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      Miyuki looked too cute to die. Her long black hair was dyed cotton-candy pink, and her face was powdered white with pink lipstick and pink hearts added to her cheeks. She wore pink pants with white polka dots and pink high-top sneakers. Her white T-shirt had the cutest puppy dog with the words LOVE ME printed above.

      She stood in a narrow street filled with pedestrians as far as the eye could see. Covered with reds and pinks, each store along this street advertised cakes, candies, and sweets of all types. It projected cuteness to the tenth power.

      Miyuki adjusted her pink-rimmed glasses and observed. Some of the pedestrians were “normal” while others wore similar clothing to hers. The Harajuku Province was the absolute center of Japan’s youth and fashion culture, inspiring fashion designers from around the world with its eclectic style. A cute and childish style called Kawaii in Japanese. And here on Takeshita Street was the center of it all.

      Miyuki finally spotted her target, a young woman with a Sailor Moon canvas handbag. The woman dressed normal and plain, fitting in with all the other normal and plain people. When the young woman walked by, Miyuki waited until she was farther down the street before tailing her.

      Takeshita Street was crowded, but manageable. As Miyuki weaved back and forth among the people, she always presented a pleasant Kawaii smile on her face. When people held up their phones to snap a pic of her outfit, Miyuki waved and blew them each a kiss. But she didn’t stop walking.

      When the young woman with the Sailor Moon bag ducked inside a nearby business, Miyuki followed her inside.

      It was a small local boutique which had a section of bright Kawaii-style clothes on a row of metal racks, but there was another section full of Western-inspired fashion as well. Glancing at the tags on the clothes, Miyuki could tell they were all done by local Japanese designers. She liked this boutique and would love to hang out and shop, but she was here on business.

      Sailor Moon acted nervous. She pretended to shop, but wasn’t doing a good job of selling it. Fidgeting, looking around the store, barely glancing at the clothes her hands were separating. Miyuki could tell she wasn’t a professional.

      Sailor Moon then slipped something in the back pocket of a pair of white jeans before hanging up the garment on a different rack to make it stand out. Sailor Moon didn’t linger. She raced out of the business like a scared rabbit.

      Miyuki resisted the urge to shake her head in dismay. She stayed in the Kawaii section of the store for a couple of minutes, just to make sure Sailor Moon wasn’t coming back. Then she moved over to the other section. Miyuki picked through some of the jeans, making a face as if they were too boring for a fun Kawaii girl like herself. Then she clapped her hands together as if she “discovered” the white jeans. Miyuki took them off the rack and put them over her own waist, pretending to see how they looked. When she did this, Miyuki slipped her fingers inside the pocket and felt the thumb drive inside. She palmed the drive before making another face, as if she didn’t like the jeans after all. She placed the white jeans back on the rack.

      It was all a big production in case anyone was watching.

      As Miyuki searched through another rack of clothes, her eyes scanned the business. Since she saw no one paying attention to her, Miyuki took her time moving towards the exit. She was almost through it when a Chinese woman blocked the doorway. On instinct, Miyuki backed away and bowed, letting the older woman come inside.

      The Chinese woman sighed like a disgusted horse before moving around Miyuki to enter the boutique.

      And that was when it hit her. Miyuki knew that woman.

      Her heart pounded. Miyuki knew she should head down the street immediately and not look back. But she couldn’t help herself.

      Miyuki turned.

      The Chinese woman had reached the white jeans and checked the back pocket. Confused, she checked all the pockets.

      Now she was certain. The woman was one of the three Chinese intelligence agents who kidnapped Robert and Nadia on that train in Utah. The woman was always angry and serial-killer crazy.

      After she finished searching the white jeans, her eyes went straight to Miyuki, as if the woman could smell another operative in the room. The always angry woman tilted her head, and her stoic facade switched to pure hatred.

      Her cover now blown, Miyuki sprinted out of the boutique and weaved through the thick crowd on Takeshita Street. Not hiding the fact that she was running for her life.

      Miyuki glanced over her shoulder.

      The always angry woman was on her like a police dog, weaving just as fast through the crowd and keeping an excellent pace. The woman concealed something in her right hand.

      Miyuki convinced herself it was a weapon.

      She had to circle around a group of kids holding hands before Miyuki could look over her shoulder again. Now she could see the knife the woman was holding.

      Miyuki gripped her woven handbag tight. It contained the only weapons she had on her. But the always angry woman was only keeping pace with her, not gaining. If Miyuki was lucky, she could lure the woman inside the Harajuku train station bathroom and knock her out. Then Miyuki could jump on the next train to escape.

      But that plan fell through the moment a large Polynesian man in a blue suit impeded her path. His name was Kawiki.

      He has also been on the train in Utah.

      Miyuki swallowed. This made things complicated. Now two Chinese intelligence operatives were closing in on her from opposite ends of the street. Each operative quite capable of killing her. Ducking into one of the local shops could be an option. But Miyuki didn’t like the idea of getting trapped in a corner. She always preferred the freedom to maneuver.

      Then what should she do?

      Miyuki spotted the white rubber tire of a pink bicycle, its rear end poking out from behind one of the businesses. Most likely it was a little girl’s bike. Hope filled Miyuki’s chest. She headed straight to the business. It was an outdoor candy shop. There was a man behind the counter.

      A little girl asked the man something in Japanese. It convinced Miyuki that the man was her father.

      Miyuki went up to the counter and gave the man all the money she had.

      “What’s this for?” the man asked in Japanese.

      “For borrowing your daughter’s bicycle, Aragoto.”

      Before the man comprehended what she meant by that, Miyuki grabbed the pink bicycle and hopped on.

      When Miyuki looked back up…the always angry woman was ten feet away.

      She raised her arm. The knife’s blade gleamed as it left her hand.

      Miyuki ducked.

      The knife sailed over her head and bit into the wood wall behind her.

      The always angry woman lunged for her.

      Miyuki stood on the right pedal, rolling the bicycle to her right as she brought up her left leg to kick the woman hard in the stomach. This pushed her out of the way, allowing Miyuki to pedal her way through the open end of the street.

      After weaving through some pedestrians and making progress down the street, Miyuki glanced behind her. No one was in pursuit.

      Miyuki’s heart slowed down and she allowed herself a grin. It was only a quick chase, but Miyuki quite enjoyed the rush of adrenaline it created. Being a Gem opened up many situations that required heavy amounts of adrenaline. She couldn’t wait to tell Emma and the other girls about her mission.

      Miyuki reached the end of Takeshita Street and stopped. Here, there was a busy intersection of passing vehicle traffic. If she biked down this cross street, Miyuki was confident she could find the next train station that would take her back to downtown Tokyo. There, she could deliver the thumb drive.

      Miyuki made the turn and merged into the public bike lane. These special lanes were a part of every Japanese road system since bicycles were a popular way to get around the city. Miyuki traveled a little more than two blocks before she heard an engine rev behind her.

      She noted a driver was getting too close to the bike lane. At first, Miyuki thought the driver was only careless. But when she peered through the clear windshield, Miyuki noted Volleen Woo behind the right-side steering wheel. His dangerous eyes focused on her like a snake.

      Miyuki’s heart raced again and she pedaled as hard as she could. Her bicycle flew down the bike lane as she passed other bikes like they were cardboard cutouts.

      Miyuki took a hard left, leaning her body into the turn and allowing her sneaker to scrape across the pavement to create enough friction to turn her bike a little quicker.

      As she completed the turn, the squeal of tires echoed behind her as the Mitsubishi SUV whipped around the corner and accelerated towards her.

      Other bicyclists complained about the road hog by slapping his side windows as the vehicle moved up the bike lane, causing most of them to veer out of the way.

      Miyuki pumped her legs as hard as she could, her butt rising from the seat as she used her leg muscles to squeeze every kilometer of speed out of the bicycle.

      It wasn’t enough.

      The engine raced behind her. So close that she didn’t dare peek.

      Miyuki felt a hard bump that almost made her wipe out.

      Another shove from the SUV and her bike wobbled.

      The car horn blared. The shrill it made stabbed her eardrums.

      Miyuki’s heart was pumping out so much adrenaline she knew she would be high for at least a week.

      The excitement.

      The fear.

      She raced along the narrow ledge between them.

      Loving it.

      Wanting more and more of it.

      But Miyuki knew she would die if she stayed in this bike lane. She veered right, sending her bike straight into oncoming traffic.

      There were three lanes of cars going in this direction. Miyuki aimed for the space between the lanes and pumped the pedals as hard as she could. She weaved between the three lanes of traffic as best she could. Luckily, traffic in this part of the city was heavy, so it wasn’t moving fast. Still…one wrong move and Miyuki would crack her head through a windshield.

      Left, right, left again. The traffic whipped by.

      She was doing well. Defying the odds. Staying alive.

      The Mitsubishi raced along the left side of the street. Trying to keep pace with her. Hoping Miyuki would either crash or come to her senses by veering back to the legal flow of traffic. But the Chinese didn’t know her very well.

      Miyuki kept weaving through oncoming traffic. Determined to make this work. Getting addicted to the rush of danger. Getting used to the idea of not dying.

      As she approached a side street, the Mitsubishi was to her left. A clear lane to her right.

      Miyuki gambled. She made a hard right at the side street, leaning her body into the forty-five-degree turn and leaving the Mitsubishi behind as it sailed through the intersection going in the wrong direction. Volleen Woo would have to do a quick U-turn, move through traffic, then take a left at the intersection against traffic to resume the chase.

      Miyuki had bought herself some⁠—

      The other car came out of nowhere. Miyuki barely had time to register its existence before the Toyota pulled out in front of her and she felt herself flying over the hood like a bird. Miyuki didn’t think about it, but her gymnastics training kicked in automatically as she tumbled forward into a roll, letting herself tumble over and over to dissipate the forward momentum before her body came to a complete stop.

      Miyuki stared at the sky. Yes, she was still alive.

      Her hands stung, most likely due to her palms rubbing against the pavement. But otherwise, she was good. Miyuki slowly got to her feet. The pink bike lay on the ground with its front end crushed. It had taken most of the impact while Miyuki sailed over the hood. The driver was out of his vehicle. He looked surprised, as if amazed that this teenage girl wasn’t dead.

      Miyuki heard more squealing tires. It was the Mitsubishi clearing the intersection and racing towards the accident.

      Miyuki needed to run. She took a step forward and almost fell on her face. Her knees ached. They weren’t broken, but hitting the pavement still made them stiff and sore.

      The Mitsubishi slid to a stop. Volleen Woo, the always angry woman, and Kawiki got out of the car.

      Miyuki hobbled away, getting about three steps before Kawiki restrained her. She was so exhausted after her bicycle-chase workout that there was no way Miyuki could fight back right now.

      The always angry woman glared at her. “Bitch,” she said in Mandarin Chinese before slapping Miyuki across the face. All Miyuki could do was hold her chin up in defiance. The woman raised her hand again.

      But Volleen Woo stopped her. “Focus on the task, shall we?” he said in Mandarin.

      The always angry woman restrained herself.

      “Hello there,” Volleen Woo said in English. “Ruby, isn’t it? You’re a long way from Utah, aren’t you?”

      Miyuki didn’t answer.

      “Do you remember us? Well, we certainly remember you.”

      “You threw us off a train,” the giant Polynesian man said in English, as if the girl had hurt his feelings.

      “Where are your friends? Should we be expecting them to come save you?”

      Miyuki said nothing.

      “Give us the thumb drive and we’ll be on our way.”

      “What thumb drive?”

      The always angry woman slapped Miyuki again.

      Volleen Woo sighed. “I bore of such repetitive games. It’s a ridiculous waste of time. We know you have it, but fine. We’ll go through the motions if you wish.” He addressed Kawiki. “Give the young lady a full body search and don’t be a gentleman about it.”
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      The warm California sun greeted Emma as she emerged with the other students just released from the clutches of West Berkley High school. Some students went off to the line of idling school buses while others headed for the designated pickup areas for parents. Emma was one of the lucky ones. She had a car.

      “Nadia forgot again,” a girl with an English accent called out to Emma. “If she misses the bus this time, your grandmother will have to come pick her up.” Olivia had brown skin accented by cool, bronze undertones. Her layers of curly golden-brown hair were pulled back with a cute hair ribbon that Emma forgot to compliment her on this morning.

      Emma wanted to correct that. “Okay, tell the bus driver to wait for her. Did I mention that I absolutely love your hair ribbon. It goes with that outfit so well.”

      Olivia stopped walking. “Are you messing with me, love?”

      “Oh my God…can’t I give you one honest compliment when I feel like it?”

      “Sure, but you’d better warn me first so I can prepare myself.” Olivia showed her a sly grin before leaving.

      Emma quickened her pace towards the student parking lot. Her white Mercedes AMG Coupe glistened in the sun. Emma had had it washed and detailed over the weekend and it looked beautiful.

      Another girl with warm, orange-brown skin waited near the trunk as she glanced down at her phone. A light breeze teased Nadia’s dark hair and the purple headscarf she was wearing.

      “Hey, I’m not going home,” Emma said. “It’s Wednesday. Remember?”

      Nadia’s eyebrows shot up. “Shoot, I completely forgot. See you at dinner?”

      “Probably not.” Emma sighed.

      “Have fun training.” Nadia waved goodbye as she rushed towards the waiting buses.

      The route was so familiar to Emma’s Mercedes that she could release the wheel and the car would find the place on its own. Northbound on I-80 out of Berkeley. North through Vallejo until she hit California State Highway 29 and took it into Napa Valley. Once there, a large welcome sign greeted the tourists: The Burlington Winery, one of the world’s finest producers of Cabernet Sauvignon.

      Emma skipped the public parking lot and stopped her Mercedes near the hidden entrance the public didn’t know about. A long-haired hippie with round glasses came up and checked inside Emma’s car before asking for her driver’s license. Once satisfied, he nodded. “Enjoy your afternoon, my sister.” The hippie walked away. His gun holster was slightly visible just under his grape-stained smock.

      Emma drove the Mercedes through the gate and into the small garage. The doors closed and a hidden elevator in the floor lowered her car to the underground parking lot.

      After clearing all the Authority’s security checkpoints, Emma walked through a sprawling, open area with two levels. A large circular staircase climbed up to the second floor, which had glass walls separating most of the offices and meeting rooms. It was bright, using yellow, white, and light brown as primary colors. The bottom level had a cafeteria, a relaxation area, and a section designed like a jungle with green pod-looking structures surrounded by fake trees. The pods were meeting rooms.

      Emma stayed downstairs and walked through an unmarked entrance that led to another part of the bottom floor.

      Emma soon found herself inside a maze of dark blue walls, floors, and ceilings, where the only light source was a series of white strips running along the top and bottom of each wall. Glowing white letters pressed into the walls identified different destinations. The Labyrinth was the most sensitive area of the facility.

      Emma didn’t need the directions. Her sneakers had been to the TR division so many times over the last few months that they automatically knew the way. The TR division was a massive area carved out like a giant cave. There was a full gym, indoor gun range, hand-to-hand combat area, simulators, and other pieces of training equipment.

      A large Russian woman with blond hair was waiting. Her code name was Lioness.

      “I take it that gushing over our favorite episodes of Riverdale Creek while having milkshakes is out for today?” Emma asked.

      Lioness refused to smile. “Your jokes provide me hours of amusement, Black Opal.”

      Black Opal was Emma’s code name in the Gems. She didn’t much care for the name at first, but it was slowly growing on her.

      Lioness continued. “Today’s training agenda is as follows…first you’ll take your qualification test for personal firearms level one. Then we’ll work on your sketching skills.”

      “Sketching? Isn’t that like drawing?”

      “It’s precisely like drawing.”

      “Why does a spy need to know that?”

      Lioness stopped writing on her clipboard and leveled a stare.

      Emma instantly regretted talking.

      “Sketching helps you see details,” the woman said. “The details of a human face. The details of a room you’ve been inside. Knowing such details could be crucial to the failure or the success of any mission.”

      Emma pulled out her phone. “But if I need to gather intelligence inside a room, all I need to do is snap some pics on my phone. Isn’t that faster?”

      Lioness grabbed her phone and tossed it on the floor. As the woman lifted her boot⁠—

      “I got it!” Emma yelled. “I understand. Sometimes I won’t have a phone available to use.”

      Lioness smiled and gave Emma back her phone. “If you can memorize the details around you, then you can recall them. Sketching gives you that skill.”

      “Got it. After sketching, can I go home?”

      “Yes,” Lioness said before handing her a pistol.

      Lioness and Emma moved through a set of double doors that slammed shut behind them as they entered the underground gun range. The ceilings, floors, and walls of the range were heavily soundproofed.

      “What weapon did I give you?” Lioness asked.

      “A gun. I think.”

      “Black Opal…”

      “Okay, fine. You gave me a Glock 43 single stack, 9 mm Luger caliber pistol.”

      “Next, demonstrate the correct firing stance for the shooting range.”

      After Emma showed her the proper stance, Lioness checked that off. “Now, disassemble your weapon.”

      “Didn’t I already pass that on my last phase of gun training?”

      Lioness waited for her to continue.

      Emma sighed and got on with it. Luckily for her, Aardvark worked with her extensively on disassembling pistols, so the task wasn’t a huge issue. Soon Emma completed it.

      Lioness examined the disassembled pistol on the table. “Excellent. Put it back together.”

      Emma did and presented the pistol back to Lioness, with the muzzle pointed at the floor and her finger far away from the trigger.

      Lioness took the Glock, pulled back the chamber, and checked it. She handed it back to Emma. “Excellent. Load the weapon and prepare for the qualification test.”

      Emma loaded a ten-round magazine into the Glock, leveled the pistol at the target area, and waited.

      Lioness didn’t speak.

      What was she waiting for?

      Did Emma forget something?

      Emma noted the protective eye shades and the earmuffs hanging on the wall. She activated the trigger safety on her pistol before setting it down and putting on her eye and ear protection. She picked up her pistol, got back into her stance, and removed the trigger safety.

      “Now you can begin,” Lioness announced.

      A target moved to her left. Emma aimed and squeezed the trigger. The Glock kicked back and the target was hit dead center. More targets presented themselves. But Emma didn’t panic; she focused on each target and fired. Soon it became a rhythm. Spot the target. Aim at the target. Squeeze. Spot. Aim. Squeeze.

      After ten rounds Emma replaced the empty magazine with a full one.

      Spot. Aim. Squeeze. Repeat.

      After firing on forty targets, Lioness ordered her to stop.

      Emma pointed the gun towards the ground and moved her finger away from the trigger.

      “Forty targets. Thirty-five hits,” Lioness said. “That’s excellent, Black Opal. If this was a qualification test for military weapons level one, you would be classified as a sharpshooter.”

      “Cool. What’s a sharpshooter?”

      Lioness sighed. “Congratulations, you have passed personal firearms level one.”

      

      It was close to eleven when Emma arrived home. But as soon as she closed the front door, Emma could smell sage burning in the kitchen. Grandma must still be up. A Jack Russell terrier came over to greet her, his tail wagging like a weed trimmer. Snoopy barked and Emma leaned down to give him some love. Her fingers could feel the plastic brace that still supported the dog’s weak back. A pang of guilt still went through her.

      Emma put away her backpack, slipped off her sneakers, and made her way across the polished wood floor to the kitchen, where she knew her grandmother would be.

      “They have you keeping hoodlum hours, young one. And on a school night no less,” Grandma said as she chopped vegetables near a Crock-Pot. Her white hair was braided into two white ponytails that hung over a Grateful Dead T-shirt. “Is Laura training you to be a spy or a Navy SEAL?”

      Emma picked up a piece of celery. “She says it won’t be too much longer before I catch up with the other girls.” Emma crunched the end of it and chewed. “What are you making?”

      “A vegetable soup for dinner tomorrow. I’ll be on campus all day. The philosophy department is having a meeting right after my three o’clock lecture, so I have to do my office work late.”

      “You don’t have to make soup. We can order some carryout for dinner.”

      Her grandmother raised an eyebrow. “I know what you girls will do. You’ll go through the drive-thru at some fast-food garbage factory and eat junk. Nope, even if I’m not here, you girls are eating a good meal made with fresh ingredients.” Grandmother returned to her food prep. “Just remember to turn the slow cooker off and rinse it out when you girls are done. Now…why haven’t you kissed your grandmother yet? She missed you tonight.”

      Emma kissed her on the cheek.

      “Thank you. Now get out of here and get some sleep, young one.”

      Emma finished the rest of her celery and picked up Snoopy as she headed upstairs to her room. She rubbed Snoopy’s throat and kept him calm so he wouldn’t wake up Olivia or Nadia as she passed by their room.

      Emma changed clothes and got ready for bed. She made Snoopy comfortable on his favorite chair that sat next to her bed before leaving to go brush her teeth.

      As she moved down the hall towards the bathroom, Emma paused beside her friend’s room. Miyuki’s name was on the door covered with bright fake flowers and a few slogans written in Japanese. It was a door overflowing with happiness. Just like the girl who normally occupied it.

      Emma missed her happiness.

      Wherever she was in the world, Emma only hoped Miyuki was being careful.
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      Miyuki swallowed her fear as the large Polynesian man named Kawiki circled behind her. His large wrinkled hands pressed against her waist. His fingers were about to go to places that Miyuki wanted to stay private and personal. She looked around her. The side street was empty. Even the driver of the Toyota had disappeared. In a country of over two hundred million people crammed together on an island, Miyuki thought there’d be someone around to yell help to.

      But it wasn’t her day.

      A back kick or even a stomp on the man’s foot was out of the question because Miyuki’s thighs were still screaming from the bicycle chase. She could elbow him in the stomach, but Kawiki was so fat, her sharp elbow would only tickle him. All she could do was collapse to the ground and passively resist his search. It was the only defense she had.

      Unless…Miyuki realized that in her native Japan, it was always custom for people to bow when they first met. Hei, it would be rude not to show her guests from China the proper respect.

      With Kawiki hunched over her and his hand reaching inside her knee, Miyuki bowed. She bowed at such a sharp angle that Kawiki rolled over the top of her like a large beach ball. His massive body gaining momentum as it rolled into Volleen Woo and the always angry woman.

      Miyuki stood up and pushed herself down the side street.

      “Get her!” Volleen yelled.

      Miyuki took the thumb drive out of her pocket and palmed it. She was unable to break into a run because of her legs, so it wouldn’t be long until they caught up to her again. But Miyuki did reach the end of the side street where it met with the main street.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Miyuki saw a right-side-driven Sako Cakes delivery van. The van’s passenger-side window was halfway down.

      An idea popped into her mind and Miyuki went with it. As the van passed her, she tossed the thumb drive through the open window. As Emma would say, touchdown!

      But then Kawiki grabbed her and threw her to the ground.

      Volleen Woo stepped out into the main street and watched the van make a turn. “She tossed it into the van. Come.” The man ran down the side street towards the Mitsubishi. Kawiki and the always angry woman flashed her dirty looks before they retreated towards their car. The Mitsubishi flew out of the side street and did a perfect power slide as it raced to catch up with the delivery van.

      Miyuki was pissed at herself. All she did was postpone the inevitable. Volleen Woo would stop the van, take the drive, and her mission would be a huge failure.

      But a car horn pulled Miyuki out of her pity party. It was from a small Honda. Inside were four young women, each wearing pink hair and wearing Kawaii-style clothing. They all looked adorable.

      “Would you like a ride?” the driver asked politely in Japanese.

      “Love your outfit!” another girl in the back said out the window. “So cute!”

      “Are you walking over to Takeshita Street?” a third girl asked.

      Miyuki smiled. Her luck had just changed. “Hei!”

      “We can squeeze you in!” the driver said, stopping the car.

      Miyuki walked up and bowed to them slightly. “Aragoto.” And then she had another idea. “I was heading to my cupcake bakery when a man showed me a knife and stole my van. He just left me here.”

      “Oh no,” the driver said, actually meaning it. “Do you want us to call the police?”

      “Actually, may I ask a favor?”

      A minute later, Miyuki was behind the Honda’s right-side steering wheel as the car zigzagged through some traffic. She could see Volleen Woo’s Mitsubishi in the distance. He was closing in on the Sako Cakes van. Miyuki popped the little Honda into a higher gear and gunned it. One of the girls inside the car cheered as Miyuki veered around another car.

      “You’re a better driver than Suki!” a girl in the back said.

      Suki nodded from the passenger seat and watched Miyuki with awe as her little Honda acted like a tiny Formula one car as it made another sharp left turn with precision.

      Miyuki could see the Mitsubishi on the right side of the van. Kawiki’s hands were outside the SUV, trying to get the driver’s attention to pull over the cake van. But for some reason, the driver kept going. The Sako Cakes van veered left and took the entrance to the expressway.

      The cake van was in the middle lane. The Mitsubishi was on the right, so Miyuki pointed the little Honda down the left lane. She reached the opposite side of the cake van and honked the high-pitched horn. But the driver didn’t react.

      “Cupcake crook!” a girl in the back yelled.

      “Give this girl her van back, you criminal!” Suki yelled out the window. “Oh, the driver is wearing headphones.”

      Ah, so that was why the driver couldn’t hear them. That made sense to Miyuki. She considered pulling in front of the van and slowing him down to a stop. But then Volleen Woo would simply pull out a gun and take the thumb drive. Miyuki needed to get creative.

      She took off her seat belt. “Switch places with me.”

      “Sorry, could you repeat?” Suki asked.

      “Take your belt off and come sit on my lap,” Miyuki said. “I want to switch places with you.” Suki was a small girl and Miyuki had had to push her seat back to drive, so fitting the girl in should be possible.

      “While we’re moving?” Suki asked, unsure if Miyuki was serious.

      “Hei, just like in the movies.”

      The girls in the back were intrigued. They were up for anything. But Suki wasn’t so sure.

      “Please, I must get my van back.”

      Suki reluctantly took off her seat belt and awkwardly slipped on top of Miyuki’s lap.

      “Take the wheel,” Miyuki said.

      The girl grabbed it.

      Miyuki contorted her body, like she did in gymnastics class, rotating her pelvis to the side and using her hands to pull herself out from under Suki. The Honda zigzagged as the driver exchange bumped the steering wheel left and right. The engine noise dropped off as the little Honda lost speed and fell behind the van.

      “Put your foot on the gas!” Miyuki said.

      “Oh, Hei! Sorry.” Suki found the gas pedal and the Honda surged forward once again.

      Miyuki was now in the passenger seat. “Faster!”

      “Go, Suki!” her friends in the back yelled.

      Suki looked terrified but she held it together and drove faster as the little Honda caught up to the cake van and the Mitsubishi.

      Now came Miyuki’s favorite part. It was a tight fit, but she climbed through the small moon roof and crouched on top of the little Honda as it swerved back and forth.

      “Oh, she’s like Wonder Woman!” a girl in the back said.

      “And she loves her cupcakes,” another girl added.

      Miyuki motioned Suki to get closer. The girl sped up. The dashes on the pavement flew by so fast that they blurred. If Miyuki miscalculated her jump by even a meter, she would slide off the van and most likely get flattened by a truck.

      But she wasn’t afraid. Far from it. Excited was more like it. The adrenaline flowed inside her and she felt invincible.

      Miyuki coiled herself like a python and jumped.

      She landed on the cake van’s roof, but farther back than she wanted. Her hands tried to grab something. But the roof was smooth, allowing her body to slide towards the roof’s edge.

      She was about to fall off.

      But Miyuki grabbed on to a large mirror for dear life. The mirror itself pointed down at the van’s back doors. She was lucky that the cake van was old and not equipped with a backup camera.

      Miyuki took a deep breath. The high-pitched horn tooted as the girls poked their heads out of the Honda’s moon-roof and cheered. They loved the show she was putting on for them.

      The Mitsubishi pulled in front of the van and slowed down. Miyuki held on tight as the van’s driver swerved to the next lane to avoid it. But the Mitsubishi switched lanes and blocked him again. Kawiki’s massive body hung out the window as he pointed a gun at the windshield.

      The van quickly slowed down and pulled over to the shoulder.

      Miyuki was too late. Or was she?

      As the van stopped in the emergency lane, Miyuki dropped to the pavement, ran over to the driver, and knocked on his door.

      The driver opened it. “I don’t understand what’s going on. Are you the police?” he asked in Japanese.

      “Hei, go talk to those undercover officers over there.” Miyuki pointed to the Mitsubishi now parked a few car links ahead.

      The driver walked toward the SUV as Volleen Woo, Kawiki, and the always angry lady hopped out. They started running towards the van.

      Miyuki climbed behind the wheel and put the cake van in gear.

      The three Chinese agents stopped running. But Volleen Woo pulled out a gun.

      The van’s windshield cracked as a bullet punched through it, causing Miyuki to duck. She stomped on the gas and lined up the left side of the cake van to the right rear corner of the Mitsubishi. Miyuki closed her eyes and braced herself as the van smashed into the SUV.

      As Miyuki veered back on to the expressway, she checked her rearview mirror. The Mitsubishi’s left-side tires were hooked on top of the guardrail, preventing it from going anywhere.

      Miyuki drove to the nearest train station and retrieved the thumb drive from the passenger-side floorboard.

      The ride to downtown Tokyo was quiet and peaceful.
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        * * *

      

      The sky was a dark purple. The last afterthought of daylight was a fading pink line on the horizon. Far below, the Tokyo streetlights were on, outlining the city’s road system in orange as it traced around the endless amount of multistory buildings.

      Miyuki gripped the metal railing as she stood on the observation deck of the Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building. The deck was open to the public and was the perfect meeting place for her contact.

      A middle-aged Japanese man with a crisp dark suit joined her along the railing. She handed him the thumb drive.

      “Any difficulties?” the man asked.

      Mr. E was the head of the Authority’s Tokyo Station. Miyuki noticed that he often sucked on candy that left a hint of cinnamon on his breath.

      She liked that scent.

      “A small pursuit by Mr. Woo and his friends,” she said. “And the local police might be looking for a girl with pink hair who stole a cake van. Otherwise, no complications to speak of.”

      Mr. E placed the thumb drive securely into a canister and pulled a tab. There was a sizzling sound as a special acid devoured the plastic drive. After a few minutes, Mr. E opened the canister and dumped a pile of granules that blew off the observation deck railing and sailed over Tokyo.

      “Congratulations,” Mr. E said. “That was the last backup file to the Red Storm VX formula.”

      A woman’s voice with a crisp British accent echoed from Mr. E’s pocket. “Excellent work. Last week we wiped out the Russian lab and the scientists creating that dreadful biological weapon. Now, Red Storm VX will never exist again.”

      Mr. E smiled. “I forgot she was in my pocket.” He pulled out his phone. It was on speaker. “Ruby has done an excellent job for us, Mrs. B. Thank you for loaning her out to us.”

      “You’re welcome, Mr. E,” the voice said. “I think you deserve a reward, Ruby. Since you’re already in Japan, why don’t you take a brief holiday to go visit your family?”

      Miyuki scanned the horizon. Osaka would be off to the left, over by Mount Fuji. It would be nice to see her little sister again. But dealing with everything else…

      “It would be most inconvenient for me to visit my family at this time.”

      There was a pause.

      “Why would it be inconvenient?” Mrs. B’s voice asked. “On the contrary I would think.”

      “My division will gladly arrange whatever transportation you need,” Mr. E added.

      “Thank you for your kind offer,” Miyuki said. “But I have schoolwork to get back to. Perhaps another time.”

      “Are you sure, Ruby?” Mrs. B asked. “I can talk to Black Opal’s grandmother. I’m sure it won’t be a problem for you to take a couple of days off due to the circumstances.”

      “With all due respect, ma’am, I don’t think it’s convenient at this time.”

      “As you wish,” Mrs. B said. “See you at the end of the week, then.”

      Mr. E ended the call and put up his phone.

      “Can you arrange to fly me back to San Francisco as soon as possible?” Miyuki asked.
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      Miyuki woke up to the sound of her alarm. She pulled herself out of bed and checked the time. She’d received only about five hours of sleep and it felt like it. Miyuki told herself it would have to do as she began her normal morning routine.

      After an hour, Miyuki went downstairs. A small Jack Russell terrier scurried across the polished wood floor with excitement, his spine supported by a plastic brace. Even with the limitation, the dog made the effort to greet her with boundless enthusiasm.

      Miyuki went to her knees. “Good morning, Snoopy.” The terrier licked her like a tasty Popsicle, making her laugh. After a minute of petting and kisses, Miyuki headed into the kitchen.

      “There she is,” Emma’s grandmother said, her white hair braided into two ponytails as she cooked over a griddle. “I made pancakes for you.”

      Miyuki loved pancakes. Breakfast, lunch, or dinner. Miyuki thought they were the best food America ever invented. Emma’s grandmother was so nice to her.

      She clapped her hands. “Thank you.”

      Done with her breakfast, Nadia was at the table folding her headscarf. “When did you come in last night?”

      “Yeah, we didn’t hear you at all, love.” Olivia was still working on her pancakes. Her curly golden-brown hair was pulled back with a cute hair ribbon Miyuki had never seen before.

      “It was late.” Miyuki joined her friends at the table. “About one in the morning.”

      “Laura works you girls too hard.” Emma’s grandmother built a pile of three pancakes and brought the plate over to Miyuki. “How she expects you to do all these missions and then go to school is beyond me.” Emma’s grandmother was the only one Miyuki knew who used Mrs. B’s first name. None of them would ever dare call her Laura.

      Emma’s grandmother sat down. “Where did you go this time?”

      “She’s not allowed to tell you that,” Olivia said.

      “Even we don’t know where she went,” Nadia added.

      Emma’s grandmother sighed, then showed Miyuki a smile. “Well, you’re here. Safe and sound. And that makes me happy.”

      “Your pancakes make me happy,” Miyuki said, spreading fresh butter in between the layers before smothering the stack with maple syrup. The first bite was always her favorite and this one didn’t disappoint.

      Yes, pancakes made the world a much happier place.

      After Miyuki made good progress with her pancakes, Emma came inside the kitchen with Snoopy, his little tail wagging. She waved at Miyuki before yawning.

      “It’s about time, young one,” Emma’s grandmother said. “Miyuki had only five hours of sleep and she’s already halfway done with her breakfast.”

      “Pancakes? Isn’t that a little heavy for a school day?” Emma asked, subconsciously touching her waist.

      Emma’s grandmother sipped her herbal tea. “Make something else if you want, but you’re cleaning it up.”

      Emma made a face, but took a plate and put one single pancake and one turkey sausage link on it.

      “This objection is coming from the girl who eats little chocolate donuts every day,” Olivia said.

      Emma sat down and grabbed the plastic maple syrup bottle. “I only eat them in the afternoon, when I’ve burned off most of my calories for the day.”

      “Told you to stop eating that junk,” Emma’s grandmother said. “You know what kind of food additives they put in those donuts?”

      Emma squinted at Olivia, saying thanks for bringing up the subject.

      Nadia checked her phone. “I do like the new lemon-flavored ones.”

      “Lemon-flavored donuts?” Emma’s grandmother shook her head. “The junk they sell in those vending machines these days.”

      
      Later that day, the students of West Berkeley high school gathered inside the commons area for lunch period number one. The Gems claimed one of the many circular wood-topped tables crowding the area.

      Miyuki heard her phone laugh as she received a text from one of her new gamer friends. The laugh was from her favorite anime character, Yuki Luki Abuki, a precocious ten-year-old girl who always got into trouble, but could always count on her magical cat Aiko for help.

      Miyuki read the text. After school, her gamer friends were planning a joint mission on the new online Star Trek game and wanted her to join. Miyuki wasn’t much of a Trekkie. However, being a communications officer for a starship sounded like fun, so she texted them back with a yes
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