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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  Although the characters in this book are fictitious (even when based on historical figures), I have tried to portray the time and its people as realistically as possible. Since Japanese names and terms can be tricky for readers unfamiliar with the time and culture, I’ve included a cast of characters—and a brief glossary—at the back of the book. Where present, Japanese characters’ surnames precede their given names, in the Japanese style. Western surnames follow the characters’ given names, in accordance with Western conventions.


  Thank you for reading—I hope you enjoy the adventure!
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  CHAPTER 1


  AUTUMN 1565


  Hiro Hattori leaned into the wind that swept down the hill and across his face. He pulled his kimono tighter and glanced at the Portuguese priest beside him. “Remember, you must eat everything set before you—”


  “—because leaving food on the plate offends the host.” Father Mateo smiled. “I have attended Japanese feasts before.”


  “Not like this one.” The words came out more sharply than intended.


  Father Mateo stopped short. “You’re nervous.”


  “And you should be.” Hiro faced the Jesuit. “This is not a ‘welcome the foreigner’ feast in Kyoto, with samurai willing to overlook a stranger’s breach of etiquette.”


  The sun had dropped below the horizon, filling the air with the chill of mountain twilight. Hiro gestured toward the top of the hill. “That house belongs to Hattori Hanzō, leader of the Iga ryu. Everyone inside is a trained assassin, half of them visitors from Koga and thus not under Iga’s control. If you can think of a less advisable place to cause offense, feel free to enlighten me.”


  “But . . . isn’t Hanzō your cousin?”


  Hiro frowned. “That fact will not protect you.”


  Father Mateo looked concerned. “If attending is truly so dangerous, why didn’t you try to prevent me from accepting the invitation?”


  “Would you have listened?”


  “No,” the priest admitted.


  Hiro shrugged. “That answers your question.”


  “It never stopped you before.”


  Hiro ignored the comment and continued up the hill.


  Father Mateo fell in step beside him. “I’ve wanted to meet Hattori Hanzō from the moment I learned he sent you to protect me, back in Kyoto.”


  “The client who hired the Iga ryu to guard you is responsible for your protection,” Hiro corrected. “Hanzō merely chose me for the job.”


  Father Mateo smiled. “Do you realize fear makes you peevish?”


  “I am not frightened,” Hiro snapped. “I’m focused.”


  “Either way, you’re peevish.”


  They rounded a curve, and Hiro shivered as the wind rustled through the leaves of the pines and colorful maples that crowded against the earthen path. His favorite gray kimono wasn’t warm enough to block the autumn chill.


  “Why did Hanzō invite me tonight?” the Jesuit asked. “I know he wanted you to keep an eye on the Koga emissaries, but I’m not part of the peace negotiations.”


  “The commander of the Iga ryu has an obligation to welcome every guest who arrives in the village. Important guests must also be given a feast on the night they arrive.”


  “So the Koga shinobi arrived today as well?”


  Hiro nodded. “Unfortunately, they did not reveal their arrival date in advance, placing Hanzō in the awkward position of needing to welcome multiple guests on a single . . .”


  He trailed off as he realized the priest was no longer beside him.


  Father Mateo stood on the path staring up at Hanzō’s mansion, which had finally come entirely into view.


  Solid walls of earth and stone rose ten feet high around the compound, giving it the appearance of a fortress. Black-glazed tiles topped the walls and arched across the massive wooden gates that marked the entrance. Beyond them, the mansion’s sloping roof rose up like the back of a sleeping dragon.


  “It looks like the shogun’s palace.” Father Mateo was awestruck.


  “A reminder to all that Hattori Hanzō is more than a village chieftain. Hurry up, we can’t be late.”


  “Shouldn’t there be someone here to greet us?” the Jesuit asked as they passed between the gates and entered the courtyard. “Guards, or someone?”


  “In peacetime, Hanzō needs no guards.” Hiro looked around. “I would have expected some tonight, with Koga emissaries in the village. Apparently, Hanzō believed them unnecessary.”


  As he crossed the yard with Father Mateo, Hiro observed how barren the compound seemed, compared with Kyoto’s samurai mansions. No Buddhist statuary or flowing koi ponds filled the space. A Zen dry garden in the corner offered an interesting view, but only to those whose eyes were trained to understand its austere beauty.


  Carved stone lanterns stood on either side of the wooden steps leading up to the covered veranda that surrounded Hanzō’s home. In the gathering darkness, their flickering light illuminated a row of crimson maples, dwarfed by pruning to prevent intruders from using them to scale the roof. The maple leaves glowed like coals, surrounding the house with living flame.


  The mansion’s roof soared high overhead, with finials carved in the shape of tigers. Twilight hid the details, but Hiro remembered them all too well.


  He passed the lanterns and stepped onto the porch, frowning at the line of sandals sitting by the door. “The Koga delegation has arrived, which makes us late.”


  The heavy, wooden door swung open, revealing an ancient, wizened woman barely as tall as Hiro’s chest. Wrinkles obscured her features, and her ears resembled apricot slices left in the sun too long. Golden hairpins glimmered in the coil of snow-white hair atop her head, while embroidered autumn leaves flowed down the side of her silk kimono, shimmering in brilliant shades of scarlet, gold, and orange.


  The wrinkles around her mouth drew back, revealing a set of shockingly healthy teeth.


  She did not bow, but Hiro did, more deeply and with more respect than Father Mateo had ever seen him show. As Hiro straightened, the priest made a slow, equally respectful bow.


  The woman’s smile grew. “Welcome home, Hiro-kun.”


  Father Mateo looked at Hiro, surprised by the ancient woman’s use of the diminutive.


  “Thank you, it is nice to be back.” Hiro gestured to the priest. “May I introduce Father Mateo Ávila de Santos, a priest of the foreign god, from Portugal.”


  The woman nodded.


  Addressing the Jesuit, Hiro added, “My grandmother, Hattori Akiko.”


  Father Mateo bowed again.


  “You are late, Hiro-kun,” Akiko warned. “The meal is ready. Everyone is waiting.”


  “Is that why you answered the door?” Hiro asked.


  She shrugged, and her formality fell away. “Hanzō sent his wife into the mountains, with their infant son.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Betraying his assertion that he trusts the Koga, and needs no guards, because the delegation comes in peace.”


  “He didn’t send you to the mountains?” Hiro asked.


  Akiko made a dismissive gesture. “I refused to go. I’m old. Nobody wants to hurt me, and if they tried, I wouldn’t care. It’s been too long since I had a decent fight.”


  She stepped away from the door. “Follow me, and hurry. You know how Hanzō-kun dislikes delays.”


  Almost as much as he hates the nickname “Hanzō-kun,” Hiro thought as he left his sandals by the door. A wave of discomfort washed over him as he followed Akiko into the house. The last time he had seen his cousin Hanzō, things had not gone well.


  Behind him, Father Mateo whispered, “She’s your grandmother?”


  The Jesuit spoke in Portuguese, so Hiro replied in kind. “Yes, and don’t be fooled by her innocent act. She has killed a man with nothing but a chopstick.”


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 2


  Hiro and Father Mateo followed Akiko down a narrow passage lined with paneled sliding doors and covered by a low, carved ceiling designed to prevent the use of swords.


  Underfoot, the wooden floorboards creaked.


  Father Mateo looked down. “Nightingale floors, like the ones in the shogun’s palace.”


  “To warn of intruders,” Hiro confirmed. “Iga had them first.”


  At the end of the building the passage made a sharp left turn. Just past it, Akiko knelt in front of yet another paneled door. She laid her hands on the frame and looked expectantly at Hiro.


  He knelt beside her and gestured for the priest to do the same. “Hanzō holds with protocol. The feast has started, so we must enter the room from a kneeling position.”


  Akiko smiled approvingly as Father Mateo joined them on the floor. When Hiro nodded, she slid the panel open.


  A knee-high rectangular table sat at the center of the feasting room, the only furniture in the space. At the head of the table, facing the door, knelt a man about Hiro’s age. He wore a kimono of dark blue silk, and his hair was bound in the samurai style. His features bore a strong resemblance to Hiro’s; strangers often mistook them for brothers. Although the other man wore no swords, Hiro had no doubt that Hattori Hanzō—and everyone else in the eight-mat room—was fully armed beneath his silk veneer.


  Four strangers knelt along the left side of the table. They turned their heads to the door in unison, faces revealing veiled suspicion, but no alarm, at the sight of the foreign priest.


  The visitor closest to Hanzō wore a silk kimono patterned with the crest of the Koga clan. His hair, also bound in a samurai knot, had a greenish tint that suggested dye. Between his uncommonly pale skin and the sheen of sweat across his forehead, he appeared both nervous and uncomfortable.


  To the sweating stranger’s right knelt a man in his twenties, distinguished mostly by his cleanly shaven head and surly scowl. At the sight of Hiro and the priest, he leaned toward the even younger man who knelt on his other side and whispered something. Given the look in the bald man’s eyes, his words were not polite.


  The emissary in the lowest position, closest to the door, was a woman. Her hair fell down her back in a single braid so long the end of it rested on the floor. Defying tradition, she wore silk trousers and a tunic belted at the waist instead of a formal kimono. Although she knelt in the junior place, and wore the clothes of a commoner, she looked at ease in samurai company, suggesting a noble birth.


  Unable to delay any longer, Hiro shifted his gaze to the woman who knelt on the opposite side of the table, directly across from the female Koga emissary.


  His breath caught in his throat.


  Neko’s slender face was even lovelier than he had remembered, jet-black eyes and narrow eyebrows strikingly dark against her pale skin. She wore her hair in a feminine version of the samurai knot, with the back piled high atop her head, and the front hanging loose in a fringe around her face. She wore a violet kimono embroidered with a flight of shimmering phoenixes, a daring choice for a season that called for muted, or at least autumnal, hues.


  But then, Kotani Neko was impossible to mute in any season.


  Given their history, Hiro had hoped he would no longer find her attractive. Unfortunately, his body betrayed that hope.


  “Hiro.” Hanzō broke the silence. “How nice of you to join us.”


  Hiro placed his hands on the threshold and bowed his forehead to the floor. After holding the obeisance for a calculated moment, he pushed himself back to a kneeling position and entered the room, remaining on his knees.


  Behind him, Father Mateo repeated the bow and followed Hiro onto the tatami. To Hiro’s relief, the Jesuit remained on his knees, remembering that etiquette did not permit a guest to stand when the host and other guests were already seated.


  “Good evening, Hattori-sama.” Hiro opted for a higher honorific than the usual -san, in recognition of his cousin’s status. “I deeply apologize for our tardiness. May I introduce Father Mateo Ávila de Santos, a priest of the foreign god, from Portugal.”


  Hanzō nodded, accepting the introduction, and addressed the sweating man to his right. “Koga-san, this is my cousin Hattori Hiro. He and his companion have just arrived from Kyoto, on their way to the foreign settlement at Yokoseura.”


  The sweaty man nodded. “I am Koga Yajiro. Allow me to introduce my companions.” He gestured first to the bald man, and then to each of the others in turn as he named them: “Koga Fuyu, Koga Toshi, and Koga Kiku.”


  Hiro found it strange that the Koga ryu, which consisted of at least a dozen clans, would send four emissaries from a single family. More likely, they merely used the surname of the ryu’s most powerful clan as an alias to hide their true identities and ranks.


  Kiku bowed her head in respectful greeting, but did not lower her face to the floor, confirming Hiro’s suspicion that she was of samurai birth. He wondered why she insulted Hanzō by wearing commoner’s clothes to a formal feast.


  The bald shinobi—Fuyu—sneered at Hanzō. “How convenient that your best assassin happened to arrive the same day we did.”


  “Actually,” Hanzō replied with a tight-lipped smile, “Hiro is Iga’s second-best assassin.”


  Fuyu scowled, but the woman across the table spoke before he could respond.


  “At least Hattori Hiro is his real name.” Neko narrowed her eyes at the bald shinobi. “Can you say the same, Koga Fuyu?”


  “Neko!” Hanzō bent his head toward Fuyu. “Please accept my apology. I invited Hiro and Neko—two of my best operatives—as a show of respect for your delegation. You are my personal guests in Iga, as safe in this village as you are in Koga Province, if not more so. Now, let us begin the feast.”


  Hiro’s grandmother bowed from the doorway. “We will serve the first course at once.”


  Hiro and Father Mateo approached the table as the door slid shut behind them.


  Neko indicated the cushion next to Hanzō. “Our foreign guest should take the place of honor.”


  She met Hiro’s eyes, and the scars on his shoulder burned beneath his robe. The pain was imagined, though the fire in the woman’s eyes was not, and Hiro wasn’t certain which one caused him more discomfort.


  As Father Mateo took his place beside Hanzō, Hiro settled beside the priest, uncomfortably aware that his position placed him in the middle of the table, hampering his ability to rise and draw a blade.


  Worse, it seated him next to Neko. The scent of her jasmine hair oil sent a rush of heat through his body, which once again reacted to her against his will.


  She gave him a sideways glance, but he looked away.


  “Thank you for accepting my invitation,” Hanzō told Yajiro. “Treaty negotiations will begin tomorrow morning—”


  “Koga has not agreed to a treaty,” Fuyu interrupted. “We know you only invited us here to steal our independence. Do not think we will fall for your verbal tricks!”


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 3


  “Fuyu, be silent!” Yajiro rested his hand on his stomach. “Do not make me apologize for your behavior at a welcome feast.”


  The door slid open, revealing Hiro’s grandmother, along with a slender teenage girl who Hiro didn’t recognize. The girl wore dark blue trousers and a tunic, like a servant—but there were no servants in Iga village. More likely, the girl was training to become a female assassin—a kunoichi.


  Hiro wondered what prompted Akiko to take a new apprentice, since his grandmother had retired from teaching several years before.


  The women carried lacquered trays with plates of sashimi beautifully garnished with thin-cut vegetables in the shape of flowers. Each plate’s garnish differed from the others, to better display the creator’s skills.


  The women moved along the sides of the table on their knees, serving the guests in order of rank. Akiko served the Koga emissaries, starting with Yajiro, while her apprentice set plates in front of Hanzō and the Iga side of the table. The girl focused on her tray with intensity, never raising her face or looking directly at anyone in the room. When placing a plate in front of Father Mateo, she started visibly, almost dropping the dish at the sight of his pale, scarred hands. Fortunately, she recovered the plate without spilling and set it carefully before the priest. She bowed her forehead to the floor, as if in silent apology, before following Akiko from the room.


  Hanzō gestured to the plates. “Please enjoy a selection of Iga’s delicacies.”


  Father Mateo dipped his head in momentary, silent prayer and raised his chopsticks to his plate. “This looks delicious.”


  Koga Toshi nodded agreement. “Thank you, Hattori-sama, for your generous welcome.”


  The comment drew a disapproving glance from Fuyu.


  Yajiro sampled a piece of the garnish. Hiro followed suit. The vegetables tasted crisp but tender, gently steamed and lightly pickled to enhance their flavors.


  “Forgive my ignorance,” Father Mateo said to Yajiro, “but does your family lead the Koga ryu?”


  Before Yajiro could answer, Fuyu set his chopsticks down and hissed, “No single clan controls the Koga ryu.”


  “The foreigner meant no harm.” Hiro’s tone held both a warning and a promise. He would not start a fight at the feast, but would gladly teach the Koga shinobi a lesson in manners, should it be required. He glanced at Yajiro, wondering why the delegation’s leader did not intervene.


  “Foreigners are like children,” Neko added. “They are curious, but mean no insult.”


  Fuyu scowled at the Iga woman. “Even a child knows when to hold his tongue.”


  “Koga is the name of our home province,” Yajiro told Father Mateo, ignoring the others’ hostility, “as well as that of my—our—family. The clans who compose the Koga ryu govern the province, and the ryu, by cooperative efforts.”


  “Thank you,” Father Mateo replied in formal Japanese, “and I humbly apologize. I did not intend my question to cause offense.”


  “Then you should not have asked it,” Fuyu said.


  In the awkward silence that followed, Hiro focused on his plate. The sashimi tasted cold and pure, like the river from which it came, and the vegetables provided a perfect palate-cleansing complement.


  He noted that Kiku and Toshi enjoyed the food without hesitation, but Fuyu sniffed each bite and inspected it carefully before raising it to his mouth. Yajiro ate slowly, though not unwillingly—more as if something had ruined his appetite.


  The door slid open. Akiko entered on her knees, balancing a tray that held a set of covered lacquer bowls. Steam escaped around the lids, and Hiro caught the faint but unmistakable scent of fish in savory broth.


  His stomach rumbled. Despite its lack of noodles, the dish was one of his personal favorites.


  The middle-aged woman who followed Akiko into the room was not an apprentice. She wore a brown kimono embroidered with a pattern of green and silver bamboo stalks. The undersides of the delicate leaves were an almost perfect match to the silver strands in the woman’s hair. She kept her face turned toward the floor, but Hiro knew her instantly.


  Like all sons, he’d recognize his mother anywhere.


  “Koga-san, may I present my aunt, Hattori Midori.” Hanzō nodded at the woman in the bamboo-patterned kimono. “She prepared the dishes we enjoy tonight.”


  Hiro’s mother set her tray on the floor and executed a lovely bow. “Welcome to Iga. Please enjoy our local specialties.”


  This time Akiko served the Iga side of the table, while Midori served the visitors, placing new dishes on the table and removing the empty sashimi plates. When finished, they bowed and left the room.


  Hanzō raised the lid from his bowl, and everyone else did also.


  Hiro inhaled the fragrant steam, which carried a briny tang along with the slightly musty scent of the mushrooms that floated atop the pale broth. A piece of fish sat half submerged in soup, its flesh pale white beneath a paper-thin layer of crispy skin.


  They ate in silence. When Hiro raised his bowl to drain the last of the savory broth from the bottom, he looked around the table, noting that everyone but Fuyu had finished the dish.


  Yajiro looked down at his empty bowl, made an awkward noise—half burp, half swallow—and vomited his meal across the table.


  Chunks of fish and bits of vegetables showered the tabletop and spattered Father Mateo’s face and kimono. The acrid odor of bile filled the air.


  Fuyu leaned back to avoid the spray as Hanzō jumped to his feet with a cry of disgust and alarm. Yajiro retched and sent a second pungent wave across the table. He clutched his stomach, leaning forward, his face a mask of pain.


  A dagger appeared in Fuyu’s hand. Hiro reached for the shuriken in his sleeve, but stopped as he realized Neko was already on her feet and brandishing a tanto of her own.


  Kiku pushed Toshi and the bald shinobi aside and crawled to Yajiro. “Toshi, get my box from the guesthouse, now!”


  Toshi glanced at Fuyu as if for instructions.


  “Now!” Kiku commanded.


  Toshi started for the door.


  Father Mateo slowly wiped his face with his hand, and lowered the hand to his kimono, all the while staring in horror at Yajiro, who continued to retch and heave.


  Bile dripped from the emissary’s mouth. Strings of saliva dangled from his lips. He trembled, teeth chattering as if from cold, although the room was warm.


  Hiro doubted Toshi would return in time, assuming he even remembered the way to the guesthouse.


  Yajiro’s shaking intensified. Kiku helped him lie on the floor and rolled him onto his side mere moments before his body began to seize. His eyes rolled backward into his head, and his back went rigid. He bucked and shuddered. Foam appeared at the corners of his mouth.


  As the seizure passed, Yajiro’s lips turned blue. His breathing faltered. He blinked, and his eyes flew wide as he clutched his throat and gasped for air. He tried to speak, but Kiku laid a hand on his chest.


  “Lie still.” She sounded calm, but Hiro saw the terror in her eyes. “Relax and breathe. Toshi has gone for my medicine box.”


  Yajiro tried to nod. He struggled to breathe and attempted to roll over.


  “Keep him sideways,” Hiro warned. “He’ll asphyxiate on his back.”


  Kiku looked over her shoulder, as if surprised.


  “He’s choking.” Hanzō gestured. “Sit him up. We’ll pound his back and free the food.”


  “He isn’t choking,” Kiku said.


  “He’s poisoned.” Hiro and Kiku spoke together—earning him yet another startled look from the kneeling woman.


  Yajiro gagged and moaned as bile trickled from his lips. He clutched his chest again and flopped on the floor like a fish on a riverbank.


  A second, stronger seizure arched his back. His body went rigid, and his arms flew away from his chest as if no longer under his control.


  Kiku grabbed a pair of chopsticks off the table and forced them between Yajiro’s teeth. Fortunately, he didn’t bite through them, but as the seizure ended his jaw fell slack and the chopsticks fell to the floor.


  Yajiro’s breath escaped with a sigh. His eyes went dark and still as the spirit left them.


  “No!” Kiku shook her head, and then his body. “Breathe! You have to breathe!”


  Father Mateo made the sign of the cross and bowed his head in prayer.


  “What is he doing?” Fuyu pointed at the priest. “Stop that!”


  “He is praying,” Hiro said. “It cannot hurt Yajiro-san.”


  Nothing anyone did could hurt Yajiro any longer.


  “No. . . .” Kiku’s voice held a strangled plea. Her eyes grew red, though she struggled to control her emotions. She pounded a fist on Yajiro’s chest. “You have to breathe!”


  “With respect,” Hanzō said gently, “you cannot help him. He is dead.”


  “Dead?” Venom dripped from Fuyu’s voice. “He is not merely dead. You murdered him.”


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 4


  Toshi returned, clutching a wooden medicine box. He paused on the threshold, struck by the scene, and hurried to Kiku without a word.


  Moments later, Akiko appeared in the doorway. She stopped short at the sight of the dead man and the table in disarray, and then withdrew.


  Toshi knelt and extended the box to Kiku. “I brought . . .” He trailed off at the sight of Yajiro’s body.


  Hiro leaned toward Father Mateo. “We should go.”


  “Stay where you are!” Fuyu raised his dagger. “No one leaves this room.”


  “You were right, Fuyu-san.” Toshi looked up, face stricken. “It was a trap, and now he’s dead!”


  “Nonsense.” Hanzō sounded unusually relaxed for a man whose guest had just collapsed and died at the dinner table. “It wasn’t a trap, and it wasn’t poison. The way Yajiro-san clutched his chest, it’s clear his heart gave out.”


  Hiro looked at the vomit strewn across the table. Half-chewed vegetables, bits of fish, and other slimy fragments floated in a pool of soup and bile. He saw no poisonous roots or leaves, but, even so, he disagreed with Hanzō.


  “Yajiro’s heart was healthy,” Kiku said. “He showed no weakness on the journey.”


  Fuyu gave the woman a look that Hiro couldn’t read, but the glare she returned required no translation.


  “Lack of an obvious weakness tells us nothing,” Neko countered, “as shinobi don’t complain of minor pains.”


  Kiku leaned over the table and inspected the vomit, nudging the chunks around with the end of a chopstick. She poked at a slimy leaf. “What did your people use to prepare the garnishes?”


  “Vegetables and edible flowers,” Hanzō replied, still calm. “My relatives prepared this feast. I assure you, you will find no poison here.”


  Hiro noted the response did not exactly deny the use of poison.


  “Koga-san did not look well,” Father Mateo said. “I saw him sweating.”


  Hiro gave the priest a warning look.


  “You murdered him!” Fuyu shook his knife at Hanzō. “I demand immediate vengeance!”


  Neko leaped across the table and pressed her dagger to Fuyu’s throat. “No one threatens Hattori Hanzō! As he said, there was no murder. Clearly, your companion’s heart was weak.”


  “I will tell you only once: withdraw that blade.” Kiku had risen up on her knees, and the point of her eight-inch tanto rested against the other woman’s ribs.


  Neko narrowed her eyes as if evaluating Kiku’s fortitude.


  At that unfortunate moment, Toshi coughed.


  Neko jumped away from Fuyu, slashing her dagger down toward Kiku’s neck. The Koga woman somersaulted backward, barely avoiding the lethal strike.


  Hiro jumped over the table, knocking Neko to the floor so she could not assassinate the Koga woman. He felt the rush of air as Fuyu’s dagger passed above his head.


  As he landed on top of Neko, Hiro pinned her hands to the tatami and rested a knee atop her chest. She thrashed like a viper. Behind them, angry shouting filled the room.


  Expecting a blade in his back at any moment, Hiro tried to strip the knife from Neko’s hand. Suddenly, she shifted her weight and pitched her hips toward the ceiling. He counterbalanced—awkwardly, and barely fast enough to hold her down.


  “Lie still,” he hissed through gritted teeth.


  She smiled. “That’s not what you said the last time.”


  Against his will, his mind returned to that night—and the sight of Neko, naked, covered in his blood.


  She bucked again and shoved him hard, rolling out from beneath him as he fell, off-balance, to his side.


  Neko rose to her hands and knees, still in possession of her knife.


  “Enough!” Hanzō’s furious shout rang out above the chorus of angry voices.


  Hiro stood up cautiously and backed against the wall.


  The Iga commander glared at Neko, face flushed angry red. “You shame yourself, and the Iga ryu, fighting on the floor like a wild beast!” He turned to Hiro. “You as well!”


  Neko smoothed the wrinkles from her kimono and executed a graceful bow. “I sincerely apologize, Hattori-sama, for obeying your order to protect your life.”


  Hiro bowed as well. “Thank you for a most unusual evening. Regrettably, Father Mateo and I must go.”


  Fuyu blocked the exit. “I told you, no one leaves until Yajiro is avenged.”


  “How, precisely, do you plan to avenge him?” Hiro asked. “Legitimate vengeance would require proof of the killer’s identity.”


  Fuyu pointed his knife at Hanzō. “He poisoned Yajiro!”


  Hanzō sighed. “I am not in the habit of murdering guests with whom I wish to negotiate an alliance.”


  “Even so,” Kiku intervened, “he was your guest, which means, by law and custom, you are responsible for his death.”


  “Whoever killed him is responsible, not me.” Hanzō made a dismissive gesture. “Put away your weapons. I want no violence—”


  “You began the violence!” Fuyu yelled.


  “With respect, and without intending offense,” Toshi said softly, looking to the others as if for support, “we must insist on justice.”


  Neko made a derisive noise. “You’d die before your finger touched the hem of Hanzō’s robe. But, if you insist, feel free to try.”


  “Neko!” Hanzō snapped. “The Koga emissaries have the right to ask for justice.”


  “This has nothing to do with justice,” Fuyu said. “Yajiro’s murder is an act of war.”


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 5


  “This was not an act of war.” Hanzō’s voice now held a warning. “We do not know what happened here, and though I do respect your rights, no man threatens me in my own home.”


  Hiro noted with relief that Father Mateo had backed away from the table, but everyone in the narrow room remained within the reach of several blades.


  “If you will listen,” Hanzō added, “I would like to offer a solution.”


  “Your death is the only solution acceptable to me,” Fuyu replied.


  Hanzō smiled. “Then I fear you will be disappointed.”


  “Perhaps we could hear his proposal?” Toshi offered.


  Fuyu glared at the youth, but Kiku nodded. “I agree. Listening does no further harm.”


  “You have no right—” Fuyu began.


  “I have as much as you have, if not more.” Kiku cut him off with force. “I have decided. Let him speak.”


  Fuyu and Toshi blinked, mouths open, but said nothing more.


  “My cousin”—Hanzō gestured to Hiro—“specializes in the investigation of suspicious deaths. With the help of the foreign priest, he has captured a number of murderers in Kyoto.”


  “Leave us out of this,” Hiro began, but Fuyu’s derisive laughter drowned his words.


  “You expect us to trust an Iga assassin to find the truth?” the bald shinobi scoffed.


  “With great respect, I must agree—it is impossible,” Toshi said.


  Kiku nodded. “An Iga agent cannot conduct an impartial investigation.”


  “Let the foreigner lead the investigation,” Hanzō proposed. “He has no loyalty to Iga.”


  Hiro opened his mouth to object, but Kiku spoke before he could.


  “I would like to discuss the matter with my fellow emissaries—privately.”


  “Of course.” Hanzō started across the room. “We will return when you have reached consensus.”


  Fuyu stepped away from the door. “Take the foreigner with you.”


  Hiro waited for Hanzō and Father Mateo to leave, and then backed slowly through the door behind them.
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  “The matter is far too risky, and the politics too complex, for him to investigate.” Hiro gestured to Father Mateo, who knelt to his right in Hanzō’s private study. The Jesuit’s kimono had large damp patches on the front from Akiko’s efforts to clean the vomit after they left the feasting room.


  Returning his gaze to Hanzō, Hiro continued, “I will search for the killer, if you require it, but the priest will not.”


  He had no intention of risking the Jesuit’s life to solve Yajiro’s murder—no matter what Hattori Hanzō said.


  “I have given my word, and I will not break it.” Hanzō knelt across from the priest, with his back to a decorative alcove. The scroll that hung in the tokonoma showed a winter scene of snowy mountains, rendered with expert skill.


  “If you didn’t want the priest involved, you should not have brought him to Iga.” Neko stood to Hanzō’s left, on guard and alert even though the four of them were the only ones in the room.


  Hiro drew a long, slow breath before responding. “Father Mateo came to Iga at Hanzō’s invitation, not my choice, and the ryu has a contractual obligation to keep him safe.” He shifted his attention to Hanzō. “Surely you would not want the man who pays to ensure the foreigner’s safety learning that you put his life in danger?”


  “Do not test my patience.” Hanzō glared at Hiro. “My guest has just been murdered on the eve of a vital negotiation.”


  “As vital as ensuring the ryu’s financial future?” Hiro asked. “How many clients will hire us if we risk the lives we are paid to protect?”


  “While I appreciate your concern for the clan’s well-being,” Hanzō replied, “you should worry more about the personal consequences of disobedience.”


  “Pardon me,” Father Mateo said. “I am willing to investigate this murder.”


  “You are not.” Hiro faced the priest. “The facts will reveal that Hanzō, or an Iga assassin acting on his orders, killed Yajiro. Revealing that fact to the Koga delegation will cause the very war that Hanzō allegedly asked them here to prevent.”


  Hanzō scowled. “Cousin, once again you go too far.”


  “I merely acknowledge the facts,” Hiro said. “Either you ordered Yajiro’s death, we have a traitor in Iga, or the Koga emissaries executed him themselves. Between those options, which do you find most compelling?”


  Father Mateo raised a finger as if in sudden realization. “The messengers who summoned us here from Kyoto mentioned an assassination attempt on Hattori Hanzō. Could that traitor remain at large in Iga?”


  Hanzō’s scowl deepened. “They should not have revealed that information. However, that assassin is no longer a threat to anyone.”


  “Perhaps another—” Father Mateo began.


  “We have no traitors in Iga,” Hanzō declared. “I order you both to investigate the death of Koga Yajiro.”


  “Gladly,” Father Mateo said. “Do you know with certainty that this delegation truly came from the Koga ryu?”


  The question struck Hiro as unusually insightful. Although he had no intention of investigating the murder, he decided to let the conversation continue a while longer.


  “Last week I received a letter,” Hanzō replied, “signed and sealed by the head of the Koga clan. It named the emissaries and described them in detail. This delegation matches that letter, and has no connection to the plot against my life.”


  “An assumption we will not rely on,” Hiro said. “If we investigate.”


  “You will investigate,” Hanzō repeated, immovable as the mountains that surrounded Iga village. “I remind you that you swore an oath of loyalty to the Iga ryu.”


  “I also made an oath to protect the priest.” He met his cousin’s stare.


  “Pardon me,” Father Mateo said. “Did no one hear me agree to investigate Yajiro’s death?”


  “Thank you.” Hanzō looked triumphant. “That resolves your conflict.”


  Despite his concerns, Hiro found the mystery compelling. He had not yet solved the murder of any person whose death he had actually witnessed.


  “If we do this,” he said slowly, “it must be a true investigation. No restrictions, and we tell no lies, no matter what the evidence reveals.”


  Hanzō nodded. “I expect no less.”


  Hiro pointed directly at Neko, the gesture rude but intentionally so. “And you will keep her on a leash. No more starting fights or baiting others to attack.”


  “What happened, Hiro?” She feigned a frown. “You used to be such fun.”


  “You heard him, Neko.” Hanzō didn’t hide his amusement. “Stay away from the delegation. You will serve as my personal bodyguard for the remainder of their stay.”


  Hiro felt an unexpected flicker of jealousy, followed by a rush of hot chagrin. Returning to Iga with Neko present, and his cousin in control, was proving even harder than he expected.


  “I told you inviting the Koga here would only end in trouble.” Neko tossed her head. “We never needed this alliance, Hanzō. Now we face a war.”


  “If I want your political insights, I will ask for them.” Hanzō waved a hand toward the door. “Leave us. I no longer need you here tonight.”


  Neko looked Hiro up and down. “I anticipate seeing more of you before the week is over.” She crossed to the entrance, bowed, and left the room, closing the door behind her without a sound.


  Hiro exhaled audibly. “She hasn’t changed at all.”


  “On the contrary.” Hanzō stared at the door. “She’s far more lethal than she was before.”


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 6


  Hiro followed Hanzō and Father Mateo back to the feasting room. As he reached the threshold, the sour odors of vomit and decomposing fish assaulted his nose, along with the salty tang of nervous sweat. He breathed through his mouth, but it helped far less than he hoped.


  “We have discussed your offer,” Fuyu said as Hanzō entered the room. “We have conditions.”


  “Then you accept my offer?” Hanzō asked.


  “I did not say that,” Fuyu snapped. “We demand an immediate change of lodging.”
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