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      KENJI

      “I’m sorry, Hassana.”

      

      “Sorry?”

      

      “I can’t kill you, but this means I will have to figure out a way to keep you safe.”

      

      “How?!”

      

      “I have no idea. It won’t be long before they find out that this apartment is yours.”

      

      “You’ll be in trouble.”

      

      I waved off her concerns.

      

      “You won’t be. We’ll figure a way around that.”

      

      “How can you be so sure of yourself?”

      

      “I’m Kenji Miyamoto, son of Kazuo, and a sensei in the Miyamoto organization. Nothing scares me.”

      

      She seemed placated just enough but I still had plenty to do. I’d managed to hold off my father’s discovery for the time being, but in order to get Hassana off his list, I’d have a lot of work to do. It wouldn’t be easy. If I showed any hesitation, my father would become suspicious. The only thing worse than not completing my task would be showing any hint of the fact that I had been disloyal to the family and to the family code.

      

      I had to take control of things.

      

      “Pack a bag, Hassana. We need to leave.”

      

      “Leave?!”

      

      “Yes. It isn’t safe here.”

      

      “Are we going to your place?”

      

      “It’s not safe there either.”

      

      “Kenji, I have work tomorrow.”

      

      I shook my head.

      

      “No, you don’t. I need to keep you safe, Hassana.”

      

      “If I don’t go to work, I’ll lose my job!”

      

      Poor woman. She still couldn’t see how serious what we were dealing with was. I had no desire or intention to scare her.

      

      “I understand that you care about your job Hassana but this is deeper than your job. I’m trying to save your life.”

      

      “I don’t want to leave anything behind! What about my friends! What about Deshawna.”

      

      “Deshawna?”

      

      “She works with me… If they question her, they’ll want info and Deshawna won’t give it to them. She’s not like me.”

      

      “What does that mean?”

      

      “She won’t keep her mouth shut to save her ass.”

      

      I chuckled. I’d never heard Hassana speak so bluntly.

      

      “What do you want me to do?” I asked her calmly.

      

      “I’m not going anywhere without Deshawna, not if she could end up hurt.”

      

      I sighed. My desire to please Hassana would slow us down but the look of fierce determination on her face told me that I had no choice.

      

      “Where is Deshawna.”

      

      “I don’t know.”

      

      Great. Another hurdle before we got to safety.

      

      “Do you have her number? Call her.”

      

      Hassana reached for her phone and called Deshawna. I waited as she spoke in hushed tones to her friend and then when she hung up, she returned to the living room where I stood.

      

      “Deshawna is in the [SOUTHWESTERN TOKYO PROVINCE] prefecture.”

      

      “We can go to her.”

      

      “Then where will we go?”

      

      “I haven’t figured it out yet. Come. Pack your things. We can take my car.”

      

      She followed me out to my car and got in with a small duffle bag.

      

      I stuck my key in the ignition as we drove to the meetup point that Hassana arranged with her friend, Deshawna. We saw her standing nervously at the end of the street. I pulled the car over and Hassana got out. With the windows up, I watched as she hugged Deshawna and opened the back seat, letting her in.

      

      I didn’t know how much Hassana had told Deshawna, but we drove in silence. I drove west, out of Tokyo. My paranoia and my fear that someday, everything in my life would come crashing down around me led to an emergency plan that I’d hoped I would never have to implement.

      

      I drove west to Kanazawa, a smaller city than Tokyo with far less beauty than the city I’d grown up in. At least in Kanazawa, Miyamoto activity was at a minimum and foreigners here were even fewer. This was a double-edged sword. Hassana and Deshawna would stand out here, but they could remain hidden a while longer than if they were in Tokyo or Kyoto.

      

      My emergency apartment was in Kanazawa, in the top of a nondescript building right in the city center. At least both the women here spoke Japanese. And Hassana at least would listen to me if I implored her to remain out of sight and keep a low profile.

      

      I parked behind the building. Hassana and Deshawna followed me wordlessly until we got into the building. I led them up the back entrance, carding myself in and then typing in the code to my apartment. Inside, the thick layer of dust that had settled on nearly every surface and Deshawna let out a loud hacking cough the moment she entered the place.

      

      “Sorry…” I muttered.

      

      Deshawna glanced at Hassana, searching for answers. I closed the door behind us and turned to them both. I wasn’t uncomfortable around Hassana, but Deshawna was a stranger to me, and her expressive face and visible confusion only made me uncomfortable.

      

      “Hassana… Please explain everything.”

      

      Hassana nodded.

      

      “Make yourselves at home. There are two bedrooms.”

      

      I walked off to one of them, hoping that Hassana would join me. My phone had been buzzing in my pocket since I ascended the stairs and I needed to gather my thoughts so I could think about both what to tell my father and what to do with Hassana and my new ward — her friend.

      

      I wasn’t comfortable being in charge of both of them.

      

      Alone, I pulled out everything I’d had in my pockets.

      

      One small gun. A small knife. A billfold with ¥50,000 and three identification cards. Keypad codes. Poison.

      

      In our organization, women were only supposed to be killed with poison. While I cut out the tongues of the men I’d killed, with women, I was supposed to do something different. I inhaled sharply. I’d have a hard time convincing Hassana of what I had to do, but the way I saw it, this was my only choice. If I succeeded, I could get her out of Japan and I could meet her somewhere.

      

      But where?

      

      There was no leaving my father’s organization. There was no freedom from the life I’d chosen. Thinking of freedom was a blasphemy of its own. I had vowed loyalty one thousand times and I had the tattoos and brands covering every square inch of my back that had been flesh sacrifices to my family. I had killed for them.

      

      Hassana pushed the door open to the bedroom and shut the door with a sigh.

      

      “Did you explain to her?”

      

      “It’s Deshawna. She cares about me enough that she didn’t need an explanation.”

      

      “Will she go to the police?”

      

      Hassana chuckled.

      

      “No. Deshawna grew up with dealers on the South side of Chicago. This is nothing to her. Normal even.”

      

      Hassana saw my confusion and approached me, pressing her hands to her chest.

      

      “Thank you, Kenji.”

      

      I took her hands away from me.

      

      “Don’t thank me.”

      

      “Why not?”

      

      “I have dishonored you, Hassana. I have brought you pain and suffering.”

      

      She tilted my chin up with the tip of her finger so that I was looking at her.

      

      “You don’t dishonor me.”

      

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      

      “Enlighten me then,” she replied.

      

      She was so stubborn. She could never let me brood over my own failures. She could never allow me to take myself to task for all the ways that I’d screwed up. Hassana… She was always gentle.

      

      “I have to prove that I’ve killed you, or they will know.”

      

      “How? Just tell them that you did. Don’t you have a code of honor.”

      

      “You expect me to lie?”

      

      “Well, aren’t you going to?”

      

      “Not quite.”

      

      She scrunched up her face in frustration.

      

      “Then what will you do?”

      

      I unfurled my palm, showing her the small glass bottle with poisonous liquid in it.

      

      “Is that —”

      

      “It’s poison.”

      

      “Poison?!”

      

      She recoiled and I closed my palm, covering the obscene bottle from her line of sight.

      

      “I have an idea. I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      

      “How could things get any worse.”

      

      I took my other hand and grabbed Hassana’s.

      

      “I should have never been involved with you.”

      

      “You regret what’s happened between us?”

      

      “It’s not that. I shouldn’t have put you in danger. It wasn’t honorable.”

      

      “Will you stop saying that! You aren’t the only person in this relationship!”

      

      “Relationship?”

      

      “I don’t want to have this conversation while you’re holding a bottle of poison.”

      

      I set the bottle down.

      

      “You want this to be a relationship.”

      

      “I don’t know what I want.”

      

      “You’re lying. I can see it on your face.”

      

      “It’s complicated, Kenji.”

      

      “Is it complicated?”

      

      “To me, it is,” she huffed.

      

      “What if I told you that I wanted this to be a relationship?” I countered.

      

      She stared at me wide-eyed, her dark, earth-colored eyes pooled with anxiety.

      

      “Do you mean that?”

      

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      

      “Well, you could be just saying it. Given the circumstances.”

      

      “Hassana, I’m a man of my word.”

      

      “What does that mean, Kenji?”

      

      “If I say that I want to be with you, I mean it. I will fight for you, Hassana. I will go to the ends of the Earth for you.”

      

      She came closer to me and I wrapped my arms around her hips, holding me close.

      

      “Now kiss me, before I have to piss you off.”

      

      She leaned in and kissed me on the lips.

      

      “Perfect.”

      

      “Now tell me,” she uttered impatiently.

      

      Ah, this woman. She had a hold on me that I couldn’t explain. From the moment she’d met me, she’d gripped my heart and hadn’t let it go. Every part of her appealed to me and I was desperate to be with her. I’d told her I wanted a relationship but the truth was, I wanted so much more than that. I needed so much more than that from her. I needed her to belong to me, and I to her.

      

      “Part of my tradition as an assassin is we have different methods for killing men and women.”

      

      “Hence the poison?”

      

      “Yes. I must return with hair from the shaved head of my victims.”

      

      She clutched her scarf.

      

      “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

      

      “Yes. If you don’t want to, we can find another way.”

      

      “Now you’re lying, she accused.”

      

      I gazed back up at her sheepishly.

      

      “Yes. I am.”

      

      “There is no other way.”

      

      “There isn’t.”

      

      “I have to—”

      

      “Shave your head,” I finished.

      

      “I’ve been growing this hair for five years…”

      

      “I’m sorry. I can’t think of another way Hassana. Afterward, I will have to get you out of Japan.”

      

      “Out of Japan?”

      

      “Back to America.”

      

      “I don’t want to go back to America!”

      

      “Hassana, please… Don’t argue with me.”

      

      I grabbed her hands, gripping them tightly, showing her how serious I was. She sighed.

      

      “I’ll do it.”

      

      “Really.”

      

      “Yes. I’ll shave my head. But I want you to do it for me. I can’t do it alone.”

      

      “Okay.”

      

      “Do you have everything you need?” She asked.

      

      I nodded.

      

      “Come, let's go into the bathroom. I want to watch you do it.”

      

      She walked into my small bathroom and as she stared into the mirror she lowered her headscarf. She touched the strands on her head as she stared wistfully ahead.

      

      “Bald… What do you think I’ll look like?”

      

      “You’ll look cute. Like… my little dumpling.”

      

      She giggled.

      

      “A dumpling?”

      

      “You’ll look like me.”

      

      I ran my hands over my short strands of hair that had barely grown out since my meditation in the sauna.

      

      “I don’t
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