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34 YEARS AGO

THE AIR IN THE KITCHEN OF MOJITO'S CUBAN BISTRO WAS THICK WITH THE smoky scent of charred meat, citrus, and garlic. Beneath it all lingered the earthy heat of black beans and peppers, mingled with the sweetness of caramelized plantains. The mouthwatering haze clung to every surface. As steam billowed from pots, knives flashed against cutting boards, and the sizzle of meat hitting the hot grill created a rhythm as familiar to eight-year-old Diego Morales as his own heartbeat. He weaved between the prep stations with practiced ease, a small figure in the dance of adults who called out orders and moved with the urgent precision that came from years of service in Miami's most acclaimed restaurant.

Diego slid onto his favorite stool near the dessert station, where he could watch his father work without being underfoot. Mr. Morales commanded the grill with the authority of a conductor, his white chef's coat crisp despite the heat and flurry of activity surrounding him. A fine sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead, catching the light from overhead fixtures.

"Tres ropa vieja, dos pescado, uno pollo asado!" The expediter's voice carried over the clatter of pans and the hiss of the ventilation system.

Diego's father nodded without looking up, his hands never pausing as they moved ingredients across the flat-top grill. A few seconds later, he caught Diego watching and threw him a quick wink. The boy grinned back, pride warming his chest. In these moments, Diego felt the sacred connection between them—a wordless understanding that someday, the restaurant would be his to command.

The sous chef slid a small plate of tostones toward Diego. "For the little boss," she said with a smile that crinkled the corners of her eyes. Diego accepted the fried plantains gratefully, the crisp exterior giving way to a tender center. The salt and garlic brought the flavor to life on his tongue.

Two men in dark suits stood near the back door, their postures rigid despite the kitchen's heat. Diego knew they weren't restaurant staff. They were his father's "business associates," men who appeared whenever Mr. Morales received certain deliveries or when important guests dined in the private room upstairs. Diego had learned not to ask questions about them, though he sometimes imagined they were secret agents protecting his father, who was actually a spy disguised as a chef.

Mr. Morales moved from the grill to check a sauce reducing on the stove. As he passed Diego, he ruffled the boy's dark hair. "How are those tostones, mijo?"

"Perfect," Diego answered, his mouth half full.

"Just like my son," Mr. Morales said with a laugh that vibrated deep in his chest. "Perfect."

The warmth of that moment lasted precisely three more seconds.

The swinging door to the dining room burst open with such force that it slammed against the wall, the sound cutting through the kitchen's symphony. Three men in black masks stormed in, weapons drawn. Time seemed to slow as Diego registered the elongated barrels of their guns—silencers, though he wouldn't learn that word until years later.

"Nobody move!" one of the intruders shouted, his accent clipping the edges of the words.

The kitchen staff froze. A pot somewhere continued to boil, bubbling over with angry hisses. A spatula clattered to the floor from someone's startled hand.

Diego's body responded before his mind could process what was happening. He slid from his stool and dropped to the floor, crawling beneath the prep counter as his father had once taught him during a "just in case" lesson he'd thought was a game. The cool metal of the counter's underside pressed against his back as he tucked himself into the shadows.

The men in suits by the back door reached for their weapons, but the masked intruders had anticipated them. Two sharp pops cut through the air—so much quieter than gunshots in movies—and one bodyguard crumpled to the floor from the force of something Diego didn’t recognise. The other managed to fire back, his weapon making a much louder crack that reverberated off the tiled walls.

The kitchen erupted into screams. Staff members dove for cover or bolted for exits. Pans crashed to the floor as people knocked into prep stations in their panic to escape.

Through the narrow gap between the counter and the floor, Diego could see his father. Mr. Morales had grabbed a kitchen knife and was backing toward where Diego hid, his eyes scanning for his son. Relief crossed his features when he spotted Diego's small face peering out from beneath the counter.

"Stay down," his father mouthed silently.

More gunfire was exchanged. The second bodyguard fired repeatedly as he tried to make his way to Mr. Morales, but the masked men had taken strategic positions throughout the kitchen. The smell of cordite mingled with the aroma of simmering black beans and roasting pork.

Diego's breath came in tiny, shallow gasps. He pressed his hands over his ears but couldn't block out the sounds of violence. His gaze remained fixed on his father's feet, those familiar black kitchen shoes that always squeaked slightly on the tile floor.

A bright flash from across the kitchen, another sharp pop. Mr. Morales' body jerked violently. Diego watched in horror as his father's knees buckled, the knife falling from his hand and skittering across the floor. Mr. Morales collapsed backward, his body twisting as he fell.

Time fractured into crystalline moments. The second bodyguard was shouting into a radio clipped to his collar. Another masked man appeared from the dining room entrance. The sous chef screamed as she ran for the walk-in freezer.

A stream of blood, dark red, against the white of his father's coat, spread like spilled wine across the front of his chest. Mr. Morales had landed heavily on his back, just feet from where Diego hid. His father's head turned, eyes finding Diego's. Pain etched deep lines around his mouth, but he managed a small smile meant only for his son.

"Te quiero, mijo," he whispered, the words barely audible above the chaos.

Diego wanted to crawl from his hiding spot and hug his dying father, but terror kept him frozen in place. His father's left hand still clutched a spatula, fingers gradually loosening their grip as the light in his eyes dimmed. The pool of blood expanded, creeping underneath Diego's hiding spot, like a warm finger of red.

The boy's body trembled uncontrollably. He bit down on his lower lip to keep from crying out, tasting copper as his teeth broke skin. Tears blurred his vision, but he couldn't look away from his father's face, now slack and eyes empty. The kitchen that had moments ago been filled with life and purpose had transformed into a nightmare of sound and movement. Gunfire and shouting continued around the still form of Mr. Morales.

Diego pressed himself deeper into the shadows beneath the counter, his small heart hammering against his ribs. He was sure they would hear it—that the thundering in his chest would give him away. His breathing came in short, ragged gasps that he tried to muffle behind his hands. The smell of his father's blood reached him, metallic and primal, triggering a wave of nausea that he fought to control.

Through the gap, Diego watched unfamiliar boots move across the kitchen floor, stepping over his father's body with callous indifference. The world outside his hiding place had become alien and dangerous. Everything he knew—the kitchen, the restaurant, his father—was being torn away in a violent racket that seemed to stretch into forever.

⛩️ ⛩️ ⛩️ ⛩️ ⛩️

Through the haze of smoke and chaos, one of the intruders paused, pressed into a sliver of shadow across from where Diego was hiding. His dark eyes, visible through the slits of his balaclava, caught a flicker of movement beneath the prep counter. Diego noticed he was dressed differently from those who brandished guns with silencers. This man crouched perfectly still amid the violent storm raging around him, his focus narrowing to the tiny face peering out from the shadows.

A child. The Kōga-trained ninja's hand tensed at his side. Years of discipline warring with unexpected hesitation.

Across the kitchen floor, slick with blood and fallen food, Diego's wide eyes locked with the attackers. The boy had stopped breathing, his small body completely immobile except for the rapid flutter of his pulse visible at the side of his neck. Fear had crystallized in his expression, pure and primal.

The ninja tilted his head slightly, studying the boy with clinical precision. This was not part of the mission parameters. Children were complications—witnesses with long memories and emotional attachments that created unpredictable variables. The standard protocol was clear. Yet something in the boy's gaze caught him: not just terror, but a fierce, desperate will to survive that seemed too ancient for such a young face.

Time was suspended between them. The ninja's mind calculated possibilities with the cold efficiency his Kōga training had instilled since his own childhood. The restaurant owner's son. Information flashed through his consciousness—intelligence gathered during weeks of surveillance. Diego Morales. Eight years old. No mother in the picture. No other family in Miami. The boy would be completely alone now.

Around them, the kitchen continued its descent into hell. The second bodyguard had fallen, blood pooling beneath his chest. The remaining kitchen staff cowered behind equipment or lay motionless on the floor. The other attackers moved with methodical purpose, securing exits and checking bodies. Their mission was almost complete—eliminate Morales and his security, retrieve the documents hidden in his office upstairs, and leave no witnesses.

The ninja made his decision in a fraction of a second.

He moved toward the prep counter, his steps silent despite the chaos now coming from the VIP area upstairs. His body flowed like water across the kitchen, sticking to the shadows, avoiding obstacles without conscious thought. The other masked men who now appeared from places that seemed impossible to hide in didn't question his deviation from their formation. They had worked together long enough to trust each other's instincts in the field.

Diego saw him coming. Terror jolted through the boy's paralyzed limbs, breaking the spell of fearful stillness. He scrambled backward, deeper under the counter, his small hands slipping due to sweat covering his palms. His knees pressed against his chest as he tried to become an invisible ball.

The ninja reached the counter and dropped into a crouch. Diego's eyes darted wildly, seeking escape where there was none. The metal wall behind him, shelving units on either side—he was cornered. His breath came in ragged, silent sobs, his chest heaving with the effort of containing his terror.

"Please," Diego whispered, the word barely audible. "Por favor."

The attacker's eyes remained impassive above his mask. With fluid precision, he reached beneath the counter, his arm extending like a striking serpent. Diego pressed himself against the wall so hard that his shoulder blades ached, but there was nowhere left to retreat.

The ninja's hand found the pressure point at the juncture of Diego's neck and shoulder. His fingers applied precise pressure—not enough to cause permanent damage to one so small, but sufficient to disrupt blood flow to the brain momentarily. It was a technique perfected over centuries by those like him, passed down through generations of Kōga assassins.

Diego felt a strange tingling sensation spreading from the man's touch. His vision began to blur at the edges, darkness creeping in like spilled ink on paper. He tried to fight it, the survival instinct strong even in his young body, but the technique was flawless. As consciousness slipped away, Diego's gaze fell on his father's outstretched hand just inches away on the floor, fingers still loosely curled around the handle of a spatula.

That hand had taught him to make perfect rice. Had shown him how to hold a knife safely. Had ruffled his hair just minutes ago. The spatula's metal surface caught the light, a small, mundane object transformed into the final connection between Diego and everything he had ever known. As darkness claimed him completely, the image of that hand burned itself into his memory—a talisman of loss he would carry forever.

The ninja caught Diego's small body as it went limp, preventing the boy's head from striking the metal shelf. With one smooth motion, he pulled the unconscious child from beneath the counter and lifted him. The boy weighed almost nothing in his arms, a fragile bundle of bone and sinew wrapped in a Miami Marlins t-shirt now smeared with grease and spattered with tiny droplets of blood.

"What are you doing?" one of the other masked men hissed in Japanese, a hand still trained on the hilt of his sheathed katana.

"Complication," the ninja responded in the same language, his voice flat. "I'll handle it."

The man returned a sharp nod, understanding the subtext. In their line of work, "handling complications" usually had only one meaning. He turned away, focusing on completing their extraction. "Fifty seconds," he ordered, consulting his watch.

The ninja carrying Diego moved toward the kitchen's rear exit, stepping over bodies with careful precision. The boy's head lolled against his shoulder, dark hair falling across his forehead. Outside, afternoon sun blazed in the Miami sky, the alley behind the restaurant strangely peaceful compared to the carnage within. The ninja's SUV waited exactly where he had left it, nondescript and untraceable.

With one fluid motion, he opened the back door and placed Diego inside, arranging his limbs so he wouldn't fall when the vehicle moved. The ninja looked back at the restaurant once, his expression still unreadable behind his mask. What he was doing violated protocol completely. There would be consequences. But as he slid into the driver's seat and started the engine, he knew his path was set.

The other team members emerged from the kitchen's back door precisely on schedule, moving with the coordinated efficiency of long practice. They did not question the presence of the child as the vehicle merged into the traffic on the busy side street. By the time three minutes had passed since exiting the back of the restaurant, each had changed their tops and footwear. Once near the underpass of an overhead freeway ramp, Diego’s savior switched places with his colleague in the passenger seat. The SUV barely lost any speed in the process. 

One by one, they slipped out of the vehicle at every traffic light. Each had their own extraction routes, their own methods of disappearing into the sprawling city. The mission was complete, and amid the cover of the restaurant, the members of the Kōga Clan had slipped in and out without being seen.

As the SUV pulled further away from Mojito's Cuban Bistro, Diego Morales lay unconscious, carried from the only home he had ever known by the man whom he believed had helped destroy it.

⛩️ ⛩️ ⛩️ ⛩️ ⛩️

Consciousness came to Diego in fragments, like pieces of a broken mirror reflecting distorted images of the world. First, the sensation of motion—being carried in strong arms that held him securely against a firm chest. Then sound—the quick, steady heartbeat beneath his ear, the muffled street noise growing distant, and voices exchanging terse words in a language that flowed like water over stones. His eyelids fluttered, too heavy to lift completely, revealing only blurred shapes and colors that swam together in a meaningless pattern.

The man carrying him had barely any scent. Nothing like his father's cologne or aftershave, which had always reminded Diego of cinnamon and citrus. This thought drifted through his mind, disconnected from memory or consequence, before sinking back into the darkness.

Pain pulsed at the side of his neck where the ninja had struck him. Each heartbeat sent a dull throb through his small body, radiating outward from that single point of contact. Diego's head lolled against the man's shoulder as consciousness slipped away again, his thoughts dissolving like sugar in hot water.

"...the documents secured?" A voice penetrated the fog, speaking English with a heavy accent.

"Yes. The data drive contains everything." This voice came from the chest Diego rested against, the words vibrating through the man's torso. "The organization will be satisfied."

"And the boy?"

A pause. Diego felt the arms holding him tighten almost imperceptibly.

"My responsibility."

Darkness claimed him again before he could process the meaning of these words.

The following fragment of awareness came with movement—being placed gently onto soft leather upholstery. Diego's body felt impossibly heavy, limbs unresponsive to his feeble attempts at motion. A vehicle’s door closed with a muted thunk. Through barely open eyes, he saw tinted windows that turned the bright Miami afternoon into twilight. The vehicle started moving, its expensive engine purring almost silently as it navigated through streets Diego had known all his life but now couldn't recognize through the haze of semi-consciousness.

The skyline tilted and swayed beyond the darkened glass. Palm trees and art deco buildings blurred together, streaks of color without meaning. Diego's mind struggled to surface from the lingering effects of the nerve strike, but each attempt at clear thought dissipated before fully forming. Only one image remained constant—his father's hand on the kitchen floor, still clutching the spatula. This single memory anchored him again as everything else drifted.

Words floated around him in that unfamiliar language, occasionally switching to English. Diego caught fragments—"private runway," "documentation prepared," "secure transport"—without comprehending their significance. The pain in his neck had spread to a dull headache that pounded behind his eyes.

The vehicle slowed, then stopped. Diego heard the sound of a security gate opening and felt the SUV move forward again. When the door beside him opened, humid South Florida air rushed in, heavy with the scent of jet fuel. Hands reached for him—the same hands that had rendered him unconscious in the restaurant. Diego tried to pull away, but his body refused to obey, responding with only a weak twitch.

"Easy," said a voice, low and calm, as he lifted Diego from the car. "You're safe."

The words made no sense to Diego. How could he be safe with the man who had helped kill his father? But his mouth couldn't form the question, his tongue thick and unresponsive.

The world tilted as the ninja carried him across sunbaked concrete toward a sleek private jet waiting on the tarmac, its engines already spinning in preparation for takeoff. The aircraft gleamed white against the blue Miami sky, as Diego caught glimpses of steps extended from its door like an invitation to another world.

As they approached the plane, Diego's consciousness finally began to solidify. The fog in his mind receded enough for him to recognize the danger of his situation. He was being taken away, away from his home, from everything familiar, from any chance of help. Fear shot through him like an electric current, temporarily burning through the lingering effects of the nerve strike.

Diego's body jerked in the ninja's arms. His small fists pounded weakly against the man's chest as he tried to twist free. "No," he managed to gasp, the word barely audible.
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2. Reset & Return
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PRESENT DAY - NEW YORK CITY

FINGERS TORE OPEN THE HALF-PACKED BOX WITH MORE FORCE THAN THE corrugated cardboard deserved. The tape snapped back at Charlotte Barnes, catching a curl of her hair as if the energy of the surrounding city couldn’t resist tugging her one last time. She yanked her hair free, then started a mental, systematic review of the box’s contents. T-shirts and sweaters folded with military precision, a few books jammed between them, and the silk scarf she’d received from the Met for curating the "Lost Queens" exhibit two years ago. The scarf had never quite been her style. It was too jewel-toned, too dramatic for everyday wear—but she unfurled it anyway. The material billowed in the filtered light that seeped through her tall apartment windows.

Boxes surrounded her like unfinished thoughts. Some were sealed with neat strips of tape, labeled in Sharpie—KITCHEN, BATH, MOMENTOS. Others left gaping, in limbo between purpose and uncertainty. Her living room, usually an explosion of books and West African art, looked anesthetized. Shelves naked, coffee table bare, the space stripped of its personality like a mannequin after hours. Even the old area rug had been rolled up and taped, exposing the battered parquet floor she’d once found so charming.

Charlotte spread the scarf over the back of her faded sectional and plucked another object from the box. A slim frame, glass front, cool to the touch. "Certificate of Excellence," the gold-leaf lettering read, followed by her own name and the pompous signature of the museum director who’d fired her in the end. Charlotte ran a thumb over the glass, as if the gesture could rub away the bitterness or at least polish it into nostalgia. For a long moment, she just stood there with the frame in her hand, her reflection warped in the beveled edges. Then, with practiced care, she set the frame on the counter, retrieved a sheet of bubble wrap, and swaddled it before lowering the memory into a box labeled MEMORIES in blocky, uneven capitals.

Her phone vibrated on the other end of the kitchen counter, spinning in a slow, lazy circle. Charlotte ignored it at first—probably a recruiter calling to say her resume was "impressive but not quite the right fit," or another email notification reminding her of the job market’s indifference to women over forty. When it buzzed a second time, she padded over in socked feet, grabbed it, and saw her father’s name on the screen.

Voicemail. Charlotte pressed play and set the phone on speaker, the familiar Texas drawl filling the apartment like the smell of strong coffee at 5 AM.

"Hey Lotte, just checking in. The diner's doing fine, but could use your expert coffee-pouring skills if you're still figuring things out up there. No pressure, but maybe come home for a while? Oh, and the pet shelter's doing that bachelor auction thing next weekend if you need entertainment. Love you, kiddo."

There was a pause on the line before the call ended, as if her father had debated adding one more sentence, one more nudge, but decided better of it.

Charlotte rolled her eyes, but a small, traitorous smile snuck across her lips. She replayed the message twice, listening for subtext she already knew by heart. She could almost see her dad leaning over the counter at Barnes Family Diner, towel slung over one shoulder, thumb hovering the "end call" button as he weighed his words.

She clicked the phone screen off and stood silent in her nearly empty kitchen. It wasn’t the echo she noticed first—it was the chill. Without the clutter of daily life, the apartment felt exposed, a stage set before opening night. She scanned the room, walking toward the windows, with a view of the street six stories below. Then her eyes followed the pale blue wall paint, scuffed at the corners, settling on the small mountain of cardboard where her breakfast nook used to be.

This had been her world for ten years. The job at the museum, the late-night ramen spots, even the early morning runs through Central Park—gone, or soon to be. New York had taken her in, spit her out, and left her standing here with an armful of curated nostalgia and nowhere to put it.

Charlotte tugged at the scarf again, draped around her neck, twisting it into a loose knot, and pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the window. Outside, a delivery van double-parked, an old man in a yarmulke shuffled past with a bag of groceries, and a dog barked somewhere down the block. Life continued, oblivious.

She blinked hard, once, then drew in a long breath. She wasn’t the type to cry over a job, especially not one that had never truly belonged to her, no matter how she showed up daily. But as she turned back to the work of dismantling her life, she caught her reflection in the window. Curly hair pulled into a messy bun, big brown eyes rimmed with fatigue, lips set in a line that caused her expression to look suspiciously like her mother’s. Charlotte held the scarf to her chest, then tossed it on top of the "LINENS" box with a flick of her wrist.

Her phone buzzed again, this time with an alert about a flight reservation she hadn’t canceled yet. "Check-in available for flight AA 1732," the message read. She let it sit there, undecided. Her father’s voice rang in her head: No pressure, but maybe come home for a while.

She let her fingers trace the counter’s worn grain, as if committing the texture to memory. "Maybe," she said aloud to herself or to the hope of her career still lingering in the room, she wasn’t sure.

A few hours left to pack, and still more of her life to shrink into cardboard boxes. But she lingered for a moment, fingertips pressed to the counter surface, as if she could commit the feel of it to memory. Just in case she ever needed to build something new here again.

🏺 🏺 🏺 🏺 🏺

Hours later, Charlotte stood in the center of her emptied apartment, hands curled tight around the handles of her suitcases. She could still smell the ghost of last night’s takeout—scallion oil and charred pork belly, another boxed dinner eaten cross-legged on the living room floor. Now the space was all reverberation and echo, every footstep a reminder of what she’d already lost. Even the walls looked stripped, four shades paler where sunlight had never reached behind the bookshelves.

She set her luggage down by the door, hesitated, and made herself walk back through the apartment one last time. The mattress was bare and leaning against the wall. The stack of flattened boxes was opposite the radiator. On the windowsill, a layer of dust and a single ticket stub from a long-ago opening at the Guggenheim. Charlotte picked it up, flicked it with her thumb, and left it in the exact spot she’d found it. A fossil of her time here, for whoever might care.

In the kitchen, she found herself drawn back to the coin-shaped token—a smooth bronze disc engraved with a swirl she’d always assumed meant wind. She’d picked it up from a dusty antiques shop in Chinatown during a grad school field trip to the city, initially charmed by its weight and mystery. Over time, it had become a kind of talisman: first for good luck, later for comfort. Charlotte rolled it between her fingers, the soft ridges of the symbol catching on her skin. She never knew what the emblem meant—only that it felt familiar in a way she couldn’t explain.

Her phone chimed, shattering the quiet. "AA 1732: Check-in now available," the alert read. She had three hours until departure, two if she didn’t want to risk a mad dash through JFK’s terminal.

Charlotte pocketed the coin, mentally noting to get a replacement leather cord necklace for it, drew in a breath deep enough to sting her chest, and looked around for anything she’d missed. The apartment was an archaeological dig of her own making—layers of self, packed, sorted, and carted away. Only the outlines remained, visible in sun-bleached rectangles and the dents in the parquet.

She squared her shoulders and reached for the suitcase handles. The building’s super was going to see her things packed and loaded by the movers the next day. Her packages would make the long truck drive to Texas without her. Her suitcases now felt heavier than she remembered. Her body navigated the outer narrow hallway by instinct, not sight, muscle memory guiding her around the loose floorboard, the patch of wall with the subtle gouge from many tenant moving days. At the main door, she hesitated. The coin pressed cold against her thigh in her pocket. She closed her eyes, just for a heartbeat, and exhaled.

The city greeted her with a blast of exhaust and noise. The sidewalk thrummed with a million overlapping lives, none of them invested in her drama. Charlotte flagged a yellow cab, hefted her luggage into the trunk, and slid into the back seat. The driver gave her a once-over in the rearview, then returned to his phone, his world and hers running on parallel but uncrossing tracks.

Eyes full of emotion watched the city scroll past. Broadway, the pharmacy where she’d bought allergy pills every spring, the corner bodega with the best bagels on the block. People hustled along, shoulders hunched, eyes fixed ahead. It was the choreography of departure and return playing out in perfect, unsentimental rhythm. She tried to memorize the skyline, the way the sun flickered between glass towers, but it all blurred into a tapestry of motion and light.

🏺 🏺 🏺 🏺 🏺

At JFK, the taxi line was mercifully short. The terminal hummed with travelers—businessmen in identical navy suits, families with cranky toddlers, a pack of teenagers in matching sweatshirts clutching boarding passes like golden tickets. Charlotte maneuvered her bags through the sliding doors, the coin in her pocket grounding her, weighted and real.

Once her bags were checked in, she waited in the TSA line, filled with boredom and bureaucracy. She took off her shoes, pulled her laptop from its sleeve, and deposited her quart-sized bag of toiletries into the plastic bin. The man ahead of her removed his
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