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“Sasayaki”


Tokyo, Japan, Spring, 1950
As the sun breaks the horizon, Nakoshi Ito, legendary assassin, nicknamed “The Whisper” - or Sasayaki - practices his Tai Chi. Slow. Steady. Calm. Grayish light illuminates his surroundings; he switches to his katana, swiping, slicing, and stabbing with elegance and power. Without breaking a sweat, he stops, skillfully sliding the blade back into the sheath, intricate tattoos bleeding from underneath his t-shirt sleeves down his arms, out of his collar, and up the back of his neck towards his buzzed haircut. The sun, reaching its full brilliance, reveals his rooftop dojo and warms his skin. Disassembled piece-by-piece, he tends to his weapons as a medical assistant would tend to a surgeon’s instruments. Laid in order by caliber, they all patiently waited their turn. As he finishes his ritual, and his orange juice, he puts on his signature herringbone suit, made from the finest wool money could buy, his knit cap, and circle-rimmed glasses. Hearing his phone ring within, he ignores it, heading out the door of his apartment towards Tekanishi Sushi shop.
“K-Kaori-Senpai, please! There has to–“ Holding up his palm, expensive rings on nearly every finger, his tailored, Italian suit emblazoned with gold cuff links to match his Nakoshi-gumi pin fastened regally to his blazer, Nakano Kaori continues to look away as the desperate man shakily holds a razor-sharp sashimi knife inches above his fingers, extended on the cutting board below. He trembles and sweats as Kaori responds, feigning powerlessness. “There is simply no other way. Do you want to lose a finger…or your life?” As the man looks around at the other yakuza in the back room of the sushi shop, he isn’t met with one sympathetic eye. His nervous gaze hovers down to his pinky. He hesitates, causing Kaori to grow irritated, slamming his fist on a table nearby, jostling most of the odds and ends to the floor. “Do it now or I’ll kill you myself!” Sweating through his suit jacket, the man jumps at Kaori’s voice, then, trembling considerably now, raises the blade, eyes wide and mouth agape. The bell at the front of the shop chimes, breaking the tension momentarily as all eyes shift. The doorknob to the back door turns, and everyone reaches for their weapons. As the door creaks open, the men immediately ease up, some averting their gaze completely. 
Kaori greets Ito with a huge smile. “Ito-sensei! You’re just in time for the show! We caught this fucker stealing from us, can you-“ Ito slightly lifts the right side of his tailored trench coat and grabs the handle of his katana with his left hand. Seeming to float across the distance of the room, he severs the man’s hand off at the wrist, cleans, then sheathes his blade in one motion. The shocked man has a delayed reaction as his hand, still holding the knife, hits the floor with a meaty thud. “Uhh uhh…aaaAAAHHH!” As his brain caught up to what he was seeing, he abruptly stood upright, wailing loudly, holding his wrist, now spewing blood. Looking directly into the man’s eyes from behind his dark shades, Ito speaks in a low tone. “Never betray family…” Ito then sternly shifts his eyes to Kaori, continuing. “…and this is a place of business, not entertainment. It would serve you not to confuse the two.” The remaining men all look around at each other nervously as the blood continues to spray from the hysterical man’s wound. Composing himself slightly, he eyes the back door. Reaching for his severed hand, he meets eyes with Ito first, stopping him in his tracks. “Leave the hand; that belongs to us. Consider it your first payment towards your debt.” The man stumbles back and shoulders through the other men to the exit, leaving a trail of blood behind him. Kaori, stone-faced, looks at the hand on the ground and rubs the back of his neck, slightly wincing, sucking his teeth. He looks away as Ito addresses him. “You have a job for me?” Kaori nervously responds. “Y-ya, of course. I won’t bore you with the minutiae, but the target is a rival gumi’s lieutenant, encroaching on some of our territory. He owns a laundromat, but it’s just a front; Fujiwara-San will fill you in on the rest of the details per usual.” Ito maintains his ice-cold stare. “That’s not why I’m here.” Kaori gulps hard and deep. “…I know we usually pay before-hand, but thanks to the now-handless asshole, we’ll have to pay you after the job is done…” Kaori swallows again, loosening his collar, visibly tense. This time, it was he who was searching for sympathy around the room during the silence, and he who, also, at that moment, didn’t have an ally within one-hundred miles. Ito pauses as the room shudders, contracting slightly, as if everyone were waiting for some type of impact; then he breaks the thick silence. “…double..” Kaori responds. “.. I know it’s late, but…double? I mean, the fee is already quite generous…” Kaori glances at the severed hand again, blood pooling around it. He looks back at Ito. “Actually…double is fine. I’ll coordinate with Fujiwara-San; consider it taken care of.” Unflinching, Ito responds. “Good.” He exits, and the room lets out a collective exhale. Kaori immediately runs to the phone and dials. The line answers, but it’s only silence. “…it’s me…*sigh*…slight change of plan…”

      ***On a full-mooned, drizzly night, Ito sits in his all-black Porsche 911, looking at the dingy laundromat from across the street. Kaori was right in his suspicions; armed men guarded all entrances. He looks at his Seikosha Tensoku, breathes deeply, screws the silencer onto the barrel of his 9mm pistol, then exits, slowly making his way toward the building. As he approaches, he listens in on one guard talking on the radio. “Keep your eyes open; got a tip we may not be alone tonight.” The guard responds. “Copy that.” As soon as the back-and-forth is complete, Ito shoots him, dropping him instantly. As he fell, his rifle clanged against a steel trash bin, alerting two nearby guards. Ito emerges from the shadows as they come to investigate, decapitating one with his Katana, while shooting the other twice in the chest. Outside, clear. Entering from a side door, Ito sees the extent of the operation; the inside space was converted from a laundromat to a mini-factory; manufacturing and packaging methamphetamines and heroin for distribution, women being held against their will, or drugged into oblivion, and more armed men with assault rifles and shotguns. In a nearby office, his target was obliviously puffing a cigar; a glass of whiskey in one hand, and a loosely moraled woman in the other. Ito creeps behind one guard, slicing his throat. Continuing through the facility, he picks off two men with his pistol, alerting a man out of his view. “The fuck are you?!” Sounding an alarm, all the armed men radio in, converging on Ito’s position as the workers, both of the warehouse and the women cognizant enough to react, scramble towards the exits. Throughout all the chaos, Ito doesn’t panic. “Get him!”
Two men rush him, and Ito puts them down; one with a shot to the kneecap, followed by a shot to the forehead, and the other, Katana slices across the neck and abdomen. Quickly cleaning and sheathing his blade, he readies his pistol, hitting headshot after headshot as a barrage of bullets rains down upon him. The lieutenant, now focused on the action below, engages an intercom. “You’re a dead man, ya hear me! Fuckin’ dead! Kill ‘em!!” In the melee, Ito’s blade is knocked from his grip as he fires the last shot from his clip. Using the butt of his gun, he turns around and breaks a man’s nose, and kicks in his kneecap, dropping his chin directly onto Ito’s waiting wakizashi. Replacing the small blade, he pulls a clip from his trench coat, reloads, and picks up his sword. After the smoke settles, it’s quiet for a moment, and he proceeds, 9mm sights at the ready. As he turns a corner, he’s nearly blown to pieces as he narrowly avoids a medium-range blast of shotgun slugs. He dives into cover and takes a quick peek to locate the shooters. Got you. Tossing his trench coat into the walkway, it draws the men’s fire and attention. Diving out shortly after, Ito fires two quick shots, both landing between the eyes of the two men firing, dispatching the last of the guards. Reloading his weapon and retrieving his ballistic nylon-lined trench coat, he continues on, brushing off and shaking out the loose bullet fragments. The lieutenant gasps, cigar dropping from his mouth. “.. Sasayaki..” Ito runs upstairs, and he peers into the now-empty office. Continuing upward, he enters a cramped, dilapidated apartment; the smell even worse than its appearance. Looking into a putrid bathroom, a disheveled woman sits on the floor, needle in her arm and her eyes rolled back. He approaches, but quickly realizes she’s already gone, and has been for some time. He walks to a closed bedroom door, exhales, and kicks it in.
“Back up! Back the fuck up, or he dies!” He finds the lieutenant holding a small boy, no older than five years old, with a revolver to his head. Although the lieutenant had the advantage, he was clearly shaken. “Look, look, I have money. Whatever they’re paying you, I’ll triple it!” Saying nothing, Ito inches forward. The lieutenant cocks the hammer. “Ah, ah, ah! Not one more fuckin step! And put your gun down!” Stopping, Ito begins to rest his gun on the floor, keeping his eyes up. The lieutenant shows a demented smile, although beads of sweat drop down his face. “That’s right, nice and slo-“  Releasing the gun, Ito quickly reaches into his trench and retrieves the wakizashi, throwing it into the lieutenant’s eye socket. His lifeless body crumples over, nearly crushing the small boy before he wriggles free. He runs past Ito, who is quickly scanning the apartment for a quick exit, realizing the only way out was the way he came in. Walking past the bathroom, Ito does a double-take as the boy, now in the light, was reminiscent of the apartment; dirty and emaciated, his ribs clearly showing, dirt and soot caked on his face and in his hair. He pulls and tugs at the woman’s lifeless body, desperately trying to wake her. “Tanaka-Chan! Tanaka-chan! Wake up, please!” Ito winces from behind his shades as he watches. 
Skrrrrt! 
Skkrrrrrrt! Skrrrrrrt!
The sound of rubber screeching on the pavement broke his trance. Looking out of the apartment window, three cars filled with more armed men empty into the streets and then funnel into the laundromat below. Ito returns to the boy and extends his hand, trying to remain calm and not scare, or scar, the little boy even more. “It’s not safe here.” The boy didn’t even acknowledge him as he was now inconsolable, holding on tight to the woman’s pale, clammy skin. Ito continued, growing frustrated. “She’s already gone! Unless you want to die too, come with me, NOW!” The boy sits up and looks at the woman, the truth sinking into his young mind. Heavy footsteps grow louder as they ascend the stairs. “NOW!” The boy continues to grip the woman’s hand as he looks at her, eyes puffy and red. The door bursts open. “There he is!” As the men open fire, Ito snatches the boy up in his arms, ripping his small hand from the deceased icy grip. Shooting out a window, he jumps through it, landing on a parked car below, shielding the boy from most of the impact with his own body. Dazed for a moment, a bullet whizzes by his head. Rolling off the dented hood, he returns fire, the boy still cradled. “Aah! Shit!” He shoots a few more men before reaching his vehicle, laboring to get the boy and himself in. Bullets ricochet off the car as it speeds off into the darkness.
Breathing heavily, he reaches back, touching his tender shoulder blade, wincing slightly as he realizes he’s been hit. As he looks at his palm, it’s covered with blood. He looks over at the boy, exhausted and sleeping. He removes his glasses and returns his attention to the road, speeding deeper into the blackness of the chilly, wet night. What have I done?

      ***
*Tink*
*Tink*
*Tink*
Sitting in the bathroom, mirror in hand, Ito removes the bullet fragments from his back with a pair of tweezers. The sparsely furnished, one-bedroom apartment was dark, except for the light from his impromptu operating room and the neon street signs shining from outside. Shell-shocked and half-asleep, the boy sits alone.
*Tink*
*Tink*
Turning on the faucet, blood spirals down the drain, and Ito studies it closely for a moment. Wrapping up his injuries the best he can, he exits the bathroom, entering the kitchen, hitting the light; the boy squints. With only a couch, a record player, a plant, and two non-matching chairs he found to accompany his wobbly kitchen table, the space barely looked lived in. He opened the refrigerator, and the minimalist theme continued; a few eggs and an orange stared back at him from the lonely shelves. Ito breaks the silence. “Hungry?” The boy looks up, dried tears streaking through the grime on his face. Staring blankly, he looks back down. Ito pulls out the eggs and the orange, determined to feed them both somehow as he turns on the stove.
*click click click*
*click click click click*
*click, click*
After a brief delay, the burner comes to life. “What’s your name?” The boy remains silent as Ito finishes cooking. Setting down a plate for each of them at the table, Ito invites him to sit. Reluctantly, the boy comes over. Ito looks on as the boy, timid at first, devours his food, rarely sneaking in a breath between bites. “Well, the couch is yours. I’m sure you’re exhausted after tonight…” The boy doesn’t flinch as he inhales the steaming eggs. Finishing his plate, he looks up at Ito, not satisfied, but afraid to ask for more; Ito was very familiar with that look. “…here.” Ito slides his plate of eggs over as he peels the orange. Taking the boy’s plate, he puts it in the sink. Already having finished the second helping of eggs in the time it took Ito to rinse the plate, the boy leaves Ito’s plate on the table, lies on the couch, and is asleep in a matter of seconds.

      ***Ensuring the boy is asleep, Ito enters his bedroom closet and presses a hidden button on the top shelf. The back of the closet revolves, revealing his collection of swords, guns, and trench coats, along with replacements for his circle-rimmed tortoise-shell glasses and gray knit cap. Along with the weapons he’d laid out for cleaning before, there is an assortment of small and large arms and a multitude of ammunition for all of them. Putting back his gun and his sword in their designated spots, he presses the button once again, and the back panels return to their normal position. Peeking into the living room, he sees the boy rustling and struggling in his sleep. Rough night. As he crawls into his bed, he grabs the .22 pistol underneath the pillow, safety off per the usual, and tries to get comfortable. His eyes get heavy, and he eventually drifts to sleep himself.
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“Decisions”


Ito sits up abruptly, waking from a nightmare, grabbing his gun and pointing it at his bedroom doorway. However, standing there wasn’t a dangerous adversary, just a small, scared boy. Ito relaxed, putting the gun down, but not letting it go. “Do you have any relatives, or anyone that would be worried about you…” The boy looks away, fighting to hold back tears. Ito searches for words; he was never good with them. His phone breaks the silence, and he gets up to answer it. “Takumi-San…. did you get the money?…. good, thank you…well, that may be true…” Ito looks over at the boy. “…you know why I didn’t! I, I couldn’t…” Ito looks away from the child, attempting to talk away from him. “…yeah… the lady in the apartment overdosed. I don’t think he has anyone, Takumi-San…” Ito sighs deeply. “…I’ll see you later, kyodai.” As Ito hangs up the phone, the voice on the other end can be heard screaming. He returns his gaze to the boy and walks to his bedroom. Slowly, he presses the gun against his tiny temple. Breathing heavily, he begins to sweat. Grabbing the boy by his shirt, he cocks the hammer and presses the gun against his head once again, harder this time. Suddenly, his breathing calms, and his eyes close. Loosening his grip, he uncocks the hammer and re-engages the safety on the pistol, pointing it at the ground as he stands back up, looking out of his bedroom window. “Fuck.”

      ***A Few Months Later
Ito walks into a massive office with Roman columns, statues, and vaulted ceilings. Nakoshi Taro swivels around in his Italian leather chair, Kaori standing at the boss’s side. Photos are spread on the marble desk. Ito scans them briefly as Taro welcomes him in, a grim look on his face as he greets Ito. “Sit.” “I’d rather stand.” Taro tightens his eyes. “I insist.” Hesitating for a moment, Ito looks at Kaori, who is staring intently at him, wearing a wicked grin, then looks back at the boss before sitting down. “What’s this about?” Taro sits back in his chair as he lights a cigar. “Kaori has been telling me some, shall we say, interesting things about our top assassin…and my mago.” Ito raises an eyebrow. “Is that so?” Taro blows out a large plume of smoke. “Indeed, - seems you’ve been keeping some things from us.” He pauses for emphasis, looking at Ito with concerned eyes before continuing. “Word is you’ve given up your profession to..” Pausing again, he slides over a picture of Ito and the boy at a playground. ”..rear a child….” Ito remains silent. “Is that accurate?!” Silence persists as Taro’s booming voice echoes in the ample space. He grits his teeth. “Seems as though you took the money and disappeared, fell off the face of the Earth…. Answer me!” Ito looks directly at Taro, unflinching. Unwavering. Taro inhales deeply, then blows out another large plume of smoke, sighs, then continues. “You see, you may want to believe you’re doing something good, but in fact, it’s quite the opposite. Men in our line of work don’t have families. Best-case scenario, they distract your attention, soften your resolve, and cloud your judgment of your responsibilities and obligations. Worst case, they become targets. Collateral damage. Leverage. You may see an innocent child, but all I see is a liability. The manifestation of the quickening of your eventual failure; and the Nakoshi family doesn’t associate with failure. Or weakness. We kill it. Ito-sensei, you’re the last person I thought I would ever have to remind of that fact.” Ito tightens his jaw and clenches his fists as he responds. “So, what now?” Taro shows an evil smile as he blows out another cloud, delighted at the flippant response. “Simple: kill him, or we kill you both.” Over his shoulder, Ito hears a man enter the office and slowly approach as Taro continues. “So, what’ll it be?”
Ito inhales deeply, exhaling slowly. Kaori pulls his jacket to the side, showing the pistol in his waistband, expectedly donning a pearl handle and chrome embellishments, while maintaining his icy stare at Ito. The man approaches Ito, placing a hand on his shoulder. Ito grabs the man’s arm, using his momentum to exit the chair and position himself behind him quickly. Grabbing him close, he pulls out his 9mm and presses it against the man’s temple. Kaori points his gun at Ito, now with a hostage in hand. “I’m not gonna kill a kid!” He takes a few slow steps. “I’m done! I’m out!” Taro slams his massive paws on the table. “As skilled as you are, you are not invincible! Do you think we’re just gonna let you walk out of here?!” Ito cocks the hammer as the men look at each other. “Don’t think you have much of a-“ In a blink, Kaori shoots Ito’s hostage multiple times, his limp body quickly becoming dead weight that Ito hastily drops to the floor. Ito dives behind a column as bullets ricochet around him. The boss yells. “He does not make it out of the building! Do you hear me!?” Kaori nods and rushes the column. As he approaches, Ito grabs the barrel of his gun, diverting it away. With the other hand, he takes hold of Kaori’s wrist, breaking his arm at the elbow. “Aaaahh, FUCK!” Kaori drops the gun and holds his arm as he takes a few steps back. “You’re fuckin dead! You and that fuckin little runt! You hear me!” Ito exits through the office doorway. A screaming man runs at Ito with a knife. Evading the swipe, he sweeps his legs then delivers a strong palm to his chest, knocking all of his wind out , leaving him heaving on the floor. Another man comes from behind. Kicking backwards, he catches the man’s jaw, sending him flying, and his teeth in all manner of other directions. As he falls, Ito notices something coming at him from the corner of his eye. Ducking, an axe lodges in the wall in front of him. “Get back here!” Axe in hand, another man rushes in, swinging multiple times at Ito’s head and body. Dodging each strike, Ito sees an opening and delivers a vicious elbow to the chin, followed by a powerful kick to the abdomen. Kaori yells from just outside the office. “Do not let him escape!” Multiple men fire at him as he ducks behind cover and returns a few shots of his own. Crashing through a window facing the front office, he lands amongst the broken glass in a stairwell as bullets bounce nearby. Running down a few flights, he jumps through a window on the side of the building, landing in a dumpster. The men continue to fire down at him as he quickly scrambles out of the trash and down the alley. 
Back inside the office, Kaori reports back. “He…. He escaped.” Taro slams his desk once again. Being a former Yokozuna, upon standing up, his presence is even more imposing. Walking around his desk, he grabs Kaori by the throat, lifting him off the ground until they are eye to eye, Kaori’s face becoming beet-red. “…you will find them and take care of this once and for all. The next time I hear from you, you better be pissing on their dead bodies, or they’ll be fishing pieces of yours out of the river.” Kaori gulps. Taro loosens his grip, and Kaori can breathe again as he nearly falls, stumbling backwards. Composing himself, he looks at Taro for a moment, Taro returning an enraged glare. “What are you waiting for!? Go!” “Y-yes, sir!” Clutching his freshly wrapped arm in pain, Kaori bows quickly and exits the office.

      ***Bursting into his apartment, Ito rushes straight to his closet, grabbing a duffel bag. The boy looks on from the living room, confused, as he approaches. “What’s-“ Ito looks back at the boy, eyes wide. “We need to leave now!” Perplexed, the boy responds. “But what do-“
*Brrrrrrrr! Brr! Brrrrrr!*
*BOOM! Ch-ch, BOOM! Ch-ch*
*Pop pop pop pop pop pop pop pop*
Bullets engulf the inside of the apartment, shattering the windows and sending pieces of debris and feathers everywhere. Ito springs toward the boy. “Get down!” Grabbing the boy’s hand, he brings him into his bedroom and instructs him to stay low, ushering him underneath the bed. The shots stop momentarily, so Ito gets up, quickly stuffing the duffle bag with weapons, money, and supplies, and slinging an FNAB-43 submachine gun over his shoulder. Listening closely, he hears the footsteps of at least ten men heading their way. Ito scurries next to the boy and lifts a finger to his mouth; the boy nods in understanding. Moments later, his front door is kicked open. “We know you’re here! Don’t make us search for you! The longer we take to find you, the longer we take to kill you. Both of you!” Silence. “Split up!” From underneath his bed, Ito sees two men enter his bedroom, inspecting the secret compartment in his closet. He looks over at the boy for a moment, then rolls from beneath the bed, shooting both men. “In there!” Ito stands up with his back against the wall behind the open bedroom door. As another man rushes in, he shoots him in the side of the temple. The two remaining men shoot from the living room as the boy scrambles and gets close to Ito, hugging against the wall. After emptying their clips, the shooting comes to a momentary halt. Ito looks down at the boy. “Cover your ears.” The boy nods again as Ito takes advantage of the calm, throwing a flash grenade into the living room and blinding both men. Taking a few steps for momentum, he lands a flying kick right into one of the gunman’s throats. Reloading his gun, the other man fires recklessly. Avoiding the shots, Ito slips behind the shooter, grabbing his head and snapping his neck. The firing stops after a few shots as the man’s body drops, the air thick and dusty. Running back into his room, Ito frantically checks the boy for injuries. “Are you okay?! Have you been hit!?” Scared, the boy shakes his head and hugs Ito, holding him tight, tears streaming down his face. He’s taken aback for a moment as he can feel the boy shaking like a leaf. Standing up, he checks the area. “It’s clear–c’mon!” With the boy in his arms, Ito rushes down the stairs, a car screeching to a stop in front of them. Pointing the gun with his free hand, the driver’s side window cracks open and Ito relaxes, relieved to see a friendly face. Fujiwara Takumi, lifelong friend and Ito’s handler, yells out to him. “Get in!”

      ***Rural Countryside–Japan, Spring, 1960
Struggling with two full buckets of water, the boy, now fifteen, sweats profusely as he walks up a footpath within a sprawling forest. As he comes to a clearing, he looks down at his quaint home - a hand-built cabin - smoke billowing from the chimney. Driving cautiously over the bumpy road, an all-black Mercedes slowly inches towards that same cabin, coming from the opposite direction. The boy’s eyes widen, disregarding the buckets as they drop to the ground, water spilling everywhere. He runs towards the car, nearly falling over multiple times. “Takumi-San!” Sharply dressed, Takumi lowers his expensive shades as he exits the vehicle, sure to park it out of sight. “Sora-sensei! You grow a foot taller every time I see you! But still skinny as a twig! Isn’t Ito feeding you!? Come to think of it, the only person I’ve ever seen more lanky than you was Ito-chan himself!” Sora laughs as Takumi continues. “Think you can hit me this time?” Both take a fighting stance. Takumi removes his shades fully this time and places them in his jacket pocket, digging his shiny shoes into the dirt. His face is serious, then he smiles slightly as he waves Sora on. Sora nods, yelling as he charges. “Don’t hold back!” Sora throws two quick jabs and a sweeping high kick, coming within millimeters of Takumi’s chin. After a momentary pause, Takumi raises an eyebrow. “Getting better, kid!” Sora resumes his stance, then, after taking a half-step back, he launches high into the air, surprising even Takumi, coming down with his heel. Takumi recovers, dodging the strike at the last moment, grabbing Sora’s leg and near-effortlessly tossing him into a nearby stack of hay. Ito emerges from the cabin, his glasses showing signs of many breaks and repairs. Takumi laughs as Sora pokes his head out of the stack, spitting out some hay. “You were thiiiiis close.” Sora dusts himself off. “I figured out your secret! I’ll get you next time for sure!” While the two of them are jovial, Ito’s face and demeanor are serious as ever. “Sora, where’s the water?” Looking down, Sora’s eyes follow the path back up to the overturned, empty buckets as they roll around. Sora returns his gaze to Ito, head low. “Up there, sensei. But Takumi-San just-“ “Sora!” Sora ceases his protests immediately. “…yes, sensei..” Sora turns away, disappointed. “Goodbye, Takumi-San.” Slinking up the hill towards the buckets, he turns back and Takumi bows. “Speaking of growing, I brought you more clothes; if Ito-chan won’t feed you, at least you know Takumi-sensei will clothe you!” Ito continues to give him a stern look from behind those mahogany-tinted glasses. As Sora disappears over the hill, Takumi’s face turns serious, too. “We should go inside.” Ito nods and raises a hand towards the door as he takes a quick look around before following him inside.
“I’ll pour us some tea.” Walking in, Takumi takes a seat at the table as Ito pours a cup for each of them. Takumi reaches into his satchel. “Finally found out who that kid really is.” Pulling out a thick folder, he tosses it on the table. Ito looks at it, unfazed. Takumi continues, adding concern to his voice. “This has become… more complicated.” Ito looks at Takumi. “How so?” Sighing, Takumi continues. “Now, I haven’t had time to read everything here, as it was already difficult and dangerous enough trying to get this information, but here is what I have so far: To know the boy, who was, apparently, to be named Yamamoto Hideo, is to know his family. Specifically, his father, Yamamoto Satoshi. He was United States Special Forces. The highest marks in his class. Proficient with all weapons and most vehicles. Too many off-the-books ops to number, and all of them executed to the highest quality with not a peep getting out to those who were not already privy. A real American hero. That’s why he was chosen for a very specific, albeit radical, mission – to infiltrate the Yakuza, strengthen them, then use them as the ‘final nail in the coffin’ to overthrow a weakened, post-war Japanese government, and country.” Ito’s eyes widen. “He was well on his way, too, with the CIA’s help, of course, at least with Phase one – gaining followers, and rank, he was in line to become something. Not sure what exactly, but something, or someone, big. Important. Powerful. And the CIA was going to assist in any way possible to ensure this operation became a reality.” Takumi exhales and drinks his tea. Ito goes to pour him another cup, but Takumi holds up his hand, declining for the moment. “But, like most people, he had a change of heart. And, like most men, it was over a woman. Although he was powerful, he didn’t have the most influence yet, at least within his gumi. That was the head of the gumi, Miura Koji. And the woman in question – Miura Akina, his daughter.” Ito drinks his tea, pours another cup, and lights a hand-rolled cigarette, taking a long drag. “After a short, but passionate protest, his request to be relieved of duty was denied by his superiors at the CIA, and things returned to, mostly, normal for a short time. Then, Akina became pregnant, and he knew it wasn’t a matter of his ambitions, or his life, anymore, but his unborn child’s. However, if he walked away without permission, he knew they would surely kill not only him, but Akina and the child as well.” Takumi paused for a moment, retrieving and lighting a Golden Bat cigarette, smiling at the fact that it was the last one in the pack, turned upside down for good luck. Ito interjected, a subtle stream of smoke pluming from his nose. “He knew who would kill them?” Takumi blows smoke from his nose as well for a moment, before blowing the remainder from his mouth. “Everyone.” Ashing his cigarette, he continued. “And, even knowing the risk, rumor has it, shortly after that, that’s exactly what they did. Satoshi and Akina died in a ‘car accident’, but the autopsy report shows they were dead before impact. I haven’t made my way through all the documents here, but needless to say, the whole thing was buried. But, Satoshi must have had an idea something was coming because right after the birth of his son, he sent him away to live with friends that Akina and Satoshi had made in secret. Apparently, there was an elderly woman who was sick, and her daughter, who had a bit of a troubled past, but it was the only option. They bounce from place to place; the grandmother passes, and the aunt moves into the apartment above a seedy laundromat.” Ito breathes deeply as he ponders what Takumi’s said. Takumi looks toward Ito, then looks down at the folder, lightly tapping the ash from his cigarette into a nearby ashtray. “Another thing I always thought was odd - along with Kyoto PD, there were a lot of Americans at the laundromat that night after you left. No identifying credentials either. Now I know why; appears the CIA may be looking to tie up loose ends.” Takumi looks back up at Ito, who continues to look out into the distance, slowly smoking his cigarette, held delicately between his thumb and index finger. “…. I know that you and Nakoshi-San ended things on bad terms, but maybe he can-“ Ito interrupts. “You know why I call him ‘Sora’?” Takumi grits his teeth and clenches his fist under the table. “Ito! They are closing in; I can feel it! And we may not even know exactly who they are! Kaori-San has been asking more questions than usual. He’s having me followed, if not following me himself. Something’s up, kyodai.” Ito takes another long drag on his cigarette and continues his story, disregarding Takumi’s statement completely. “One day, as I was outside practicing Tai Chi, the boy was watching me - unblinking, memorizing my every movement. His eyes were so clear, so deep and vast. Like the sky. That day, I feel I saw his soul.” Ito puts out the cigarette. “We knew this day would come, Takumi-San. We’re lucky to have been able to live in peace this long.” Takumi looks at Ito, confused, as he continues. “We shall make arrangements to-“ Takumi finally loses it and slams the table, toppling over both empty cups and sending the ashtray to the floor. “You don’t get it! This isn’t just the Yakuza anymore! You need to get out of the country! People aren’t who they say they are! We need to get-“ Suddenly, the door bursts open as Sora topples over, full buckets of water crashing to the floor. Reacting to the sound, Takumi and Ito instinctively reach for their respective pistols before realizing what it was. Ito relaxes his stance and looks at the water Sora’s just dropped before he addresses him. “How long have you been standing there?” Sora gets up, soaked, and fixes the empty buckets upright. Ito slams the table. “How long?!” Sora responds quietly. “…the whole time, Sensei…” Sora looks down at the water between his toes. “Sensei, are we going to die? Is this my fault?” Sora looks up at Ito with teary eyes. Ito pulls out another cigarette and lights it before responding with smoke billowing through his nose. “We all die eventually, Sora. Fear of that moment won’t make it any less inevitable.” Unblinkingly, Sora stares as Ito continues. “Now, get us some water and, this time, ensure it makes it all the way home.” Ito shows a small smile. “Go on.” Sora picks up the buckets once again, his gaze meeting with Takumi’s quickly before exiting. Takumi takes a drag. “He’s right to be concerned, ya know..” Awaiting a response, but not getting one, he takes another drag, blowing out the smoke as he began. “Uncle Sam rarely takes no for an answer.” Ito puts out his cigarette, and they both pick up the broken cup and ashtray pieces from the ground. “Of course, he’s right to be concerned; he’s still a child. But if we’re concerned too, what does that make us?” Takumi remains quiet. “I’d rather trust in sound preparation.” Dumping the shards in the trash, Ito looks out the window at the rural scenery, pondering its beauty and vastness. 

      ***Off in the distance, a camera snaps photos of Takumi leaving the cabin and Ito walking onto his front porch. Ito looks toward the camera, and the shutter catches him clearly. A man in a forest-green, tiger-camouflage tactical suit, covered head to toe in loose foliage, touches his earpiece. “They’re here.” Kaori responds. “Okay, perfect. Report back immediately; we have what we need. Good work, Gen-San.” He responds softly. “Arigato, oyabun.”
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“Honor”


Langley, Virginia, USA, Fall
“Come in…and close the door behind you.” As Tutankhamun “Tut” Imes walks into CIA Director Dane Krazynski’s office, he almost feels like he’s entered hallowed ground. Like a church, but grander, like a cathedral. The Vatican. Various medals, military and otherwise. Photos with war heroes and celebrities, former presidents and political leaders from around the world. The serviceman’s Louvre. The Director has his back turned in a massive swivel chair behind his even more grandiose desk, adorned by both elephant and whale tusks. Tut gulps as the Director’s voice booms like an intercom is in his throat. “You’ve been briefed, haven’t you, Agent Imes?” Tut nods. “Yes, sir. A reconnaissance mission. Tokyo. Seeking early to mid-aged teen subject. Kidnapped or trafficked roughly fifteen years ago. Presumably for leverage against former Agent Yamamoto Satoshi, and the United States as a nation. Location and safe extraction are a priority.” The Director turns around in his chair and looks Tut right in his eyes. “No outside agency or organization has any knowledge of this mission. If you are captured, you will be disavowed by the CIA, and all knowledge of your existence will be purged from all databanks. You will not exist, never have existed, and we will not help you.” Tut nods, the gravity of the situation captured in the intensity of his gaze. “Do you accept this mission?” Standing straight up, heel to heel, he salutes. “Yes, sir!” Director Krazynski grins. “Good. Prepare your affairs; you depart tomorrow morning at 05:00. Once you depart, you are not to contact anyone stateside other than me unless we tell you to. Dismissed.” Tut salutes the Director once again and exits the office. Filled with a mixture of anticipation and fear, he heads home to prepare for the mission that will make his career, or end his life.

      ***Tokyo, Japan, Winter, 1961
Walking into the smoky bar, Tut does his best to be inconspicuous. He takes his place against the wall as he watches bottle after bottle go to a private table. As one of the servers walk by, he steps out slightly and collides with her, sending the bottle toward the ground. At the last second, he grabs the neck of the bottle, placing a small surveillance bug underneath the bottom with his other hand. Slightly upset, the server snatches the bottle back from him, glaring angrily, before replacing the bottle on her tray, and the smile on her face, continuing to the private section. Tut smiles to himself. Perfect. Placing his hand to his ear to muffle the loud music and louder conversations, he listens.  “…the best! He never fails us! Good riddance to Ito!” “…and the child?” “He’s there too.” “I’m disappointed in Fujiwara-San…” “Agreed - and we sh-“ Suddenly, the audio becomes unintelligible as the bottle is dunked in a bucket of mostly melted ice and water. Tut grinds his teeth. “Shit.“ He looks down and covers his other ear as well to try to make out anything as two enormous shadows come into his peripheral, one of them speaking aggressively. “I’m at this bar every night and I’ve never seen you before -  who the fuck are you?” The other one moves closer. “This is a private venue, fuck off.” Tut quickly removes the earpiece and stashes it in his pocket as he looks up to see two burly men, one with a ponytail and one with a missing eye, donning a weathered eyepatch. Tut smiles. “My mistake, I’m a tourist.“ The two men move closer in on him. “Is that it? Well, you’re trespassing.” “Ya, you’re right, and there’s consequences for that.” The man with the ponytail pulls out a knife, holding it low, pressing it against Tut’s slender, but muscular, frame. “Move. Now.” Raising his palms slightly, Tut is directed to a backdoor, knife in his back. As they make their way outside, into a quiet alleyway, the bald man begins. “Unless you have money, you pay in blood.” He cracks his neck while the pony-tailed man readies for an attack. “So, what’ll it be?” Tut turns around slowly and brings his arms down, readying himself in a CQC-style fighting stance. The two men converge on him swiftly. “Don’t you fuckin move unless I say so!“ The bald thug swings wildly with his knife. Calmy ducking, Tut evades the swipe, only the top of his afro barely grazed, and delivers an elbow across the brute’s face, breaking his nose and twisting it to the side. Grabbing it in agony, the bald man drops his knife, and before it hits the ground, Tut catches it, driving it into his thigh. “Goddammit!” In rhythm, he rises with a sharp uppercut to the incoming ponytail-man’s chin, him falling to the ground, completely unconscious. Dusting himself off, Tut turns and disappears into the bustling city street just as the back door to the club opens and more Yakuza men exit, seeing no one but the crumpled goons on the dirty ground.

      ***Takumi walks into Taro’s office; wanting to appear confident, but was terrified to his very core because, in his mind, he already knew why this meeting was called. Puffing on his cigar, Taro blows out a giant cloud, sun lines piercing through the blinds. “Take a seat.” Takumi bows. “Yes, sir…” Taro continues, looking at Takumi with faux-sympathetic eyes. “You’ve been dishonest, Fujiwara-San.” Takumi’s eyes widen. “I don’t understand…” Kaori enters the office and stands to the right of the door as a navy blue-suited man walks in with slicked-back hair and dark aviator shades. Takumi turns around to look closer; he doesn’t recognize him and studies him for a moment when he feels a hand grip the back of his head with a fist full of his hair. He’s pulled up from his chair and thrown onto the ground as Taro, now standing directly in front of him, glares down. “I’m talking to you!” Cigar in his other hand, Taro drives the burning ember into Takumi’s forehead. “Aaaaah! Buchou!” Takumi’s plea for mercy falls on deaf ears as Taro holds the burning cigar in place until it’s fully extinguished, yelling in his face. “You knew! You knew this whole time, and you lied to my face! Every day for ten years! I should kill you myself!” Gingerly, Takumi gets up, head bowed, eyes on his shoes. As Taro returns to his Italian leather chair and re-lights his cigar, the unknown man puts photos on his desk and bows to him calmly. The boss returns a slight nod of his own. “Thank you, Gen-San.” The man in the blue suit bows once more before exiting the office. Taro returns his glare at Takumi. “Go to him. Tell him we’d like to meet. He has one opportunity to make this right - or we’ll make no mistake in killing them both this time.” Takumi looks back at him before exiting the office while Kaori smirks at him. After Takumi is gone, Kaori looks at the boss, who nods slightly before taking another puff from his cigar. Kaori steps outside the office and makes a phone call. After one ring, the call is picked up. Kaori speaks low. “Kill them all.” Without a response, after a few seconds of silence, the call ends.

      ***Rural Countryside, Japan
“Remember - Clear Mind. Calm Spirit.” Ito and Sora practice Tai Chi as the black Mercedes speeds up to the cabin, no longer mindful of the bumpy terrain or preserving the suspension. Takumi jumps out of the car and begins to run up to them as the car keeps moving, door ajar. “You need to leave now!” Sora’s face lights up, not hearing Takumi’s desperate warning clearly. “Takumi-San! I’ll get you this time! I’ve been practicing and-“ With a sound no louder than stepping on a small branch, a shot blows out the back of Takumi’s head and he drops to the ground mid-stride, crumpling and rolling in the dirt and grass. Sora is mortified as his eyes widen and his face drops. Before he can fully react, he’s yanked away by Ito, in one arm, just like before. Shots fall around them as they make their way into the cabin. They take cover against a wall within. Ito places his hand on Sora’s shoulder to get his attention. “Stay. Low.” Although Sora nods his head in understanding, psychologically, he’s immediately taken back to the night they first met. He struggles to stay in touch with reality.
With Ito’s consistent direction, they make their way to the back of the cabin as the gunfire ceases for a moment. Ito peeks over a window sill when suddenly a barrage of assault rifle fire riddles the front and inside the kitchen area, ripping through everything. Sora and Ito lay flat, covering their heads as their home is destroyed. Then, quiet. Soft footsteps approach from outside, crunching the leaves, twigs, and gravel. Ito and Sora look at each other as, simultaneously, they dive out of view and the front door is kicked open. The forest-green tiger-camo suit covers all but the shooter’s eyes. As he passes by, Ito hits his arm, knocking the gun from his grasp. “Now!” Sora emerges, and they both attack the camouflaged gunman. Punches and kicks come from both directions, but the gunman dodges and parries all blows; although Sora is fighting with all his vigor, Ito is clearly the more technically advanced, pulling maneuvers and connecting combinations Sora hasn’t seen before. In a brief pause, the gunman grabs a smaller pistol from his suit and aims at Sora’s head. Ito yells out. “Sora!” As the gun fires, Sora moves in the nick of time, the bullet nearly hitting him, skimming some hair from the side of his already short cut. Almost instantaneously, the gunman turns around and fires another shot, finding and clipping Ito’s ear, hidden within his very not-so-short cut, his shoulder-length mane pouring from a stitched and patched knit cap. Sora looks on in fear as he zones out once again. “Sensei!” Ito stumbles back for a moment, holding his ear. Sora’s eyes go from wide to thin as he clinches his fists tight, switching his sight and orientation towards the unknown shooter. “Aaaaah!” He goes at the gunman with an intensity neither he nor Ito was aware was within, throwing punches and kicks with both ferocity and precision. Searching for an opening, the gunman can only remain on the defensive, backing up and becoming cornered. Jumping up, Ito delivers a flying kick right into the gunman’s back, sending him to the floor. Without a second’s hesitation, the gunman pulls a small Uzi from its holster and fires wildly in the room. Ito shields Sora as they dive into cover, scrambling into their respective bedrooms. As the gunman gets up, he approaches Ito’s closed door, kicking it in forcefully, anticipating him hiding there. Instead, Ito appears behind him, knocking him unconscious by grabbing, and forcefully slamming, his head against the wall. 
Pulling his mask back, Ito studies the man’s face, but doesn’t recognize him. He looks over at Sora. “We need to hurry.” The pair grab their pre-packed duffle bags and head outside toward the Mercedes, still running, having nestled against a tree. They pass by Takumi’s corpse, and Sora holds back tears as he stops, looking down at him in disbelief. Ito joins him at his side. “Don’t look too long – you don’t want that image to be the last one of him in your mind; hurry and get to the car.” Sora runs ahead as Ito’s face remains stone-still behind his round-rimmed glasses, a single tear sliding down his cheek into his long beard. “Sayonara, kyodai.” Reaching down, Ito closes Takumi’s eyelids. 
Speeding off in the car, Sora turns around and looks at Takumi become smaller and smaller until he’s out of sight. Sitting back down, he continues to fight the urge to cry, but he’s losing. A few tears break the surface, and he quickly wipes them away. Ito looks at him, then looks back out at the road. “It’s okay to be sad, and it’s okay to cry. Takumi was a great man, and an even better friend. A true kyodai in every since of the word.” Sora looks over at Ito, finally yielding to his feelings, dropping his head in his hands and sobbing.

      ***Tokyo, Japan
Flanked by the setting sun and illuminated by the dingy light above his head in the public telephone booth, Tut attaches a small device to the back of the console and dials up Director Krazynski via an encrypted line. “Good evening.” He clears his throat before continuing. “Are we secure?” Tut responds. “Affirmative.” The Director continues. “Excellent – how are things?” Tut hesitates for a moment. “Slight resistance, but otherwise successful. Through some research, I was able to locate a cabin visited by a ‘Takumi’ mentioned in the briefing materials. Although it’s not listed on any map, records show he’s been to that cabin quite a bit over the years; I’ll be investigating tonight.” The director pauses, then responds. “Keep me posted; report your findings promptly and often.” “10-4.” The call ends, and Tut removes the device and exits

      ***Rural Countryside, Japan

      ***Tokyo, Japan
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