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To the Ones Who Carry Their Ghosts Lightly—Until It’s Time to Set Them Free.
To the Grudge-Holders, the Shadow-Walkers,
and the Women Who Show Up to Family Reunions with Blood on Their Boots.



Because sometimes Obon isn’t just for lanterns, incense, and quiet remembrance.
Sometimes it’s for assassinations, revelations, and one final reckoning beneath the paper moon.



If you’ve ever smiled at a blade or whispered goodnight to the dead—this one’s for you.
And because no Kyoto kill is complete without a playlist,
I’ve built you a soundtrack for the silence between strikes.
Click, press play—
And let the lanterns burn.


Happy Obon—May the Spirits Guide Your Blade.


This is a work of fiction. All characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual people or incidents is purely coincidental.
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Lanterns & Lies


The streets of Kyoto’s Gion district just after sunset are lined with tea houses that whisper of the city's past—Geisha shadows, sliding paper walls, and centuries-old secrets steeped in silence. Wooden merchant houses and narrow shops look inviting, and I’m briefly tempted to step inside one, just to inhale the rich aroma of those exotic teas you can’t get anywhere else.

My ankle groans in protest as I walk down a narrow street—a cruel souvenir from that midnight HALO jump into a hot zone in Iran, where I limped away with a cracked rib, a busted ankle, and a renewed desire to murder Jane—my agent of death—instead of the target the Mossad beat me to. All that trouble and pain, and I didn’t even get to kill anyone.

But to be honest, I didn’t particularly feel like taking out a nuclear physicist and running the risk of glowing in the dark, thanks to the Americans bombing Iranian nuclear facilities. None of the countries involved in that bloody conflict has clean hands—but I’m not paid to pick sides or make judgements on that particular clusterfuck.

Anyway... moving along swiftly.

No matter what she says to the contrary, I know the jump was Jane’s idea of punishment for threatening to blow up a client after that explosive little Fourth of July mess in Freedomville. She knows how much I hate jumping out of perfectly good aeroplanes, especially at high altitudes.

I’m an assassin, not an astronaut. Not to mention past trauma and bad jumps.

So when she texted, “Japan. Quick and classy. No politicians. You’ll love it,” I knew I was about to be lied to in three different languages. The other thing that got my guard up was when she said I’d receive the details for the assignment once I arrived in Kyoto, not before.

Still, Kyoto during Obon—floating lanterns, polite assassins, and no fascist governors in sight—almost sounded like a holiday. Almost.

I follow the scent of grilled eel and fresh wasabi through the backstreets until I find a tiny sushi bar tucked between a stationery shop and a shrine. It’s the place Jane insisted I absolutely had to go to. Apparently, their sushi is to die for. Which means it’s either part of some test or she wants to surprise me with something since she’s being sketchy on the details for the job.

There’s no English signage, just a painted koi and a fluttering white noren curtain. That’s how you know it’s going to be good—or lethal. Depends on whatever surprise Jane has lined up for me.

Inside, the place is all warm wood and quiet knife work. No music. Only hushed conversations, the rhythmic slice of steel on fish, and the soft hiss of rice vinegar in the air. I take a seat at the counter where I can keep an eye on all entrances and exits. I try not to wince as my ankle reminds me I’m not supposed to be walking long distances, let alone hunting targets through historic districts.

The itamae behind the counter gives me a slow nod, says something respectful I don’t catch, and sets a dish of toro sashimi in front of me like it’s an offering. I’d kill someone for decent sushi. Conveniently, that's exactly what I’m in Japan to do.

I’ve barely taken the first bite when a man slides onto the stool beside me. Black trousers, black shirt, black hair tied back in a neat knot—he looks like he stepped out of a martial arts film and landed in the middle of my dinner.

He doesn’t look at me. Just sips from a tiny cup of sake and murmurs, “The Crimson Dragon lights his lantern at dawn.” His accent barely sounds Japanese. He sounds like he was educated in America. Probably some Ivy League college.

I sigh. What new cloak-and-dagger bullshit is this? What the fuck is she thinking?

I pause before I shovel another bite of sashimi into my mouth and glance over at the new arrival.

I fucking knew it. She just couldn’t help herself. He’s way too good-looking for this not to be one of Jane’s “gifts”. Does she have a catalogue of hot killers and doubles as a dating service?

“I’m eating,” I say, through my full mouth. “If this is going to end in blood, I’d like to finish my sashimi first.” Just in case he’s not an olive branch from Jane, I need to be prepared to get bloody.

He places a thin, folded paper envelope on the counter between us. “The information you requested.”

“I didn’t ask for it to be delivered by hand.”

He finally turns. Cheekbones that could cut glass. Eyes like storm clouds over Tokyo Bay. And a smile that knows way too much. “Then consider it a gift.”

I resist the urge to say something about not being in the mood to unwrap him. The last time Jane set me up with a guy, I ended up running from the Italian authorities, although the train ride out of Venice on The Orient Express was epic, and I did let him stay all the way to Istanbul.

I slide the envelope into my bag. “Thanks, but I’m not in the mood to repeat Venice.”

One eyebrow lifts. “I don’t know what that means, but I promise—this isn’t that kind of gift.”

“Good,” I mutter. “Because I didn’t pack lingerie or an escape route.”
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