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      Erika Kuroki grunted as her back hit the padded wall. She fell on the ground and looked up through strands of black hair at the man who threw her. He wore a black training gi, same as hers. He was in his mid-thirties, just a little bit older than she was, and he sported a thin beard.

      “Get up,” he said.

      Erika got to her feet and moved into a fighting stance. She felt a charge go through her body as the implants adjusted. The cybernetic implants fed her diagnostic information about her target, advising her on the best course of action. Erika ignored it, choosing to rely on her own instincts instead.

      Hiro grinned at her and she came at him. She sprung, extending her leg out in a kick as she flew through the air. Hiro was ready for her and grabbed the leg, twisting and slamming her back onto the padded floor. He kept her pinned there and Erika struggled to move.

      “Cybernetic enhancements don’t mean a whole lot when your opponent has them, too,” said Hiro, one arm braced against her chest, the other hand still holding her leg.

      Erika swung her free leg up and jammed her knee against the side of Hiro’s head. She stunned him and managed to pull herself from his grip. She got to her feet and delivered another blow to his chest, knocking him on his back.

      “Good thing I learned to fight long before I got these enhancements,” said Erika. “Now are you ready to surrender?”

      He stood and scoffed. “Don’t make me laugh. I could keep this up all day.”

      She came at him again, but every punch she tried to land, he was able to counter. Every kick, he blocked. As more of her attacks failed, her frustration only grew. And that frustration only drove her to push herself harder, letting anger start to cloud her judgment.

      Hiro’s greatest skill wasn’t his fighting ability, nor how adept he was with his enhancements. He had a keen insight into people and knew just how to push their buttons. It was a talent that gave him the upper edge in combat, which was why even in his short career he’d gained a reputation as one of the Tokkei’s top agents.

      His hands moved like a blur, mostly content with playing defense. Erika kept trying to strike faster and harder, but no matter how fast or how hard she hit, Hiro was there with a deflection. And then, just when she thought she could keep it up no longer, he dropped to the floor and swept her legs with his own. She was knocked off her feet and once again he was on top of her. This time, though, he pinned her down with his entire body, immobilizing her. She tried to struggle for a few moments, but once she realized it was useless, she relaxed her body and went limp.

      Hiro climbed off her and offered his hand. Erika gripped it with her own and he pulled her up. She sighed and walked over to the corner of the room where a water bottle and towel waited. Erika wiped the sweat from her face and squired the water into her mouth, then sighed.

      “Nice work,” he said.

      “Don’t patronize me.”

      “I’m serious,” said Hiro. “You’ve taken to the implants remarkably well. That’s not something easily achieved.”

      “I’m still not used to them. The eye thing especially feels weird.”

      That “eye thing” she referred to was the augmented-reality heads-up display or AR-HUD. Her implants could display a variety of information over her retina, anything from GPS directions to text messages. Anyone with AR-HUD-enabled implants was essentially a walking smartphone.

      He chuckled and wiped his face with his own towel. “It takes some getting used to, I’ll grant you that. But at the rate you’re going, I wouldn’t be surprised if you got sent on your first mission soon.”

      Erika blinked. “Already? It’s only been about a month.”

      “If you weren’t Tokkei quality, you wouldn’t be here in the first place. The training is about helping you familiarize yourself with your implants. But once that’s done, it’s off to the races.”

      “And are most ready that quickly?”

      Hiro smirked. “I see what you’re trying to do. And it’s not going to work.”

      He turned and walked for the exit. Erika jogged a bit to catch up to his side. She moved into step next to him, but he didn’t glance to acknowledge her, just drank more water and continued moving down the corridor.

      “What’s not going to work?” she asked.

      He scoffed. “You want me to tell you, ‘Oh Kuroki, you’re amazing. No one has ever advanced as fast as you. Truly you’re a gift to the whole nation.’”

      “Just because you won’t say it doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”

      He chuckled, then stopped and turned to face her. “Listen, I know you were hot shit in the Jietai. But this is a whole different game you’re playing now. You can’t afford to get cocky.”

      “It’s not cocky if it’s the truth.”

      He shook his head. “I guess hafu don’t understand the concept of modesty.”

      Erika bristled at the sound of that word. She had risen through the Jietai and earned enough commodations in the war to earn an officer rank. She even took her mother’s surname. After everything, she’d hoped she’d earned the right to be judged by her actions and not her ancestry.

      “I understand it just fine,” she said, her tone now flat. “I have to clean up and then return home. Send me a message once the next session is scheduled.”

      She turned and continued down the corridor, leaving Hiro behind her. Part of her felt ashamed as she continued on her path to the women’s bathing facilities. Since she was promoted to the Tokkei, Hiro had been very kind to her. In fact, this was the first time he even said anything about her heritage. He’d known from the start, of course.

      All children were given a DNA scan at birth. It was a mark that stayed with them for the rest of their lives. Even though Erika was born here and had never known any home besides Japan, in the eyes of the government, birthright citizenship was only granted to full-blooded Japanese. Hafu, or those of mixed-race Japanese descent, could obtain citizenship, but only through government service, usually military.

      Erika pushed those thoughts from her mind. A bath would help her clear her head and focus on what was more important.

      Or so she had hoped. But after showering off, she climbed into the hot communal bath and sat against the edge of the large tub, the water level up to her neck. She raised her arm above the water’s surface and turned it, examining it in the low light. Erika touched her fingers to her forearm, running them down the surface.

      Her cybernetic implants were beneath the surface, completely invisible to the naked eye. Tokkei agents had to be able to move about freely and without notice—having visible cybernetic parts attached would obviously make that more difficult. She still found it strange. On the outside, she was the same person she was in the Jietai. But on the inside, she was different. Better.

      A few other women had entered the bathing area. They were Tokkei as well—this level of the building was reserved for agents and personnel. And though they looked at Erika, they made no attempts to engage her in conversation.

      The more things change… she thought to herself.

      Erika got out of the bath and returned to the changing area. She dried herself off and dressed in clean clothes. There was nothing more to do here and she just wanted to get home and relax. It was clear she still had a long way to go to prove herself.

      The Ministry of Defense was located in Shinjuku, one of Tokyo’s largest neighborhoods. Erika exited from the front entrance and walked down the steps of the tall building. It used to be a much smaller building in the days before the government revised the pacifist constitution. Now the Ministry of Defense was one of Japan’s top budget priorities. And it showed as the reconstructed headquarters was a massive campus with one of the tallest buildings in Tokyo—if not the nation.

      She walked down the steps leading from the main building. The main gate consisted of an energy barrier and included a genetic scanner. When someone attempted to pass through, their biometrics were instantly checked, down to their DNA. If one had clearance, the barrier may as well be invisible. But if not, the infiltrator would be instantly incapacitated and then arrested. Guards were present as well. They wore armor styled after the samurai of the Edo period, though it was much more advanced. The Tokkei had armor of their own they wore on certain missions. Similar to what these guards had, but more distinctive and more powerful.

      Erika passed through the barrier without issue. The guards didn’t even look at her, though she doubted she could tell if they did. Their helmet faceplates were styled much like the masks of old, in the form of demonic visages.

      The train station was ten minutes away on foot. Erika was looking forward to getting home. She still couldn’t help the feeling of unease. Becoming an officer in the Jietai and then earning an invitation to the Tokkei? It was more than she could have possibly wished for when she first enlisted. So why then, after all that hard work, did she still feel that something was missing? After all, in the eyes of the government, she’d finally earned her citizenship. That was something many born like her had wished for, but could never claim.

      It was almost six in the evening, so the station was crowded with commuters trying to make it home. A sea of people dressed in suits and school uniforms moved almost as one down the steps and into the station below. Erika was about to join them, but her eye was caught by a man sitting near the entrance. He was shabbily dressed and from the look and smell, hadn’t showered in days. There was a sign propped up against his leg, with the word “help” scrawled on it in English. His blue eyes made contact with hers and she just stared at the derelict for a few moments.

      The moment ended once he was pulled to his feet by uniformed police officers. They started shouting at him in Japanese. Erika was too far away to make out everything they said, but the general gist of it seemed to be that he’d been a nuisance in this area for some time. The cops seemed to be out of warnings and dragged him off, with him protesting in a mix of English and broken Japanese.

      “Disgusting, isn’t it?”

      Erika was surprised she didn’t notice the person next to her. She looked over and saw a woman about the same age as her, wearing the blouse, vest, and skirt of a government employee.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear what you said.”

      The woman looked at Erika, then back to where the man was. “I said disgusting. That bum was hanging around here every single day for the past week. I tried to tell the police, but all they did was give him warnings at first. They finally got rid of him.” Her face bore a visage of revulsion. “Those people. We invited them in and now they’ve become a drain on society. Maybe we shouldn’t have even bothered. Just send them all back where they came from.”

      “No, maybe not…” muttered Erika.

      She wondered what would become of that man. Would he be taken to a shelter or did he have family? She decided she didn’t really want to know and instead, joined the crowd moving down into the station. Maybe the woman was right, maybe things would be better if all of them were rounded up and sent back to their own countries.

      Erika became lost within the crowd of commuters, just another face almost indistinguishable from the rest. She waited patiently for the train with the others, and when it did finally arrive, she would ride it in silence to her apartment.
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      Hiro Yoshida marched down the corridor, wearing a military dress uniform. When he reached the door, he knocked and a voice beckoned for him to enter. Hiro opened the door and stepped inside, walking up to a large desk. A cloud of smoke hung in the air and behind the desk sat an older man in a uniform with a graying mustache and a receding hairline. The cloud came from the cigarette clasped in his fingers. A holo-screen projected from the desk and that’s where his concentration was focused.

      “Hiro Yoshida, Tokkei Agent,” said Hiro before bowing deeply. “It is an honor to be summoned before you, General Hojo.”

      Hojo’s eyes moved from the screen and took in Hiro. He waved his hand and the holo-screen vanished. Hojo leaned back in his chair and took a drag on his cigarette. “Thank you for coming to see me, Agent Yoshida. I’m interested in seeing how your evaluations have been coming along.”

      “Very well, sir,” said Hiro. “Have you received my reports?”

      Hojo gestured to the now-vanished holo-screen. “I was just reading them actually.”

      “Is there anything specific you would like me to comment on, sir?”

      “Give me your general impressions of the new recruits.”

      “They’re quite good, which is to be expected. Tokkei recruiters have extremely high standards, so it’s very rare to see any surprises.”

      “Any stand-outs?”

      “A few. Masao Ishiyama has an excellent command of hand-to-hand combat. And Sayuri Tanaka seems to have the makings of an infiltration expert. And of course, there’s Erika Kuroki.”

      “Yes, about that one…”

      Hojo waved his hand up and the holo-screen appeared again. He touched the screen and entered the first few characters of Erika’s name, then selected from the suggested options. Her main file opened up on the screen and a few additional screens appeared around the desk, each one on a different category—military history, family registry, education, medical records, as well as several photos and videos of her over the years.

      “She’s a curious addition,” said Hojo. “Given her family’s background.”

      “Yes, I’m aware,” said Hiro.

      “Were you also aware that her father was once labeled as a potential insurgent?”

      “Of course, I make it a point to thoroughly review the history of every recruit assigned to me.”

      “And you found nothing unusual about this little fact?”

      “Not particularly, no,” said Hiro. “Naturally when I first saw it, I was suspicious, so I opened an investigation.”

      “And what did you learn?”

      “Nothing that would justify denying Agent Kuroki a position.”

      “You’ll have to explain that, son.”

      “She was born in Osaka, but her parents divorced before she reached the age of ten. As you’d expect, the mother took the child back to her family home in Shizuoka while the father remained in Osaka, where he held a position at a university. Erika never had any contact with her father again after that.”

      “And her name?”

      “When her parents married, the mother kept her own name. Her mother’s dead so I couldn’t get an answer from her directly, but I did speak to a relative who said Erika’s parents decided the mother would keep her own name to make life easier for any potential children.”

      “Hmph.” Hojo huffed at that and took another drag on the cigarette. “I’m not comfortable involving this one in the Tokkei. The things we’re called on…someone like her might find it distasteful.”

      “With all due respect, sir, may I speak freely?”

      “Go on.”

      “Erika Kuroki has an exemplary record, even before she joined the Jietai. She’s shown nothing but the highest degree of patriotism. She’s intelligent, highly skilled, and her adjustment period with the implants is far shorter than the average for new inductions. I was just training with her earlier today and I feel she has the makings of a model agent.”

      Hojo’s eyes moved between the various holo-screens containing Erika’s records. He rubbed his chin in thought with one hand, the other stamping out what was left of the cigarette in a half-filled ashtray. Again his eyes met Hiro’s, who bowed his head and looked down at the floor. With another wave of his hand, Hojo dismissed the screens. He reached for a small, flat object on the corner of his desk and held it up for Hiro.

      “A new assignment’s come down the pipeline. This was forwarded from Tokyo Met,” he said, referring to the Tokyo Metropolitan Police.

      Hiro accepted the small diskette and held it in the palm of his hand. The implants in there read the data off the diskette and he was now seeing it as a holo-screen in front of his face. The image was of an older man in a suit with no tie, flanked by bigger, younger men who wore sunglasses.

      “Is that who I think it is?” asked Hiro.

      “Junichi Kitano himself,” said Hojo. “They’ve gotten a break in the search for his clinics. We’ve taken over jurisdiction of the case and I want you on the team that goes to bring him in.”

      “Is the Tokkei really necessary to bring in a yakuza thug?” asked Hiro.

      “His black market clinics not only handle genetic counterfeiting, but they also perform illegal cybernetic implantations. Those men you see in the surveillance photos? They’re all sporting implants. This is more than the Met can handle.”

      “I understand,” said Hiro. “Are you giving me full license to choose my team?”

      Hojo raised an eyebrow. “That depends, who are you thinking of?”

      “I think this would be a good time for those recruits I mentioned to see some action in the field. Ishiyama, Tanaka, and Kuroki.”

      “I have no objections to Ishiyama or Tanaka, but Kuroki…”

      “General, I beg you to reconsider. Kuroki simply needs an opportunity to prove herself, and I believe once you see her in action, you’ll agree that she belongs in the Tokkei.”

      Hojo sighed and shook his head. “Fine, I’ll allow it. But I’m also putting you on notice here, Yoshida—if this doesn’t work out, you’ll be the one who takes the blame for it.”

      “It’s a responsibility I humbly accept, General.” Hiro bowed. “When should we begin?”

      “Review the data and present me with a proposal for the operation by tonight. If it’s approved, you brief your team and move tomorrow.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      “Good, now go. You’ve got a lot of work to get to,” said Hojo.
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      Erika went up to the turnstile at the train station entrance. She pushed her thumb against the touchpad and the small doors opened to allow her entry. Before, people would carry around wallets with their identification, credit cards, and cash. Then all that became consolidated in their phones. Now, those phones had become wearable devices—watches, glasses, earbuds. Some underwent operations for cybernetic implants, but they were very expensive and even then, the only implants legal for civillians were the kind that essentially turned a person into a walking smartphone. With those implants, bank accounts and credit cards could be linked together, allowing to pay for services with the touch of a finger.

      Of course, as a Tokkei agent, Erika’s implants were far more sophisticated and could do a lot beyond handling her train fare.

      There was never a time when Shinjuku Station wasn’t crowded. But even still, it was less than usual at this time of morning. She didn’t manage to grab a seat on the train, but at least she wasn’t shoved up against anyone. Erika passed the time during the twenty-minute commute by bringing up the day’s newsfeed on her AR-HUD. Though calling it news was a bit much as it read more like celebrity gossip. Still, it provided something to distract her until the automated voice announced Erika’s stop.

      When she reached the Ministry of Defense, she saw the armored guards flanking the entrance as usual. She walked through the barrier, the scanner detecting her genetic markers and allowing her access without harm. As soon as she entered the lobby, she was surprised to see Hiro was waiting for her.

      “’Morning,” he said.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

      He waved it off. “Don’t worry about it. Though the others are here, so we should go downstairs for the briefing.”

      Erika nodded and Hiro led her to the elevator. As they walked through the doors, the biometric scanners did their work and confirmed their identities and clearance.

      “Sub-level B,” said Hiro.

      “Access granted,” came the elevator’s response.

      “What’s so important that I had to get out of bed before dawn?” asked Erika.

      “You’ll find out at the briefing,” said Hiro, then didn’t say another word. Erika followed his lead and remained quiet.

      The elevator reached its destination and Hiro led her down a series of corridors until they came to a pair of glass doors. They opened as soon as Hiro stopped in front of them. Inside was a round table and holographic monitors along the wall displaying surveillance feeds from across the city. Sitting at the table were two other agents. One was a woman about the same age as Erika with long hair. The other was a man with broad shoulders and a shaved head. His face looked like it had been chiseled from stone.

      “Not sure if you’ve had a chance to get acquainted yet,” said Hiro. “Ishiyama, Tanaka, this is Kuroki. She’ll also be joining us on this mission.”

      The two agents stood and bowed and Erika did the same. She’d met Masao Ishiyama, the big guy, before. At one point, they both served on the same base when they were enrolled in the Jietai. But Erika had been more concerned with proving herself to her superiors than with making friends, so she tended to keep to herself. She did remember he had a reputation as a good fighter, though she hadn’t really had the opportunity to see him in action. Sayuri Tanaka was a name Erika had heard before, but other than some whispers of her exploits, she was mostly a ghost. Erika supposed that was what made her a perfect Tokkei candidate.

      “Now that we’re all here, let’s begin the briefing.”

      Hiro took an empty seat at the table and motioned for Erika to do the same, while Both Masao and Sayuri returned to their own. Once everyone was seated, Hiro used his cybernetics to interface with the table’s holographic projector. A 3D image appeared in front of them in the form of an older man with graying hair and dressed in a suit with no tie.

      “For anyone who doesn’t recognize him, this is Junichi Kitano,” said Hiro. “Runs a small yakuza clan that’s affiliated with the Yamazaki-gumi. He’s reclusive and very slippery, but the Met finally got a break and we have a location on him. He’s our target.”

      “Excuse me, sir,” said Masao. “But why send the Tokkei after this guy?”

      “That’s the exact same question I had,” said Hiro. “You see, like all these thugs, Kitano is involved in a bit of everything. Gambling, prostitution, drugs. But his primary stock and trade is black market cybernetics. And he’s given his men free upgrades.”

      “That’s one of the reasons he’s stayed invisible,” said Sayuri. “Anyone starts sniffing around his trail, his men take care of them with lethal precision.”

      “Exactly right, Tanaka,” said Hiro. “Even if we did send a Special Assault Team in, there’s no guarantee they could succeed. Plus, the Minister wants to keep this quiet and that’s hard to do when SAT’s involved.”

      “What’s the plan?” asked Sayuri.

      “Four-man team, just us. With our equipment, this should be a fairly simple op. We go in, we take out Kitano’s men, capture him, and download his files. All without causing too much of a scene. And to help you with that…”

      Hiro reached under the table and picked up a metal case. He set it on the surface and opened it, turning the case so the three agents could see the contents. There were three devices inside that looked like bulky smartwatches.

      “The devices are containers for nanomachines,” said Hiro and he held up his right arm to reveal that he wore one, too.

      Nanomachines suddenly spread out from the watch, covering him from head to toe in black and red armor, including a helmet and mask. The design of the look was inspired by the samurai of old, though it appeared to have a modern twist. A moment later, the nanobots retreated back into the device.

      “The armor is cutting edge. Provides you with a large degree of invulnerability, and interfaces with your existing implants to increase your speed, strength, and reflexes even more.”

      “Weapons?” asked Erika.

      “It can generate an energized katana, with both lethal and non-lethal settings. Also capable of firing off an energy burst from the sword,” said Hiro.

      “No training before taking these out into the field?” asked Erika. “You sure that’s a good idea?”

      Masao laughed. “Come on, don’t tell me the big war hero’s getting cold feet.”

      Erika shook her head. “No, it’s not that. I just⁠—”

      Sayuri interjected. “Kuroki has a point, sir.”

      “She does at that,” said Hiro. “I do wish we had longer, but time is a factor here and the training you’ve already gone through should be sufficient. There are more advanced features with the suit, which you’ll learn about in time. Right now, we need to get moving. So put these on.”

      Each of them took one of the devices from the case and fastened them to their wrists. Erika looked at the display and saw a red progress wheel. As soon as the wheel filled, it changed to green and “INTERFACE COMPLETE” appeared.

      “First time you put it on, the nanobots key to your cybernetic implants. Ensures that only you can use the suit. Even if those containers are put on by someone else, they won’t be able to use the nanobots. And your implants can track the container anywhere it goes,” said Hiro. “Go on, try the suits out.”

      “How do they work?” asked Masao.

      “The cybernetic link might take some time to get used to, so for now just tap the display,” said Hiro. “As you get more comfortable, you and the suit will have a symbiotic relationship.

      Erika tapped the display twice. She heard a sound that was similar to a metallic scraping noise and she felt the microscopic machines crawl over her body. The sensation nearly spooked her—as if she’d been swarmed by thousands of insects. But once the suit was in place, she could relax. Diagnostic information was projected against her retina on a AR-HUD. She held up her hand and examined the armor.

      Despite that initial strange sensation, now that the suit was active, it felt surprisingly comfortable. Based on the appearance, she would have thought that it would be heavy or bulky. Or at the very least uncomfortable. But she found no restrictions whatsoever in her movements. She tested out some quick punches and kicks and found it was incredibly easy to move. When she finally broke out of her own world, she looked at her teammates and saw that Masao and Sayuri had both armored up and were testing out the movements for themselves.

      “Very good,” said Hiro. “But keep your suits concealed until you need them. We don’t want to spook any of the normies.”

      “And where are we going?” asked Erika as she tapped the display again, sending the nanobots back into their container.

      “Yoshiwara. Which is exactly where you’d expect to find a yakuza thug involved in human trafficking,” said Hiro.

      “And how do we get there?” asked Sayuri.

      “Same way everyone else does—we take the train.”

      Masao grumbled. “Aww, c’mon. I thought the Tokkei was supposed to be the elitest of the elite. And you’re sayin’ we gotta ride public transport with the rest of the rubes?”

      “Don’t quite understand the concept of ‘low-profile,’ do you?” asked Erika with a chuckle. Sayuri snickered along with her.

      “Hey, just look at me.” Masao gestured to his large frame. “Nothin’ about me is low-profile.”

      “Then you’ll work nicely as a human shield,” said Hiro and the others laughed. “Jokes aside, we want to try to keep this as quiet as possible. Stealth tactics. Stay in contact with each other at all times and don’t make too much noise. The suits will help you eliminate the targets quickly and cleanly.”

      “Do we have any idea what kind of place we’re walking into?” asked Erika.

      “As a matter of fact, yes.” Hiro turned to the table and a holographic projection of a building approximately five stories
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