
Theater District
Tokyo, Japan
12 April 1952
2417 Hours

For the most part, Hoax didn’t disagree with Tala’s strategy. The 
smoke from the grenade obscured the archer’s next shot and 

spoiled the view for whoever else was about to attack. There was just 
one little problem.

The smoke showed the outline of people who were invisible. It 
revealed Hoax’s outline, in other words.

So much for stealth mode.
But maybe she and the others could get away before it became 

an issue. From the sound of their movements, they weren’t more 
than ten yards away. Hoax ran toward them, hoping to whisk them 
quickly to safety in the smoke and confusion.

But a speedy escape was not in her future. She sprinted through 
the grey billows, heading for her teammates…and then, suddenly, 
she ran into someone. It was a woman; she could tell by the curves.

At first, she thought it was Tala. But then a black-gloved fist lashed 
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out of the smoke at her. Hoax caught a glimpse of a spiked knuckle 
weapon as she ducked back, the spikes still nicking her left cheek.

The sounds of hand-to-hand combat raged around her, but Hoax 
stayed focused on her opponent. She didn’t really have a choice in 
the matter; whoever the woman was, she moved like the wind.

And she stayed well hidden. After the first strike, she disappeared 
into the smoke. Hoax turned in a slow circle, watching for signs of 
movement—and barely spotted the short blade slashing toward her 
in time.

She felt the blade whipping past as she twisted aside, just dodging 
it by the smallest of margins. Gritting her teeth, she sprang forward 
in the weapon’s wake, making a grab for its handler.

But all she got for her trouble was a handful of smoke.
Hoax spun, watching for the next attack. It was as if she were 

fighting a shadow woman, an invisible foe…as if she were fighting 
herself. The enemy was free to strike at her from thin air at any time, 
from any direction, and all Hoax could do was react. Now she knew 
how people felt when they went up against her in the Joshua Suit.

Hoax heard the blade swooping toward her from behind and she 
lunged forward. She felt the tip of it rush through her hair, barely 
missing the back of her neck.

She was off balance, though, now, and her foe took advantage. 
Before Hoax could regain a firm footing, she felt a foot crash into 
the small of her back, throwing her forward.

She gasped when she hit the cobblestones. The second she touched 
down, she rolled over and scrambled up to her knees, getting ready 
to launch herself to her feet.

Just then, the points of two blades pierced the smoke, sliding 
under her chin and pressing against her throat.

The smoke was starting to clear, drifting off on the rippling 
breeze. Hoax’s wide eyes stared along the length of the blades into 
the thinning haze, searching for the face of her enemy.

At first, all she saw was a dark figure, a woman’s silhouette. 
Then, little by little, she made out more details: a black hood and 
mask concealing most of the face; Japanese eyes peering out of the 
eyeholes, devoid of emotion; a long silver braid twisted over one 
shoulder; a lithe figure, small and slender, clad in a black singlet, 
arm-length gloves, and thigh-high boots. She held identical Japanese 
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weapons in each hand: short blades seated between curved double 
prongs, almost tridents. Hoax remembered the name—sai—from 
the briefings before the mission.

She remembered the eyes, too…the same cold eyes she’d seen ear-
lier on the street. They were the eyes of the geisha whom the team 
had passed on their way to the park.

She’d been stalking them in disguise, as invisible in her own way 
as Hoax. She had no need for a Joshua Suit; she was a true mistress 
of concealment, a warrior of the shadows.

There was a name for people like that. Hoax remembered it from 
the briefings. Ninja.

The woman was definitely a ninja, and the point of one of her sai 
was the tiniest flick away from cutting Hoax’s throat.

* * *

When the smoke grenades first blew, Taki gently laid the body of 
Dr. Kichida down on the cobblestones by the fountain. A little of 
the water splashed onto the dead man’s face, a soft spray that Taki 
liked to think Kichida might have appreciated. After all, it was the 
water of his beloved homeland, his precious Nippon.

Rising, Taki reached down into his pants pockets, which he’d torn 
out earlier to give him easy access to the weapons strapped to his 
thighs. There was a wooden club tied to each leg, and he pulled them 
free in a single smooth motion.

The clubs were his personal favorite weapons: Okinawan tonfa 
clubs carved of hard red oak. The polished wood was warm from his 
body heat; it was fitting, since he thought of them as being alive, as 
extensions of his body. He certainly knew how to make them come 
to life in battle.

Taki wrapped his fingers around the handles of the tonfa. He 
braced the clubs against his forearms, spanning the length of his 
arms from his wrists to his elbows.

Then, mentally reciting a passage from the Buddha’s Diamond 
Sutra to prepare himself, he stepped into the smoke.

Shadows coiled and uncoiled in the corners of his eyes like snakes 
in the mist. Things whispered and rustled around him. Focusing, 
he felt the presence of hidden men, cold and malevolent, equally 
focused on his own presence. The fact that they moved with such 
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near-perfect silence meant they had to be ninja—agents of the fear-
some Shin organization, most likely.

The Diamond Sutra tingled in Taki’s brain like electricity, like 
snowflakes, like birdsong. He took a breath, as he had been trained, 
and then he went to work on the enemy. Fearsome they might be, but 
he resolved to be fearless in defense of his teammates and mission.

All conditioned phenomena 
Are like a dream…

As the Diamond Sutra flowed through him, Taki slipped left. 
Lashing out his arm, he cracked a tonfa across the head of a lurking 
foe. Then he brought the club back down for a second blow, harder 
than the first. The man fell at his feet, blood soaking his black hood 
and cloak.

…an illusion, a bubble, a shadow, 
Like the dew…

Taki spun and lunged back, driving the short end of a tonfa 
into the gut of another ninja. As the ninja folded with the blow, he 
slashed a sword across Taki’s chest, gashing his tux jacket without 
cutting into his flesh. Taki caught the man’s sword arm with a tonfa, 
keeping it from slashing back down, then blasted the other tonfa 
across his face.

Another ninja body crumpled to the cobblestones.

…or like lightning. 
You should discern them like this.

Striding forward, Taki spun both tonfa and gripped them tight 
with the long ends protruding. He heard the soft hiss of movement 
approaching from his left, and he ducked down suddenly, just as a 
kama sickle cleaved the smoke where his head had just been.

Darting toward the sickle’s wielder, he spread his arms wide, then 
brought the tonfa together hard on either side of the man’s head. At 
the hint of another faint hiss, he threw himself down and somer-
saulted out of the path of whatever was coming. When he finished 
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the roll and sprang to his feet, he saw four shuriken stars stuck in the 
ninja’s chest and throat.

The smoke was thinning enough for Taki to catch a glimpse of 
the star thrower’s dark, sprinting form. Zeroing in, Taki spun and 
whipped his clubs where he thought the man was about to be.

His mastery of objects and trajectories did not let him down. 
The flying tonfa clocked the ninja in the side of the skull, and he 
dropped.

Taki felt the breeze picking up. The wind was carrying off the 
smoke, clearing the view so he could assess the full situation.

On the cobblestones around him lay a ring of four unconscious 
ninjas, the ones he’d battled in the smoke. But beyond them, his 
teammates were in trouble.

Off to one side, twenty yards away, a female ninja with a long 
silver braid stood poised with her sai dipped low, their points pressed 
against Hoax’s barely visible, misty form. According to what little 
Taki had heard of the Shin, there could be only one woman ninja 
with twin sai and a silver braid: Mizu Kage, the legendary dark mis-
tress of the Iga clan. Mizu had a reputation as an unbeatable, death-
dealing fury. People claimed that no one who fought her lived to 
tell of it.

Ten yards farther and closer to the trees, Tala was being held cap-
tive by another ninja, her right arm wrapped in a chain. She was 
struggling to break free, but the ninja gripped the chain tightly and 
stayed out of reach of her punches and kicks.

Clearly, Hoax and Tala needed help. Taki took a deep breath and 
prepared to run to their assistance…at least, until he heard a telltale 
sound from the trees.

It was the twang of a bowstring, released by the archer ninja who’d 
murdered Dr. Kichida. The smoke had cleared enough to give him 
a clean shot again.

The arrow raced toward Taki, its black point gleaming in the light 
of the paper lanterns.

* * *

Tala was sick and tired of being chained up by the ninja. He’d 
kept her under control so far, wrenching her around with the chain 
every time she tried to get sound footing and mount an attack, but 
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enough was enough. It was time to use the bastard’s own weapon 
against him.

Letting loose a battle cry like the roar of a lioness, Tala grabbed 
hold of the chain with her free hand and yanked it toward her. The 
ninja came with it.

Throwing herself backward, she took him down with her, then 
pitched him off over her head. That was when he finally let go of the 
chain.

Tala rolled off her back fast and came up out of the roll in a crouch. 
She saw the ninja was on his feet, too, whipping a bundle out of a 
pack on his back. He unfolded it lightning fast, revealing a kind of 
black weighted net.

He held it with both hands as he started toward her, ready to use it 
against her. Whatever Tala did next, she would have to do it quickly.

* * *

“I said give it to me!” The ninja woman with the blades at Hoax’s 
throat pressed the points a little deeper. “Last time: give me the charm 
or device that renders you invisible.”

Hoax was afraid to swallow, lest that slight movement puncture 
her throat. She was afraid to move at all…and that made her angrier 
with each passing second.

The ninja’s eyes narrowed. “I am a ghost woman feared even by the 
ghosts themselves.” She leaned closer, continuing to speak in a low, 
accented English. “And I will make a true ghost of you if you don’t 
hand over your secret.”

The threat made Hoax’s hackles rise. She was a brawler at heart, a 
take-no-crap-from-anyone kind of woman. Hell, she’d once punched 
a molar out of the head of Sergeant Barry Daniel Brown of the 42nd 
Marines, who was as tough as they came; she still wore that tooth on 
a chain around her neck as a reminder.

It wasn’t in her to let this ninja cow get the better of her. The time 
had come to make a move.

The breeze was clearing away the last remaining wisps of smoke 
that had given away her outline and location. She was back to full 
invisibility now; once she got away from the points of those sai, she’d 
have an advantage over the ghost woman.

All she needed was some kind of distraction.
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* * *

As the black-tipped arrow streaked toward Taki, its telltale whis-
per alerted him just in time. He dropped down out of its path at the 
last possible microsecond, letting it cruise past overhead and shunt 
into the fountain behind him.

With mere heartbeats to go before the next arrow took flight, he 
looked around when he went down, casting a net for the nearest ob-
ject he could use. His tonfa lay nearby, but he wasn’t sure they could 
do the job this time. Closer at hand, he saw a loose cobblestone.

Driving his fingers into the gaps around the cobblestone, he 
yanked it free. But the twang of the bowstring told him he hadn’t 
been quick enough for an immediate throw.

Taki flung himself down on his side and rolled out from under 
the passing arrow. Then, he leaped up, aimed, and flung the cobble-
stone in one smooth blur of motion.

He heard the sound of the stone cracking against bone, and the 
head of the archer snapped back from the blow. As she fell, her last 
shot sprang out of the bow but flew wild, curving off into the trees.

* * *

As the ninja with the net advanced toward Tala, she plunged a 
hand into a fold of her tattered kimono and came out with a weapon 
of her own: a customized grenade. But this grenade wasn’t of the 
smoke bomb variety.

She’d been holding back on deploying explosives because the co-
vert team’s orders had emphasized stealth. But the time had come 
for stronger measures. If she didn’t bring out the firepower, the vital 
intel Dr. Kichida had died to provide might never make it back to 
Command.

Tala turned and sprinted away from the net man. She yanked 
the pin on the run, watching the ninja over her shoulder as he gave 
chase, and then she chucked the grenade. As the explosive went off 
behind her, she flung up her arms to shield her head.

Debris rained down around her. She didn’t look back to see what 
was left of the ninja at ground zero.

* * *
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The grenade explosion gave Hoax the distraction she needed. 
When the blast hit, the ghost woman looked away, and the pressure 
of the points of the sai let up the slightest bit.

Hoax flung herself backward, away from the tips of the blades, 
then rolled hard right. Fully invisible now that the smoke had 
cleared, she had a fifty-fifty chance of avoiding the next stroke of the 
ninja woman’s weapon. As long as it came down on her left, she’d be 
fine. It all depended on just how keen the ninja’s senses were, if she 
could tell which way Hoax had moved without seeing her.

At first, it seemed she couldn’t. She swept both sai left, missing 
Hoax by a wide margin.

But then, just as Hoax prepared to lash out and take her down, 
the ghost woman snapped right. The move to the left had been a 
feint, just a setup for the strike that came next.

Before Hoax could duck out of the way, the ghost woman’s sai 
flashed toward her. The blade plunged deep into her left side, driv-
ing the twin prongs in after it and crushing the hilt hard against her 
flesh.

Suddenly, Hoax’s body flooded with agonizing pain. She couldn’t 
stop herself from screaming at the top of her lungs. And that was 
before…

Before the ghost woman tore the blade back out of her.

* * *

When the sirens started, Taki was watching Hoax reappear. In 
the back of his mind, he knew the sirens meant trouble, that the au-
thorities were on their way to the park. But his teammate’s condition 
was a much more immediate concern.

Her body became visible as she fell on the cobblestones, and he 
could see why. Blood was gushing out of a hole in her left side; clear-
ly, the Joshua Suit had been damaged by Mizu Kage’s last strike.

Now another strike was about to happen. Mizu was bent over 
Hoax, drawing back both sai; in a heartbeat, they would pierce 
Hoax’s flesh as if it were a pincushion…and that would surely seal 
her fate. Maybe she could heal from one severe stab wound, but 
three would end her right there on the cobblestones. Her life de-
pended on whatever Taki did next.

Instinctively, he grabbed his tonfa off the ground, leaped into a 
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throwing stance, and hurled a tonfa toward Mizu. It blasted into one 
of the sai, knocking it out of her grasp.

Mizu looked up, her cold eyes staring in his direction. Without a 
word, she straightened, twirling her remaining sai, and stepped over 
Hoax’s body. She was coming for him.

Taki stood, raising the single tonfa he had left. He spun it around, 
changing hands, switching grips, preparing for all-out weapon-to-
weapon combat. Then he settled into a pose that he thought would 
serve him well, a posture that would allow him to unleash any num-
ber of surprises.

Any average weapons fighter might have hesitated in the face of 
his obvious skill…but not Mizu. She continued to stride toward 
him, eyes impassive, hips and shoulders swaying with easy grace.

Taki’s heart pounded. If the legends were true, if no one who 
fought Mizu Kage lived to tell about it, he was a dead man.

Was this how the mission would end? After Taki and his team-
mates had come so far and fought so hard, would Dr. Kichida’s se-
crets never make it to Command? For that matter, would Taki not 
live to see another sunrise?

He braced himself for the epic struggle to come. Mizu was twenty 
feet away. She took another graceful step, giving her sai a twirl.

And then a grenade rolled up next to her and hit her foot. Even 
from a distance, Taki could tell the pin had been pulled.

Instead of trying to kick it, Mizu dove away from it…but her es-
cape attempt was too late. The grenade exploded, hurling her across 
the parklet, sending her sprawling into the triple-fish fountain.

As for Taki, he started running the second he saw the thing roll 
up to Mizu. The blast still caught him, knocking him down to the 
cobblestones, but he stayed conscious and relatively unhurt.

That was more than he could say for Mizu. She lay face up in the 
fountain, unmoving, apparently out cold.

As Taki got to his feet, he saw Tala get up from her hiding place 
behind the fountain. She ran right past him and made a beeline for 
Hoax.

Meanwhile, the sirens were still keening, getting louder with each 
passing moment. Now came the hard part: escape. The team had a 
very brief window in which to get away.

And one of them was injured and unconscious.
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“Taki!” Tala’s voice was urgent as she crouched beside Hoax. 
“She’s in pretty bad shape!”

Taki retrieved the tonfa he’d thrown at Mizu and ran to Hoax’s 
side. Stuffing the clubs in his jacket pockets, he squatted down and 
shoved his hands under Hoax’s prone body. Grunting, he lifted her 
in his arms, then pushed himself up to his feet.

“Should we be moving her?” It was the first time he’d heard Tala 
sound worried. “There’s so much blood…”

“No choice.” Taki adjusted Hoax’s weight in his arms and started 
walking toward the park’s rear exit. “We have to get her out of here.” 
His new mission was to get the three of them past the Shōgunate au-
thorities and make it to the extraction point. At least he was the right 
person for the job: he knew Tokyo from childhood visits and had 
studied mission maps so hard he’d started dreaming about them.

Tala thought for a moment, then nodded. “All right then.”
Taki picked up his pace. He hoped the police wouldn’t think to 

block the back access route; the sirens were practically on top of 
them now.

The race to the extraction point was on. It could get tough as 
word spread and the authorities locked down the city, but he had no 
intention of failing. The envelope of secrets in his jacket pocket had 
already cost Kichida’s life, and now it might cost Hoax’s, too.

It was up to Taki and Tala to get the envelope into the hands of 
the man who could use it to make a difference in days to come. It 
was up to them to deliver it to the officer who’d launched this mis-
sion in the first place and was waiting offshore to receive the results.

That man was Major John MacNeal.
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