Renier waved it away, struggling to his feet with a grimace. Once standing, Ash could see more of the injuries his father, likely intentionally, ignored. Purple bruises dotted his battered arm, a large one standing out at the side of his rib cage.

“A suspect stabbed me last week. Mari won’t let me live it down.” Renier’s nonchalance about it didn’t change as Ash gave him an inquisitive, then alarmed, look. An echo of his earlier discomfort came back. Grabbing his wrists behind his back to keep his hands from trembling, he followed close behind Renier as he limped his way to the dining table.

“Oh... is that all? Did you also stop for groceries on the way home from the hospital, too?” Ash tended to brush off his own injuries, but his father took it to a whole new level. He’d lost count of the times he’d came home from school as a child to a stack of bloody towels and Renier’s pleased grin as he cleaned yet another healing wound; at one point, Ash had asked if he should pick up a new set of bandages on the way home, a fact that led to a long talk between the three of them.

Renier gave a one-shouldered shrug, settling at the table to watch Kasamari plate the food. “I thought about it, but your mom wouldn’t let me.” As she set the meal in front of him, Renier gave Kasamari a loving smile. “Thank you, dear.”

“Are you both on leave, then?” Ash asked.

“Not entirely. Isao’s forcing me to go, but your mom isn’t.” Renier turned his face down toward his plate, taking several slow bites before answering. Frustration lowered his voice. “She’s on the old case again.”

Kasamari made a frustrated sound, her shoulders tightening and eyebrow ticking upward. “I warned them that he’d be back the last time they closed the case on him. Maybe this time they’ll listen to me.”

“What’s he going by now?” Ash lost count of the number of times they’d discussed their biggest headache: a man that seemingly always escaped capture, reappearing every few years with a new identity, yet with a power base that made it hard to really nail him down. He’d spent more of his childhood overhearing conversations about him than just about any other mission that he could remember.

“Yoshino Nobutaka.” Taking a sip of water, Renier made a thoughtful noise. “I’m a bit surprised he’d go with a repeat family name. That’s not like him.”

Staring at the wall behind his father, Ash went still. His parents’ quiet chatter became background noise. His nightmare came back with crystal clarity. Remembering the sharp smell of gunpowder and the amount of blood that pooled around his father’s still body, Ash shook his head to clear it. It was just a nightmare, he reminded himself, He’s right here. Seeing the worried faces they gave him, he put on a fake smile. “I was just thinking... didn’t Aunt Moira feed me candy for a week straight during one of your missions to catch him?”

His parents rolled their eyes.

“That was your uncle’s doing. Thanks to him, it was impossible to get you to sleep.” Kasamari prompted him to eat as Ash ignored the food in front of him, instead watching them closely. Seeing the tension in their faces, Ash couldn’t help worrying. “Don’t let it get cold.”

“Enough about us.” Renier shifted, the wooden chair he sat in squeaking in protest. “What’s the news? We heard Isao called you in.”

Ash snorted. He'd hoped they wouldn't ask about it.

Renier and Kasamari glanced at each other before settling their gazes on him. “What’s that about?” she asked.

“It’s complete bullshit.” Ash poked at his food, shaking his head. Ignoring Kasamari’s disapproving stare, he put his chopsticks down and leaned back in his chair, sighing. The smallest bit of guilt creeping up, he gave her an apologetic smile. “Sorry, Mama, I’m just... ugh. They’ve given me some rich kid to babysit.”

The more time he spent thinking about it, the more it infuriated him. He'd taken on so many missions just like it to work his way up from a Junior Agent to Third Class that he could likely go undercover as one with barely any research. He truly couldn't wrap his mind around why they'd waste his talent on something so mundane when he'd been part of the Covert team for years.

“What do you mean?” Kasamari pushed his plate closer to him. He ignored it, combing his fingers through his dark hair as he stared up at the ceiling. He huffed.

“Her father is some big shot shipping executive. He’s worried one of the bigger trafficking rings is coming after his daughter.” The idea seemed almost laughable. Ash rolled his eyes. The file mentioned a threat being made, but it didn’t go into what was involved. When he'd asked Isao for more details, he'd merely gotten a shrug and an apology for how vague it was. “So they’ve hired on a bunch of security and asked us for help.” 

Renier paused mid-bite, a confused look crossing his face. “That doesn’t make sense. You're Second rank. Trainees get those gigs.” 

“That’s what I said! Isao couldn’t tell me why I’m getting it, just that he had no choice. Something about it being above him.” 

“I wonder if we could find out...” Kasamari said. With how much pull their family had in the organization, it wouldn’t surprise Ash if she could convince one of the higher commanders to give her an actual explanation. “Have you met them?”

“Yeah. They came into the office today for a meet and greet. She’s terrible.” Picking his chopsticks back up, he started eating to stop her from impatiently moving his plate around. Tamping down the annoyance that threatened to bubble up, Ash shrugged. “It’ll be fine, I guess. I just have to deal with her for a few weeks. You know they’re cutting my leave short for this?”

“At least it’ll be easy.” Placing a hand on his arm, Kasamari gave him a sympathetic look. Ash huffed out an unhappy sigh. He hated when she was right. “It’s a short assignment, Ashu. Take it as a blessing that it’ll likely end up being painless. Unlike someone else’s...”

Cramming food in his mouth, Ash stifled his abrupt laugh. He ducked his head, unable to look at either of them without giggling. The click of utensils and the soft sounds of chewing filled the air, a comfortable silence falling over them. Once she stood, gathering up their empty plates, Renier turned away from her to ask, “Can you-”

A knock at the door interrupted him. Three heads swiveled toward the sound, Kasamari making a disconcerted noise as she hustled to answer. Cacophony filled the apartment after the door opened, the stampede of footfalls deafening. “Good afternoon, Agent Sabre!” 

“What the fuck?” Ash froze. He couldn’t see who spoke since his back faced the entrance, but he recognized a few of the voices. Renier’s face contorted, his brow wrinkling as he looked past Ash’s head at the commotion behind him. He stood, moving past Kasamari’s empty chair to stand next to him. Ash pushed away from the table, stopping when a hand on his shoulder forced him back into the chair.

“Stay here.” Renier lifted his grip. 

Ash twisted in his seat to watch him cross to Kasamari and the handful of agents fidgeting in the entryway. His parents’ home, on a normal day, was fairly peaceful, yet the hair on the back of his neck stood up with the building tension. Their voices remained low, heads ducked as they spoke to his family in hushed voices. There was only one reason he could think of for a horde of agents to storm into their home.

Ash didn’t like that reason.

“Protection?! Why?” Renier demanded, “Who ordered it?!”

And of course, it was that exact reason.

While rarely utilized, Protections was one of the more prestigious programs to work in. It took any agent who was in extreme danger out of commission and put under the watch of specialized agents in a secure location. They’d remain there until the agency dealt with the danger, in whatever fashion it deemed necessary. If Isao, or anyone for that matter, was calling for its use, the situation had to be dire.

His parents stood with their backs to him. Where Renier’s shoulders held anger, Kasamari’s stance remained calm. She put a hand on Renier’s arm. “Was it Cipher?” she asked, adding before they could respond, “I knew it.”

She nodded them toward the living room couch. The group huddled into the living room, some of them taking seats on the floor and others on the couch. Renier remained standing, his hands curling atop the back of the couch. Annoyance flashed across his father’s face as he looked his direction. Ash stood, only having time to push his chair in, when Kasamari charged toward him.

“Ma-” Ash tripped out of the way of the rushing woman. She snapped her phone off the table, turning on her heel to march back toward the entryway. He followed her, getting waved away when she realized he was there.

“Help your dad, please.” The front door clicked closed.

***
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Ash sighed, brushing his damp bangs out of his face. They’d emptied the kitchen and filled the living room with his family’s belongings. He walked past the stacks of boxes, each with his mother’s neat handwriting on them, to return to his parents’ room. They’d only been in the home for a little over two years, and seeing them forced out of it again left a bitter taste in his mouth.

Back at his father’s side, they fell into companionable silence, each working on separate parts of the barely touched bedroom. They’d refused to let the other agents in it, a frustrated scowl from his mother scaring them into focusing on the rest of the apartment. The vague tension sitting tightly in his core coiled tighter. “Who's threatening you this time?”

Once Kasamari returned from her phone call with Isao, she’d pointedly pulled his father aside, shooing him away to direct his peers. Ash went without comment, nervousness causing the lunch they’d eaten to flip in his stomach. In the intervening handful of hours, he couldn’t get either of them alone long enough to ask.

Renier made an annoyed sound. Peeking out of the bedroom door to look for Kasamari, he frowned. The door closed with a soft click. He took the blanket Ash held out to him as he returned to his side of the room. “It's barely a threat,” he muttered. “He wouldn’t tell her who’s threatening us, but the upper brass are demanding we be put into the program. Bullshit... your mom has been chasing that asshole since the beginning of her career, and now that we stand a chance, we’re taken off it?!”

“Seriously?” Ash handed over the sheets he’d just pulled out of the closet. The door opened, and his mother stepped in, her face turning weary as soon as it closed behind her. “The only one really above him that'd care is Quantum. Why the hell would she demand it? What happened to the normal protocols for Protections?”

He couldn't remember the last time their Captain had involved herself so intensely in the activities of the Commanders or Agents that even Isao didn't get a say in the matter. It made it all the more unsettling that the normal processes were being stripped away without warning.

“I agree.” Renier leaned over the boxes between them to guide a strand of hair that’d fallen out of Kasamari’s bun behind her ear. She exchanged a look with him, her eyes going narrow, as Ash turned away from them.

Picking up one of the framed photos off the dresser, Ash swept the dust off the top with his fingers. His own eyes stared up at him, face still round with baby fat. The next included Kasamari, wearing her summer kimono and holding her much more gangly, giggling toddler. A third appeared to be their wedding photo, Renier with his arm around Kasamari’s waist and their bundled up newborn son in her arms, as they smiled at the camera. There were more, each being looked at before he packed it away. He groaned, seeing one of his best friend Tenya and him as teenagers, her brown hair up in a ponytail and a grin on her face as she held him in a headlock.

Ash had only been a few years younger than that last picture when they’d gone into the program the first time. He’d been a confused eleven-year-old when they turned his entire life upside down. They moved from place to place, in some cases only having the clothes on their back and his faithful plush to keep him company. It broke his heart seeing it happen again, and without a good justification for why.

Tucking the photos into the empty box his mother offered him, Ash chewed on his lip. He couldn’t stand it. “I should camp outside his office until he tells me what the hell is going on,” he muttered, taking it from her to plop it on the floor beside him.

“Don’t start.” Renier stacked his box on top, slamming a hand down on it. Rubbing a hand through his hair, he made a face at him. “It’s all bullshit, but you don’t need to get in the middle of it.”

Kasamari made an agreeable noise, her back to them as she emptied the drawers. “Ashu, please don’t go digging into it for our benefit,” she pleaded, turning a lovingly stern look on him. “It’ll be fine. We’re going to catch him. I’m not worried.”

“You’re the only one.” Ash winced. She slapped his arm as she made her way past. “This feels bigger than us. Quantum doesn't step in for nothing. I can't remember the last time I've even seen her.”

Renier made a thoughtful noise. “Maybe...” A dark look crossed his face. “Corruption, bribes... It all sounds like conspiracy theories, and I can't see her getting caught up in them, but I can’t make sense of it otherwise. We just don’t want to see you hurt by whatever is going down, son.”

“I know how to keep myself out of trouble.” Ash gave them a weak grin. Getting disbelieving glares from both, he shrugged. He missed them while he was gone, and having them ripped away as soon as he returned was a punch to the gut, even if he sometimes found their protectiveness overwhelming. “Maybe I’ll take down the Yoshino’s and the agency while you’re gone.”

Both men snickered at Kasamari’s exasperated groan. Renier pressed a kiss to her cheek before letting her snatch away the box he held, watching her take it out to add to the pile in the living room. Throwing a balled up pair of socks at Ash, Renier retorted, “If you do, let me know so I can start putting in applications.”

Ash cocked his head, rolling his eyes. He moved on to helping his father pack up their clothes, his face settling into an unhappy frown once his back was to his father. Why now?
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Chapter Three
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Ash tapped his foot, eyeing the selection in the cooler. He’d agreed to meet with his commander after he’d dropped Masako off after school. It made him anxious that Isao was being so vague with him. When he’d asked what the meeting would be about, all he offered was that it related to his parents’ placement. His mind raced, spiraling through every scenario he could come up with that could force Isao to call him in.

Leaving his parents’ apartment the previous night, his back aching and heart low, he’d promised himself that he’d go talk to him anyway. When he received the call that morning, it left a sick taste in his mouth.

The glass door opened with a hiss. He plucked out one of his favorite teas, a mildly bitter variety that he’d been drinking for years, from the shelf. Thoughts of his parents resurfaced, his throat going tight. It was hard not to worry about them, especially as they continued to stay in the field despite being well past the time agents of their caliber would have been promoted to lieutenants, or even higher. 

His mother could own the organization if she wished, considering their history, yet she continued to throw herself into the line of fire alongside his father. Ash understood why, of course. He wouldn’t do any differently, given the chance, but it made for some sleepless nights when he knew his parents were out on a mission. Or when the agency whisked them away to god-knows-where, with no more warning than a knock on the door.

The bell rang at the front door and light footsteps started making their way down an aisle, a pleasantly deep voice greeting the cashier. Ash cocked his head, turning toward the source. While he didn’t mind tourists, he purposely went to that store because it was more secluded, cloistered in a residential area. Generally, he’d only run into his neighbors at it, so hearing someone speak in vaguely accented Japanese caught his attention. It’d been a long time since he’d been in the store, but even after his longer stints out of the country, he could recognize anyone that came in, yet he couldn’t remember ever hearing him before.

He spun back around when the man approached. Ash tightened his grip around the bottle he held when he stopped only a few feet away to peer into another refrigerator. Glancing out of the corner of his eye, he subtly turned his head. His eyes snapped up to openly stare until the fair-haired man turned his face more toward him.

Who are you? The only blonde he knew was Tenya, and even hers was bleached to the dirty variety she favored over her natural brown; her roots always showed her true color, as did her brow. Yet, watching him stand with his clean-shaven chin cupped in a hand as he stared intently at the refrigerated foods, Ash shifted on his feet to get a closer look. All he could see was a golden hue. He’s actually blond. What the hell?

“...huh. They’re out of her onigiri....” 

Scrambling back in front of the tea display, Ash bowed his head when he glanced in his direction. Trying to look like he was reading the back of the bottle in his hands, Ash swallowed. He had to keep his eyes down, the temptation to watch growing as he physically felt the other man step behind him. It didn't make sense. They were deep enough into a more residential part of the city that a tourist wouldn't likely wander in on accident, and the other man had to be one to be so fair headed naturally. 

Ash turned, watching his back until he disappeared down an aisle. Furtively looking around, he hastened to peek around the corner of the display, ducking his head back when the other man started heading in his direction. Hiding in a different aisle, he squatted down in front of the shelves of chips. There was no hesitation in the footsteps Ash could hear. Despite it being unlikely he was from the neighborhood, he seemed to move with familiarity through the store. Ash grabbed a bag of chips, barely having to even look to find the ones he wanted. He hid his face behind them, looking over the top of the bag when the steps approached his aisle. 

Why am I doing this?

The sooner he could figure out why he was there, the sooner he could go about his day. He waited until the blond reappeared and disappeared again, the soft trill of a ring tone filling the air. Ash popped back up when the man answered to peer around the end cap. 

I'm just keeping an eye on him because this is weird. Obviously.

He stood at the head of yet another row, phone held to his head. “Yes, I’m on my way, Jess...”

Ash plastered himself against the shelf when he turned around. This feels stupid. It wasn’t like it was the first time he’d seen a stranger around. He worked with plenty of them, yet something about the one wandering the store kept him trailing to catch another glimpse. Following the subdued conversation taking place just a few feet away, Ash found the blond crouched in front of a display of various instant ramen. He held his phone between his ear and shoulder as he weighed two of the noodle cups in his hands.

The refrigerator of sandwiches Ash needed sat behind the chatty man. He took a soothing breath. He was fine. There wasn’t anything odd going on. He was on edge because the other man was an unfamiliar face in a place where he usually could recognize everyone he saw. Nothing more, nothing less. There was absolutely no reason to question why he kept approaching him, even if he’d normally sooner gauge his own eyes out than get that close to someone when he’d just gotten home.

Straightening up, Ash stepped behind the humming man. A twitchy sort of jumpiness seemed to take over as he heard a muffled laugh, the sound stifled as the blond covered his mouth with his elbow. The other man stood as he tried to navigate around him; a complicated lurch shuddered through his gut when he realized just how much taller he was. Holy shit. He's taller than Dad.

His thoughts were forcefully brought to a halt when he banged his knee against the cold shelf. The pain was enough to clear his head, his focus returning to looking for his lunch. Picking out an egg sandwich, he lifted his head when the conversation behind him changed. The soft words turned into even quieter sounds of agreement. Hearing the cups tapping together, Ash looked over as the other man turned toward him, head tilted. He thought about shying away, heat brewing under his skin at being caught under that curious gaze, but before he could move a single foot, the stranger did instead. 

Stepping toward him, the blond raised both cups with an embarrassed look on his face. ...What? Ash gaped. His eyes slid from one cup to the other; when he looked up from them in a silent question, the other man rose and lowered them like he was weighing each one. Who does this?! Wordlessly pointing to the one on the left, Ash froze up. He'd avoided lingering on the toned arms exposed by the rolled-up sleeves of his white button-up shirt, but the smile he received upon making the decision unraveled him.

That smile had no right to be as kind or handsome as it was.

He found himself staring, only coming out of his stupor once he was alone. Ash scowled, pressing the tea bottle to his forehead. Get a fucking hold of yourself! You've had three girlfriends and a boyfriend before, stop acting like a teenager!

It's not even that weird for a tourist to shop here! It's not the first time!

His heart hammered a steady beat in his heated chest. He needed to get checked out and start heading toward the agency, but instead he stood in the cold section of the konbini panicking over a man. Closing his eyes, he listened to the soft hum of the refrigerators and the sound of the cashier answering a phone call. The other man’s voice had gone quiet, only his soft footsteps able to tell him where he’d wandered to. 

Focus. He needed to focus.

If I go two aisles down, I can avoid him... wait, what the fuck am I doing? Ash shook himself, huffing. He was acting like he was trying to bypass an armed enemy, a prospect that he’d likely laugh at eventually, given how absurd it was. What the hell’s wrong with you?! He's not a fucking sniper!

As he headed toward the front, clutching his items to his chest, Ash detoured to avoid where the footsteps had retreated to the other side of the store. He thought he’d made it without incident, stepping out from an aisle full of personal care products and cleaning supplies, when he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Jerking his head to the side, a shiver ran up his spine. They’d both emerged from their respective aisles, their eyes meeting. His thoughts melted into a nonsensical mess, all hopes of escape going up in smoke, as his jaw went slack.

Caught by his blue eyes, vivid blue eyes, ones that held inquisitiveness and a humored brightness that lit up his face, Ash froze. Able to fully see how lean and tall and broad-shouldered he was as he stood with his cup of noodles, Ash blurted out, “Are you a foreigner?”

That wasn't what he'd wanted to say. He hadn't planned on saying anything.

Ash slapped a hand over his mouth. 

He wanted to disappear as the man’s head tilted, the corner of his mouth twitching with what Ash could only hope was suppressed laughter. “I-”

“Dammit! That wasn’t what I meant! Sorry! Ignore me!” Ash turned and fled toward the counter, wondering if his skin could melt off with how hot he felt. The back of his neck prickled, the humiliation unrelenting as he dumped his purchases on the counter. He couldn’t believe he’d just voiced his thoughts without even thinking about it. Keeping his head bowed, Ash mumbled, “Good afternoon, Seta-san.”

He peeked up. The sweet-faced cashier smiled and bit her lip, her ill-concealed laughter starting to break through until she turned her focus on ringing him up. His back tensed at the sound of footsteps crossing behind him. Ash looked over his shoulder, listening to the beep of the register as he watched the other man pick up and inspect each of the apples sitting in a nearby basket. He tossed one in the air, catching it with a pleased noise.

Ash didn’t know what word described him, but he couldn’t stop staring. He didn't move with the precision of the agents he worked with, yet he moved more gracefully than other civilians. Mouth gaped, Ash sucked in a sharp breath when the other man turned toward him.

The blond raised a questioning brow.

Ash blushed as nervousness settled in his body. Seta called his attention back, waiting as he turned toward her. He pulled his card out, his hand shaking. “Oh, um... Uh, sorry. How much is it again?”

It dropped on the counter rather than the tray, clattering against the linoleum. Ash pulled a breath in through his nose, pressing his palm to his face, when irritation arose. You're being a dumb ass, Ashura. You're just a bit thrown off and tired. Pull your shit together. He wasn’t normally that clumsy, but it seemed like he’d lost all sense of how to move in the short time he’d been in the store.

There was quiet laughter behind him. Turning just enough to look out of the corner of his eye, he abruptly turned back. The blond’s mouth faintly curved, his eyes having apparently moved to linger on the back of his head. Ash forced his eyes down. No. With a small giggle, the cashier repeated his total and picked up the card. As it processed, she leaned in closer to whisper, “He doesn’t come in very often. Do you know him, Kurokawa-san?”

Ash shook his head, rubbing a hand on his burning cheek. He wished he did, so he could at least explain why he’d said something so obscenely stupid to him in broad daylight. “No, can’t say I do,” he muttered, ducking his head to punch his pin into the tiny machine she pushed toward him. 

What the fuck is wrong with me? He had to fight to not look back. It wasn't like he hadn't stuck his foot in his mouth on a mission before; he couldn't understand why it ate at him doing so, to a perfect stranger, that he'd likely never see again.

“Have a good day!” she said once the transaction went through. Ash gave her a vague smile and grabbed the bag she held out in a hand, turning to leave. The faster he could get out of the store, the faster he could find where his missing senses had gone. There were only a few more steps, then he’d be free of the hell the past several minutes had become. He could do it.

Not raising his eyes, focusing intently on his shoes, he barreled forward - right into the taller man standing patiently behind him. He froze as his ears rang with the sounds of both their meals hitting the ground. The apple rolled to a stop against his foot, its red skin dented. Ash tensed. The blond steadied him with a hand on his arm. With the horror of what he’d done crashing over him, Ash slowly craned his neck to look up. His mouth snapped shut, the apology sitting on his tongue dying, when he caught sight of the blond’s face so close to his.

The stranger’s expression shifted from confused to amused. “Hi there,” he murmured, voice light and almost teasing in its lilt.

Ash didn’t think it could get any worse.

Oh god. How is everything about him hot? He looks- “-like a model.” 

Of course, he proved himself wrong.

Diving to gather everything up, Ash hoped that he’d perhaps wake up from the nightmare he was clearly in before he stood back up. It couldn’t be real, all of his training flying out the window as he realized he’d put his foot in his mouth not just once, but twice. He wasn’t lucky enough to wake up, however, as he stood and pressed the apple, cup of noodles, and loose bottles of water back into the other man’s hands. Ash considered shooting himself in the head, his humiliation only growing as they stood in awkward silence.

“Are you okay?” the blond asked. Despite its gentleness, his voice held the amusement glowing in his face until he bent down to grab the bag sitting at their feet.

Please just kill me, Ash thought with growing despair, If I do it in the alley, the cleanup will be a lot easier. The other man held his bag out once he straightened up. Ash recoiled when their hands brushed together as he took it. Getting caught up again in his gaze, wanting to look away but finding himself completely unable to, Ash went flush. Struggling to find his words, he gave him a wan smile.

“Fine. I’m fine. Absolutely fine. Thank you! Sorry!” Ash took off, trying to ignore the vivid shade of crimson coloring his cheeks when he saw his distorted reflection in the glass door. Keeping his head down and his shoulders hunched, he trudged to the train station. He didn’t stop walking until he found a bench to sit on. He groaned and ran his hands down his face.

“Fuck me, what the hell was that?” He unwrapped his sandwich and took a small bite out of it, savoring the flavor of the fluffy bread and the creamy interior for a beat before taking another, angrier bite. “Of course I’d make a damn fool of myself! What the fuck...“

He’d completely lost it. All sense fled, as if he were a lovesick teenager meeting their first crush. He’d faced down gunmen and hostage situations with more calm than he had seeing a man—an attractive one, admittedly—just going about his business. It hadn’t been that long since he broke up with his last boyfriend, only a little over six months. He didn’t think it’d been long enough that he’d lose all common sense when faced by someone with pretty eyes.

Especially when he wasn’t looking for a relationship, anyway. Please, please, please, do not let me see him ever again. Fuck my life.

Contemplating whether he should ever go back to that store, he forced himself to continue eating despite his appetite dwindling to nothing. Trying to push the image of the amused grin to the back of his mind, he shook his head to clear it. He could think all he wanted about what it’d feel like to have the hand that touched him do other things later.

Or not, he thought, exasperated, you don’t need this. Chastising himself for letting his head wander, Ash slowly packed up the remains of his lunch. He needed to focus on the likelihood that Isao had more bad news to give him. Standing to make his way to the right track, he sighed.

He stalked past the ever present gaggle of trainees to the elevator once he eventually made it to Kuroi Ki’s lobby. The journey up felt too long, each floor passing in near slow motion as he watched the numbers tick up. The second, third, fourth. He didn’t remember the elevator being that slow.

The doors smoothly opened to a deafening silence. It wasn’t generally loud in the main building—the one meant for investigations, covert operations, and forensics—but even so, usually he could hear the soft sounds of conversations happening in the various offices, conference rooms, and labs.

Instead, all he could hear was his own breath. Letting the elevator close behind him, Ash looked around. Even amongst the people he could see, a strange tension sat over the hallways he walked through. He didn’t like it. He felt twitchy and uncomfortable, unable to shake the feeling that they all must have heard the news already. A few agents turned and nodded to him as he passed the open office doors.

Ona sat behind her desk, her eyes fixed on the computer screen with stress pinching her face. Approaching her, Ash gave her a strained smile. “Hi, Ona-san.”

She frowned. “Good afternoon, Shadowfire. Go on in, Commander Cipher is waiting for you.” Even her greeting was clipped and tight, her friendly smile missing. He couldn’t remember a time she’d been so somber when he spoke to her. He didn’t like it.

Ash made his way around her desk, staring at the closed door. He didn’t know what to expect, everything from I’m about to be fired, aren’t I? to Dad didn’t get himself killed since I left, did he? running through his head.  

Taking a breath and squaring his shoulders, he opened the door.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four
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Dodging out of the way of a well-timed kick, Ash’s feet slid across the floor. The bleached blond woman stood a mere few feet from him, her stance guarded. She danced back and forth on her feet, hands raised. Letting his mind settle, he raced forward, aiming his fist for a sharp right hook to her nose. Ducking, she swung a leg out to send him plummeting to the ground. It felt better than the rage he’d just left Isao’s office with, his body relaxing with the familiar beats of their sparring.

Ash fell into a clumsy roll and popped back up by the wall, spinning around to face her. His face turned serious. Every graceful move seemed full of annoyance, her grey eyes focused on him from the moment she found him outside and dragged him into the raucous hall. “Echo, what’s your point?”

She snorted.

“You’re getting cocky.” Pulling a knife from the rack, Tenya brought it down only inches from his face. Dropping the pointed tip to his exposed throat, she pressed herself closer to block him from moving away. Going flush, he tried—and failed, to his dismay—to ignore the scent of gardenias and sweat that seemed to surround her. Ash mockingly widened his eyes. She lowered the weapon, taking a step back to fold her arms across her ample chest. “You aren’t indestructible. Just because you’re out in the field doesn’t mean you get to slack off. You’re clumsy enough as is, so get your shit together!”

“Fuck off, you’re only two years older than me!” Mirroring her, Ash huffed. Tenya cocked a brown eyebrow. “And I outmaneuver you eight times out of ten! I’m just tired.”

“Ah, so now we’re willing to talk about whatever the fuck pissed you off, hm?” She looked worried, her lips twisting down into a frown. He sighed, dropping to sit on the floor. She joined him, tucking the knife in the side of her belt. Thoughtful expression deepening, she nudged him with her elbow. “This isn’t about the kid again, is it? Is that what Cipher called you up here for?”

“I mean... that assignment is still complete crap, but no.” Ash picked at an indent in the mat, forcing out an irritated breath. Even as infuriatingly superior as Masako and her mother acted, their thinly veiled barbs were nothing compared to the worry that arose at the thought of the meeting he’d left the hour previous. “You heard about my parents, right?”

Tenya stared up, a contemplative look crossing her face as she nodded. Following her gaze, he looked at the wooden beams crossing the ceiling. His mouth quirked at the sight of a throwing star stuck in one of them; one of the more unruly trainees possibly did it, though it was just as likely that he’d thrown it up there when he was younger.

“It’s gotta be serious if they’re putting them into the program,” she murmured. Concern showed on her face, her shoulders pulling back with tension. “What kind of threat was it this time?”

Isao had looked alarmingly unsettled when they met. Even as he explained that the threat had likely come from the same man that his parents had started investigating again, his face had betrayed an undercurrent of worry that was unusual for him.

“An assassination, I guess.” Ash wasn’t certain how much Isao would be comfortable with him sharing, but he couldn’t hold in the hurried thoughts as he picked at his nails. “No details, but the guy they’re chasing threatened them. I don’t understand it, and Cipher couldn’t explain it, but I promise there’s been bigger threats than this that didn’t force them into the program.”

Ash ran his hands through his hair to pull it back from his face. The uncertain promise of a secured line, nor Isao’s last words of reassurance were enough to ease his worries, tension sitting tightly in his chest. He sat up straighter, an angry growl escaping when he remembered the last bit of information their commander had shared with him.

“God, fuck him!” Ash’s enraged stage whisper startled Tenya, her eyes going wide. “He’s a dipshit! How the hell did any of the lieutenants trust him in the program?! With my fucking parents? It’s...” Stupid as fuck, was what he wanted to say. Instead, he let his words peter out.

Tenya rubbed her face, groaning. They pressed closer to the wall when a pair of trainees rushed past, their weapons clacking together. “Right, no need to guess who he is. You could’ve taken that promotion if you didn’t insist on taking every suicide mission they throw at you!”

“I could, but at least they trust me to go on those assignments,” he retorted, “Unlike Searchlight-”

“Talking about me again, Shadowfire? I didn’t know you thought about me that often!”

Ash’s head jerked up. He glared at the smug man approaching them, rushing to his feet before he could stand in front of him. “Says the one that followed me here,” he muttered. “What the hell do you want?”

It was easy enough to get along with most of the other agents. The lone exception was Agent Searchlight—Yamada Kazumi—and Ash envied the minutes before he’d laid eyes on him, wishing he could go back to that time. They sized each other up. Many of the agents referred to his relationship with the man as a rivalry, but the word felt underwhelming with how hostile all of their meetings became.

"I'm only here to do my maintenance duties, unlike other agents." With a sardonic smile, Kazumi nudged him with a shoulder. “Did Commander Cipher tell you the news?”

Ash scowled, stepping away from him. His stomach churned with nausea. “That he’s lost his damned mind? Yes. Now kindly fuck off.”

He hadn’t meant for it to turn out that way, but when their first meeting led to them sitting bruised and muddy in the nurse’s office, any chance of friendship evaporated. Being chastised by the head instructor within a week of joining the academy had not been the school introduction he’d hoped for. Ash’s ears still rang when he thought about the dressing down his mother gave him after she received that phone call.

“At least someone competent is working with them. It could be you instead.” Kazumi shrugged his leather jacket off to toss it on the hardwood floor beyond the mat’s edge. 

Tenya exchanged a look with Ash.

“So you’re on babysitting duty?” He beamed, giving the other agent an innocent smile when his response was an enraged growl. It wasn’t a fair comment; being promoted to the Protection team was a major achievement, one that countless agents aspired to. Yet, he couldn’t resist making the jab when he knew it’d piss Kazumi off. With a begrudging wave of his hand, he added, “Congratulations on the promotion.”

“That’s funny, considering I heard you’re on babysitting duty yourself. At least mine takes skill. How about yours?” His mouth twisting into an angry frown, Kazumi shot him a dark look. Ash scowled, but he ended up laughing when the other man motioned toward him. “I’d be glad to show you how I got into the
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