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Change had come for the Kōga Clan. After generations of tradition and secrecy, one mission, one look, kiss, one falter was all it had taken. Hiraku Saito was afraid of very little. However, now the thought of him being the next clansman to invite more of this change, crawled over his skin with the lightest touch of a spider.

Dawn chipped away at the shell of night, stripping the blue fog from the old trees and low retaining walls that ringed the Virginia safehouse. Out here, every house pretended at suburban respectability. Lawn mowed to regulation height, flagstone walk swept clean. The Kōga Clan’s safehouse was no different. Two stories, pale walls, and warm brown trim. The only thing slightly off, if you cared to look, was the unnatural precision of the landscaping. There was not one hydrangea leaf out of line, not one ornamental boulder dislodged by time or rain. Nature did not encroach here; it had been tamed and ordered, just like every breath in Hiraku’s body.

Inside, the first floor was gutted of its former glory. Gone were the wainscoting and doily curtains, replaced by flat plaster walls and a single expanse of reclaimed tatami mats. The den had been converted to a miniature dojo. It was a space not for inviting guests or comfort. It was designed for only movement. Hiraku stood in the center of the den, barefoot in a black compression shirt and gi pants. Every tendon in his body tuned to the exacting frequency left behind by so many others from his clan. His breath misted pale in the unheated room, vapor ghosts drifting above the mats before fading into nothing.

The kata unsheathed in perfect silence. He moved through the first forms of the Shinden Fudo-ryu: low stance, arms knifing forward in a brutal block, pivot and extend, palm snapping an invisible adversary’s neck. The sequence drilled into him since childhood, over and over, until each strike became not just muscle memory but muscle certainty. The world outside the dojo could fall apart in any number of unpredictable ways, but inside the kata, there was only pattern, only law.

His hands told the story of his life. Calluses at the first knuckle of each finger, the scar at the base of his left thumb where a tanto had slipped when he was fifteen, the tattoo on the inside of his wrist: two kanji, one black, one red, the blood-price he’d paid to the Kōga Clan. Hiraku flexed his fingers at the end of each sequence, feeling the familiar ache. To an observer, there’d be nothing remarkable about this man—no hulking muscle, no visible threat—just a certain authority to the way he moved, a total lack of wasted gesture. If one were to remember anything, it might be his eyes, piercing and dark, with pools that reflected the onlooker back. 

Hiraku finished the set with a sudden, whiplike spin and stopped, perfectly centered. For a moment, only the sound of his own breathing filled the room, the rhythm as precise as a carefully made timepiece. He listened for any disturbances—a car door, a bird’s call, the neighbor’s dog—and heard nothing. There was only the chill dawn pressing against the windows.

He bowed, lower than custom demanded, and crossed to the far side of the dojo. In the closet, behind a false panel, his tools waited in neat rows: four identical Shuko claws, three kunai, two telescoping batons, one black tanto. He selected the tanto first, tested the balance with his palm, and set it on a folded cloth atop the low workbench.

This was the part of his morning most like prayer. The cloth was an old shirt, cotton so worn it was almost translucent. It had once belonged to a boy in the Clan, a blood-related cousin who’d gone missing during the chaos in Kyoto. The shirt was the only thing they’d found; it now lived here, repurposed for ritual. Hiraku ran the blade along a leather strop, visually checking the edge by feel, then by sound. Satisfied, he worked the whetstone, the hiss and scrape of steel as soothing as any song.

Mineral oil. The scent took him back to a Tokyo childhood before the clan. His mother’s tiny kitchen, where she’d oiled her hairpins and lacquered boxes. He dripped three precise beads along the tanto’s spine, then massaged the oil in with a soft cloth. The steel gleamed, blue-black, ready to split flesh from bone at the flick of a wrist. He set the blade aside, checked the other weapons, and lined everything up with military precision.

The room was clean, empty, perfect. Yet a snag caught in his mind, an itch he could not scratch. He sat on his heels for a moment, letting the afterglow of the kata work through his system, and forced his attention inward. On instinct he picked up a kunai and let the feel of it ground him. What he found there was a wedge of memory, Kiro. His clansman, laughing after a morning workout, his arm around that American woman, Charlotte. The Clan had accepted their union for a reason, and Hiraku knew the shape of it. But even so, the sight of a brother in arms choosing a civilian for a mate—someone outside the traditions, outside the life—hit him harder than any blow. Yet he couldn’t deny how the sight of her unraveled him a little. Curiosity had planted a seed, even if it were tiny. 

Hiraku set the kunai down more forcefully than intended. The clang against the workbench was a reprimand. He glared over at his own reflection in the tanto’s polished side and saw the faintest tremor in the set of his jaw.

Clansmen are not supposed to feel envy. Or loneliness. Or longing for a life where mornings mean more than rituals to stave off the dark. It meant being lost in the heat and softness of another. He signed. He had chosen this path, had been chosen for it, and he wore that decision every day in the discipline of his body and the once smooth, unmarked skin of his scalp a few inches from the nape, where they’d branded him with the Kōga sigil.

Still, the image of Charlotte, her laughter, wormed through him like a contagion. She’d walked around the Japan compound with the natural swagger of a woman who had never been threatened, never been hunted, even though that is what drove her into their world. Kiro had orbited her like a moon, all sharp angles and wolfish protectiveness. Hiraku had felt, for a split second, the weight of his own orbit—cold, precise, alone.

He hated himself for this flicker of feeling. Worse, he hated that he could not simply bury it, as he had buried other things—memories, mistakes, bodies in the dirt. He squeezed the kunai until the knurling bit into his palm, and then, just as quickly, released it. Let the metal clatter back into its groove.

Control was the first law. 

Hiraku finished the maintenance in silence, wiped the workbench clean, and returned everything to its precise place. Then he stood, arms at his sides, and let his gaze sweep the room one last time. The world outside would soon wake up. Early commuters, joggers, and the neighbor with the engine that would not start until the third try. But inside, nothing had changed, nothing would change. The kata, the weapons, the cold air, and the ache in his hands—these would be here tomorrow, and the day after.

He exhaled, a single measured breath, and turned his back on the empty dojo.

🥷 🗡🥷 🗡🥷 🗡

The disorder in Hiraku’s mind returned a few hours later, a bright sliver wedged in his consciousness. Even after the weapons were oiled and the dojo returned to order, the crack in his armor would not close. For a man who prided himself on the art of compartmentalization, this was a new and deeply unwelcome sensation. It was like a bead of water finding its way through the seams of a dry suit, impossible to ignore and infinitely capable of undoing him if allowed to spread.

He stood at the center of the dojo, staring at the long, gray dawn stripes across the mats. In the past, when lesser men in the Clan had lost themselves, they’d thrown their bodies into violence or drink or, worse, the shallow distractions of the world outside. Hiraku knew better. His teachers had taught him the only true antidote: stillness. He dropped to the mat with a fluid kneel and folded himself cross-legged, knees braced hard to the ground, spine a plumb line. His palms settled, open and unadorned, on the crests of his knees.

He closed his eyes halfway and began the sequence. Not just any meditation, but the Kōga’s own. It was a ritual older than the country that now housed him, the one thing that bound every generation of assassin from the mountains of Iga to the glass towers of Tokyo. There were no words to it. The magic was in the hand shapes, the flow of muscle and tendon, the flex and contract of the fascia beneath the skin.

Kuji-in, his mother had called it, back when he was barely old enough to draw a circle in the sand. It meant nine symbolic cuts, a series of gestures that built a latticework inside the mind. He did not need to move his fingers now; the shapes formed in his memory, as tactile as a lover’s hand.

Rin: channel strength. Hands steepled, mind honing to a single point. He inhaled, deep and slow, the oxygen cooling every cell in his body. 

Pyō: direct energy. Thumbs locked, fingers spread, elbows wide. The disturbance inside him became a tremor, then a faint echo.

Tō: harmony with self. He let the breath settle, muscles from neck to ankle uncoiling one by one.

Sha: healing. He searched for the frayed edges, the pieces of himself that still hurt, and sealed them with the pressure of his own awareness.

Kai: sense danger. In this state, he could hear the refrigerator hum two rooms away, feel the shifting air from the air conditioner vent.

Jin: read thought. He allowed the intrusion of memory. Charlotte’s open laughter, Kiro’s easy possessiveness. He let them flicker for a microsecond before shunting them aside.

Retsu: time shift. He recalled the feel of his hands breaking another man’s neck, the spurt of arterial blood, the silence afterward. He did not shy from it. He had always loved the purity of the moment, the way time folded over itself, and the world went briefly blank.

Zai: control space. He pictured the dojo from above, mapped every surface, every ingress point, every shadow.

Zen: see truth. Here, the meditation always ended, the shapes dissolving into pure awareness. The mind empty, the body primed.

There had been, and still were, men, even in the Clan, who could never reach the final layer. It was not calm. It was a white room, a place where the machinery of violence could be built and rebuilt endlessly, without shame, without remorse.

He held the emptiness for a long minute, not moving, not even twitching an eyelid.

Thoughts still came, of course. Hiraku knew the stories. The Old Masters who claimed to have shed all attachment, who could stand unmoved while their wives and children burned. Hiraku did not believe the stories. The human animal was built to care, to hurt, to want. The trick was not to erase those things, but to subjugate them utterly. To make desire itself a weapon.

A fly landed on his forearm, crawling across the matte skin. He did not flick it away. Instead, he counted its steps, measured its path, and welcomed the tiny discomfort as proof of his endurance.

The anger at Kiro for abandoning the way and loving openly an outsider; the envy at Charlotte for making him feel irrelevant in Kiro’s eyes; the ache for a life outside this crucible. He saw them all as if from a great distance, colored balls rolling across a polished wood floor. He did not reach for them. He let them roll away, one by one, until the only thing left was a pinpoint of sensation in his chest.

Sometimes, he feared that nothing would ever truly fill that space. Sometimes, in the middle of a mission, with his hands slick and his eyes narrowed against the adrenaline, he wondered if he even wanted it filled.

The Kuji-in was not a cure. It was a framework, a way to rebuild the mental and emotional walls faster than the enemy could tear them down. As his pulse slowed to a crawl and his senses flattened. He felt the familiar calm descend. The deadly, artificial peace that had carried him through sixteen years of active service, three near-deaths, and the slow, remorseless grind of watching a life of certainty fade.

He opened his eyes. The room looked exactly as before. The fly was gone. His hands, for the first time since sunrise, felt steady.

The morning was brightening; somewhere, someone would disturb this peace. But for now, the world was narrowed to only the neat lines of the tatami, the hush of his own breath, the cold, clean silence in his head.

Hiraku stood, brushed the dust from his knees, and rejoined the day as a man transformed. It would be only for a few hours, only until the next distraction threatened to split him open.

🥷 🗡🥷 🗡🥷 🗡

The cell phone’s vibration split the silence. Hiraku did not jump—he’d drilled for far worse interruptions—but a flicker of annoyance passed over his face, gone before it could register as feeling. He reached for the phone, which lay on a wooden ledge, flipped it open with his thumb, and scanned the screen.

The message bore the Kōga digital seal: three interlocking hexagons, subtle enough to pass as a tech firm’s watermark, but unmistakable to anyone in the lineage. Underneath, a string of kanji, rendered in the archaic hand used only for orders. To an outsider, the text would appear as gibberish, random characters in a random order. To Hiraku, it glistened like a blade catching moonlight.

Assignment: Protection. 

Target: Executive (Female), Washington, D.C. 

Duration: Unknown. 

Intel to follow. Standby for travel window.

Hiraku read the whole thing in less than a breath, digested, and keyed in his reply—a single line: “Osu.” It meant “Understood,” but also “Ready.” There was no confirmation tone, no human on the other end to offer congratulations or camaraderie. The work did not allow for it. He pocketed the phone and strode to the storage room, all traces of meditation no longer externally visible.

Now came the ritual that he truly loved. The preparation was a puzzle, a thrill, the closest he’d ever come to pleasure outside the act itself. He scanned the shelves, eyes flickering from one compartment to the next. He selected two kunai, one garrote wire, a collapsible baton, three vials of sleeping compound disguised as eyedrops, and a tanto knife. Everything was placed in its assigned place in a custom-molded case. His hands moved faster now, the calm replaced with the sharp certainty of a predator closing on a scent trail.

He stripped, took a quick shower, and washed his hair. He chose a muted gray suit tailored to conceal his outline. Beneath the suit, he wore a second skin of mesh armor, just enough to turn a knife, not so much as to impede his flexibility. He ran a hand through his damp hair, gathered it into a tight ponytail, and secured it with a band that doubled as a fiber-optic lockpick if the need arose.

He checked the time—ninety minutes to the first available outbound train. Hiraku hated trains, the way they forced you into proximity with strangers and unpredictable variables, but he trusted the Clan’s algorithm: air travel was too risky, rental cars too traceable. He’d ride the train into D.C., then disappear among the suits and tourists.

Packing was a ritual as exacting as any kata. Hiraku cycled through each item—microphone pin, fiber optic camera, packet of cyanide dust masquerading as allergy medicine—and slotted them into the black foam like precious gems. All other weapons he may need would be brought to him once in D.C. Hiraku favored redundancy. If one method failed, three more waited in line. He’d learned that the hard way on a Berlin job, where a single missed snare had cost a month of work and nearly his own throat.

As he zipped the travel kit closed, his mind did what it always did. He replayed the steps from his last assignment and checked for errors and weaknesses. Thinking about how he could have done things better, differently. And, as if conjured by the very act of preparation, a memory slipped through—Kiro, hunched on the edge of a motel bed in Texas, trying to figure out how his simple in-and-out job turned into him taking a road trip with a woman he’d just met by chance. 

Hiraku thumbed the zipper of his kit and sighed. That’s the life, though. One minute, all’s going as planned, then out of nowhere, someone or something tries to derail you.

“Never get attached to civilians.” Hiraku had spoken the words like a benediction to Kiro before he’d left for Texas, one assassin to another. It was the core lesson hammered in by every Kōga master since the dawn of their clan.

He should have known Kiro would ignore it. The younger man had always been a contradiction—ruthless, efficient, but capable of warmth that Hiraku both envied and distrusted. Now, months later, the image of Kiro and his American wife, Charlotte, flashed up, complete with all the complications that were sure to follow.

Hiraku grunted, annoyed at the persistence of the thought of the American woman. He tightened his grip on the case handle, felt the tension migrate from his jaw to his neck. For a long moment, he allowed himself to imagine what it would be like to choose as Kiro had—to step outside the rules, to anchor himself to another human being, to let vulnerability in.

The fantasy made his skin itch and cock twitch. He allowed the fullness of Charlotte’s ass and how he’d wanted a woman with one like it to be the last invading thought. It was the one luxury he believed he could never permit. Not just for his sake, but for the chain of trust that kept the Kōga alive. In a world that either required them to be invisible or wanted them dead, there could be no margin for vulnerability.

He snapped the flap of his bag shut with an audible click, the sound slicing the last thread of distraction. He inhaled, held, exhaled. The urge to dwell on Kiro’s happiness, or the potential for his own, evaporated in the discipline of the moment.

Hiraku did a final sweep of the safehouse, memorizing the scent, the silence, the place where he’d been almost human for a handful of hours. All weapons
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