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Chapter 1


    “Spang!” The metal ninja star rang out loudly as it struck the heating vent. Crouched behind the ductwork, fourteen-year-old Moira Mackenzie gripped her sword. Taking a deep breath, she relaxed herself, and got ready to jump.


    You can do this, she told herself. You really can do this. Lightning flashed, lighting up the roof around her just long enough to see the machinery and heating units around her.


    For just a moment she thought of the candles on her birthday cake only one month ago. If anyone had told her that she’d be a newly minted ninja, fighting for her life and wielding swords and knives before she ever got her driving permit she would have laughed out loud. But, here she was, doing all that and more.


    She tossed her long brunette bangs out of her eyes, and took one hand off her sword long enough to tuck her hair behind one ear. She would have to start tying her hair back like her sister Mindy if this was going to become a regular thing.


    A crack of thunder followed the lightning. It rattled the machinery on the roof of the Akiyama Building. Through the flashes of lightning from the storm, Moira saw the Manhattan skyline. On any other night, she would have thought it beautiful, but now she just felt fear, and the cold, stiff autumn rain that swept across the roof as sheets of freezing water.


    Slender, but slightly muscled, Moira wasn’t what anyone would call obviously athletic, but it was clear she was nimble on her feet and extremely coordinated for a teenager.


    At five foot five, she was taller than average for her age, and almost as tall as her older sister Mindy. She looked older than her age as well. Of the three sisters, Moira had the most distinctly Japanese features, looking more like her Japanese mother, Kameko, than her Caucasian father, Stephen.


    There was no denying all the sisters were of mixed parents, but if any of them had to pass for full-blooded Japanese, it was Moira.


    “You look just like your mother when she was your age,” her father often told her. It was, he admitted only to himself, why Moira was his favorite. He loved them all equally, but differently. But yes, he guiltily admitted to himself, she was his favorite, perhaps because they were so much alike.


    The middle of three sisters, Moira was also the most practical. His eldest daughter, Mindy, was independent, Westernized, and a joy for him. His youngest daughter, Marci, was his child genius, more bookworm and nerd, small and compact, and as introverted as he was.


    But Moira? He only had to look at her to be reminded of her mother—now long gone—killed in a car crash. Maybe it wasn’t fair that he had a favorite child, but she was so much like her mother, he couldn’t help it. It was Moira, he knew, who would be most likely to want to follow in his footsteps and run her own company one day. They had talked about business since Moira was five years old and insisted on going to work with him. She had colored and written quietly at her own desk inside his office, absorbing what it meant to run a business and deal with people as she grew up. And while they had both assumed she would one day run the company, neither of them had realized just how soon that would be.


    “Moira!” yelled a familiar voice. “Come out! I know it’s you!”


    Moira forced herself to stand, leaning slightly into the rain and wind, squinting against the elements, and holding her sword in front of her. She flexed her fingers on the cloth-wrapped hilt. Lightning reflected in the straight edge of the blade showed her what else she faced: a circle of ninjas dressed in black had spread out across the roof. They moved in and surrounded her. She saw their leader: her Uncle Jiro.


    He no longer wore his black face mask. His uniform was more detailed than those of the other ninjas, but they all appeared similar. Wide shoulder flaps of cloth across his chest allowed him to hide more weapons. His sword and his collapsible bow were still slung over his shoulders. Reaching into his vest, he produced several more throwing stars. Here it comes, she closed her eyes and winced.


    The other ninjas posed with their weapons but did not move. A ninja leader ruled by strength. Because of Moira, Uncle Jiro seemed weak in front of his clan of assassins. He now had to prove to the others that he could still lead them.


    Uncle Jiro said nothing more. He let the shuriken, the ninja stars, do the talking for him, flicking them through the rainy night directly at Moira’s face.


    Moira reacted almost without thinking. Her straight-bladed ninja sword clanged as she flicked her wrist back and forth, catching the sharp-pointed throwing stars and knocking them aside.


    Each one clattered to the rooftop at her feet. One struck the top of her tabi boots, her soft-soled ninja footwear. It stung, but she pretended it didn’t. She couldn’t let Uncle Jiro see how afraid she felt.


    “Moira,” said Uncle Jiro. “Stop this. Give up. You are a thirteen-year-old girl. This is not the place for you. You can do nothing to stop my ninjas.”


    “I’m fourteen!” Moira shouted back. “I had a birthday a month ago and you didn’t even bother to send a birthday card.”


    Moira shook her head. How rude could this man be?


    Uncle Jiro stopped. A birthday? Had it been that long since his quest for control of his brother-in-law’s company began? This was taking entirely too long. Clapping his hands together in front of his body, he began to hum deep in his throat. His body seemed to turn to smoke in front of her eyes. As she watched, Uncle Jiro started to shrink, started to pool lower to the ground—and suddenly became a wolf.


    The enormous, black wolf with a huge white streak down the center of its head glared at her with its yellow eyes and snarled. Moira took a half step back. Swallowing hard, she forced herself to take a half step forward again. The wolf raised its head and howled to the sky, growling and drooling. It was the most ferocious, unearthly animal Moira had ever seen.


    A ninja’s magic can be made from fear—or from love, Moira thought, remembering her lessons. She forced herself to close her eyes, fearing that at any moment the wolf might leap forward. Uncle Jiro wanted her to be afraid. The more fearful she was, the more powerful his ninja magic would be.


    Aiko, a grandmother she never knew she had until almost a year ago, had taught Moira to use love, so she focused on what she loved the most: her sisters, Marci and Mindy, and her mother, whom they had all loved. She held that feeling close and the warmth began to grow within her. As it did, she could feel herself falling away into the center of her body. In that center she pictured a massive, snow-white wolf of her own—more like a Siberian husky, really, with ice-blue eyes.


    Suddenly Moira realized she’d turned into the husky. She stood on her paws and faced the black wolf at the animal’s height. Whether it was an illusion, a trick of the mind, or she and Uncle Jiro truly were wolves, she would never be sure.


    Moira howled. She would not let Uncle Jiro bully her. She would not back down.


    The black wolf growled once more. Then, without hurrying, it began to stretch, becoming taller, standing on its hind legs. Like a pool of ink, the shape spread until it once again took the shape of Uncle Jiro. He smiled at her. As she watched, his teeth shrank back to normal.


    “Aiko has taught you well,” he said. He took a step forward, then another. His human voice sounded deep and hoarse, just as threatening as the wolf’s growl had been. His dark eyes were full of anger. “I am going to give you one last chance. Only because you are—family,” he said as if the word tasted bad in his mouth.


    “No,” Moira said. “We are not family.”


    Uncle Jiro seemed surprised. Then he smiled again, but it was not a happy smile. Moira thought he might change back into a wolf again—or something worse.


    He opened his mouth to say something, but one of the ninjas crouching in the darkness shouted a warning in Japanese. The enemy forces turned to face outward, away from Moira, and pointed their swords and other tools towards the edge of the roof.


    Uncle Jiro’s ninjas were dressed in black. The ninjas that crept over the edge of the roof, their swords ready and their bows drawn back, wore gray like Moira. Even behind her mask, Moira saw that their leader was an older Asian woman.


    Aiko, thought Moira.


    “You…” Uncle Jiro hissed. Slowly, deliberately, he reached up and drew his ninja sword from the scabbard on his back.


    “Step away from her,” Aiko said. Her eyes narrowed as she watched Uncle Jiro. She held a pair of sai, long cross-hilt daggers used for trapping and deflecting sword blades. Extending one of her daggers and flipping it expertly in her hand, she gestured toward the enemy ninja. “Do it now and we will leave.”


    “None of you will leave this place,” Uncle Jiro rumbled. “And you,” he pointed the tip of his black sword at her, “should not have come back.”


    Aiko spoke sharply in Japanese, giving commands to her ninja warriors. To Moira, she said, “Down, child! Down!”


    Moira knew not to argue. She took shelter behind the ductwork again.


    Uncle Jiro transformed once more. This time he became a hawk, with wings easily reaching eight feet across. The giant hawk shrieked and leapt up, flying through the air, its talons razor sharp and extended to attack.


    Aiko leapt as well, and met him in the air.


    The female leader of the gray-clad ninjas had become a crane. She leapt on her long legs, flapping her mighty wings, pecking at Uncle Jiro’s hawk-form. The two birds turned in the air, fighting and tussling, shrieking and clawing. From her vantage behind the duct, Moira could not help but be afraid. She knew Uncle Jiro’s strength and Aiko’s brilliance and cunning. Which would prove more effective?


    As the two ninja leaders fought in animal form, the other ninjas began to battle with each other. Swords clashed. Sai clanged. Stars flew through the air, clattering on the rooftop and around the ducts. A storm of arrows flew this way and that. Aiko’s ninjas fought Uncle Jiro’s ninjas furiously, neither side willing to give ground, but both so equally matched that it was impossible for one to get the advantage over the other.


    Moira recognized her cue to escape the battle. Not every battle was won by overcoming one’s opponent. Some battles were won by escaping the opponent to live to fight when the odds were better. This, she told herself, was one of those times.


    Scrambling to avoid the stars and the arrows, moving in and around between the two opposing ninja clans, she ran, scurrying, bent at the knees and waist, staying low to avoid the weapons flying around her.


    As Moira reached the other side of the roof, using the distraction of the battle to do so, she paused to look back. Aiko and Uncle Jiro had reverted back to their human forms and were fighting with their blades. Uncle Jiro was a master swordsman, but Aiko was good with her two, shorter sai, blocking every slash and thrust of Uncle Jiro’s sword.


    She didn’t have much time. Moira had to find Mindy and Marci.


    * * *


    The entrance at the opposite end of the roof was one of those big, metal doors used to keep people safe if there was ever a fire. It was very heavy, and from this side, it was locked. Checking behind her as Aiko had taught her, Moira knelt by the door. From inside one of her hidden pockets she took out her lock pick kit.


    It’s a simple lock, she thought. Don’t get nervous. I can do this. I can do anything if I stay calm.


    Aiko had taught Moira how to pick a lock. Door locks were easy. She took two small pieces of metal from the kit. One piece was an L-shaped, the “wrench,” which didn’t look like a wrench at all. It just looked like a bent piece of metal. The other was a jagged needle that resembled a key, but a lot thinner.


    The battle sounded loud and scary behind her. Moira inserted the jagged piece of metal and moved it back and forth. While she did so, she used the L-shaped wrench to turn the lock. Soon after she felt the lock release and turn.


    Got it, she thought. She tucked the picks away and took out her small flashlight. The door was heavy, but she pulled it open and crept inside. As she thought it might be, the stairwell inside was dark. She clicked on her compact, super-bright LED flashlight.


    A ninja always carries a flashlight, she repeated to herself. A ninja always carries tools. A ninja is prepared for whatever might happen. A ninja never lets fear stop her, but acts in spite of any fear she feels.


    She took two tentative steps into the darkness. Her flashlight’s switch let her blink the light on for a second, then move. If an enemy saw the flash of light and threw a knife or a throwing star, or shot an arrow at her, she wouldn’t be where the light shone. She always thought one step ahead.


    Uncle Jiro’s Akiyama Building was very tall, with thousands of rooms and nooks. She had no idea where to look for Mindy and Marci. What would Aiko do? No doubt, stay low: the first rule of sneaking. When in doubt, start at the beginning.


    She found the staircase and moved quickly down the stairs, taking them two steps at a time, feeling light on her feet in her tabi boots. She thought she heard a noise. She froze, listening. You must be still in order to listen: another of Aiko’s lessons.


    Except for the distant sounds of the furious ninja battle still going on the roof, she heard nothing more. The fighting noises became more distant as she descended the stairwell. Each floor number was marked on the fire door for that floor. But where should she start? Marci and Mindy could be anywhere.


    Except, no, that wasn’t right. The message Marci managed to send had been in code. It had to be, to prevent Uncle Jiro’s men from intercepting it. But even Aiko hadn’t understood what the message meant.


    She took out her phone and looked again at the text message:


    WE CAN’T WAIT TO SEE YOU, read the message, uncharacteristically in all caps. SO MUCH FEAR HERE. TWO FEAR, ONE FOR EACH OF US.


    That message had been Uncle Jiro’s idea of scaring her. He had let Marci send a text message from her phone before taking it from her again. But something about it seemed strange. Marci never typed in all caps. And “two fear, one for each of us” sounded awfully odd to Moira.


    Then she realized: of course it sounded odd. It was meant to.


    Marci had been complaining about her German lessons just the other day. Mindy was learning Spanish, but Marci had already learned Spanish and had moved on to German. The two sisters had argued about what good it would do to learn German. Marci had insisted she liked knowing what people were saying in the old World War II movies that their father used to watch.


    The thought of her father brought a sudden lump to her throat. She missed her dad so much.


    Focus, she thought. She was trying to tell me where they were without Uncle Jiro or his men knowing. Uncle Jiro’s men wanted her sisters to send her the message to scare her, and it had. Uncle Jiro’s men sent a picture of Marci and Mindy attached, a picture with Uncle Jiro standing over them with his sword. His threat was clear. Marci had told them Moira wouldn’t believe they were alive unless she included a text. They agreed, handing her the phone. She typed a message that would contain a clue. She loved clues and mysteries. Only nine years old, Marci was more than just a puzzle addict. She was a genius puzzle addict with an IQ approaching that of Einstein.


    That message was a clue, and one Marci knew Moira could figure out. But what was the clue? Moira thought back to the last time the sisters had all been together in their kitchen baking chocolate chip cookies for their Uncle Mort. Marci had been counting the cookies as she placed them on a plate, but counting them in German, which sounded almost lyrical. She had repeated it many times, which was what caused Marci and Mindy to argue about languages. Marci loved to sing repetitive songs: eins, zwei, drei, vier. One, two, three, four.


    Vier was pronounced “fear.” Two fears. Two viers. Two, four.


    “Twenty-four,” she whispered to herself. She wrote it that way to get my attention, and the all-caps drew my attention to the message. She needed me to notice. They’ve got to be on the twenty-fourth floor.


    She hoped she was right. She couldn’t think of anything to do now but find the twenty-fourth floor—and hopefully, Marci and Mindy.


    The building was so tall that it took her a long time to get to floor twenty-four. When she did, she tested the fire door. Success! It wasn’t locked. She opened it slowly so it would make as little sound as possible. She quietly tiptoed into the carpeted hallway. Crouching, as Aiko had taught her, she felt for the tanto knife in her belt. The Japanese weapon was a last resort, one she didn’t want to use. But there was no telling how many of Uncle Jiro’s guards there might be between her and her sisters. She had her sword, and she had her other weapons. She hoped she was ready.


    She crept down the hallway. A year ago, if someone had told her she would be training to be a ninja, or that she would be fighting an ancient ninja clan war between her mother’s side of the family and her own evil uncle, she never would have believed it.


    Her Uncle Mort, her father’s best friend, said he didn’t believe in the ninja legends. Ninjas weren’t forest spirits called tengu, he would tell her. They were just spies and assassins, ancient Japanese secret agents who the world had forgotten about. Down through the centuries, ninjas had taught each generation their fighting and spying secrets. But they weren’t supernatural, Uncle Mort said. Whatever men like evil Uncle Jiro did that made them seem to change shape, or disappear in puffs of smoke, or somehow confuse their enemies with hand signals and hypnosis, there had to be a scientific explanation for that, right? Maybe not the science of this world, but . . .


    Well, Uncle Mort would have to take that up with Uncle Jiro. Uncle Mort wasn’t a ninja. He didn’t understand. How could someone understand something they didn’t believe in? She sighed, squinting into the darkness at the end of the hallway.


    She hoped Aiko was okay. She hoped Aiko’s ninjas were winning up there. She just needed them to hold off Uncle Jiro’s ninjas until she could rescue Mindy and Marci.


    What kind of uncle kidnapped his own nieces? But of course she knew the answer: the same kind of uncle who killed people to get them out of his way. The same kind of uncle who used his ninja powers to try and take over his brother-in-law’s company.


    She heard it again, then. The sound was very soft, but unmistakable this time.


    It was the sound of a tabi boot on the carpeted floor. Moira whirled just in time to dodge the arrow that whizzed past her head. Uncle Jiro stood there, a bleeding cut across his face and his black ninja uniform covered in ash. As Moira drew a deep breath, Uncle Jiro let his bow drop to the floor. Moira realized the quiver on his back, next to the hilt of his sword, was empty.


    “You foolish, foolish little girl,” Uncle Jiro said, breathing heavily, as if he were exhausted. “This all could have been avoided.”


    “You’re a murderer!” Moira shouted. She felt her face grow hot. She couldn’t help it. She was livid. “You’re a thief, too, and a kidnapper!”


    “So many crimes,” Uncle Jiro said. “And yet no one has been able to stop me. And nobody will.” He drew his sword and held it in front of his body, its angular point flashing in the overhead lights.


    “I’m going to stop you,” Moira said. “I’m not afraid of you.”


    “Yes, you are,” said Uncle Jiro.


    Moira thought about that. “Fine,” she said. “I am. But I’m going to stop you anyway.”


    “We’ll see about that,” Uncle Jiro said. He raised his sword to attack.


    “You killed my father!” shouted Moira.


    “And now,” roared Uncle Jiro, “it’s your turn!”


    His sword cut through the air, whistling softly in the quiet hallway.


  




  

    
Chapter 2


    One Year Earlier


    Moira felt so sad as she sat curled on the couch by the window in her family’s apartment in New York City. The view of Central Park was incredible. It ought to be; the penthouse apartment had certainly cost enough. That’s what her father always used to say when he stood and stared at the park.


    But then the thought of her dead father washed another wave of sadness over her.


    She was only thirteen years old, and had just lost her father forever—only six years after a car accident took her mother. Now both her parents were gone. It felt so unfair.


    For the first time, the word came to her: orphan. She and her sisters, Marci and Mindy, were orphans.


    It had been two weeks—no, closer to three, she realized—since her father, Stephen Mackenzie, had disappeared while flying overseas in his private jet. For all his wealth and power, for all the resources commanded by his company, KogaTech Consolidated, there was nothing anyone could do. No amount of money could bring the plane back. The search and rescue teams had found nothing in the days since her father’s mayday message. A terrible storm was blamed for bringing the plane down over the ocean. Stephen Mackenzie and his pilot, the only two people aboard, were missing.


    The last few weeks since her father’s plane disappeared had been a blur.


    First had come the police, some men in dark suits, and their father’s assistant. Sally had then gathered the children and their Uncle Mort together in the living room to tell them their father’s plane had gone down. Then came the days and weeks of media coverage, seeing their father’s photo on television and in the newspaper as the search for the plane and any survivors continued. Eventually the search dwindled, then ended all together with no wreckage or signs of the missing plane discovered.


    The girls and Uncle Mort were left waiting, wondering, hoping for news, but hearing nothing positive. Stephen Mackenzie was gone.


    Weeks later, the letter, delivered by private courier, arrived with the announcement that Uncle Jiro was having Stephen Mackenzie declared legally dead. This was necessary, the letter stated, in order to settle things legally, whatever that meant. Moira knew almost nothing about Uncle Jiro. She knew, of course, that he was Japanese by birth, like her mother. She also knew that Uncle Jiro had not approved of his sister’s marriage to a Scottish gaijin—a non-Japanese person—no matter how wealthy he might be. There had been little contact between Uncle Jiro and the Mackenzie family since the marriage. Moira had no memory of her mother ever discussing Uncle Jiro with her father. She did not remember Uncle Jiro coming to her mother’s funeral, either.


    She knew that Uncle Jiro owned his own company, the Akiyama Corporation, and that he too was very wealthy, as her father had been.


    The Akiyama Corporation had offices in Japan and New York City, just like her father’s company had. For the first time, Moira realized that this might be important. They were going to the reading of the will today. Uncle Jiro probably expected to inherit the company, to double his financial empire. Uncle Mort said the girls’ father had set up a trust for them and left the company itself to their mother’s family. That made the most financial sense, he explained. What would Moira, at just thirteen years old, do with an international corporation he joked. Moira, Mindy, and Marci would have all the money they would ever need in the trust. They wouldn’t have to worry about college. They wouldn’t have to worry about supporting themselves. He was reassuring, but Moira didn’t care about money. She only cared about what would happen to her and her sisters.


    They might have money, but they would be alone, parentless.


    No, thought Moira. That’s not fair to Uncle Mort.


    She could hear her uncle fussing about in the kitchen. The smells of coffee and bacon were delicious. Uncle Mort remembered to make hot chocolate with miniature marshmallows and a dash of nutmeg, his secret mixture, for the girls, of course. But he always offered Moira coffee because she was the oldest. She always said no though. It was something they laughed about, a standing joke just between the two of them.


    Unlike the mysterious Uncle Jiro, “Uncle” Mort wasn’t the girls’ uncle at all. Morton Gerardi had been Stephen Mackenzie’s best friend for decades, maybe even since childhood. She wasn’t sure. It was a long time though. For most of the time that KogaTech Consolidated existed, Uncle Mort had worked for the company as its head of security. He had been around the family and the company for as long as Moira could remember. He and her father had been friends long before she was born and he was basically now part of the family. He always spent holidays with them. He had an apartment in the building, below the penthouse, that Stephen Mackenzie had purchased for him. For the last three weeks, though, he had been sleeping on the couch here in their penthouse. Marci had been having nightmares, and every time she woke up crying in the night, it was Uncle Mort who sat with her, telling her stories about his adventures with her father that helped her calm down so she could go back to sleep.


    The thought of Marci’s sleepless nights made Moira start to worry again. Her sisters were having trouble adjusting. They had spent most of their lives without a mother. But now the thought of going on now without a father was a second blow that tipped the scales of their pain. Moira felt selfish that she was glad she had the good fortune of having her father in her life as long as she did, but then what about all those special moments he would miss? Going to college. Graduating college. Getting engaged. Getting married? She suddenly, unexpectedly felt hot tears rolling down her face. She brushed them away immediately. This is not the time for these, she thought determinedly.


    Then Moira felt her stomach start to rumble at the smell of bacon wafting into her room. She got up and wandered into the kitchen. Uncle Mort, wearing a Hawaiian shirt as usual, was scrambling eggs while the bacon fried.


    “You’re going to set off the smoke detector again,” Moira said.


    “I took the battery out,” said Uncle Mort around a mouthful of bacon. Only about a third of the bacon he cooked made it onto a plate for breakfast. The rest got “sampled” along the way. Uncle Mort called it “quality control.”


    “You’re not supposed to do that,” laughed Moira.


    “I’ll put it right back in when I’m done cooking,” said Uncle Mort. “But you’re right. I shouldn’t do that. It’s just that I can’t afford to set it off again. It’s loud enough to bother the neighbors downstairs.”


    “You’re the neighbors downstairs, aren’t you?”


    “My apartment only takes up some of the floor space,” explained Uncle Mort. “There’s Mrs. Petrovsky in 2B, and the Quills in 2C. Mrs. Petrovsky said something to me about the alarm yesterday, when I saw her in the lobby. I promised to keep it to a dull roar up here.”


    “Maybe you should cook something other than bacon,” said Moira, smiling at the thought. “Don’t you know that eating bacon regularly, according to research, can take years off your life?”


    “Less bacon?” Uncle Mort replied curtly. “What would be the point of that?”


    Moira sighed. It was useless to argue with him, so she plopped herself down on one of the stools at the kitchen island. Uncle Mort paused to sip from his giant mug of coffee. The pot was brewing again, which meant he had probably already had most of a pot of coffee this morning.


    “Uncle Mort, we really need to talk about you making healthier choices,” Moira said.


    “That’s what your father always said to me.” Uncle Mort stopped, looked at her, and shook his head. He turned off the stove and moved the pan with the eggs to a burner that wasn’t hot. Then he went searching in the cupboard for a plate to put the eggs on. “I’m sorry, kiddo. I wasn’t thinking. I mean . . . I didn’t mean to talk about your dad.”


    “It’s okay, Uncle Mort. You don’t have to be afraid to talk about him. I know he was your best friend.”


    “It’s more than that,” sighed Uncle Mort. “Kiddo, your father practically adopted me. When my marriage fell apart, he gave me a job and a place to stay. I owe him a lot. I wish—I wish I had been able to do something, anything, to prevent what happened.”


    “Nobody could have known,” Moira said.


    “I know. But that doesn’t change how I feel.” He looked around as if he didn’t know what else to say. Then he pointed to the coffeepot. “You, uh, want a cup of coffee, kiddo?”


    “No, Uncle Mort,” she nearly sang, as if she had said it so many times that it was almost annoying. “But I think I’d like some orange juice.”


    “Coming up,” he said. As he prepared a plate of bacon and eggs for her, then poured the juice, she spotted a tablet on the kitchen counter.


    “Is that Marci’s tablet?” she asked. “She’s not supposed to leave it in the kitchen.”


    “That’s my fault,” said Uncle Mort. “I had to take it from her last night. She was reading in bed under the covers again.”


    “Reading about what?”


    Uncle Mort frowned. “News stories about your father’s disappearance. Technical specifications for aircraft. Weather reports. Computer stuff I don’t understand. You know how her mind works.”


    “Yeah,” Moira said. “I do.”


    Marci, at only nine, was a genius. She was an expert with computers and already taking advanced placement classes in school. Uncle Mort had warned Moira that he couldn’t keep up with her. Marci did things with the computer that Uncle Mort couldn’t understand, which made it hard for him to keep an eye on what she was up to. Since the girls’ father had gone missing, Marci had retreated into cyberspace, spending all her time on the computer or her tablet, looking up any and all information she could find to help her solve what she called the “mystery” of Stephen Mackenzie’s disappearance.


    “It’s not healthy to dwell on things we can’t change,” said Uncle Mort, shaking his head. “But I can’t watch her every minute, and she knows how to get around any passwords or other security I set up. She won’t let it go.”


    “Did you get a note from the school?”


    “Not about Marci,” said Uncle Mort. “She could do her homework in her sleep. Her grades haven’t changed. But I can’t say the same for Mindy.”


    Moira’s heart sank. At sixteen, Mindy was having trouble with her grades. In addition, she kept getting bullied by some of the other girls at school. She liked a boy who didn’t seem to like her back. Losing their father on top of all that was hard. Moira wondered if it was harder for her because she had known their father longer. Lucky her. She’d had him to herself for two years, and most of his attention after that while Moira and Marci were toddlers. She felt a small twinge of jealousy. But, maybe that was what made it harder for her to deal with the grief they all felt. She was closer to him.


    To add to the problems they faced, Mindy was in the ninth grade while Moira was in the seventh. But then Mindy had gotten terribly sick in second grade and had to repeat a grade. That put the girls in different school buildings: Mindy in high school, and Moira in middle school.


    But Marci had no problems at school. She took classes at a special school for geniuses. The sisters were close at home, but being apart from each other during the day, not able to talk in the hallway or have lunch together, wasn’t fun. Even though Moira wasn’t the oldest, with their mother not there, she had long assumed a maternal role. To this end, she constantly wished she could keep an eye on her sisters during the school day.


    Coming back to the conversation with Uncle Mort, she asked, “What now?”


    “She skipped gymnastics all last week.”


    “But, she said she went. If she didn’t go to gymnastics, where did she go?”


    “I made some calls,” said Uncle Mort. “She told the school she had to go home sick. Then she went to her friend Aubry’s house instead. Last night, when she told us she was spending the night at Aubry’s, both the kids spent the night in Central Park.”


    “Central Park?” Moira practically spat her orange juice out. “How did they do that?”


    “She borrowed that survival gear bag Stephen kept in the hall closet for hiking trips, pitched a tent somewhere in the park, and slept there. They gave Amy’s parents the number to Mindy’s phone and told them it was to the house phone here.”


    “But I called her to check on her,” Moira started to say.


    “You called her on her own phone,” explained Uncle Mort. “She just lied about where she was.”


    “Where is she now?”


    “At Amy’s. Amy’s parents are reading both of them the riot act. They agreed to keep a strict eye on Mindy until we showed up. We’ll pick her up on the way over to the lawyers’ office.”


    Moira frowned. Mindy was acting out more and more. She was upset and angry over losing their father, but maybe something else was going on. She was a rebel, but she was basically a good person who made smart choices—most of the time anyway. A thought occurred to her.


    “Uncle Mort,” she asked, “how did you ‘make some calls’ to learn all this?”


    “I started with Amy’s parents and worked backwards,” he said. “It didn’t take much to make Amy crack.”


    “That’s not all of it,” Moira almost smiled. “It couldn’t be.”


    “Well,” said Uncle Mort. “I may have used GPS to trace the location of Mindy’s phone. For, uh, the last two weeks.”


    “Thank you, Uncle Mort. I honestly don’t know what to do.”


    “I don’t either, kiddo. To be honest, I think it wouldn’t hurt the girls to get some counseling. You either. You’ve all been through a lot. This afternoon isn’t going to be easy for them.”


    “I know,” Moira said. “I know. What will happen at the lawyer’s office?”


    “Stephen spoke often of his preparations,” Uncle Mort said. “He set up a small fortune in trusts for the three of you—enough to take care of you for the rest of your lives. Everything else was willed to Kameko, and after Kameko’s death, to her family. I don’t like your Uncle Jiro much. He and your mother never got along, not since she married Stephen.


    “But he does know how to run a company. He’s a business genius, like your father. Only…” Mort paused, “not as smart as your father.” He sighed deeply. “You and your sisters will receive stocks in the company. Enough to provide income to you. When the company does well, you’ll get more money. You’ll have a minority share, and Uncle Jiro will have control.”


    “I guess that makes sense,” Moira said. “I don’t like that Dad’s company has to go to someone who didn’t like him.”


    “That’s life, I guess.” He dug into his pocket. “As for Mindy, I had to take this away from her.” He held up Mindy’s phone in its pink Hello Kitty phone case. “She had a password on it.”


    “Which you hacked.”


    “It wasn’t hard,” said Uncle Mort. “The password was ‘Kameko.’”


    Moira nodded. “So have you checked on Marci this morning?”


    “Still asleep. She’d be asking for the tablet if she was awake.”


    “Good point.” Moira drew in a deep breath and then let it out. She got up, walked around the kitchen island, and hugged Uncle Mort. He was a big man, the size of a bear, with tree-trunk arms and a barrel chest. Her arms didn’t go all the way around him. “Uncle Mort, what am I going to do? We’re orphans!”


    “I know.” Uncle Mort hugged her back. “But I’ll help you get through this in every way that I can, Moira.”


    “I don’t know what I would do without you, Uncle Mort.”


    “We’ll get through it together. We all will.”


    “Like a family,” Moira said.


    “Yeah, kiddo. Like a family.”


    * * *


    The offices of Chapman, Jackson, and Somers were exactly what Moira pictured when she thought of lawyers. Everything was glass and marble, polished and cold. Men and women dressed in blue or black suits hurried up and down the hallways, clutching massive folders or briefcases. A harried-looking mail boy, no older than Moira herself, pushed a cart from office to office, delivering coffees and picking up packets from the various attorneys. He made eye contact with Moira briefly as he went by. Moira thought he looked terrified.


    Their destination was the conference room on the top floor of the building. Uncle Mort checked his phone for the hundredth time as they rode up in the elevator. He had been fidgeting for the entire ride over; it was because Mindy and Marci were bickering with each other. Uncle Mort was always uncomfortable when the girls fought.


    “Move over,” whined Marci.


    “It’s an elevator,” Mindy said, rolling her eyes. “What do you want me to do, take the next one?”


    “You’re crowding me,” Marci also rolled her eyes.


    “Stop it, both of you,” Moira whispered.


    “Quit it!” Marci said sharply to Mindy. “You’re pushing me with your leg.”


    “Am not,” exclaimed Mindy.


    “I SAID STOP IT!” Moira shouted. Her sisters looked up at her, shocked. Marci suddenly looked like she might start crying.


    “Girls,” Mort said quietly. Moira knew that tone. It was the same one her father had used when he had to step in and lay down the law.


    “Sorry, Uncle Mort,” Marci muttered.


    Mindy looked down at the floor of the elevator. She said nothing.


    The doors finally opened.


    “Girls,” said a rumbling, almost oily voice. “What a pleasure to see you again.”


    “Hi, Uncle Jiro,” Moira said flatly. Mindy said nothing. Marci muttered something under her breath that might have been a hello.


    Uncle Mort glared, saying nothing.


    “Let’s get this unpleasantness over with,” smirked Uncle Jiro. Moira was no expert in men’s suits, but she recognized expensive clothing when she saw it. Uncle Jiro’s clothes looked like they cost a fortune. He had a gold Rolex watch on his wrist, which she knew was very expensive. He wore his overcoat draped over his shoulders like a cape. Behind him were several enormous men dressed in dark suits, wearing sunglasses indoors. She thought that was very odd. Why would he need bodyguards?


    Uncle Jiro chattered and talked about the weather, asked them if the limo ride over was okay, and mostly kept Uncle Mort from saying anything until they got to the conference room. Moira stepped back and looked more closely at the men with him. They made no sound as they moved—none at all. Their shoes looked like the traditional, leather, hard-soled kind, but as they glided down the marble-tiled hallway, there was no sound of footsteps. By contrast, Uncle Mort’s hiking boots made plenty of noise, clumping and shuffling as he walked.


    Even Mindy, a gymnast who was amazingly light on her feet, made a little noise with her sneakers on that hard surface. How odd, she thought.


    Uncle Jiro walked quickly, as did the men accompanying him. Soon, they were several paces ahead of the girls, with Uncle Jiro still talking even though the girls and Uncle Mort had fallen far behind.


    “Goons,” whispered Uncle Mort as they walked.


    “What?” Moira whispered back.


    “I know goons when I see them. Those are bodyguards or something. Security men.”


    “Like you were for my Dad?”


    “No,” whispered Uncle Mort. “Not like me.”


    Inside the conference room, the lawyers had set out glasses, pitchers of water, and folders for every place at the table. Uncle Jiro took a seat near the head of the table, closest to the windows. His men moved to the back of the room, standing around looking scary and angry. If the lawyer in the room, Mr. Garver, noticed something unusual about this, he didn’t say anything.


    Moira had met Mr. Garver before a couple of times. He had handled the paperwork that Uncle Jiro filed to declare her father legally dead. Moira didn’t like Mr. Garver, but she didn’t not like him either. He was like a robot. He reminded her of the mannequins in the stores they’d passed on the way here. He didn’t have a personality, or a sense of humor, she thought. He could have been a robot for all she knew.


    Uncle Mort motioned for girls to sit together on one side of the table. Mr. Garver sat opposite them, clearing his throat.


    He opened his own folder, thicker than the others, and scanned through it, using his finger to keep his place.


    “Let’s get on with this, Garver,” Uncle Jiro said, snapping at the lawyer like he was issuing an order. “I’m scheduled to fly back to Tokyo once we have all the assets in order.”


    “One moment,” Mr. Garver said. “There have been some last-minute line-item edits, filed by Stephen Mackenzie last month. I was not informed until this morning.”


    “What?” Uncle Mort and Uncle Jiro asked simultaneously.


    Moira frowned. Something was wrong, but she wasn’t sure exactly what.


    “Please, please,” Mr. Garver said. “I assure you, everything is in order.”


    “Then declare me the owner of KogaTech Consolidated and I’ll leave you to whatever other trivial duties you have here with my . . . nieces.” Uncle Jiro said the word “nieces” as if he didn’t like them at all.


    “I’m afraid—I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Mr. Garver said. As Moira watched, he turned visibly pale. Uncle Mort looked at Moira, who stared back at him, suddenly afraid. What was going on?


    “Explain!” Uncle Jiro barked.


    “According to the revised will of Stephen Mackenzie,” Mr. Garver said, “all holdings of KogaTech Consolidated, and all assets belonging to the deceased, pass to a single individual.”


    “Which is me, clearly,” Uncle Jiro sounded exasperated.


    “No,” said Mr. Garver.


    “No?” said Uncle Jiro.


    “Oh, no,” Uncle Mort shook his head.


    “What is he saying?” Moira asked.


    “In trust because of her age, but binding and legal, I must tell you that the sole owner of KogaTech Consolidated, and all assets previously belonging to Stephen Mackenzie,” said Mr. Garver, “is Moira Mackenzie.”


  




  

    
Chapter 3


    “She’s just a girl,” Uncle Jiro said, his voice rising with anger.


    “She’s Stephen’s daughter,” Uncle Mort said. “She’s also the only one who has followed her father around the company for years, and loved it as much as her father. It makes sense that Stephen would will the company to her.”


    Uncle Jiro shot the girls and Uncle Mort a dark, mean snarl and stood up quickly, knocking his chair to the floor. He stormed out of the room, with his men following close behind.


    Moira didn’t understand what had just happened, but she knew it probably wasn’t good. She looked up at Uncle Mort. His head was bowed and he looked like someone had punched him in the stomach and couldn’t get his breath. Moira looked at her sisters. They were even more confused than she was. Mindy stopped trying to hack the remote control for the conference room’s computer screen and Marci was doodling the name of her crush on the folder in front of her, and didn’t look up until Mindy elbowed her.


    “What?!” she said, looking around the room. After a few minutes they all got up, shook the lawyer’s hand, and walked quietly to the elevators. The day hadn’t gone anything like any of them expected, and now there were more questions to ask, and more meetings to go to and a very, very angry Uncle Jiro to contend with she was sure. Death, Moira decided, was definitely hardest on the ones left behind.


    * * *


    Uncle Jiro scowled, his angry face taking up the entire screen of Uncle Mort’s laptop. He was sitting too close to his own computer, trying to intimidate through the internet. Uncle Mort sat at the kitchen table, where he had been arguing with Uncle Jiro for at least half an hour. It had been three days since the reading of the will and Uncle Jiro had insisted on calling each of those days. Why he didn’t just use the phone or even come over, Moira didn’t understand. She stood at the door to the kitchen, just out of sight, where the laptop’s webcam could not see her.


    Uncle Mort knew she was listening. It had been his idea for her to spy on these calls. Uncle Jiro didn’t take the girls seriously. He had been very clear about that. But Uncle Mort wanted to make sure the girls’ father’s wishes were followed.


    “What is a girl her age going to do with a company as massive as KogaTech Consolidated?” demanded Uncle Jiro through the computer. “She hasn’t even hit puberty yet!”


    “Actually,” said Uncle Mort, “She has. Not that it’s any of your business. She’s also more mentally and emotionally mature than you give her credit for.”


    “You know what I’m talking about!” bellowed Uncle Jiro. “She is a child. A teenager! She is not educated in the ways of business. She is not prepared to run a major corporation! My family has been preparing for this eventuality for years. I have a thriving business of my own.


    “It makes no sense for the girl to assume control of the company. If you didn’t have guardianship over those girls, it wouldn’t even be legal for her to take control of the company in the first place! I question the legality of all this nonetheless. I question the validity of this change in Stephen’s will. I question the manner in which my family, his loyal wife’s family, was cut out of what is rightfully ours!”


    “Clearly Stephen thinks that his life’s work is rightfully his daughter’s. You didn’t even like Stephen. You stopped speaking to Kameko after she married him. Don’t pretend you care about anything to do with this family. You care only about yourself.”


    Uncle Mort took a slow, deep breath and then got very quiet. Moira had known him long enough to know that this meant he was very angry. Uncle Mort almost never got angry. He was the one of the nicest, most cheerful people she had ever known, except when he was working with her father. When working with her father he got very serious. Still, he almost never let things get to him. It worried her a lot that he was so mad now. But she knew why. She was mad too. She didn’t like Uncle Jiro one bit and she knew Uncle Mort felt the same way.


    “You—you are right,” Uncle Jiro said. He backed up from his webcam a bit, making his face seem less huge on the laptop. “I apologize. Stephen’s death has brought up many memories regarding my sister. You are right. Our relationship was not—ideal. It is true that I stand to gain, as does the Akiyama family, from the holdings of Stephen’s company. But I am not motivated simply by greed. The company represents considerable value for consumers as well as employees and vendors.


    “It is a complex operation with many departments. It has many hundreds of employees. These are all jobs that depend on proper leadership. Is Moira capable of undertaking such a burden? It seems a very unreasonable thing to expect of so young a girl.”


    “‘Moira is your niece,” said Uncle Mort. “You might try acting like you care. The girls did just lose their father.”


    Moira thought she saw anger flash across Uncle Jiro’s face for a moment. Finally, he smiled. It was the kind of smile you’d expect to see on a crocodile, not a person.


    “You’re right, of course,” Uncle Jiro said. “Perhaps it would be appropriate for me to take a more . . . paternal interest . . . in my nieces. I have an urgent meeting to attend. Thank you for your time. Goodbye.”


    “But—”


    The window closed abruptly. Uncle Jiro had switched off his camera and exited the program.


    “Wow,” Moira said.


    Uncle Mort turned to look at her. “Sorry, kiddo,” he said. “I guess that could have gone better.”


    “But you made progress,” Moira said. “He actually started to sound like he cared.”


    “And if you believe that,” Uncle Mort said, “I’ve got a bridge in Brooklyn to sell you.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You didn’t take that conversation seriously, did you?” Uncle Mort said. “Kiddo, Uncle Jiro is a lot of things, but a kindly father figure he is not. He switched on the charm and concern awfully quickly. Too quickly, if you ask me. He’s practiced that act in a mirror. I would bet money on it.”


    “So he was lying,” Moira said.


    “He was lying.” Uncle Mort nodded at her. “Because he wants something. He wants the company. And you’re in his way.”


    “I don’t think I like that very much,” Moira said.


    “Neither do I, kiddo,” Uncle Mort said. “Neither do I.”


    “So what do we —” Moira began.


    Uncle Mort jumped as if he’d been stung. He held up one finger as if to say, “Just a moment,” and took out his phone. It was buzzing. He always kept it on vibrate. Uncle Mort was a little hard of hearing. “Too much rock music as a child,” he liked to say, but Moira thought he was joking.


    “Morton Gerardi,” Uncle Mort said.


    Moira could hear a very agitated voice on the other end, although she could not quite make out the words. As he listened, Uncle Mort’s face grew pale, then red. He started frowning.


    “What’s wrong?” whispered Moira.


    Uncle Mort wagged his finger. Into the phone, he said, “How—how much water are we talking about?”


    “Uh oh,” Moira said.


    * * *


    The headmistress at Mindy’s very expensive private high school, Gilt Leaves Academy, was a pinched, prune-faced woman named Ms. Orest. She wore tiny reading glasses that she kept on a silver chain around her neck. She was always fidgeting with her glasses on the tip of her nose, pulling them on and off, again and again.


    The more upset she became, the more she moved the glasses back and forth. By the way she kept taking them off and putting them back on, Moira thought she must be very, very angry.


    Uncle Mort sat hunched in one of the chairs in front of Ms. Orest’s desk. The chair was too small and he looked very uncomfortable. Moira had never seen him look so uncomfortable. He was obviously not at all sure what to do about Ms. Orest’s anger, which seemed totally directed at him.


    On a bench to the side of the desk sat Mindy and two other girls. All the girls were soaked to the skin, dripping water off the bench and onto the floor. Someone—Ms. Orest, or a janitor, Moira supposed—had tried to pile paper towels under the bench, but these were soaked through. The puddle of water was spreading, threatening to darken the expensive looking oriental rug on the floor of Ms. Orest’s office.


    “I’m very sorry,” Uncle Mort was saying. “I promise that nothing like this will ever happen again.”


    “Do you have any idea about the phone calls I’ve been getting?” Ms. Orest demanded. Her voice was shrill and reedy.


    Stop wool-gathering, Moira told herself. It was something she remembered her mother saying to her. The thought made her very sad.


    “We’re prepared to cover the financial damages to the locker room,” said Uncle Mort, trying to calm her down. “Give us a number and I’ll see to it the company accountant writes you a check.”


    “Financial damages?” Ms. Orest shrieked, her anger showing. Everything Uncle Mort said to her just made her angrier.


    “Financial damages? The Hyde-Smith girl is in the emergency room! Do you have any idea how her parents will react when they learn their daughter almost drowned in a school locker room?”


    The other two girls on the bench were staring at Mindy, clearly furious. Moira watched Mindy’s face very carefully. Mindy was staring at the floor, looking ashamed. Her wet hair was matted and tangled. Her nose dripped water. The other two girls were students Moira recognized, if only by name: Kimberly Grant and Jamison Hurley. Grant, Hurley, and Hyde-Smith. Jenna Hyde-Smith. That was the other one’s name. She wasn’t sure why she knew that. Why did she remember those names?


    “It’s my understanding that the girls have some, er, negative history with Mindy,” said Uncle Mort. “Bullying Mindy I believe.”


    “A disciplinary history does not excuse attempting to drown one’s fellow students!”


    “Maybe I don’t understand exactly what happened,” said Uncle Mort.


    “I should say you don’t,” sniffed Ms. Orest. “Young Mindy here, whom I understand has been absent without excuse from gymnastics practice for some time, decided to grace us with her presence today. And what does she do? She somehow stops up the drains in the girl’s shower room, jams the shower valve open, and locks the door behind her, leaving the girls to get soaked.”


    “I don’t see how a locker room could be watertight enough to drown them,” said Uncle Mort. “I understand there was some flooding, but...”


    “The Hyde-Smith girl panicked,” said Ms. Orest. “She doesn’t swim and she has some issues with enclosed spaces, according to her family doctor. She swallowed a lot of water flailing around in there.”


    A laughing snort came from Mindy’s direction. Moira shot her a deadly glance, but Mindy was still looking down.


    “Again, I’m very sorry,” said Uncle Mort. He handed Ms. Orest his business card. “Please have the appropriate personnel contact me at this number. I’ll make arrangements to pay for the damages. I assume you’ll need to obtain an estimate.” He got up to go and gestured to Moira and Mindy to follow him.


    “Not so fast,” said Ms. Orest. She pointed a bony finger at Mindy, then at Uncle Mort. “Mindy Mackenzie is suspended. One week. She is not to set foot on school property during that time.”


    Uncle Mort nodded slowly. “That doesn’t sound unreasonable, he said. “Again, Ms. Orest, nothing like this will ever happen again. You have our full and complete apology —”


    “Nothing like this will happen again,” said Ms. Orest. She waved a manila file folder full of papers. “This is Mindy’s discipline file. If she commits another offense, if she violates school rules in any way just one more time, she’s expelled. She’s out of Gilt Leaves forever. Miss Grant, Miss Hurley, you may change your clothes and return to class.”


    Uncle Mort frowned. He looked at Mindy, who would not make eye contact. “All right, Ms. Orest,” he said. To Moira, he said, “Kiddo, take your sister out to the hall, please. I’d like to talk to Ms. Orest by myself for a moment.”


    “Stop it!” Mindy said.


    Moira looked back to her sister again. The other two girls had stood up to go and were glaring at Mindy, having said something rude to her. Mindy was shaking a fist at them.


    “Stop it, Mindy!” Moira whispered. “You’re in enough trouble.” She grabbed her sister’s hand and led her out into the hallway, closing the door behind her. Kimberly and Jamison disappeared down the hallway, leaving a trail of water droplets on the polished floor.


    “It’s not my fault —” Mindy started.


    “Shhhh,” Moira urged. She put her ear against Ms. Orest’s door. “I want to listen,” she whispered. Mindy nodded. She took up a position next to her sister. A drop of water from Mindy’s sleeve fell on Moira’s shoe.


    “I don’t see how that’s relevant,” Ms. Orest was saying to Uncle Mort.


    “You don’t?” Uncle Mort asked. “Their father just died,” he said. “Their mother was killed only a few years ago. They’re struggling to find their place in a world where they’re suddenly orphans. You don’t think that might explain some of Mindy’s discipline issues?”


    “Gilt Leaves is no ordinary school, Mr. Gerardi,” said Ms. Orest. She sounded haughty and puffed up, Moira thought. “We give young women the foundation for a life of significance. If Miss Mackenzie cannot learn to cope with her feelings sufficiently to avoid acting out violently, then she does not belong here.”


    “But we both know she didn’t just do this,” Mort said. “Those three are the same girls who got in trouble for ganging up on Mindy last year during lunch. Those girls are bullies, Ms. Orest, and you know it.”


    That was why the names were familiar, thought Moira. They’ve been picking on my sister for a while.


    “Those discipline records are sealed,” said Ms. Orest. “How do you know about it?”


    “Stephen told me when it happened,” said Uncle Mort. “You think I’m going to forget the names of anyone who attacked one of my nieces?”


    “You are not their blood relative, Mr. Gerardi.”


    “Well, that’s really none of your business, lady. I am in fact their legal guardian with the power of attorney and the money to make life very difficult for you and Gilt Leaves if I choose too. The last time I checked my own bank balance, I had more than enough to buy the school outright and replace all the staff. You might want to think about that.”


    Moira’s mouth dropped open. She had never heard Uncle Mort make even a veiled threat to anyone ever, let alone a bold and outrageous one like that. She smiled. Way to go Uncle Mort!


    “I think we are done here, Mr. Gerardi.” Ms. Orest sniffed, pretending to ignore his threat.


    “You got that right,” Uncle Mort said. “We’re very done.”


    * * *


    Moira thrashed around in her bed. She looked at the digital clock on the nightstand. It was just past three in the morning.


    Mindy had been sullen all afternoon. She obviously felt justified in her “little prank,” as Uncle Mort had called it, and didn’t like the fact she was being punished for it. The other girls had been picking on her for more than two years, she reminded Uncle Mort and Moira and Mindy. Her father had found out about the thing in the cafeteria, when Jamison had thrown food at her.


    Mindy had knocked over Jamison’s tray for doing that, so Jamison’s friends had joined in, holding Mindy down while Jamison rubbed Jell-O in her hair. There had been other incidents like that, and worse, but this one Mindy had mentioned to her father, and Stephen Mackenzie had made a stink about it with the school’s administration.


    Jamison and her friends had been punished. Apparently they had never forgiven Mindy for getting them in trouble and had been bothering her at school ever since. Now that Mindy’s father was dead, they assumed she had no one to protect her and had struck back with a vengeance. But they had no idea who they were dealing with. They weren’t just dealing with Mindy now. They were dealing with her sisters and uncle as well.


    Moira fought a grudging sense of admiration for her sister’s daring. Mindy had carefully clogged all the drains in the locker room with folded paper towels from the bathroom. She knew that Jamison and her friends were always last out of the lockers after gymnastics. She had hung around until only those three girls were in the showers. Then Mindy had run into the shower room fully clothed. Using a wrench she had taken from the custodian’s closet, she threw open the valves on two of the shower posts, then ran back out of the room. Then she jammed the wrench through the locker room doors, which closed the mean girls into the shower room as it overflowed with water.


    Mindy didn’t think she would have had the courage to pull that off. But of course now Mindy was in danger of being expelled.


    Jamison and her friends had been angry enough to want to get even before. There was no telling what they might do now.


    Moira had no idea how Uncle Mort could get her sister into another private school, or even if another school would take her after she was expelled from Gilt Leaves.


    Something crashed in the living room.


    Moira jerked upright. What was that? It sounded very loud. Then she heard something worse. It was Uncle Mort, yelling.


    She threw off the covers and ran out into the living room. There she found Uncle Mort on his knees on the living room floor, moaning and holding his head in his big hands.


    “Uncle Mort? Uncle Mort!” she said.


    “Check Mindy and Marci!” Uncle Mort bellowed. “Make sure they’re okay!”


    She did so. Her sisters were awake now, roused by Uncle Mort’s yelling, but they were fine. They trailed after Moira as she went back to Uncle Mort.


    Uncle Mort’s hands were bloody.


    “What happened to you?” Moira asked. She could feel a ball of fear churning her stomach.


    “I’m okay,” Uncle Mort said. He touched at his scalp carefully. His head was bleeding. “He hit me with something. A club or something like that.”


    “He? Who hit you?”


    Uncle Mort gestured to the picture window in the living room. A hole cut into the glass, big enough for Moira to step through onto the balcony.


    “A man. Thin, relatively small. Not much bigger than you,” Uncle Mort said to Moira. “I caught him sneaking around the living room. He hit me and ran.”


    “But who was it?” Moira asked.


    Uncle Mort just shook his head. What Moira read in his face alarmed her.


    She had never seen him look this afraid.


  




  

    
Chapter 4


    Moira bit her lower lip as the elevator whirred silently to the top floor of the KogaTech Consolidated building. Her father had always been proud of the gleaming glass and steel tower. Across town, she knew now, Uncle Jiro’s Akiyama Building was almost as big. She had seen pictures of the skyscraper, but had never gone to see it in person. It seemed strange that the whole time they had lived in New York, her mother’s brother had maintained office space in the same city. Yet he had never visited them. Not once.


    What am I even doing here? she thought. I haven’t even started high school. I don’t know anything about business. I don’t know anything about running a company. I struggle with homework, she thought out loud to no one in particular.


    Mindy was home with a very annoyed Uncle Mort. There had been some phone calls from Jamison Hurley’s parents. Uncle Mort said it was the Hurleys’ lawyer who was handling the case for all three families. Moira didn’t know what to do about that. Her family had a lot of money. Well, no, that wasn’t right. She had a lot of money. According to her father’s will, the entire company, his millions and millions, even billions, of dollars, all belonged to her now. But what should she do? What would Uncle Mort say? She suddenly realized that family or not, he was going to be more and more important to her in the coming days, and years.


    It bothered her even more that Mindy didn’t seem to understand why what she had done was wrong. Sure, Jamison and her friends were bullies. That was pretty obvious, especially based on what Mindy had said since. But you couldn’t go around wrecking the school and endangering people’s lives because they were bullies. Not even if you didn’t mean to.


    How could she teach Mindy that lesson? She was no one’s parent. She wasn’t ready to step into her dad’s shoes. And Mindy, being older, wouldn’t listen anyway.


    The doors to the elevator opened into the lobby of the executive office suite. The stylized KTC logo, which her father himself had designed, was everywhere. A large version was etched on the wall behind the gleaming reception desk. There was an older blonde woman sitting behind the desk: Sally Emery, her father’s executive assistant. Over the years, the two of them had talked often. Moira thought of Sally as family.


    “Moira!” Sally smiled. She came out from behind the desk and gave Moira a hug. “It’s so good to see you, dear. Thank you for your lovely email. We all do miss your father very much.”


    “Thank you,” Moira said. She looked around the lobby. “It doesn’t seem like it’s changed that much.”


    “No,” agreed Sally. “Your father wasn’t a man who changed easily.”


    “That’s what Uncle Mort says, too.”


    “How is Morton through all this?” asked Sally. “I know he’s taken on quite a bit, helping with your family.”


    “He’s doing his best,” Moira said. She hesitated. When she said nothing more, Sally nodded.


    “You don’t have to, you know,” Sally said.


    “Yes,” Moira said. “Yes, I do. Nobody else is going to.”


    “I’m sure I could find someone here who would be willing to —”


    “No. It should be me. It should be someone in his family.”


    Sally nodded. She reached over her desk and pressed a button hidden there. The button controlled access to the automatic door concealed behind the giant KTC logo on the wall. To anyone in the lobby, there was no visual indication at all about where Stephen Mackenzie’s office might be located. But it was here, just off the lobby, behind Sally’s desk.


    Moira took a deep breath. She went to the doorway, closed her eyes, and stepped through the doorway into her father’s office.


    When she opened her eyes, she was almost surprised. She wasn’t sure what she expected. His office was his private space, where he did his thinking and, he once admitted, his meditation. It was full of things from his long, storied life. She wondered how many of his stories she would never hear. He had said many times that there were things he would only tell her, things he would teach her, when she grew older. Now that time would never come. She would get older, but her father would never have the chance to tell her more.


    Stop it, she told herself. Don’t cry. Don’t make yourself cry. You’re supposed to be taking care of business.


    Her father’s office was surprisingly clean. Well, no, she decided; it wasn’t a surprise. He had always been a very neat man. She didn’t doubt that Sally was probably cleaning it herself, or arranging to have it cleaned under her supervision. There wasn’t a spot of dust anywhere. Her father’s massive oak desk, which had been hand-carved in Spain, dominated the room. His small laptop that still sat on top of the desk. There was a blotter and desk set, with pens made to look like quills. Moira had given him the set for Christmas three years ago.


    There was no clutter on the desktop, although a chromed Cross pen—her father’s favorite for taking notes—still sat on a half-used notepad on the desk. She picked it up, thumbing through the pages. There were some numbers and figures that meant nothing to her and some aimless doodles that had no real shape. She saw the same four-pointed star pattern with a circle in it, something that struck her as unusual. The rest of the doodles were just aimless scratching, something her father did when he was on conference calls. But the stars looked purposeful, like he was sketching something from memory. She didn’t know what to think about that. She’d ask Uncle Mort when she got home. He’d know. She tucked the pad into the daypack slung over her shoulder.


    On the wall behind her father’s desk was an ancient samurai sword. It had hung there for as long as she could remember. He had never taken it down. It sat on a pair of wooden supports attached to the wall. The wood was very old and colored to match the Spanish desk. The scabbard was a beautiful lacquered red in color, while the hilt was cloth wrapped over ray skin in the traditional Japanese style. Her father had told her that much. He always refused to take the sword down, even when she asked. It was too dangerous, he had said. “That sword,” he would say, “is sharp enough to cut fog.”


    On the walls were painted portraits of Moira, Mindy, and Marci that their father had commissioned especially for his office. Moira remembered how long it had felt, sitting on the couch while the artist painted her.


    There was another painting, larger than the others, oriented so that it would be the first thing her father saw when he sat at his desk. It was her mother, Kameko.


    She was so beautiful, Moira thought. She always thought so every time she looked at the painting.


    Hesitantly, almost afraid to sit down, she lowered herself into her father’s high-backed leather chair and scooted backward so she could lean against the tall back. Her legs dangled off the seat, but still, it was very comfortable. She thought about going through his desk. Someone would have to do this. Someone had to go through her father’s things and make sure all of his affairs were in order. Every man had secrets. Especially fathers, she told herself.


    “We’ll need to go over his papers,” Uncle Mort told her, his eyes tearing up. “There will be insurance policies, accounts, and other things that he hadn’t shared with anyone. No doubt he thought there would always be time.” Moira hadn’t realized how much losing her father, and his best friend had hurt him, too. Uncle Mort missed him as much as they did—maybe more. He’d known him longer.


    His will had outlined the important things, or so a follow-up email from the attorney had explained. There was so much paperwork to go through. She wouldn’t be going through it alone, but it still made her head hurt. She just had to collect it.


    And then there was school. Should she plan on going to college for business or should she do something else?


    Maybe she could wait to decide until things calmed down before she went back to classes. There was no way she could concentrate on her studies right now. Was there? Marci and Mindy, they needed her. It was so much to think about. There was so much to deal with!


    Don’t think about that now, she told herself. Just get something done here. Accomplish something today.


    She reached out, then pulled her hand back. There was no telling what she might learn about her father when she opened his desk drawer. Could she handle coming to know him, not just as her dad, but as a man? She didn’t seem to have a choice. She reached out again.


    Her phone chimed in her pocket, making her jump. Looking down, she realized she had set a reminder for her appointment today. She was scheduled to meet with Drexel Hoffman, her father’s head of Research and Development. Mr. Hoffman had promised to help her understand just what it was that KogaTech Consolidated actually did to make money. If she was going to own the corporation, she had to understand what it did, why it did it, and whether it should continue doing so.


    Simple, right?


    Sighing, Moira put her phone back in her pocket and hurried out of her father’s office. Sally nodded as she hurried. As her father’s executive assistant—no, Moira thought, Sally is my assistant now—Sally probably knew the schedules of all the major department heads. She would know that Mr. Hoffman had a meeting scheduled with her now.


    Research and Development was a few floors down from the top of the building. She took the elevator again and then followed the signs in the hallway until she found the one marked “R&D Laboratory.” Mr. Hoffman was waiting for her inside, hunched over what was really more of an angled drafting board than a desk.


    Mr. Hoffman was a small, balding man who seemed to fidget even when he was sitting still. He turned, looked back at his board, then turned to her again, pushing his wire-framed glasses up on his nose.


    “Miss Mackenzie,” he said. “Welcome. I’ve arranged a little display for you.”


    “Oh?” Moira said.


    He got up from his high stool. Standing, he was really very short, at least a head shorter than Moira. He ushered her over to a table at the other end of the lab. On it were a variety of electronic devices.


    “So this is what we do?” Moira asked.


    “This is part of it, Miss Mackenzie,” he nodded. His glasses nearly shook loose from his face and he took a moment to put them back in place.


    “The company resells a variety of basic consumer electronics from hand-picked distributors overseas. We even manufacture some of them here in the United States again, now that it’s becoming cheaper to do so. Quality control in manufacturing centers like China, as you can imagine, is really a matter of paying for the degree of quality you want. To keep costs low—well, you don’t want to hear about any of that nonsense. In all honesty, it’s not really my end of things anyway.”


    Moira breathed a sigh of relief. She pointed to one of the machines on the table. “So what’s this?”


    “Ah, that,” Mr. Hoffman said. “That is our next-generation MPZ reader. It’s a new format for digital music.”


    “Really? Have I heard of it? When will it be in stores?” Moira asked.


    “Possibly never,” Mr. Hoffman said, shaking his head. “It’s still in the planning stages, I’m afraid. Many of these technologies may not come to fruition, but any of them could. This piece of plastic is a prototype for a flexible smartphone screen, for example,” he said, holding up a transparent square of material.


    “It’s an improvement over current formulas. And then this pod is part of a sleep-learning machine that might one day revolutionize the education industry. But, well, none of that must seem terribly important to you.”


    “What do you mean?” Moira asked.


    “Well,” said Mr. Hoffman. “I imagine you’ll be selling the company, won’t you? I’m afraid I might have to take a job with the Akiyama Corporation.”


    Moira stiffened. “I didn’t say anything like that.”


    How odd, she thought. He sounded just like Uncle Jiro. Had Uncle Jiro gotten to him and filled his head with lies?


    “But, won’t you be?” asked Mr. Hoffman. “You’re—just a girl, after all.”


    Moira opened her mouth to say something angry. Just then, the office phone near Mr. Hoffman’s desk began to ring. He fidgeted with his glasses as he made his way to the phone, then picked it up, almost dropping the receiver in the process. Finally, he managed to get it to his bald head.


    “Yes?” he said.


    He looked at Moira suddenly. The expression on his face changed. Was that fear? Why would Mr. Hoffman be afraid? He gestured for her.


    “It’s for me?” she asked.


    Mr. Hoffman handed her the phone, muttered something, and then made his nervous way out of the room without another word. Moira watched him go with her mouth open. She remembered, then, that the phone was in her hand. She put it to her ear.


    “Moira?” asked Sally Emery’s voice. “Moira, are you there?”


    “I’m here, Sally.”


    “You need to come back up to the office,” she said. “It’s, well, it’s rather urgent, I’m afraid.”


    “I’ll be right there,” she said, hanging up and heading toward the door. Now what?”


    * * *


    Uncle Jiro was waiting in the lobby. Of course, Moira thought. Who else would it be?


    Sally had made herself scarce. Moira was grateful for that. It meant she wouldn’t have to invite Uncle Jiro anywhere else. She didn’t like the thought of Uncle Jiro making himself comfortable in an office here, or setting foot in her father’s private space.


    “Moira,” Uncle Jiro said, his smile too wide and his tone of voice too familiar and easy. He still wore his overcoat on his shoulders like a cape. His suit probably cost more than the car that had brought him here.


    “Uncle Jiro,” Moira said formally.


    He bristled at that. He didn’t like being called “Uncle.” She could see it in the way he tensed up. He covered it well, though, pretending to smooth the lapels of his suit jacket. “I will not take up much of your time,” he said.


    “We both know you are ill equipped to run this company. You expected KogaTech Consolidated to become mine just as I did. Whatever sentimental impulse possessed your father to change his will at the last minute, we will never know. The fact remains that he did—but you and I both know this is a burden. I am prepared to relieve you of that burden.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You fear for your well-being, which is understandable,” Uncle Jiro said, almost as if he had not heard her.


    “You may be thinking that you don’t know how you will provide for your sisters, and yourself. There are many expenses. College. Healthcare. Day-to-day living expenses. New York is an expensive place, and only growing more so. But there is no reason for you to live in poverty.


    “I am prepared to establish a fund for you and your sisters. A very generous fund. You and your sisters will want for nothing.”


    Moira swallowed. “What do you want to do for us?”


    “Why, the company, of course,” said Uncle Jiro. “My attorneys will draw up the paperwork. I will see to everything. You need only sign them. The company will revert to me, as it should have originally. You and your sisters will be properly provided for, and you will have none of the stress of running a company the size of KTC. Let us be honest, Moira. You are not prepared to take the mantle of leadership. Why subject yourself to that sort of stress? There is no need. Your—family—is here to help you.”


    “I’ll—I’ll think about it, Uncle Jiro,” she said.


    Again, he stiffened, then forced a not-at-all convincing smile. “Do not think too long,” he said. “Business does not wait for young girls who cannot make up their minds. I need a decision so I can begin getting the company into order. Every day wasted is money lost.”


    “I’m not sure I want to sell the company,” Moira said. “This was everything my father built. It meant a lot to him. He told me that everything he did here, he did for my mother. And for her memory.”


    Uncle Jiro took a step forward, looming over her. “Do not speak of Kameko to me!” He hissed, almost like a large snake. “My sister was a very foolish woman. She made poor decisions. She never should have married Stephen Mackenzie. Had she not, she would be alive today!”


    Moira stepped back as if he had slapped her. “How can you say that?” she said. Her voice was so quiet it was almost a whisper.


    “You are a child,” Uncle Jiro said. He was very angry now. “You have no idea the matters in which you are interfering. Do not let your father’s misguided affection make your life more difficult, child. There is a time for sentiment and there is a time for good sense. See that you understand the difference.”


    “But —”


    “I will have my attorneys call you to make arrangements,” said Uncle Jiro. “I trust you will make the correct decision.” With that, he swept his coat about him and stormed out of the room. Moira watched him go.


    “I never liked him,” Sally said sadly as the elevator doors closed on Uncle Jiro. She had been in the adjoining conference room. She closed the door behind her.


    “Don’t you let him bully you, Moira,” she said. “This is your father’s company. It’s your company. It’s your family’s legacy. He can’t take it away from you. I know that, no matter what, you’ll do the right thing.”


    Moira could only nod. She wished she felt as confident as Sally sounded.


  




  

    
Chapter 5


    “Are you taking the tunnel or the bridge, Uncle Mort?” Moira asked.


    “The tunnel,” he said. “Traffic’s about the same, at least according to the GPS, but I’ve never liked heights.”


    Moira nodded and went back to staring out the window. She knew he was lying. Uncle Mort had known her all her life and knew she was afraid of heights. So afraid, in fact, that driving over bridges bothered her, at least when it came to one as tall as the George Washington Bridge. He knew she didn’t and he didn’t want her to feel bad about it, so he claimed he didn’t like heights either. It was one of the many things about him that she loved so much. He was protective of the girls to a fault.


    She knew, too, that he felt guilty somehow for losing their father. Even though Mort hadn’t been there, even though his security procedures had nothing to do with the disappearance of the plane, it bothered Uncle Mort that something had gone wrong. She knew that it would probably bother him for the rest of his life. He never let anything go.


    Uncle Mort was planning on taking them to the Berkshires, where her father had owned a cabin. The girls all needed to get away for the weekend, he had said, and Moira couldn’t help but agree. It would be nice to put all the stress and problems behind them, at least for a little while.


    In the back seat of Uncle Mort’s Lincoln Town Car, Mindy was sulking. She had done almost nothing since getting suspended. She was scheduled to go back to school next week, and that seemed to make her mood worse, although Moira wasn’t sure how that could be possible.


    Marci, meanwhile, was pressed up against the door on the driver’s side behind Uncle Mort. She couldn’t be any farther away from Mindy if she tried. At least they weren’t fighting right now. That was something. Uncle Mort had threatened to make one of them ride in the trunk if they didn’t stop bickering. The girls had taken him seriously. Moira wasn’t sure if he had been bluffing or not.


    The car drove like it was floating on a cloud. It had an obsolete air suspension that, if she tried to read while in the vehicle, always made Moira feel slightly car sick. The car was ancient, too. It was nearly twenty years old, but Uncle Mort loved the thing and refused to get a newer car.


    Uncle Mort had the radio tuned to a blues station. He loved the blues.


    Moira wasn’t thrilled about it, but Uncle Mort didn’t like the pop music that the girls liked, and Moira honestly couldn’t have focused on music anyway. She was too worried. She was thinking about the company, her future, and Uncle Jiro’s menacing words to her.


    “You never told me if he called today,” she finally said.


    Uncle Mort kept his eyes on the road. He drove with one big hand on the wheel and the other propped on the armrest between them. Moira didn’t think she’d ever seen him drive with both hands on the steering wheel.


    “We’re not worrying today,” said Uncle Mort. “We’re relaxing today. You got that, kiddo? Relaxing. That means no stress. It means no worrying. And it definitely means no Uncle Jiro.”


    “So he did call.”


    “How do you figure that?” Uncle Mort asked. He still didn’t look at her, focusing on the traffic headed into the tunnel.


    “Because if he hadn’t called, you would tell me that,” she said.


    Uncle Mort frowned. “Stop being smart,” he said.


    “Sorry,” Moira said.


    “Just knock it off,” he said. She could tell he was joking. It was what he did whenever he got uncomfortable.


    “But he did call,” Moira said finally.


    Uncle Mort sighed. “Yes,” he said. “He wants the company. But if it makes you feel better, he said he wouldn’t ask again.”


    “I’m not sure I believe that,” she said.


    “Gift horse,” Uncle Mort said.


    “I don’t know what that means,” she said.


    “You’ve never heard the expression, ‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth?’”


    “No,” Moira said. “What’s wrong with its mouth?”


    “No, no, nothing is wrong with its mouth,” said Uncle Mort. “That’s how you check a horse to see how healthy it is.”


    “Uncle Mort, you’ve never even ridden a horse.”


    “Well, no,” said Uncle Mort. “But that’s not the point. Back when people had horses they would check their teeth, or something. I guess. I’ve read that somewhere.”


    “Okay,” Moira said. “But what does that have to do with it being a gift?”


    “Because when somebody gives you a gift you don’t check it to see how good it is because that would be impolite,” said Uncle Mort. Now he sounded irritated. “Don’t they teach you kids anything in school anymore?”


    “Not about giving horses as gifts,” Moira said.


    “Knock it off,” muttered Uncle Mort.


    “Knock what off?” asked Moira.


    “She’s looking at me again,” Marci said from the back seat.


    “Am not!” insisted Mindy. “Am not, am not, am not!”


    Uncle Mort shot them an angry look over his shoulder. “Do not make me pull this car over before—”


    The front tire on Moira’s side exploded.


    Uncle Mort suddenly had both hands on the wheel. He was muttering a series of words that, normally, he would never say where the girls could overhear. The big car’s rear end skewed this way and that, fishtailing all over the road, as Uncle Mort fought to regain control. Cars around them honked their horns furiously as the Lincoln cut across one lane, then another. With some difficulty, Uncle Mort got the car under control, guiding it to one side of the tunnel in the breakdown lane.


    “Are you guys all right?” Uncle Mort said.


    “We’re fine,” Moira said. “Are you?”


    “Just a little frazzled,” Uncle Mort sighed heavily.


    Then the driver’s side front tire exploded.


    “What the —” Uncle Mort bellowed.


    The windshield cracked. As Moira stared, unbelieving, another crack formed. In each of the cracks was a four-pointed metal star shaped just like the ones in her father’s drawings.


    “Uh oh,” said Uncle Mort.


    “Uncle Mort?” asked Moira.


    “Everybody down!”


    Uncle Mort threw himself across the cabin, pushing Moira down into the space in front of her seat. The car began to shake. Moira looked up. She couldn’t see much with Uncle Mort’s body in the way, but she could see a corner of the passenger-side window. It cracked over and over again as more of the metal stars struck it.


    Mindy and Marci were screaming.


    “Stay down!” roared Uncle Mort. “Stay on the floor, girls! As low as you can get!”


    “What is it?” Moira yelled. “What’s happening?”


    The impacts against the Lincoln sounded almost like heavy rain. As Marci and Mindy wailed from the back seat, the drumming of metal against the car increased, then suddenly stopped. Uncle Mort scrambled to open the glove compartment. He took a canister of pepper spray from inside and held it in his hand.


    “Stay here!” he said. “Everybody stay here and on the floor!”


    “Uncle Mort, no,” Moira said. “Don’t go out there.”


    He wasn’t listening. He threw open his door and almost fell out of the car, sliding on his back until his feet were on the pavement. Then he was up, holding the pepper spray in front of him, like a wizard with a magic wand. He turned left, then right, looking for whoever it was that had attacked the car.


    Moira rose slowly, risking a look over the dash. The metal stars stuck in the car were sharp. She could see their honed edges gleaming in the overhead tunnel lights.


    “Where—where did the cars go?” asked Mindy from the back seat.


    Moira realized it then, too. The tunnel was suddenly, eerily silent. She had never seen it like this. There were no cars moving past them. There wasn’t even the distant sound of traffic.


    What could do that? Was there an accident behind them, something blocking the flow of cars? Where were the police? Shouldn’t there be police?”


    Suddenly, there were half a dozen men all around them. Moira watched it happen and still she couldn’t believe it. The men wore black uniforms and face masks that covered everything but their eyes.


    They seemed to almost materialize out of the shadows of the tunnel. Some of them carried swords. Others had weapons Moira couldn’t recognize; they looked like the sorts of things cartoon ninja turtles would carry.


    Ninja turtles. Ninja. It struck her, then, that this is what they were seeing. These were ninjas. She had seen movies. She knew that in old-time Japan, there had been clans of spies, mercenaries, known as ninjas. In the movies they always dressed like this, all in black, with their faces covered.


    Uncle Mort pointed his pepper spray at each one of them, turning this way and that.


    “Don’t come any closer,” he said. “Just back off.”


    Two of the ninjas exchanged looks. The others didn’t even blink. It was pretty obvious they didn’t feel threatened.


    “What do they want?” Marci said, crying. “Why are they after us?”


    Mindy grabbed Marci and held her close. She pulled her sister closer to the floor in the back of the Lincoln.


    “Let’s be as quiet as we can,” Moira said, still looking over the top of the dash. “Maybe it’s a mistake. Maybe Uncle Mort can convince them to go away.”


    The ninja closest to Uncle Mort kicked the big man in the head. Uncle Mort went down like a sack of laundry being dropped down a flight of stairs. Moira gasped.


    “What is it?” Mindy asked. “What happened? What happened?”


    The black-uniformed ninjas were now surrounding the car, staring into it. They held their weapons ready. Uncle Mort was lying on the pavement in the strangely silent tunnel. Moira could see his chest moving. He was breathing. They must have knocked him out.


    One of the ninjas came over to the passenger-side window and rapped on it. The backs of his hands were covered by part of his uniform sleeve, but he didn’t wear any gloves. His knuckles looked thick and rough, as if he spent a lot of time punching things with his hands.


    “Get out of the car, girl,” said the ninja. He had a thick Japanese accent. The words seemed uncomfortable for him. Moira could only see his eyes, but he was definitely Asian. He had the same eyes that Uncle Jiro had. It wasn’t Uncle Jiro, though. Uncle Jiro’s voice was much deeper and raspier.


    “Go away!” Moira said.


    “We can break the glass,” said the ninja. He took a pair of wooden batons from his belt. These were connected by a chain.


    Nunchucks, thought Moira. Those are called nunchucks. Like Bruce Lee uses in the movies.


    The ninja held both ends of his nunchucks near the connecting chain. Using them like a club, he batted away some of the sharp metal stars that were stuck in the door and the glass. He pulled on the handle, but the door was locked.


    The ninja smashed the window glass with his nunchucks. Moira screamed. Pebbles of safety glass fell on her and all through the inside of the car. The ninja reached in and grabbed her arm, dragging her out.


    “Stop it! Stop!” Moira yelled. “Let me go!”


    “It’s time you learned,” said the ninja. His voice was very quiet, but it was also very scary. In the bizarre silence of the tunnel, surrounded by the other black-clad figures, it was even worse.


    “You have something that Jiro Akiyama wants. Give it to him. If you don’t, we’ll come back. And when we do, you won’t be in the way anymore. The choice is yours. Choose wrong, and nobody will ever hear from you again.”


    “Knock her out,” said one of the other ninjas.


    The first ninja nodded. He curled his fingers into a fist and then pulled his arm back. Moira’s eyes got very wide. She had never been so afraid.


    Suddenly, the biggest cat Moira had ever seen came from out of nowhere and tackled the ninja and brought him to the ground.


    Moira blinked. Was she really seeing what she thought she saw?


    The cat was a snow leopard. She remembered seeing pictures of them before in Natural Geographic documentaries. She had never seen a real one. Where did it come from? This one was the size of a small tiger.


    It yowled and hissed, grappling with the ninja who had been about to hit Moira, tearing the man’s uniform across his arms and at his chest.


    Suddenly, the snow leopard wasn’t fighting a man. It was fighting another cat, this one a larger striped tiger, yellow and black. The snow leopard slapped the tiger across the snout with one big paw. The tiger roared —


    Now they were both people again. The ninja in black squared off in a fighting stance with his hands up, his fingers held rigid like spears. His opponent was another ninja. It was the same uniform, but this one was gray, not black. When the gray ninja spoke, his voice was a whisper.


    “Now,” he said.


    A dozen gray-clothed ninjas emerged from the shadows. Moira had been looking right at the spot where one of them appeared, and yet they turned visible as if by magic. How was that possible?


    The black ninja, the one who had been about to strike Moira, shouted a command to the others. They began to scatter. The gray ninjas outnumbered them badly and had the same weapons. The black clothed ninjas looked like they weren’t eager for a fair fight—or one that didn’t favor them.


    The gray ninjas pursued the black ones until the black ones disappeared into the shadows. Then the gray ninjas formed a circle around Uncle Mort’s Lincoln. They weren’t facing the car, though. They were facing outward, as if they were guarding the car and Moira’s sisters.


    The one who seemed to be the leader, the one who had said “Now,” turned to Moira and gripped her by the shoulders. “Are you all right?” he whispered. “Did they injure you?”


    “No,” Moira said. “I don’t—I don’t think so.”


    “We must hurry,” the ninja whispered. “The illusion they’ve created will be broken. Cars will begin traveling down the tunnel. We should be gone before the traffic flows again. The enemy could use the moving cars as cover to attack once more.” Moira heard the sound of a car engine echo down the tunnel.


    A single vehicle was approaching. It was a white panel van, the sort of thing that looked like it belonged to a phone company or a cable repair place. The gray ninja signaled for the cargo van to come closer. Behind the wheel was a young Japanese woman. Moira had never seen her before.


    “Into the van,” whispered the ninja. He gestured to some of the others, who gathered up a groggy, groaning Uncle Mort and helped him into the van. Still more ninjas opened the Lincoln’s doors and helped Mindy and Marci into the vehicle.


    The back of the van had bench seats on either side. Moira took a seat next to Mindy. She was still clinging to Marci, holding her younger sister for dear life. A couple of the ninjas crowded into the van with them, but the rest didn’t. It wouldn’t be possible for them all to fit.


    “The others will see to your car,” said the gray ninja leader, as if reading Moira’s mind. “It will be repaired and returned to its place in the parking garage where Mr. Gerardi keeps it. There will be no evidence of what happened here.”


    “What?” Moira asked. “Why? What’s going on?”


    “There can be no evidence that ninjas were here,” the gray-clad figure explained. “The public must never know that we exist.


    “This attack, here in the tunnel during daylight hours—this was very reckless. Your Uncle Jiro is desperate to make you do as he wishes.


    “He has taken a terrible risk by initiating this attack. I at first thought he was moving to eliminate you. But I think now he was hoping to scare you into doing as he wishes and giving him the company.”


    “How do you know all this?” asked Moira. “Why should I trust you?”


    “Because we’ve just saved you from Jiro Akiyama’s ninjas,” whispered the gray-clad figure. “And because we’re family.”


    Moira’s mouth fell open. “Who are you?” she said.


    The gray ninja removed his mask to reveal that he was actually a she. The older Asian woman who looked back at Moira spoke in a normal voice for the first time.


    “My name is Aiko Akiyama,” she said. “And I’m your grandmother on your mother’s side.”


  




  

    
Chapter 6


    Over the next hour or so Moira learned that Aiko’s gray-clothed ninjas were called the Sakuhen clan. The clan was made up of both men and women, most relatively young, in their mid-twenties at most. They had removed their masks once in the girls’ apartment. Several of Aiko’s ninjas were guarding the balcony and the front door to the apartment. Others stood or moved quietly about the penthouse.


    Moira couldn’t help but notice both of them were attractive young women not that much older than she and her sisters. Two of the women were helping patch up Uncle Mort. He had gotten cut and scraped crawling out of the Lincoln. His face was swollen and his lip was split. He was complaining of a headache, probably from when he fell on the pavement, and the ninjas were making sure he didn’t have a concussion.


    Aiko had explained that all her ninjas had survival and medical training, so Uncle Mort was in good hands.


    While Moira was familiar with ninjas and some of what was happening, her sisters were not. They sat, mouths open, staring at the strangers in their penthouse. Not even Marci, who was always curious, had any questions for anyone.


    Not knowing what else to do, Moira had asked if anyone wanted coffee. Aiko had asked for tea. They had some, although it was so old Moira didn’t know if it was stale. Her father had liked to have tea once in a while, but not often.


    Now, Aiko was sitting on the couch in the living room, sipping stale tea, while Moira sat with Mindy and Marci huddled close to her. Marci was the most unsettled, and had taken to clinging to Mindy for comfort. As upset as Moira was to see her sister this frightened, she was glad to see that the bond between her sisters was so strong. This situation had made it clear that even though they fought, deep down they loved each other.


    “Ow,” Uncle Mort yelped. One of the two ninjas tending him was cleaning scrapes on his forehead using some gauze soaked in hydrogen peroxide.


    “I do not think,” the young woman said, “that you will need stitches, Mr. Gerardi. I will put a butterfly bandage on this.”


    “I like butterflies,” Marci said suddenly.


    “Not that kind of butterfly,” Mindy said. She almost laughed. It seemed to help cut the tension a little.


    “I don’t want to make you think we’re not grateful,” Moira said, “but what is going on? None of this makes sense. We’re all terrified and I need to know why you don’t want us to call the police. Because right now that seems like a good idea.”


    Uncle Mort opened his mouth to say something, but Aiko waved him off. She turned to Moira.


    “Fair enough, young lady,” she said. “You are long overdue for an explanation.” She paused to sip deeply from her tea, then put the cup and saucer on the coffee table.


    “Kameko Akiyama, your mother, was my daughter. The man you know as Jiro Akiyama, your uncle, is my adopted son.”


    “Uncle Jiro is adopted?” Mindy asked.


    “In a pack of strays there is always the occasional wolf,” Aiko said, frowning.


    “Your Uncle Jiro was the son of family friends of ours. Our family came to live in Kyoto. Jiro’s parents died in a terrible house fire. He inherited their manufacturing business, a company that made transistor radios. For many years, he was like my own son. I failed to see the greed that burned inside him. I was blind to his need to take, his need to control. I should never have taught him our ways.”


    “So Uncle Jiro is a ninja, too,” Moira said.


    “Of course. Those were his men, his clan, in the tunnel. Jiro learned the ways of the ninja from his family, from me—and so did your mother.”


    “But now you fight each other,” Moira said.


    “And so it has been for years. There are two areas in Japan famous for producing clans of ninjas: Iga Province and the Koga region. Ninjas first became known during Japan’s medieval, or feudal, period. This was roughly 1200 to 1600 of the Common Era. For centuries, the different clans shared their traditions from father to son and mother to daughter. Most of the ninja clans have died out, but a few have survived.


    “Uncle Jiro’s clan, the Akiyama clan, was once my clan. We were part of the same family. I taught my daughter as I taught my adopted son. I taught them to use the martial arts, to wield martial arts weapons. I taught them stealth. And I taught them magic and ninja mind control. Ninjas were famous as spies and masters of the martial arts. But according to Japanese legend, they were also forest spirits known as tengu. They could appear and disappear at will. They could take on the shapes of animals. They could influence minds.”


    “So Jiro’s people used ninja mind control to close off the tunnel today?” said Uncle Mort. He had gotten up from the chair where his wounds were being tended to stand next to Moira. He was starting to sound upset. He also had a large bandage on his forehead now, which made him look a little silly.


    “These ninjas, they just whipped up some kind of David Copperfield illusion to stop the cars in their tracks and give them time to attack me and the girls?”


    “Every ninja has this power,” Aiko said. “Especially when influencing those with weaker minds, a ninja has the power to make that person believe whatever the ninja wishes.”


    “Like—like the Force in Star Wars,” Mindy said.


    “Something like that,” Aiko said, smiling. She sipped at her tea again.


    “Your Uncle Jiro was a young man and growing more and more skilled in the ways of business when I last saw him. He built up his family’s company, turning their fortune into a bigger fortune. He was also a skilled student of the ninja arts—easily one of my best. It was years before I realized what he was doing, and by then, it was too late to stop him.”


    “What was he doing, exactly?” Uncle Mort asked.


    “Jiro is a powerful man. He has always had the ability to persuade and inspire others. Secretly, he was turning some of my people against me. Certain groups within our clan became loyal to him. As the female leader of the Akiyama clan, I was the leader of our kunoichi, our female ninjas. Many of them, and some of our male clan members, remained on my side. But many more were loyal to your Uncle Jiro.


    “During one of our clan meetings, he stood and announced his intention to assume leadership of the Akiyama clan. Any of us who opposed him were invited either to fight him or to leave. I chose to leave and take my people with me. This act created a clan war between the Akiyama clan and my own people, one that has raged for all the years since.”


    “So all this was about who got to be in charge?” Uncle Mort asked, fascinated by Aiko’s story.


    “No,” Aiko said. “Jiro was using our ninjas to help him in business. He was misusing their ninja skills. I always taught the Akiyama clan to become ninjas because on that path lies personal growth. Being a ninja makes you a better person. It makes you strong and powerful, confident and capable, compassionate and helpful. But Jiro wanted to return to the old days, when ninjas were hired spies used by warring Japanese factions. He was using our ninjas to sabotage his competition in business, to make his own company perform better. I could not allow it.”


    “But you wouldn’t fight him for leadership of the clan,” Moira said.


    “No. I could no more fight my adopted son for leadership than I could cut off my arm. Jiro may be evil, but he is still a member of my family.


    “I loved him for many years. In a way, I still do, even though I know he cannot and will not be reasonable.”


    “You can say that again,” Uncle Mort muttered.


    “When my adopted son turned to evil and began misusing his skills to further his ambitions,” Aiko said, “I took those loyal to me and formed the Sakuhen clan. In Japanese, sakuhen means ‘splinter’ or ‘chip.’ We were formed by splitting off from the Akiyama, a decision which, while it was needed, has bothered me ever since. Since then we have fought the Akiyama whenever and wherever we could, foiling their plans to misuse and abuse their skills, stopping them from sabotaging other businesses or using their spy skills to gain unfair advantage in business deals.”


    “And that’s why you’ve come now?” asked Moira. “Because Uncle Jiro is trying to steal my father’s company?”


    “Yes,” Aiko said. “You need to understand something. Jiro is my adopted son. I think of him as a mother thinks of a son who has—lost his way. But as much as I love him, Jiro has nothing but hate for me in his heart.


    “It is because he believes I stopped him from assuming full, rightful control of the Akiyama clan. As long as my Sakuhen splinter group exists, as long as it opposes him, he will feel as if we are mocking him, that we are making him look bad. The ninjas of old ruled not by intelligence and not by kindness, but by strength. Jiro runs the Akiyama clan in this way. If he shows any weakness, he will lose leadership of his ninjas, and they have made him very powerful over the years. He is greedy for that power. He will not want to give it up.”


    “But why—why haven’t you ever seen us before? Mother told us you were dead.”


    Mindy and Marci started to fidget. They looked at each other, then at Moira.


    “It is for the same reasons,” Aiko said. “Your Uncle Jiro began to target me personally when we stopped several of his plans from working. He decided that I was the biggest threat to him. In order to prevent his constant attacks, we allowed him to believe he had succeeded.”


    “You faked your death,” Uncle Mort said. He nodded to himself as though another puzzle piece had just fallen into place.


    “Yes,” Aiko said. “I have been leading the Sakuhen clan in secret ever since. I could not reveal myself even to my grandchildren. To do so would have been to involve you in our ninja war.


    “I honestly believed you could be spared. It is why Kameko left. It is why the girls’ father knew nothing of our ninja past.”


    “Wait,” Moira said. “You’re a ninja—and so was our mother?”


    “She was,” Aiko said. “I trained her just as I trained Jiro. They were roughly the same age.”


    “Is she pretending too?” Mindy asked suddenly. “Is she still alive somewhere?”


    “No, child, no,” Aiko said, sadly. “Your mother really did die in a car accident. Sometimes in life, bad things happen. We cannot always see them or stop them.”


    Everyone fell silent for a moment. Finally, Moira said, “I don’t understand how our father couldn’t know.”


    “Jiro hated me,” Aiko said, “but for some reason he always had a certain fondness for Kameko. When the clans split, my daughter announced her intention to go to the West, to seek out a new life away from the clan war. She could not bear the thought of fighting her own brother, someone she knew from childhood. And she could not bear the thought of seeing him and her own mother at war. I cannot say I blame her. It was while traveling abroad that she met your father.”


    “But Jiro didn’t approve of the marriage,” Uncle Mort put in.


    “He did not,” Aiko said. “Jiro has always been a traditionalist. He believed that if Kameko were to marry anyone, it should be a Japanese man. He saw her marriage to a Westerner as a betrayal. He stopped speaking to her after that.


    “But I genuinely believed that even though he did not approve, he would not raise a hand against the sister he so loved. I believed he would leave Kameko and her husband alone. So I stayed away. I thought your mother would be able to live her new life, far from the war between Jiro’s clan and mine. She believed it, too. It is why she never told your father that she was a ninja. She never revealed to him our family tradition, or the true reasons for the great distance between herself and her brother.”


    “And my father never knew about the ninjas?” Moira asked. Suddenly, she was thinking of the drawings on her father’s notebook—the drawings that looked just like the sharp ninja stars that Jiro’s men had thrown at the car.


    “I believe he may have suspected,” Aiko admitted.


    “Your father was an intelligent man. It’s likely that for years, he understood there was something Kameko could not tell him. I also strongly suspect that his disappearance could be linked to his suspicions.


    “If your father started poking into the Akiyama family’s past, he may well have alerted your Uncle Jiro somehow.”


    “You think—you think Uncle Jiro had something to do with our father’s plane crashing?” Moira asked.


    “It is possible, yes,” Aiko said. “There is very little that is beyond him. He is mad with power and greed. He will stop at nothing to get what he wants.”


    “So you figure they attacked us in the tunnel because Jiro wants Moira to sign over the company and she wasn’t doing it fast enough,” Uncle Mort said slowly as he began to understand the big picture.


    “And this is all because of some ridiculous kung fu movie rivalry between members of your family?” He stood up. His face was red. “You’ve got a lot of nerve. You show up here and lay all this on us and we’re just supposed to go, ‘Sure, there’s ninjas warring in the streets of Manhattan, guess that’s kind of a bummer.’ Meanwhile my best friend is gone because you people couldn’t figure out your politics. And these girls have been put in danger, again because you can’t get along with your own son. You people—I don’t get any of this. I don’t get any of it at all.” He looked at his watch.


    “It’s getting late. Mindy, Marci, it’s time for you to get ready for bed.”


    “I don’t want to go to bed!” Marci shrieked. “I don’t want to —”


    “You can sleep in my room,” Mindy said, hugging her sister. “Come on. We’ll make a blanket fort. Uncle Mort will give us a flashlight. Won’t you, Uncle Mort?”


    Uncle Mort looked at Moira. Moira hesitated, then nodded.


    “Yeah,” said Uncle Mort. “Sure thing, Mindy.” He ushered the girls out of the room. One of Aiko’s ninjas started to follow, but Mort shot the gray-clad man a nasty look.


    “I think I can handle putting the kids to bed,” Uncle Mort said, “unless one of you lunatics thinks the shadows are going to come to life and attack us while they brush their teeth.”


    The ninja looked to Aiko, who shook her head “no.” The gray-clad warrior moved back a step and almost disappeared against the wall. He was still there, but somehow harder to see than before. Moira blinked her eyes.


    “Don’t stay up too late, kiddo,” Uncle Mort said to Moira as he left the room with the other girls. “And don’t believe everything she tells you.” He leveled a meaningful glance at Aiko as he did so.


    When he was gone, Aiko gestured to the couch. She sat back down and Moira moved to sit next to her.


    “I’m sorry about Uncle Mort,” she said.


    “He is a good man,” Aiko said. “He cares about you girls. And he was a loyal friend to Stephen, from what I can tell. I cannot blame him for being angry. Our world, the world of the ninjas, is not his world. He is frightened. He is acting as a man who cares, but who is scared.”


    “Uh,” Moira said, changing the subject . “I don’t—I don’t know what to call you. ‘Grandma’ sounds a little weird to me.”


    “You could simply use my name,” Aiko said, smiling. “Moira, I am very sorry. It pained me very much to have to stay away. Especially after your mother died, I wanted to come to you. But I was afraid that doing so would draw you into my clan’s war with Jiro. I wanted to respect Kameko’s wishes. I wanted you, and your sisters, and your father, to live lives free of Jiro’s influence. Now that he has come to you to steal your father’s company, it would be wrong of me to stay away. You will need my help. And I truly believe that the path of the ninja is one that will help you and all your sisters as you grow to fulfill your destinies.”


    “Um,” Moira said. “What destinies?”


    “Moira, becoming a ninja is a family tradition. You have seen movies, yes? Movies about what ninjas are supposed to be?”


    “Sure,” Moira said. “Everyone has. Men in black with swords and other martial arts gear, running around climbing buildings. I always figured that was stories. I didn’t think it was anything real.”


    “Every myth is rooted in fact,” Aiko said. “Just as the myths of the tengu, the forest spirits, tell us that even in feudal Japan, people knew what ninja were capable of doing.”


    “So did you, like, fight samurai and work as spies for feudal lords in Japan?”


    “Sometimes,” Aiko said, smiling at the wonder in Moira’s voice. “At least, that is what our scrolls say. You see, every family ninja tradition is passed down from generation to generation through teaching. My grandmother taught my mother. My mother taught me. In my clan, before Jiro split the Akiyama, we followed a matriarchal system.


    “Always, the mothers were responsible for teaching the next generation. The teaching is also carried on scrolls that have been carefully preserved over time. I have these scrolls. They are carefully hidden away in a safe place. I can teach you to read them. You will need to know.”


    Moira put her hand on Aiko’s arm. “What are you saying to me?” she asked quietly.


    “I am saying,” Aiko said, “that I am going to teach you to become a ninja. And when you are ready, you will teach your sisters.”


  




  

    
Chapter 7


    Jiro Akiyama drew a deep breath and forced himself to do another set of pushups. Until recently, he had spent very little time in New York. The traditionally appointed dojo, or training hall, in his skyscraper was known only to his ninjas. None of the businesspeople working for Jiro had any idea that their boss was a master of the martial arts, much less that he knew ninja magic and could wield the art’s traditional weaponry.


    The entrance to the dojo was concealed in the rear wall of his penthouse office. That hidden entrance led to a spiral staircase, which Jiro took every morning to workout in private.


    The dojo had polished wooden floors. It was mostly empty except for pieces of training equipment: a mook jong, or “wooden dummy,” sat in one corner, while a heavy punching bag hung from a chain set in the ceiling. Jiro’s makiwara, a heavy wooden striking post wrapped with thick rope, sat in the corner opposite the wooden dummy.


    Wooden targets that reached the height of a man and were used for throwing stars and archery were spaced along the floor. The walls were covered with weapons racks.


    On those racks were the fearsome implements of the ninja. There were collapsible bows used to fire arrows. There were the tiger-like metal hand-claws known as shoku, used for climbing with matching foot claws, or used by themselves as sharp, fearsome weapons.


    Jiro also had staffs of varying lengths, such as the six-foot bo and the four-foot jo. He had many pairs of nunchaku, which the Americans insisted on calling “nunchucks.” He had the small hand-sickle axes known as kama. He had swords, too, ranging from the straight blades of ninja-to, or ninja swords, to the more elegant curved blades of katana, or samurai swords.


    The place of honor on Jiro’s wall, however, was reserved for his favorite weapon: the kyoketsu-shoge, a knife with a straight stabbing blade and a curved hooking blade that was attached to a long chain that ended in a metal ring.


    Jiro was angry. As he always did, he channeled his anger, forcing himself to do yet another ten pushups before he stood. He wore his black ninja uniform while training, not lighter or more comfortable workout clothes. To be truly strong, you had to know what it was like to use your martial arts in the clothes you would be wearing in real life.


    Sometimes, he even practiced in his expensive suits, so that he would know what it felt like to fight when he was not dressed as a ninja.


    To be a ninja, to Jiro, was to have power. From the first moments his foolish adopted mother began training him, he had known this. He had wanted that power since the time he was a young boy and had accidentally seen Aiko, dressed in her ninja uniform, sneaking back into her own home.


    Jiro did not know to what blind luck he owed his good fortune that day. His parents had made an unplanned visit to the Akiyama estate. Because they had not announced themselves, they arrived when Aiko was not home. They had left a message on a folded piece of paper in the mailbox. Then they had turned their car around and driven away.


    Only Jiro, in the back seat and watching through the rear windshield, had seen the shadowy figure stealing back into the Akiyama home. There was no question in young Jiro’s mind that he was seeing a ninja. In Japan, ninjas were well known as figures of myth and popular entertainment. There were ninja museums. There were local ninja-related holidays and festivals. Most people would say that ninjas had long since died out, and that the world no longer had any need for such highly skilled warrior-spies.


    There was much martial arts training in Japan to this day, of course, and some organizations and clubs even claimed to be teaching some of the same methods used by the ninjas. But Jiro had since learned that all of these groups were fakes. They had no link to the ancient clans. True ninjas kept their lineage secret, passing down their knowledge from generation to generation.


    Jiro had always had a knack for human interaction. He could identify a person by how they walked, even from so far away that he could not see that person’s face. From a young age he had a great talent for reading body language and could tell, from physical clues, when someone was lying to him.


    That was why, when he looked up into the night sky, to the tree surrounding the Akiyama home, he had known that the ninja he witnessed sneaking back into the house could be none other than Aiko Akiyama. His parents had visited her often. Aiko herself had come to their home. The friendship between the families was a long one. Aiko had gone to school with Jiro’s birth mother.


    It was then, on that fateful day, that Jiro hatched a plan.


    The first step to this plan was to burn down his parents’ house. If they were in it, it would not be a problem. It would in fact, he smiled to himself, solve problems and tie up untidy loose ends. The thought of his plan made him feel calm and hopeful.


    As he remembered those days Jiro took the kyoketsu-shoge from the wall and began to swing its chain around his body. Soon, the knife and its sharp hook were whirling through the air, cleaving the space in rolling, looping patterns. Jiro kept the kyoketsu-shoge very, very sharp. He liked to think he could hear it cutting the very air. As the weapon sang through the space around his body, he twisted it this way and that, manipulating the chain and swinging the knife. A man skilled with the kyoketsu-shoge could use it to snare his enemies, trip them, and trap their limbs. He could also use the hook or the knife to do considerable damage.


    As always, when he practiced, he found himself deep in thought. He had spent so many years learning to use ninja weapons that he could use them almost by reflex now. His mind could be in many places at once while his body worked the steps of his daily practice. He thought back to the fire.


    Jiro felt nothing about burning his own house as a child. It caused him no more concern than learning that it would rain that day, or finding out that one of his stocks had gained or lost slightly in value. It was just a fact, a thing that had transpired.


    He had done it knowing that his parents’ closest family friend, Aiko Akiyama, would take him in. He was right.


    The Akiyama family raised him and, when Jiro began dropping hints that he wanted to learn martial arts, Aiko had taken him aside one day and revealed to him that the Akiyama family were part of the ninja tradition.


    He pretended he did not already know. So it went for years. Aiko trained him to be a ninja. He learned martial arts. He learned ninja magic. And during all that time, he plotted.


    The kyoketsu-shoge swung faster and faster around Jiro’s body as he remembered. He could picture the day clearly in his mind: the day he had announced to his adopted mother that he was taking control of the Akiyama clan. By that time, he was a grown man, big and strong. He had learned his lessons well. Aiko knew that he was more than a match for her.


    She knew Jiro could beat her.


    He would always be a little sad that she had chosen to leave without fighting him. He wished he had had the chance to see her beaten. Oh, sure, she had been a big problem for him since. Her foolish splinter-clan, the Sakuhen, had gotten in his way more than once. Most recently they had stopped him from frightening the owner of a Korean electronics company into signing away the company for half of the company’s value.


    Jiro had been forced to pay full price for the company, and that annoyed him very much. But the company had components he was going to need if his plan was to move forward.


    That thought reminded him to check the time. His one concession to the modern world, here in the dojo, was a wall clock. Having the clock on the wall meant he would not miss important appointments while he was training. It was nearly time for that worm Drexel Hoffman to arrive.


    He let the kyoketsu-shoge slow down until he could safely catch the round handle-part of the knife end. Sweating, he placed the weapon back in its place on his wall. Then he did some jumping jacks as part of his cool-down. He knew one could not simply stop exercising immediately when one worked up a sweat. The body did not like suddenly stopping that way. One had to ease down, little by little.


    He took his towel from the bench near the door of the dojo, wiped himself down, and climbed the spiral staircase back up to his office. Once there, he put on a loose tracksuit. He would shower after his meeting with Hoffman. If Hoffman didn’t like the smell of sweat, that was too bad. Jiro did not care what the little man did not like.


    At precisely the time of Hoffman’s appointment, someone knocked on Jiro’s office door.


    “Enter,” he said.


    The door opened. His secretary, Ms. Kim, gave a short bow and gestured for her guest to enter. Hoffman made his way nervously into the room. Jiro did not like him. He twitched too much and seemed afraid of everything. He was weak. Weak and afraid. Jiro hated weakness.


    “Mr. Akiyama,” said Hoffman. “I, uh, brought you the reports you asked for.” He held out a sheaf of papers. There was a coffee stain on the first page. Jiro wrinkled his nose in disgust.


    “Tell me what it says,” he told Hoffman. “Be quick about it. My patience for your foolishness is short.”


    “The design will work,” said Hoffman. “I have a full set of schematics here in the report.”


    “I hope your lunch does not adorn the other pages,” Jiro said.


    “No, sir, sorry, sir,” said Hoffman. His hands were trembling now. The papers shook as he held them. “I just, I, well, I put together all the information you wanted. Everything you need is there. It’s just that without the new superconducting microchips made by Korean Kinematics, we won’t be able to —”


    “Do not trouble yourself over it, sneered Jiro. “Korean Kinematics is now my company. We will have all the components we need—if you can divert enough resources from KTC.”


    “I have enough components to build the prototypes so we can test them,” said Hoffman. “To do this on the scale you want to do it, though, we’ll need access to the KogaTech Consolidated factories. Only KTC has the kind of equipment we’ll need to press the circuits.”


    “We do not have KTC,” Jiro said, sneering. “You told me you could find a way to manufacture these through my own company!”


    “I’ve looked at the specifications,” said Hoffman. “Your companies simply don’t have the specialized equipment we’ll need.”


    “Then we’ll steal the equipment,” Jiro said.


    “That won’t work,” said Hoffman. “To mass-produce the machines you want, we need technicians who have the skill to assemble them. Only KTC has those technicians. Your own people are good, Mr. Akiyama, but they don’t have the abilities we need.”


    “GET OUT!” Jiro roared. He slapped the papers out of Hoffman’s hand. They scattered across the floor. Jiro pointed at him with one finger, yelling at the top of his voice. “BUILD THE PROTOTYPES AND DO NOT COME BACK UNTIL YOU HAVE!”


    The door to Jiro’s office opened. Ms. Kim was as efficient as ever. She had heard Jiro shouting and understood that his meeting was over.


    Hoffman took the opportunity to flee, rushing out the door and disappearing. Ms. Kim gave Jiro a questioning look to see if there was anything he wanted right away. Jiro shook his head, once, still very angry, and she quietly closed the door to leave him alone.


    He smashed his fist into his other palm. That stupid girl! Moira Mackenzie was the reason he did not have her father’s company. The plan was supposed to have gone off perfectly. Instead, Stephen Mackenzie had betrayed him.


    No one but Jiro and Stephen had known of their bargain. When Kameko died, Jiro had contacted Stephen for the first time in years. Jiro had loved his sister, despite the problems with Aiko and the split of the ninja clans. He had been content to let Kameko and Stephen live out their lives far from the ninja clan war. He was relieved, to be honest, because he did not want to fight his own sister. As long as she stayed out of the ninja war, he would not have to worry about that.


    But then things had gone terribly wrong. He was able to admit to himself that he felt guilty about it, although not very guilty. When he reached out to Stephen, it had been a moment of weakness, caused by the loss of his sister. But the result had been good for him.


    Stephen had agreed that KogaTech Consolidated should go to the Akiyama family should anything happen to him. After all, his daughters were ill-equipped to handle the ownership of a massive corporation. Jiro knew that Stephen felt the loss of Kameko badly. Giving his company to Kameko’s family in his will probably made Stephen feel more connected to his lost wife.


    It worked perfectly to Jiro’s advantage. Jiro had long known that what he planned to do, the machines he planned to manufacture, was possible. He had read the theories while doing research for his own electronics factories. The technology was years away, back then, but he knew how to wait.


    A ninja is patient, he thought, remembering one of Aiko’s lessons.


    The thought of Aiko made him angry. He did not understand how the Sakuhen clan had been so much trouble without her to lead them. He could not even identify a leader. For years, not even his own ninja spies had been able to learn if the Sakuhen clan was being led by one person, by a group council of some kind, or simply by majority vote. It made no sense.


    And the fact that it made no sense made him very angry. They had been a thorn in his side all these years, ruining his best plans, getting in the way of him making his fortune. Their interference with the Korean Kinematics deal had cost him a small fortune. It would take at least a full year to make up the difference. The Akiyama Corporation would be running at a financial loss for that time—and all because of the Sakuhen!


    Suddenly his anger expanded. He became furious, Jiro brought his fists down on his desk, smashing a ceramic pen holder he kept there. The pieces went everywhere and cut his hand. Drops of blood fell on the desk.


    Why had Stephen gone back on his word? Why had he changed his mind about the company and changed his will at the last minute?


    Could Stephen have suspected or learned of the ninja clans?


    The few times Jiro had spoken by phone to Kameko after her wedding—conversations Stephen had known nothing about—she had insisted that he knew nothing of the ninjas, that he knew nothing about their history and their ways. It was simpler that way, Kameko had said. As much as she wanted to tell Stephen about her past, if he knew about the ninja clan war, he might well have been tempted to get involved.


    No, Kameko had said, it was better if he didn’t know anything about her ninja past. That part of Kameko’s life was over now. It was better for it to stay sealed away.


    Those thoughts, too, made Jiro very angry. His sister had had so much potential. She could have been a great ninja. She should have joined him! Instead she chose to leave. That was why he had never approved of her marriage to Stephen. That was why. . .


    Well. There was no point in worrying about it now. He had work to do if his plans were going to succeed. His ninjas would scare the girls. He supposed the girls might even get hurt. That was too bad, but it could not be helped. And if that man who was protecting the girls, that Morton Gerardi—if he got hurt, well, that wouldn’t bother Jiro at all. Morton Gerardi was nobody to him.


    There was another knock on the door.


    “Enter!” he said.


    The man who came in wore an expensively tailored suit. He was Hiromitsu Tokaido, Jiro’s second in command. Through the years, Jiro had trusted Hiromitsu with many important tasks. Only once had Hiromitsu failed—and it was a testament to the man’s strength that he had survived Jiro’s wrath that day.


    “Sir,” Hiromitsu said, bowing low. Too low, in fact; something was wrong.


    “Report,” Jiro said.


    “The attack in the tunnel was executed as you ordered,” said Hiromitsu. “I regret—sir, I regret to say that our forces were repelled. Driven off by a superior force.”


    “The Sakuhen,” Jiro said.


    “The Sakuhen,” said Hiromitsu, nodding. “There were too many. We had to leave or risk discovery.”


    “And evidence of the attack?”


    “Cleaned up by the Sakuhen, sir,” said Hiromitsu. “No one will ever know either clan was there.”


    “That is something, then,” Jiro said.


    “Sir, I am very sorry—”


    “Bah,” said Jiro, cutting him off. “Do not waste your breath with apologies. It was only a matter of time before Aiko’s clan found us again. It changes nothing. Were the girls frightened, at least?”


    “I believe so, sir.”


    “Well, then,” Jiro said. “We shall simply change tactics. A ninja finds the smart way to solve a problem, yes?”


    “Yes, sir,” said Hiromitsu. “What would you have us do, sir?”


    “Tell the others. Do nothing now. I must work with this fool, Hoffman, to build and test the prototypes of our machines. Nothing needs to be done to the girls during that time.”


    “Then what should we do, sir?”


    “Detail two of our best ninjas to follow Morton Gerardi. He was Stephen Mackenzie’s best friend and is the guardian of the girls. Tell our men to do nothing for now. I will wait to act when Gerardi looks as if he might make trouble for us. Mark my words, Hiromitsu. He will make trouble.”


    “And when he does, sir?”


    “Tell them to hurt him,” Jiro said. “Badly.”


  




  

    
Chapter 8


    Moira walked along the balance beam that Aiko’s ninjas had set up on the roof of the penthouse apartment. She wasn’t sure anyone was supposed to be up here, but getting caught by the building superintendent was the least of her worries. The balance beam was set up near the edge of the building—not so near that she would have to worry about falling over the edge if she lost her balance, but close enough to make her feel like she might. It was absolutely terrifying.


    Her heart hammered in her chest. Her breath came slow and shallow. Her fear was her biggest handicap: she kept stumbling on the balance beam because of how scared she was. Aiko looked at her and sighed.


    “Moira,” she said. “What’s wrong?” She held a bo and had been using it like a pointer throughout their lesson that morning. Some of her ninjas were nearby on the roof in their gray uniforms, but Moira could only see them some of the time. Unless she was looking right at them, they tended to disappear. Aiko said they were practicing their own illusion skills, using their ninja mind control powers. It was something that Moira would also learn to do eventually.


    “It’s—it’s—well,” stammered Moira. “I just don’t like heights.”


    “You’re shaking like a leaf,” Aiko said. “Come down from there.” She offered a hand up to Moira and helped the young woman step down. “Come sit for a moment.”


    The “stools” Aiko had set up were just a couple of five-gallon paint buckets that had been stacked in a corner of the roof. Moira sat down, still a little shaky. She was dressed in sweatpants and a Hello Kitty T-shirt. Aiko wore her gray ninja uniform, but not her face mask.


    “Maybe I’m not cut out for this,” Moira said. “Maybe I don’t have what it takes to be a ninja. Maybe I should just quit. I know you tried to teach me, Aiko, but I just can’t do it.”


    “Nonsense,” Aiko said. “Every woman in our family is born with the ability. Most of the men, too. Almost everyone can learn to be a ninja if they try.”


    “But I am trying,” Moira said. “And so far I can’t do anything.” They had tried a variety of ninja skills that morning. Aiko had said she wanted to judge where Moira was starting from. But Moira couldn’t hit a target—another of the five-gallon buckets—with Aiko’s four-pointed shuriken. The ninja stars went everywhere but the bucket, and at one point one of the other ninjas had been forced to duck out of the way and catch the star before it sailed over the edge of the building. Moira was very glad the sharp star hadn’t landed on someone on the street below.


    Next they had tried archery, but Moira wasn’t yet strong enough to draw back the bow to fire an arrow. She had done okay with handstands, which she remembered doing when she was younger, but she wasn’t any good with nunchaku. Swinging the “nunchucks” just got her clunked in the head a couple of times. Aiko had tried to show her how to flip and twirl the sai but Moira kept dropping them. She also wasn’t comfortable with rolls and flips yet, and her jumping wasn’t nearly far enough to qualify as “ninja-like.” Aiko had been patient with everything, but Moira still felt like she was repeatedly failing.


    “Do you have any idea,” Aiko asked, “how the average young girl does when she starts training as a ninja in our clan?”


    “No,” Moira admitted.


    “She can’t do any of the things I just asked you to do. Once in a while, someone can do one of them. Like you with handstands. And you’re good on the balance beam when you’re not afraid.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “Moira, everything I’ve just asked you to do is completely new to you. It’s foreign to your body. You’ve never swung nunchaku or thrown shuriken or tried to roll and leap like a ninja. Have you?”


    “Well, no.”


    “Do you roller skate, Moira?”


    Moira laughed. “We do roller blades now, Aiko,” she said. “I don’t think anybody does roller skates anymore.”


    “Times change,” Aiko said quietly. “Well. When you first put on your roller blades, did you know how to skate with them? Could you even move around without falling?”


    “Not really, no,” Moira admitted.


    “Well, why would you expect to be good at any of these things the first time? The fact is, Moira, you’re a little older than most of the girls and boys I train when they start. But your first lessons are very promising. You are a natural-born ninja, Moira, and you’re going to be very good at this.”


    Moira thought that was very hard to believe. “It’s just all so hard.”


    “There was a famous swordsman who lived in ancient Japan,” Aiko said. “His name was Miyamoto Musashi. He fought many duels with his swords. He got so good that he carved a wooden sword out of an oar and started fighting with that, to give him more of a challenge. When he grew older, he wrote a famous book about what he had learned about fighting with swords. It is called The Book of Five Rings, or The Book of Five Spheres. It is in Japanese, but there are English translations.”


    “Okay,” Moira said. “Does that mean I’m going to learn to use a sword?”


    “All ninja do, eventually,” Aiko said. “But it is something in the book that matters. Musashi wrote that swords should be wielded with one hand only. This allowed the swordsman to fight with a sword in each hand. But the Japanese swords of his era were intended to be used with two hands.”


    “Was he just really strong?” Moira asked.


    “No,” Aiko said. “He was an ordinary man. Some of the books I’ve read say that he was also actually quite ugly, scarred from a disease he had carried from birth. In his book he wrote that when you first pick up the Japanese sword with only one hand, it will feel heavy, and so it will be difficult to swing it. But everything new is difficult. That’s what he said about it, after a lifetime of becoming an expert with the sword.”


    “So you’re saying everything I do is going to seem difficult at first,” Moira said.


    “Some of it might, but no, that’s not what I mean,” Aiko said. “What I mean is that if you quit the first time something is difficult, you’ll never be able to do anything. The first time we try anything is hard, Moira. If we never give it a chance, how will we ever learn to do better?”


    “So martial arts are like eating my vegetables.”


    Aiko laughed. “What?”


    “Something Mom used to say,” Moira said. “She used to ask us, ‘How do you know you don’t like it if you haven’t tried it?’ She was right almost every time.”


    “Of course she was,” Aiko smiled softly. She looked as if her mind was elsewhere for a moment.


    “So. Are you ready to learn the nine rules?”


    “Nine rules?”


    “There are nine rules for being a ninja. I teach them to every student. They’re not just rules for being a ninja. They’re rules for life, Moira.”


    “Okay,” Moira said.


    “Rule one,” Aiko said. “A ninja’s magic can be made from fear—or from love.”


    “You’re talking about the illusions,” Moira said.


    “Yes,” Aiko said. “And changing shapes. And appearing to vanish. You might be surprised to learn that the ninja still argue among themselves whether they are really vanishing, or simply making everyone who could see them believe that they vanished.”


    “Uh,” Moira said, somewhat confused. “Okay.”


    Aiko laughed. “Rule two: a ninja does not attack directly unless there is no other choice. That means that fighting is always a last resort.”


    “But you teach martial arts,” Moira said. “You teach fighting.”


    “The martial arts aren’t fighting, Moira,” Aiko said. “Martial arts are a way to defend yourself and others. They are also a way to grow and be healthier, to expand who you are as a person. Your Uncle Jiro believes the martial arts are for fighting, and that is why he is so wrong. He hurts people to get what he wants. That is not the ninja way. It never has been.”


    “I think I understand,” Moira nodded.


    “Rule three,” Aiko said. “A ninja finds the smart way to solve a problem.


    “Rule four. A ninja is patient.”


    “I don’t feel very patient,” Moira said, feeling frustrated with all she was trying to learn and how much she was forgetting in the process.


    “You might be surprised,” Aiko said. She held up her hand, displaying all four fingers and her thumb.


    “Rule five,” she went on. “First things first and second things second.”


    “Mom used to say that!” Moira said. “She was always after me to think about what I was going to do before I did it. ‘Use your head and save your feet’ was something she used to say. Like, if I thought about what I was going to do, I could save time and be more efficient.”


    “Yes,” Aiko said. “That always was one of Kameko’s favorite sayings.” She looked away for a moment, her eyes tearing up. Moira was worried she might be sad. When she turned back, though, she was smiling again.


    “Rule six,” she said. “Take care of your duties, or your duties will take care of you. That means when you tell someone you will do something, you keep your word. If you don’t take care of your responsibilities, they will overwhelm you.”


    “Mom used to say something like that, too,” Moira said.


    Aiko stood and put her hands in the sleeves of her uniform. “Let me show you some things that go with the next rule,” she said.


    “Rule seven. A ninja always carries tools.” She took a small flashlight from inside her sleeve. It was made of brass-colored metal. “This is your flashlight, Moira,” she said. “It’s the first tool I’ll give you. Ninjas operate in shadow, in darkness. We avoid being seen.


    “That means you must always have a way to make light when you need it. Carry this flashlight with you always. You will have other tools that I will teach you that should also go with you everywhere. We call this ‘EDC.’ It means, ‘everyday carry.’ A ninja always carries her tools everywhere she goes, every day.”


    Moira took the flashlight. She turned it to look into the LED at the end. “Wow, this is—”


    “Don’t!” Aiko said. But it was too late. Moira turned on the light as she was staring into the flashlight. She blinked and turned away.


    “Ow,” she said. “That’s very bright.”


    “I have got to find a better way to give my students flashlights,” Akio laughed. “That happens every time.” She took some other items from her pockets. “This,” she said, “is a Swiss Army knife. It has many tools in it. It’s not for fighting; it’s what we call a utility tool. This small pouch is full of lock picking tools.”


    “For breaking into places?” asked Moira.


    “Yes,” Aiko said. “But more often, a ninja uses them for breaking out of things.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Say an enemy locks you in a room,” Aiko said. “If you have your trusty lock picks with you, you can open the lock and escape. That kind of thing.”


    “Oh,” Moira said. “I guess I thought ninja carried just ancient Japanese weapons. That’s how they are in the movies.”


    “That’s why those are movies,” Aiko said, laughing again. “Rule eight says that a ninja is always prepared for what might happen. Carrying tools like this—a light, a Swiss Army Knife, your lock picks, a bandanna—is one way to be prepared for what could happen.”


    “A bandanna?” asked Moira. “For my hair?”


    “For your hair, or for anything else,” Aiko said. “A bandanna is what?”


    “It’s—it’s a square of cloth,” Moira said.


    “Yes,” Aiko said. “And a square of cloth is the single most useful tool a ninja can carry. Do you know why?”


    “Uh, robbing banks?”


    Aiko laughed yet again. Moira loved her laugh. It was almost musical, and it made her seem much younger than she was. “You say that,” she said, “but wearing the bandanna as a mask is one of its many uses. You can wear it to keep out dust to make it easier to breathe. When it is wet, it filters out dust even better. You can use it to bind a cut and put pressure on a wound. You can use it to carry things. You can use it as a small rope, of sorts, to tie one thing to another. It can protect your head from the sun. You could poke small slits for your eyes and use it to screen out the sun if it is very bright. It can even be a weapon.”


    “How is a bandanna a weapon?” asked Moira.


    Aiko pulled a small bandanna from inside her uniform. It wasn’t anything ninja-like. It was a simple red paisley bandanna like you could buy in any clothing shop or dollar store. Aiko took one corner in her left hand and one corner in her right hand. She flipped the bandanna over a couple of times, as if she were making a headband. Then she said, “Hit me.”


    “What?”


    “Throw a punch at me.”


    Moira balled her fist and threw a punch very lightly.


    “No,” Aiko said. “Do it like you mean it. You’re not going to hurt me.”


    Moira threw a harder punch. Aiko used the bandanna to snatch her arm with the cloth, pulling her arm to the side.


    “Oh, wow,” Moira said.


    “That’s just one way,” Aiko said. “There’s also this way.” She took her flashlight and Swiss Army knife and put them in the center of the bandanna. Then she tied off the bandanna so that all the weight was held in one end of the cloth.


    “What’s that do?” asked Moira.


    Aiko, without a word, swung the weighted bandanna at the five-gallon bucket she had been sitting on. The weight inside the cloth was heavy enough, when swung, to leave a huge crack in the plastic. The bucket sounded like it had been smashed by a brick.


    “That,” Aiko said, “is what it does.”


    “Wow,” Moira said again, this time more quietly.


    “The last rule,” Aiko said, “is rule nine. It is the most important rule of all.”


    “What is it?”


    Aiko threw the bandanna with its heavy weight inside. She threw it hard—right at Moira’s face.


    Moira, without thinking, grabbed the bandanna in both her hands. It struck her palms hard enough to knock her back off the stool. She managed to land on her back without striking her head.


    “You tucked your chin,” Aiko sounded delighted. “That is very good. That’s a good reflex for falling.”


    “Why did you do that?”


    “Look where you are,” Aiko said. “Carefully.”


    Moira turned and realized she was right at the edge of the roof. There was no danger of falling, but she was close enough that it was suddenly very scary. She yelped.


    “Aiko —”


    “Stop,” Aiko said. “Tell me, Moira. Were you afraid?”


    “Well, I’m so close to the edge —”


    “No,” Aiko said. “That is not what I asked. When I threw the bandanna with the weights inside, were you afraid?”


    Moira thought about it. “No,” she said finally. “There wasn’t time to be afraid.”


    “What did you think before you caught it?”


    “I guess, uh, I guess I didn’t think anything,” she said. “There wasn’t time to think, either.”


    “No,” Aiko said. “There wasn’t. You saw something that needed doing and you did it, right away, without thinking about it—and without being afraid of it.”


    “Right,” Moira said.


    “So what is different?” Aiko asked.


    “Huh?”


    “What is different about then and now?” asked Aiko. “The only thing that changed was you were too busy to be afraid before. Nothing physical has changed about where you are or what you are doing. You just have time to think about it more. And that is what fear is, Moira. It’s thinking about something instead of doing something about it.”


    “Is that rule nine?” asked Moira.


    “Rule nine,” Aiko said. “A ninja never lets fear stop her.” Moira picked herself up and began brushing herself off. She handed the weighted bandanna back to Aiko. The older woman untied the cloth and began putting her tools away. “When you’re dealing with a problem, Moira, there’s no time to be afraid. You have things you must do to deal with the problem. Worrying about it doesn’t solve it. Fear must never stand in your way.”


    “So you never feel fear?” Moira asked.


    “I didn’t say that,” Aiko said. “Everyone feels afraid of things. A ninja never lets fear stop her, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t get afraid. She just doesn’t let fear make her quit. Rule nine is very important, Moira. It’s the key to life, too. Never, ever let fear make you quit. Always try. And if you fail, try again.”


    Moira nodded. She thought for a moment, and then asked, “Aiko?”


    “Yes, dear?”


    “What are you afraid of?”


    “Not many things,” Aiko said. “Not anymore.”


    “But there is something.”


    “Yes, dear,” Aiko said. “The thing I fear most in the world is your Uncle Jiro.”


  




  

    
Chapter 9


    Mindy sat in the band room at her school, eating a sandwich that Uncle Mort had made for her that morning. He was getting better at sandwiches. Once in a while he included a note, too, the way her father used to.


    The thought made her sad. The band room was empty. This wasn’t one of the periods when someone was practicing or taking a music lesson. She sat alone, surrounded by chairs and music stands. Some had cases, which held instruments like saxophones and clarinets, and were propped up against the wall.


    One of them was small enough to be a piccolo case.


    Mindy wasn’t in the band, but the music teacher, Mrs. Seward, liked her and invited her to join the class anyway. Mindy had volunteered earlier in the year to help with a stage production of Little Shop of Horrors. She liked working with her hands. She liked working with the stage crew. Mrs. Seward was also the Drama Club advisor, so Mindy had worked with her during the play. She dressed in all black like the other stagehands, moved pieces of the set and scenery, and adjusted the lights and spotlights.


    She had really enjoyed it, and had become friends with Mrs. Seward, or as much as you could be friends with a teacher. That was why Mindy was allowed to eat her lunch in the band room. It was quiet here and nobody bothered her.


    The cafeteria was nothing like the band room. It was noisy there, which wasn’t so bad, but whenever it was time for lunch, Jamison and her friends always found Mindy and bothered her. She got so sick of them picking on her that she had started eating lunch here so she could get some peace.


    Even though she didn’t have classes with any of the mean girls this year, they always seemed to find her at lunch. And they were in gymnastics like she was, which had been a big problem. Last year, when they were in her gym class, too, things had been even worse.


    As far as Mindy was concerned, being suspended for a week had been a great vacation away from school. She didn’t like being in trouble, but she didn’t like being picked on, either. Here she could eat her sandwich and listen to her MP3 player in peace.


    She had her earbuds in and was listening to Telex, a Belgian synthpop band.


    It was one of many electronic music groups that Marci had downloaded for her. Both sisters liked electronic music, although Marci preferred newer pop songs.


    The MP3 player itself was a prototype made by her father’s company. It was old, but her dad had given it to her right off the assembly line when they toured the factory. That had been a couple of years ago. Her father had gone to see the manufacturing facility in New Jersey, but Mindy had been home from school that day because there were parent-teacher conferences.


    They had gone to the factory together, and Mindy had been amazed to see how all those MP3 players and other electronics were made on an assembly line. When she had mentioned how much she wanted an MP3 player of her own, her father had taken one right off the manufacturing line and handed it to her. She had asked him if it was okay for him to take it.


    “Hey, it’s mine to give to you,” he had told her. “After all, I own the company.”


    She missed her father so much. She knew Marci did, too. It didn’t seem fair that other people had mothers and fathers. She, Marci, and Moira had had only their dad for most of their lives, and now they didn’t have him, either.


    She sighed. She had math this afternoon. She liked math and was good at it, but she had been so angry about her father disappearing that she hadn’t been doing her homework. Her grades were going to drop when she got her next report card. That meant she was going to be in trouble.


    But really, so what? What difference did it make? Her father wasn’t around to get mad about her grades. Moira wouldn’t like it, but Moira wasn’t her mom. And Uncle Mort never seemed to know what to do when it came to things like this. He tried, and she guessed that he was doing his best, but he had never had kids of his own. He never seemed all that comfortable handling kid stuff.


    The song she was listening to was just getting to her favorite part when suddenly she felt her earbuds being snatched from her head. Someone had snuck up behind her and grabbed the MP3 player, which pulled the earbuds out with it.


    It was Jamison Hurley.


    “I told you we’d find her here,” said Kimberly Grant.


    “Give me those back!” Mindy said. She stood up. The other two girls moved to put her between them.


    “Keep away,” said Jamison. She tossed the MP3 player over her head to Kimberly.


    “Keep away, keep away,” said Kimberly. “What’s the matter? Huh? What’s the matter?”


    “Stop it! Give it back!” Mindy shouted. “That doesn’t belong to you!”


    “You made Jenna so upset she still hasn’t come back to school,” Jamison shouted. She and Kimberly continued to toss the MP3 player back and forth.


    “It’s all your fault. You should get sued. Your family should get sued. You’re going to be poor because your father is dead now.”


    “That’s not true!” shouted Mindy. “Stop it! Leave me alone!”


    “Nobody here to help you now,” said Kimberly. “No teachers. Maybe we should lock you in the closet and fill it with water like you tried to do to us.”


    “Or maybe I should just drop this in a toilet,” Jamison smirked, holding the MP3 player.


    The thought of losing the player, something her father had personally given her, made Mindy so upset she didn’t know what else to do. She yelled and, balling her fist, smashed it as hard as she could into Jamison’s nose.


    Jamison fell back, squalling. Blood gushed out of her nose, spilling onto her shirt and down her hands as she tried to stop it. She dropped the MP3 player and ran, crying, from the room. Kimberly stared for a minute as if she couldn’t believe what Mindy had done. Then she grabbed Mindy by the shoulders.


    “Let go of me!” Mindy yelled. She wrapped one of her arms around Kimberly’s neck and started to squeeze. Turning her body, she dragged Kimberly onto the floor of the band room. Kimberly started to turn red.


    Oh no, thought Mindy. What do I do now? If I let her go she’s going to try and grab me or hit me. But we can’t stay on the floor like this. What do I do?


    Mindy was suddenly afraid. She had no idea how to handle this situation. She had never fought anybody before. She was going to be in so much trouble! Suddenly desperate, she let Kimberly go. Instead of attacking her again, Kimberly got up and ran, her face still beet red.


    Mindy stood in the band room alone, shaking. She picked up her MP3 player, bloody from Jamison’s nosebleed, and wiped it off as best she could before stuffing it into a pocket. She sat down and began to cry. She had done nothing to deserve this and yet, she would probably be expelled now. She wept, wishing her father were still here to protect her.


    * * *


    Marci Mackenzie sat in the computer lab at her school, Neu Academy. Neu Academy was a place for “gifted” youngsters, or so the teachers and administrators were always saying. All the kids who went to school here were extra smart, like Marci, and they had things that kids in other schools didn’t usually have. That included this really cool computer lab, where she spent all of her free periods on school days.


    There was internet nanny software installed on the computers to stop the kids from going to websites and things they weren’t supposed to. Marci had figured out how to turn that off in the first hour on the first day of school. It wasn’t that she wanted to look at websites that were “inappropriate.” It was that the nanny software was stopping her from accessing the databases she wanted to look at.


    There were other computers connected to the internet. Some of those computers belonged to other people. You could trade music and games and things if you linked up with them. But Marci wasn’t interested in trading music and games. Those were boring. She liked electronic music, and she liked sharing it with Mindy when Mindy wasn’t being a mean jerk to her. But so much about school was so boring. It just wasn’t challenging enough. Even though it was a school for gifted students, she already knew everything they wanted to teach her.


    She could do math in her head in seconds. She had memorized the textbooks for her other classes. She could answer any question a teacher asked her and get it right every time. She was right so often that most of them had stopped asking her.


    Marci hated being bored.


    The great thing about computers was that the internet was endless. You could always find something interesting to look at. And some of the computers you could talk to and explore were owned by companies or governments that had really good security. These were like special puzzles that took time and effort to unlock. They were just so interesting and not boring.


    Right now she was looking through a computer network that belonged to a company right here in New York. It was called Enterprise Games. The company was small, but in their network they had a lot of really cool games. Marci had been sneaking into the computer to play the games for a couple of weeks now. She never downloaded them, because that would be stealing. But sneaking in and playing them, right where they already were—she thought that would be okay. Nobody would ever know. And getting past the security systems each time was a lot of fun, too, because whoever was in charge of the network at Enterprise Games kept upgrading security. It was possible they knew somebody was sneaking in. That meant that each time she wanted to go in and play the games, she had to work harder to do it. That was interesting, too. It had kept her busy for a while now.


    Marci waited until nobody was looking at her. There were a few other students here in the computer lab this period, and Mrs. Lansky, the computer science teacher, was sitting at her desk grading papers. She wasn’t paying any attention to what Marci was doing.


    Time to get to work. Marci activated the special file transfer protocol program she had written herself. It was a modification of an existing program, but it had special features. She worked her way through the Enterprise Games security system one level at a time, once the program was connected. She had wondered if they would upgrade again, and she wasn’t disappointed. The security was so tough that it took her half an hour to break through.


    That still left her enough time this period to play some games before she had to go to her next boring class. She picked a maze game that was one of her favorites and started playing.


    She didn’t hear the door to the computer lab open, but she did hear Mrs. Lansky talking to a couple of other grown-ups.


    “Marci,” Mrs. Lansky said. When she turned around, she gasped.


    There was a man standing next to Mrs. Lansky, dressed in a white shirt with a tie with a tablet in his hand. He looked annoyed. He was looking annoyed at her.


    Standing next to him were two policemen.


    “Marci Mackenzie?” asked one of the police officers.


    “Uh oh,” Marci said.


    * * *


    “It could be a lot worse,” Uncle Mort said.


    “She was almost arrested,” Moira replied.


    “Fortunately for her, she’s only nine years old,” said Uncle Mort. “I don’t know what that information technology guy from Enterprise Games thought they were going to find when they tracked her IP address to the computer lab at her school. Probably figured there was a teenager or maybe even a grown-up hacker using the lab there. When it turned out to be Marci, I don’t think they knew what to do about it.”


    “So what do we do?”


    “I don’t know if there’s anything we need to do,” Uncle Mort said, shrugging his shoulders. “I wrote the folks at Enterprise a check from the KTC fund to cover the cost of upgrading their security again. That seemed to satisfy their IT guy. I think they were just happy to have the mystery solved. Marci’s been sneaking into their computer network for weeks. When they learned of the problem, they tried to lock her out, and when she kept getting in, they set up the necessary software to track her. When she turned out to be in the same city, they called the police and came after her. But again, I don’t think they were expecting their hacker to be a nine-year-old girl.” He smiled, happy to know he wasn’t the only one unsure about what to do with Marci’s unparalleled genius. Thank goodness she had no evil intentions and not a bad bone in her body.


    “You know she’s smarter than any normal nine-year-old,” Moira said.


    “Yes,” Uncle Mort said, “but they don’t know that—yet.”


    “So they’re not going to press charges?”


    “Not as long as she stays out of their computer system,” Mort said. “I paid them enough to keep them happy.”


    “You can’t keep buying our way out of trouble,” Moira said. “We’ll be broke in a year!”


    “No,” said Uncle Mort. “I can’t. I got a call today from that Ms. Orest at Gilt Leaves. Mindy almost got expelled.”


    “What?”


    “While you were training with Aiko today, Mindy got into a fight with two of those bullies, the Hurley girl and the other one, Grant. Fortunately for her, there’s a security camera in the band room where the fight happened. Orest wanted to kick her out, but I insisted we look at the security footage. It showed the two bullies stealing her MP3 player and taunting her after they found her alone in the band room. I was able to persuade Ms. Orest to leave Mindy alone, but she’s been suspended for another three days for giving one of them a bloody nose and choking the other one.”


    “She did what?”


    “It’s been coming for a while, Moira. You can only bully somebody for so long before they fight back. I can’t say I blame her. They took her MP3 player, so she socked one and started a fight. It happens.”


    “But she can’t go around fighting people,” Moira said. “That’s no way to solve problems. She hit them first. That’s not the same as fighting back when somebody tries to hit you.”


    “Mindy is like you, Moira,” said Uncle Mort. “She’s brave. She’s stubborn. She’s graceful and talented and full of energy. But she needs discipline. She needs to know where the boundaries are. If we don’t find a way to reach her, she’s just going to keep getting into trouble until she’s messed up her whole life.”


    “What should I do, Uncle Mort?”


    “Well, first of all, she is not your problem, she’s mine. I know you love her and don’t want her to get in more trouble, but the best you can do is be supportive and be a good example for her. It’s hard being a teenager. There are hormones, and your brain, your frontal lobe isn’t formed yet, so you physically can’t make a lot of smart decisions. It’s just puberty. Add with the bullying and the losses she’s, well, you all have experienced, and it’s just a really, really tough situation. I see the problem. I just don’t know how to solve it. Your sister needs—she needs someone to guide her. If Stephen were here, he’d know what to do.”


    “But he’s not,” Moira said. “And he’s not going to be.”


    “No,” said Uncle Mort. “He’s not going to be.”


    “And then there’s Marci,” Moira said. “She’s bored all the time. She’s said so. I know that’s why she goes around hacking into computer systems. But I don’t know what to do about that, either.”


    “If you’ll forgive me, kiddo,” said Uncle Mort, “that one seems like an easy fix to me.”


    “How do you mean?”


    “Give her something to do,” said Uncle Mort. “Give her a way to channel her talents. If she’s bored, give her work. Anything she thinks is challenging and interesting will work. When I was a kid, Moira, I knew never to tell my mother, ‘I’m bored.’ She’d always give me something to do. But you know what? Even if it was work, it always helped me pass the time. I was never bored when I had something to accomplish.”


    “A task,” Moira said


    “Yeah,” Uncle Mort said. “A task.”


    “Can I do the same thing for Mindy?”


    “Mindy’s not bored,” said Uncle Mort. “Mindy’s angry. She’s mad at the world. She’s getting picked on at school. She’s lost her parents. She told me herself. ‘It’s not fair,’ she said. She needs more than just something to do, Moira. She needs discipline that I can’t give her. Boundaries. Rules to follow.”


    “Rules to follow,” Moira said. “Maybe—maybe nine rules to follow.”


    “Huh?” said Uncle Mort.


    “I have an idea,” Moira said.


  




  

    
Chapter 10


    Central Park was as busy as ever. Moira, wearing a sweatshirt that said “NY Gators” on it, led a pouting Mindy down one of the paths past a vendor selling hot dogs. Mindy perked up a little when she saw the hot dog cart.


    “I’m hungry,” she said.


    “We’ll get something after,” Moira said. “Come on.”


    “After what? Why are we here? I’m not supposed to be having fun, you know. Uncle Mort said I was grounded because I’ve got another three-day suspension from school.”


    “We’re not having fun. We’re training.”


    “Training?”


    “Aiko has been teaching me to be a ninja. And she says I’m supposed to teach you and Marci. We’re part of a tradition. A family tradition of ninjas.”


    “But we’re girls.”


    “So what?” Moira said. “Aiko says some of the greatest ninjas in history are girls. Girls can do anything boys can do.”


    “But ninjas fight,” Mindy said. “Like the ones in the tunnel. And boys are bigger and stronger than girls when it comes to fighting.”


    “Bigger and stronger doesn’t mean better,” Moira said. “Let’s say you needed to get to the top of that tree.” She pointed to one of the trees growing nearby, a particularly big old elm. “Could you do it?”


    “Sure,” she said. “I like climbing trees.”


    “Okay,” Moira said. She looked around and finally stopped when she spotted a group of boys playing with a footbag. The little bean bag was kept in the air by their kicking and kneeing the bag within the circle of players. They were older boys, high school age like Moira was. She went over to them and walked right up behind the biggest one. He was huge, with muscular arms and a large chest. He looked like a football player.


    “Moira,” whispered Mindy. “What are you doing?”


    “Hey,” Moira said. “I was wondering if you could help my sister and I settle a bet.”


    The big boy turned and looked her up and down. Moira was very pretty. Maybe because of that, he nodded. “Okay,” he said. “What’s up?”


    “You see that big elm tree over there?” she said, pointing. “I bet my sister she couldn’t beat you to the top.”


    “Oh yeah?”


    “Yeah,” she said. “What do you say? Think you can do it?”


    “I can do it,” said the boy. He started running for the tree.


    “Better get going,” Moira told Mindy. “Otherwise he’ll have a head start.”


    Mindy shot her sister an angry look, but she turned and ran after the boy. They both got to the tree about the same time. The boy took one side, while she took the other. Soon, they were scrambling up the elm tree, the boy moving swiftly from branch to branch. He had a longer reach and more upper body strength, and didn’t have to find as many handholds. Mindy, furious, kept climbing, determined to show her sister what she could do.


    What was Moira doing, anyway? Trying to embarrass her? Trying to make her look silly? It wasn’t fair. There was so much that had gone wrong in her life. Her mother. Her father. Those awful girls at school. Now her own sister was picking on her. It wasn’t right. It was just mean. With each angry thought, she pulled on the next branch, and the next, and the next.


    “Careful, Mindy,” Moira called from far below. Mindy didn’t understand why her sister was being so quiet. She turned to look down.


    She was at the top of the tree.


    The boy was about halfway up and was now looking at her in amazement. Mindy blushed. She wasn’t quite sure how she’d gotten all the way up here so quickly, but now, looking down, she found herself getting a little queasy. As Moira motioned for her to climb down, Mindy did so. It took quite a bit more time than it had to get up there.


    “That was pretty amazing,” the boy said once they were on the ground. He was huffing and puffing, red-faced and out of breath. “You sure went faster than I did.” He was obviously impressed.


    “Yeah...” Mindy said, not sure what to make of it all. “I guess I did.”


    “Come on,” Moira said to the boy. “We’ll buy you a hot dog for your trouble.”


    “Okay,” said the boy, laughing. “I guess I am kind of hungry. All that exercise.” He also secretly wanted to get to know this girl who beat him climbing up a tree. She must be pretty special. He smiled to himself. This was a good coincidence, he thought.


    * * *


    “How did you beat him?” Moira asked her sister.


    They were sitting on a park bench now. The boy, Greg, had eaten three hot dogs, a bag of chips, and a soda before rejoining his friends. He was friendly, and the three of them swapped phone numbers.


    Mindy was eating her own hot dog. Moira hadn’t gotten anything. As they sat, enjoying the beautiful day, a thought occurred to Mindy.


    “Hey,” she said. “How come you aren’t in school today? I’m suspended, but you aren’t.”


    “Uncle Mort called the school,” Moira said. “He knew you and I needed some time together. Don’t you worry about me. I’ve got a big stack of homework waiting for me at home. I’ll have to catch up on everything I’m missing.”


    “Oh,” Mindy said. “Right.”


    “That’s right,” Moira said. “You will too. Your grades are falling apart, Mindy. It’s time to do something about that.”


    Mindy looked down at her hot dog. She nodded, slowly. “I know.”


    “So tell me,” Moira said. “How did you beat that boy? You said yourself that boys are bigger and stronger than girls. He was a lot bigger, and a lot stronger. But you beat him to the top.”


    “I was mad,” Mindy said. “I wanted to prove I could do it because you made me feel silly.”


    “You were mad and motivated,” Moira said. “You had a goal and you went after it. But how could you possibly have won? You were smaller. You were weaker. You were just a girl.”


    “I don’t know,” Mindy said. She paused, thinking about the climb.


    “Yes, you do,” Moira said. “It’s because, like Aiko says, girls can learn to do anything boys can do. So he’s bigger. So what? You weren’t trying to arm wrestle him. You were climbing a tree. You just happened to be faster. In fact, as big as he was, that probably slowed him down, because he was much heavier and had to carry more weight up the tree. Do you see what I mean?”


    “Yeah,” Mindy said. “I guess so.”


    “Aiko says that the ninja finds a smart way to solve problems. So that’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to find a smart way to solve your problems. But first we have to figure out what those problems are.”


    “Okay.”


    “Your grades are one. We’re going to have to study harder. I’ll help you. It will help me, too. And I bet Marci would be willing to help us.”


    “Okay.”


    “You’re mad about Dad. That’s the biggest one. Right?”


    “Yeah,” Mindy said.


    “Well,” Moira said, “that isn’t a problem we can fix right away. So we’re just going to do our best about that.”


    “Okay,” Mindy said again.


    “What’s the biggest problem we can solve that we don’t have a plan for?”


    “The mean girls.”


    “The mean girls,” Moira said, nodding. “So we have to find a way to solve that problem. What are your options when it comes to dealing with bullies?”


    Mindy swallowed her hot dog. “I don’t know,” she said.


    “Yes, you do,” Moira said. “What do they teach you in school about bullying?”


    “That it’s wrong.”


    “No,” Moira said, “I’m not talking about that. When they teach you what to do about bullying, what do they teach you to do? Things like tell a teacher, or try to make the bully your friend, or try to joke and laugh so that you can get along better.”


    “I can’t tell a teacher,” Mindy said. “They already know the mean girls don’t like me and there’s nothing they can do because they pick on me when nobody can see, and it’s just my word against theirs.


    “And they don’t want to be my friend, or joke and laugh with me. They hate me and I don’t even know why.”


    “So you could fight them,” Moira said. “You could give them all bloody noses. But there’s three of them. That means that, together, they’re stronger than you, because there’s more of them. Right?”


    “Right,” Mindy said. “I can’t fight three people all at once. At least, I don’t think I could win against three people.”


    “So what does that mean you should do?”


    “Run away?”


    “Sort of,” Moira said. “Aiko has been teaching me about stealth.”


    “What’s ‘stealth’?” asked Mindy.


    “Being sneaky, but in a good way. It’s about hiding and moving around without being seen. It’s what makes the ninjas, well, ninjas. They’re always moving around so people can’t see them. It’s not as much about hiding as it is about moving silently and not being noticed, the way Aiko describes it.”


    “Okay,” Mindy said, sounding doubtful. “How am I supposed to do that?”


    “Aiko says it’s in all of us,” Moira said. “Our family history is with the ninjas. She says if we practice, we’ll start to feel it.”


    “So how do I practice it?”


    “You have to focus on not being memorable, Aiko says,” Moira said.


    “Like, you don’t do anything that makes a memory in anyone you pass by. So sure, you could walk right by someone in broad daylight if you’re a ninja, but as long as you don’t ‘trigger their awareness of you,’ as Aiko says, then you’re still sneaking, even though you’re not hiding. You have to clear your mind and think yourself invisible, Aiko says.”


    “I don’t think I understand,” Mindy said.


    “Have you ever felt like nobody was paying attention to you?” Moira said. “Like no matter what you did, they just didn’t notice you?”


    “Yeah,” Mindy said. “The first dance we had in junior high. I felt like nobody cared if I was there. Like I could have walked in there wearing a clown suit and nobody would have noticed.”


    “Stealth is creating that feeling in person,” Moira said. “By moving around in such a way that nobody notices you. A ninja who has mastered stealth, Aiko says, can walk through a crowded room without anybody really seeing or remembering her.”


    “So what do I do?”


    “Sit under this tree,” Moira said. “Watch me and try to be as still as possible. While you’re watching me, try not to move your head. Use your eyes. And I’m going to show you what stealth looks like because I’ve been practicing Aiko’s lessons.”


    “Okay,” Mindy sighed, just as doubtful. She settled herself under the tree that Moira had pointed out. It was right behind the bench they had been relaxing on.


    Moira pointed to a man who was walking through the park. He was wearing a business suit and staring at his phone. There was something sticking out of his back pocket. It looked like a wallet. Uncle Mort had always told the girls never to walk around with a wallet or change purse sticking out of a pocket like that because thieves might try to steal it. There were thieves called pickpockets who would take stuff right out of your pocket when you weren’t looking, doing it so quickly that you didn’t feel it. Uncle Mort had said that one time, when he was in France on business years ago, a pickpocket had stolen his wallet out of the inside pocket of his coat and Uncle Mort had gotten into trouble with the people he worked for.


    As Mindy watched, Moira started walking behind the man in the suit. She walked in a kind of gliding, heel-to-toe step that looked a little strange to Mindy. Then Mindy realized that walking that way was probably the quietest way to take a step, because you weren’t stomping your shoes up and down on the pavement. Your shoes were making gentle contact with the ground as you sort of rolled through each step.


    Moira got very close to the man in the suit. She was watching the man’s back very closely. Whenever he stopped, she stopped. If he turned, she moved in a way that kept his back to her. If he turned too quickly for her to do that, she sat down or stood still in a very casual way, as if she were just a girl in the park. And she looked anywhere but at the man, always focusing on something in the distance, as if she were looking for something or someone but not very worried about it.


    Moira followed the man in the suit all around the park. He went to the hot dog cart at one point, and when he put his wallet back in his pocket, Moira glided up behind him. Then, as he turned, she plucked the wallet out of his pocket.


    Mindy was about to gasp when she realized that Moira had told her to be as still as possible. She wanted to do the right thing, so she stopped herself from making any noise. She just watched, not even turning her head.


    Moira followed the man in the suit for a while longer, as if making sure that he didn’t notice his wallet was missing.


    Finally, she ran around him in a half circle and tugged on the sleeve of his suit jacket. “Sir,” she said. “You dropped your wallet back at the hot dog stand.”


    “What?” said the man. He reached back to feel for his wallet and then looked shocked when it wasn’t there. Moira held the wallet out to him. He took it, looked suspicious for a moment, and then looked around as if to see if Moira had other people with her to help her.


    When he saw no one, he looked down at the wallet, glanced inside, and must have seen that all his money and credit cards or whatever were still inside. “Thank you, young lady,” he said. Looking around once more, he said, “Where did you come from? I didn’t see you at the hot dog stand.”


    “I was running,” she said. “I saw you drop it when I went by.”


    “Let me give you a reward,” he said. He moved to open his wallet.


    “No,” she said, shaking her head. “That wouldn’t be right. Have a good day, sir.”


    “Thank you, young lady,” said the man.


    Moira jogged back in Mindy’s direction. She was about halfway there when she stopped and smiled at Mindy.


    Mindy was confused. Why wasn’t Moira coming back? Then she saw something move in the corner of her eye. There were two squirrels moving so close next to her that she could have reached out and touched them.


    “Oh!” Mindy said. At the sound of her voice, the squirrels scampered off. Mindy laughed. They looked funny, jumping and scurrying along.


    Finally, Moira walked over. She reached out and gave Mindy her hand, then helped her sister up. “So, do you understand a little now?”


    “Huh?”


    “You were still and calm,” Moira said. “And when you’re still, you blend into the background. Aiko called squirrels ‘the easiest rodent to fool.’ She says it’s a good test of whether you’re being calm and still enough, if you can make the squirrels believe you’re not there.”


    “I’ve never tried that before,” Mindy said.


    “I think you’re a natural. I think it runs in our family, just like Aiko says,” Moira told her.


    “So Mom, Mom was a ninja. Like Aiko. She learned all this stuff too. And if she hadn’t died, she would have taught us to be ninjas. That’s what Aiko says.”


    “Did Dad know?”


    “I don’t think so,” Moira said. “But I’m not sure. Come on. I know you’re not supposed to be having any fun today while you’re suspended, but Uncle Mort probably won’t be too annoyed if we get some ice cream.”


    “Okay,” Mindy said. She smiled for the first time in what seemed like forever. “But I can’t promise I won’t enjoy it.”


  




  

    
Chapter 11


    Morton Gerardi pushed the shopping cart through the grocery store slowly. He rolled past the milk, the eggs, the bread, the canned goods, the cereal of every color and shape, without knowing what he was looking at. He stopped and rubbed his eyes, realizing he was crying.


    Stop it, he told himself. Don’t be sad. You can’t afford that right now. And nobody in this grocery store needs to see a grown man crying over things he can’t change.


    It bothered him, though. It bothered him that Stephen Mackenzie was gone. It bothered him that Stephen’s daughters were going through so much. This ninja business with the girls’ grandmother, the hostility with their uncle—he didn’t know what to do with all of that. So he did what he always did when there were too many things coming at him at once. He focused on what he could deal with. And right now, what he could deal with was making sure they had enough bacon, eggs, milk, and bread in the house.


    Pushing the cart along, his mind raced with thoughts of what he might do to help. It was frustrating not knowing. When he had worked as a bodyguard, protecting famous people, rich people, or people who were both, he had known how to help them. Security was complicated, but it was straightforward. You knew what the dangers were for the people you were protecting. You took care of the problems one at a time. You made sure you had preparations in place for anything that could happen.


    He laughed at that. He and Stephen had had many conversations about being prepared. Stephen shared Mort’s interest in survival and preparedness overall, although perhaps not to the specific levels that Mort explored the subject. Stephen was the sort of fellow who carried a Swiss Army knife. Mort was the sort of man who carried a Swiss Army knife, and then a multitool for when the Swiss Army knife broke, and then a calling card and some cash so he could buy another tool if he lost the first two.


    Mort didn’t like to think about what Stephen might have been thinking at the end. He hoped that when that plane went down, he hadn’t realized what was happening. Stephen had been a brave, decent man. He was a good husband when Kameko was alive, and he was a good father to his girls. Mort felt very much unworthy, acting as the girls’ guardian. He never had the chance to have a family of his own, so he was happy to do what he could. But he never felt worthy. He would always be a poor substitute for the girls’ father.


    Then there was the fact that he never remembered to bring the coupons. Yes, he had plenty of money, but that didn’t mean he should spend it when he could save it—especially with all the checks he’d had to write lately to take care of the girls.


    He sighed at the sign on the shelf. The cereal the girls liked, some chocolate-frosted concoction that seemed more like dessert than cereal to him, was on sale. It was two for one if you had a coupon. And Mort remembered clipping the coupon from the circulars that still showed up in the mail for the penthouse. But of course he had forgotten to bring the coupons.


    He suddenly remembered that he had passed a rack of bananas set up in the cereal aisle. Turning abruptly to go back and get some, he saw a Japanese man in a leather jacket pause briefly, then leave the aisle.


    Huh. That was weird, Mort thought. More than weird. His decades of security work lit up every suspicious nerve in his body. He was being followed. It was just Mort’s bad luck that the guy was Japanese. This business with the ninjas had him so on edge he was jumping at every Asian face he passed.


    This was New York, though. There were about a million Asian people living in the city, more than any other urban area in the United States. That was about one out of every eight people, because New York had a population of 8.4 million.


    Telling himself how foolish it was to be so jumpy, Mort continued to trust his instincts, even though he carried on with his shopping. He looked behind him a few times as he did so. He saw the Japanese man once or twice, but the guy had a shopping cart full of groceries just like Mort. Like anybody, he was following a back and forth pattern, going up and down the aisles to get the items on his list. Or at least, Mort assumed he had a list. He didn’t see one. Then again, Mort wasn’t very good about following his own list.


    Mort sighed. He was really overthinking this shopping trip. It was time to finish up and arrange to have the groceries delivered. He’d have some time to kill before he had to swing back and pick up Marci from Neu Academy. He’d go to Starbucks or something. Coffee always made him feel better, even overpriced coffee.


    He wondered how Mindy was doing back at Gilt Leaves. Today was her first day back following her latest suspension.


    That prune-faced woman, Ms. Orest, had told Mort on the phone that this was Mindy’s last chance. If she did anything else to get into serious trouble, including fighting with that trio of bullies, she was out.


    Mort knew that getting tossed out of Gilt Leaves wasn’t necessarily the end of the world for Mindy, but it would feel like it was. Kids needed stability. Changing schools was the last thing Mindy needed in her life right now, with everything else going on. Mort was frustrated by his inability to do anything about the situation. Even Moira had no idea that Mort had been working behind the scenes, trying to fix things. He’d called the parents of each of the girls.


    Originally, he’d hoped to convince them to get their kids to stop bullying Mindy, but in each case he’d quickly discovered that the business of flooding the shower room had turned all the parents against Mindy. In their minds she was a terrible kid, intent on harming their daughters.


    They couldn’t see, wouldn’t see, that their own daughters were causing the problem. It was all Mort could do to persuade them not to sue. He hated having to use the power of Stephen’s fortune to intimidate people, but he’d had to imply that the countersuit from KTC’s legal board would be more than any of the families could handle and that he would gladly ruin them to protect his girls. Given the security footage and the advice of their own attorneys, they had backed off, but they were still waiting for a chance to attack if they could. It was an uneasy stalemate, but for now, he would take it.


    He was at a loss about his next steps. What could he do to make things better for Mindy? Maybe he should talk to Moira again. She was a smart kid who was growing up right in front of his eyes. Her lessons with Aiko were definitely helping, although he had a serious problem with all that ninja guff. Still, if it helped Moira, that was a good thing. He supposed he would talk to her again. She knew her sisters better than Mort ever could. They could devise some kind of plan together.


    Encouraged by the thought of having some kind of plan, even a very vague one, Mort picked up his pace. He looked behind him and saw the Japanese man again, this time joined by what appeared to be his wife and child. Laughing at himself for his paranoia, he made a mental note to remember his coupons the next time he went shopping.


    * * *


    Mindy had been forced to meet with grumpy old Ms. Orest before she could go to classes today. That hadn’t been much fun. Ms. Orest had spent a lot of time telling her that this was her last chance, that she had better learn to get along—whatever that meant—and that if she stepped out of line, that would be it for her at Gilt Leaves. There were times when Mindy thought maybe it would be easier to just change schools. At least Kimberly, Jamison, and Jenna wouldn’t be at the new school. She was starting to wonder if maybe starting over somewhere new might not be a good idea.


    She sighed. No, Moira wouldn’t like that. It would be like quitting, and Dad had always taught them not to quit. She fought back thoughts of her father. This wasn’t the time to get upset. She didn’t want to think about things that would make her sad.


    The meeting with Ms. Orest had made her late, so she had to get a permission slip and then go to her first class. That meant she had to spend the rest of the time in the first period catching up on what she had missed from the start, and by the time she was done furiously writing down her notes, the bell had rung and it was time to go to second period. By third period, she was starting to feel like things were going back to normal. Then, she saw the mean girls.


    All three of them were there, now. Jenna was back and they were all clustered around the water fountain by the front entrance, their favorite spot. She would have to walk right by them. She paused, wondering if she should turn around and go back. The school was laid out like a big square, with a courtyard in the middle, so she could go the long way and not have to pass them. But if she did that, she would be late to class. A late class meant getting a tardy slip, which meant a trip to Ms. Orest’s office, which might mean getting thrown out of school at this point.


    Think yourself invisible, thought Mindy. Okay. I can do that.


    She focused on clearing her mind. She pictured a vast, white space, a great big nothing, with no sound. When another group of kids started to hurry past, Mindy picked up her steps a little, deliberately pacing a larger boy who blocked her from view. Just like that, she was beyond the water cooler. The mean girls hadn’t even noticed. It worked! Being invisible worked! Maybe she really was a ninja.


    * * *


    Mort slid into a seat at one of the many Starbucks coffeehouses in Manhattan. From where he sat, he could see another Starbucks, and if he were to go outside to that Starbucks, there would have been yet another Starbucks a block away. It was one of the things he liked about living in New York.


    He sipped his caffè mocha, checked the time on his wristwatch, and laughed when he remembered the story behind the watch. It was a copy of a copy of a Rolex. Mort had once told Stephen how much he liked the look of Rolex watches, which cost thousands of dollars. When Stephen started hinting that he might actually buy him one for the holidays, Mort had told him not to try. It wasn’t that Mort didn’t want a Rolex. It was just that he was far too practical ever to wear a watch that cost so much money. He didn’t even like the idea of wearing an Invicta, which cost less than a hundred and looked just like a Rolex. So Stephen, as a joke one day, had bought a copy of an Invicta from one of the street vendors in Manhattan.


    The name brand on the watch was “Winner.” It looked just like a Rolex, too, and it was automatic like a Rolex, which meant it wound itself whenever he moved his arm. But unlike more expensive watches, the cheap watch stopped running not long after Mort took it off each night. Every morning, he had to reset the time. The watch would run for as long as he wore it, but if he stopped moving and went to sleep with it on, or took it off before bed, it had stopped by morning.


    He cherished the cheap watch because Stephen had given it to him. He could have bought a new one, especially after he scratched the watch badly by accidentally hitting a doorknob. But he didn’t want another one. The watch reminded him of Stephen and that meant he would keep wearing it for as long as it worked. When it broke someday, which he assumed it would, he would put it in the box he kept on his dresser where he kept rings, lapel pins, tie tacks, and things like that. He didn’t want a new watch because he didn’t want to forget his friend.


    He was going to miss Stephen a lot. They had been best friends. Stephen led a pretty private life by design, so he didn’t have many other friends. And Mort had never really had many friends, period. He just wasn’t the sort of person lots of people liked once they spent time around him. Too gruff. Too tense. Too quiet. And he liked his space.


    He took out his phone and looked through his news app. There were a few newspapers here in the Starbucks, which always struck Mort as funny. There weren’t too many things more hipster these days than actually reading the news in paper form. There was a time when Mort started every day with coffee and the morning paper, but newspapers were all getting smaller and smaller, thinner and thinner. It cost too much to print them because so many people got their news from the internet. He wondered if newspapers would disappear completely in his lifetime.


    The news was the usual stuff. One story did catch his attention, though. It was about a homeless man who was kind of famous in Times Square. He was known for his beautiful singing voice. “The singing hobo,” they had called him years ago. He’d been a fixture in Manhattan for as long as Mort had lived there. But according to this, the singing hobo had recently tried to rob a bank. Just walked in, pointed his finger, and told them he had a gun and was robbing the place.


    That was New York for you. It was always weird.


    He took a casual look around the café and didn’t see anything noteworthy. Mort enjoyed people-watching. He also had this theory that every Starbucks had one weirdo assigned to it at the beginning of every work week, like on Mondays. That way, there was always a chance when you came into Starbucks, there would be some oddball talking to himself or whispering to nobody. New York was full of people like that.


    A woman sitting near Mort suddenly fumbled her phone and dropped it on the floor. Mort winced. You never knew when you dropped your phone if you were going to crack the screen. The woman reached down suddenly, trying to catch the phone after it had dropped—Mort knew the feeling—and as she moved he caught a glimpse of someone behind her.


    What the—


    Mort stood. He walked over to the woman, who was picking up her phone and checking it for damage, and sitting on the other side of her, where he must have figured the woman would block Mort’s view of him, was the same Japanese man from the grocery store.


    “Well,” Mort said. “That’s kind of a coincidence, isn’t it?”


    The Japanese man looked up. He made a face and shook his head.


    “You’re one of Aiko’s goons, or Jiro’s aren’t you? Which one sent you to keep tabs on me? Well, you can go home. Stop following me around. I don’t need your help or your intimidation.”


    The Japanese man looked around. Now he seemed worried. Mort didn’t know what there was to be worried about. People in Starbucks would ignore them. That was just how it was in New York. Nobody wanted to get involved.


    Mort was forced to duck aside when the man got up and ran. He turned and followed because that seemed strange to him. When he got out onto the street, the smaller man began to duck in and out of crowds. Stephen had once described the streets of Manhattan as the busiest shopping mall at Christmastime anywhere else in America—only it was like that all the time.


    Mort, who was much larger and definitely slower, had a hard time keeping up. People got out of his way as he rushed past them, though.


    “Sorry,” he said. “Sorry. Pardon. Coming through. Urgent business. Sorry.”


    He had gotten good at saying things like “urgent business” when he was a bodyguard trying to rush through a crowd for any reason. You couldn’t pretend to be a cop or on any kind of official business because that was against the law. But if you told people you had “urgent business,” they just tended to assume you were somebody important, even if you weren’t.


    Mort followed the man for three blocks. There, as the light turned and cars began to pass by, he lost him somewhere in the crowd. Was he friend or foe? Balling his fist and slamming it into his palm, he checked his watch again. There was enough time to stop at the penthouse before he picked up Marci.


    * * *


    Mort stormed up to the roof of the penthouse, where he assumed he would find at least some of the ninjas. He wasn’t wrong. Pointing to the closest gray-clad figure, he said, “Hey. You. I need to talk to Aiko. Have her appear in a puff of smoke or whatever it is you people do. It’s important.”


    From the way her uniform fit, she was female. If she was annoyed by Mort’s tone, she didn’t show it. If Mort hadn’t seen it, he wouldn’t have believed it; she seemed to disappear while walking away from him, almost as if she had used magic.


    It’s a trick of some kind, Mort told himself. There’s no such thing as magic.


    “You seem angry,” Aiko said from behind him.


    Mort jumped. He turned and looked this way and that, trying to figure out how she had gotten there.


    “Where did you—” he started to say.


    “What’s wrong, Mr. Gerardi?”


    His anger overwhelmed his curiosity. “I’ll tell you what’s wrong,” he said. “I thought I had made it pretty clear that I don’t want to be followed around by your ninja people. But now you’ve got one of your guys tailing me. I saw him in the grocery store, and then I saw him in the coffee shop. When I zeroed in on him he got nervous and ran off. I’m here to tell you to lay off. Tell your people to stop following me around. I don’t like it and I can take care of myself.”


    He waited, expecting her to look guilty. But she didn’t look guilty. She looked concerned.


    “You saw him,” she said.


    “Twice,” Mort said. “Then he got away.”


    “Mr. Gerardi, I apologize,” Aiko said. “My people have been shadowing the girls, yes, but we respected your wishes. We did not follow you. And I don’t know quite how to say this without sounding arrogant but, well, if you saw a ninja operative, it wasn’t one of mine. My ninjas are too adept at stealth to be seen.”


    “What are you saying?” Mort said.


    “I am saying,” Aiko said, “that if you saw a ninja following you, it couldn’t have been one of our clan.”


    “Which means...” Mort said.


    “Which means,” Aiko said., “that Jiro has his ninjas following you.”


  




  

    
Chapter 12


    “So,” Moira said. She was on the rooftop again, but now she was the one dressed in a gray ninja uniform. She was the one holding a six-foot bo. Aiko was somewhere nearby, guarding the rooftop with some of the other ninjas in her clan, but they were using their illusion skills. You had to look right at them and know they were there to see them.


    “So, what?” Mindy said. She wore her gymnastics outfit. She had come straight from practice without changing, as she had been doing for three weeks now.


    “How did school go?” asked Moira.


    “The same,” Mindy said. “I’ve been sneaking around like you taught me to do. Sometimes I think I can almost make them think they don’t see me. I just cleared my mind like you taught me, and focused on being invisible.”


    “That’s how Aiko taught me to do it,” Moira said. “I’m still working on it. I think I’m almost ready to change into an animal.”


    “That is so cool!” Mindy said. “I wish I could be invisible all the time.”


    “They’re still making trouble?”


    “Jamison tripped me in gymnastics today. It’s all three of them now because Jenna is back in school. They’ve been following me around the hallways and saying mean things.”


    “I thought they didn’t have any classes with you this year.”


    “They don’t,” Mindy said, “except for gymnastics. But we see each other all the time going to class, or entering and leaving the different classrooms. I wish they were in the other gymnastics group, because then we wouldn’t see each other there. It would make everything a little easier.”


    “Balance beam,” Moira said. “Come on.” Being careful not to look at the edge of the building—she was still afraid of heights, but she was learning not to look down so she wouldn’t get upset—Moira jumped up onto the balance beam and held herself there. She was getting pretty good at this. As Mindy watched, Moira did a series of cartwheels down the balance beam.


    At the end of the beam, Aiko’s ninjas had set up a metal framework. It was a stand made of metal pipes, about eight feet tall. From a chain at the top of the stand hung a heavy punching bag. During her ninja training with Aiko, Moira had been learning to punch and kick the way the ninjas did. She was learning martial arts along with all her other training. Aiko had also started teaching her how to pick locks.


    Moira started throwing high kicks into the bag. “These are called roundhouse kicks,” she told Mindy. “See how I’m hitting with the top of my foot? I’m pointing my other heel at the target. This lets me get my hips pointed in the right direction so I can get my leg up high. Aiko says it’s not the most powerful kick, but it’s great if you want to hit a target high up, like somebody’s head.”


    “That’s so cool,” Mindy said. “What’s the most powerful kick?”


    “The front kick,” Moira said. She backed up a bit, raised one leg, and shoved it straight forward, striking the heavy bag with the sole of her tabi boot. The heavy bag rocked back and forth in its metal frame.


    “Wow,” Mindy said. “That was really strong.”


    “It’s easy to avoid, though,” Moira said. “Aiko taught me that for every kick, there’s a counter, and every move is something you can see coming. When I go to kick or to punch, my hips and my shoulders move in a way that the other person can learn to see. You can predict what’s coming when you fight someone.”


    Moira started punching the heavy bag with her hands. Over and over again she struck the bag, hitting at angles with her firsts held upright.


    “That looks like it hurts your hands,” Mindy said.


    “It did at first,” Moira said. “But after a while the skin on my knuckles and my fingers got tougher. It doesn’t hurt anymore. I actually kind of like it. These are shovel-hook punches. You would use these to hit someone low in the ribs. I can also do horizontal reverse punches, where I hold my hand like this.” She demonstrated for her sister. “You do different punches depending on the range to the target. I’m going to show you different punches and some of the kicks today.”


    “Yeah!” Mindy said. “I can’t wait to knock those bullies out!”


    Moira stopped and turned to her sister. “Then I can’t show you,” she said.


    “Huh?” Mindy said. “You just said you were going to help me to learn to punch.”


    “If you’re just going to start hitting those mean girls, you don’t need my help to do that,” Moira said. “You already gave Jamison a bloody nose. Do you want to get kicked out of school?”


    “No,” Mindy said. “But what choice do I have? They tried to steal my MP3 player. They trip me and push me in the halls. They’re always being mean to me. Why shouldn’t I hit them? If I hurt them enough, maybe they’ll stop.”


    “Maybe they will. But let’s say you do beat them up. Say I teach you enough ninja punches and kicks that you can knock them all down and make them sorry. You can make them so afraid of you that they’ll never bother you again.”


    “Yeah!” Mindy said enthusiastically.


    “But you’ll be kicked out of Gilt Leaves,” Moira said. “You’ll have to start all over at a new school. You’ll have to make all new friends. And we’ll have trouble getting you into a good school because it will be on your record that you beat up a bunch of girls and got expelled.”


    “Well,” Mindy said, looking at her feet. “That doesn’t sound so good.”


    “So it doesn’t sound worth it,” Moira said. “That’s what you’re saying, right?”


    “Yeah,” Mindy said. She didn’t sound happy.


    “Look,” Moira said, “anyone can learn to hurt somebody else. Sometimes you have to hurt somebody to protect yourself, or to defend people you love. If Aiko fights Uncle Jiro to protect us from him, even if he gets hurt, she’s doing the right thing.”


    “That’s what I mean,” Mindy said. “Jamison and Kimberly and Jenna are picking on me. Don’t they deserve to get hurt?”


    “If one of them started hitting you,” Moira said, “then it would be okay to defend yourself, even if you had to hit back. But they weren’t hitting you when you gave Jamison a bloody nose. They were picking on you. Calling you names is wrong. Stealing your things is wrong. Tripping you and pushing you, that’s very wrong. But you can’t go around hitting people for things like that. They hurt your feelings, not your body. We don’t beat people up for hurting our feelings. We only hit back to defend ourselves.”


    “So what do I do?” Mindy asked.


    “I made you memorize the nine rules of the ninja,” Moira said. “What’s rule two?”


    “A ninja doesn’t attack directly unless there is no other choice,” recited Mindy.


    “Hitting Jamison and the other girls, that would be attacking directly. Most of the time, if they’re not hitting you, you have another choice. Right?”


    “I guess,” Mindy said, frustrated with the conversation.


    “What’s rule three? We talked about it when we did stealth in the park.”


    “A ninja finds the smart way to solve problems,” Mindy said.


    “Right. And getting kicked out of school just to beat up those bullies doesn’t sound like the smart way to solve your problem,” Moira said.


    “It hurts them for a little while, but it hurts you for a long time. In fact, if you got yourself kicked out of school, the mean girls would probably think that was pretty funny. Even if you beat them up really good, it doesn’t really help you. They win and you lose.”


    Mindy looked at her feet again. “I guess.”


    “So what’s the smart way to solve this problem, Mindy? How would a ninja solve it?”


    “I don’t know,” Mindy said, exasperated. “If I knew that I wouldn’t be having the problem at all. I already tried hiding from them whenever I could. It helps, but not always.”


    “Aiko taught me that when you don’t know what to do, you define the problem. First things first and second things second. Why do the girls not like you? Why are they bullying you at all?”


    “They’re just mean,” Mindy said.


    “No,” Moira said. “Nobody just wakes up one day and says, ‘I think I’ll be mean to everybody.’ There’s always a reason. Even if we don’t know what it is. Maybe they’re unhappy. Maybe they aren’t doing well in school. Maybe they think you’re prettier than they are. Maybe something happened a long time ago and they’re upset about it.”


    “Well,” Mindy said. “When we all started gymnastics, I was the last one to make the team. The three of them got cut. I was the last one in. But then four girls transferred or moved away. So that opened up the slots and they got on the team.”


    Moira looked at her sister and laughed. “Don’t you get it?”


    “What?”


    “They’re jealous,” Moira said. “If they hadn’t been lucky and gotten spots for kids who moved away, you would have beat them out to get on the gymnastics team. So they blame you because they know that, at least back then, they weren’t as good as you. And you’ve done things to them to get even for being bullied. What else besides flooding the locker room?”


    “Well,” Mindy said. “I mean, I might have gotten them in trouble for cheating on a test once. I saw Jamison copying off Jenna. And another time I told a joke in social studies class that made Jamison look stupid, and I did it on purpose. And one other time I saw them cut class so I reported them to the vice principal.”


    “And when they got caught, I bet they knew who to blame,” Moira said. “You and those girls have been fighting back and forth, I bet you all forgot what you were even fighting about. Now you go at each other to get back at one another. They do something, so you do something.


    “Then they do something back. So obviously you’re not going to solve this problem by just doing something bigger, or meaner, or by beating them up. Right?”


    “I guess,” Mindy said.


    “Could you make friends with them?” Moira asked.


    “How? They don’t like me,” Mindy said. “And I don’t really like them. I don’t know if I even want to be friends. I just wish I never saw them again ever.”


    “If you never saw them, and they never saw you, the four of you would have nothing to fight about,” Mindy said. “Right?”


    “Right,” Mindy said.


    “Then it seems to me,” Moira said, “the ninja way to solve this problem is to make sure the four of you never see each other. Trying to stay invisible won’t work forever. Every once in a while, even when they’re trying to be invisible, I can see one of Aiko’s ninjas.”


    “So what, then?” asked Mindy. “I don’t want to change schools. And I don’t want to get thrown out.”


    “We need to talk to Marci,” Moira said.


    * * *


    Morton Gerardi stepped through the hidden doorway to Stephen Mackenzie’s office. “Thanks, Sally,” he said over his shoulder. “I just need to look around. Get a sense of what might be here. I know Moira is going to go through it more thoroughly, but things are getting . . . weird. I’d like to see if there are any clues to things we should be worrying about.”


    “Weird how, Mort?”


    “Well, we had an intruder the other day,” Mort said. “And then the ninja nonsense I emailed you about.” He stepped into the office. Sally came out from behind her desk and followed him. Mort went right to the samurai sword on the wall, took it down, and pulled the blade out a few inches. It appeared to be well-maintained and very sharp.


    “Kind of strange, don’t you think?” Sally said.


    “What do you mean?” Mort said, looking up from the sword.


    “That a man who supposedly knew nothing about ancient Japanese ninjas took the time to buy and keep an antique Japanese sword.”


    Mort’s jaw dropped open. “How . . . how do you know about that?”


    Sally hesitated and then took a deep breath.


    “Mort, for months before Stephen disappeared, he was starting to figure something out. I don’t know what clues he uncovered, or what or when or why. He trusted me, but not with everything.”


    “He took a business trip to Japan. I went with him as his personal assistant, although I wasn’t with him every hour of the day. He may have encountered some of Jiro Akiyama’s men there, or even learned the truth from Akiyama himself. I’m not sure. But when we came back from Japan, he had that sword with him. And he was doodling ninja stars and other ninja weapons on his notepad all day long. I caught him at it more than once.”


    “You think he knew, before he disappeared, that Kameko was a ninja?”


    “I think he at least suspected, yes,” Sally said. “He hinted at it to me more than once. It was very much on his mind right before the plane trip that . . . the one where he . . .”


    “Yeah,” Mort said, sadly. “I get it, Sally.” He put the sword back on the wall, went to Sally, and hugged her.


    “I miss him, Mort,” Sally said. “He was the finest man I’ve ever known. He had so much love for those girls of his. And they’re such good girls. I know Mindy’s been having a little trouble lately —”


    “Marci’s doing her best to keep up,” Mort laughed. “I think she committed a couple of felonies the other day.”


    “What?” Sally said.


    “It’s taken care of,” Mort said. “She’s so doggone smart. And she’s been a little too free with the computer networks she visits.”


    “She always was extremely bright,” Sally said.


    “I miss Stephen, too, Sally,” Mort said. “But Moira—she’s a good kid. She can handle the responsibility. She’s got us to help her. And she’s got a good crew here at the company to help her, too.”


    “Except Drexel Hoffman,” Sally said.


    “Who?”


    “The head of Research and Development,” Sally said. “He was creeping around here earlier today. I think he might have been trying to figure out how to sneak into Stephen’s office. I’ll be honest, Mort. I’ve never trusted him. I think with Stephen gone he’s going to find another company to sell his talents to. And I wouldn’t put it past him to commit some patent and trade violations along the way.”


    “You think he would steal designs that belong to KTC?”


    “I do,” Sally said. “Stephen and I argued about it a few times. He had a lot of faith in Drexel’s ability to invent new technology.


    “And Drexel was instrumental in several of our most high-profile projects, like the sleep-learning machines and our new music format platform. But I’ve never trusted him.”


    “Stephen never mentioned him,” Mort said.


    “No reason he would have,” Sally said. “As far as he was concerned, Drexel was doing his job. Stephen was like that. He took people at their word until he had reason to think otherwise. I always told him he was a bit too trusting.”


    “It’s what I liked about him,” Mort said. “It’s why we were best friends.”


    “You know, I never knew how the two of you met. Stephen never told me.”


    “At a party,” Mort said.


    “What?” Sally said. “How would a Scottish billionaire and an Italian security specialist travel in the same social circles?”


    “I used to do bodyguard work,” Mort said. “Had a job working for this stubborn Russian diplomat. Vostok his name was. He spent most of his time going to parties, from what I could see, and when he partied, he liked me way out of the way. So I was hanging around this party in London following a big technology conference. It was full of the jet set, you know, important people—industrialists, politicians, movie stars.


    “And there I was, bored out of my mind, when a fellow strolls up to me. He says, ‘I didn’t think I would find another person in this party who looked as bored as I felt.’ It was Stephen. We got to talking and, before the party was over, he offered me a job. We’ve been friends ever since.” He frowned.


    “Were friends ever since.”


    “What now, Mort?” Sally asked. “Where do we all go from here?”


    “We do the only thing we can do,” Mort said. “We do our best, and we hope this ninja nonsense sorts itself out along the way.”


    * * *


    Marci was sitting on her bed. She was being punished—again. Mort and Moira had told her she couldn’t use a computer again until they said so. She was bored, bored, bored.


    Not my fault if the stupid game company doesn’t have good enough security, she thought. But she knew that wasn’t true. She knew what she had done was wrong. So she was lying on her bed staring at the ceiling, wondering what she could do to show her sister, and Uncle Mort, that she really did want to be good. She was just so tired of being bored all the time.


    There was a soft knock and then the door to her bedroom opened. It was Moira.


    “So, sis,” Moira said, “how’d you like to help out your sister?”


    “Okay,” Marci said, sitting up. “I promise, I won’t use my computer to break into a network and look at things I shouldn’t. I just want to help. What do you want me to do?”


    “I want you,” Moira said, “to use your computer to break into a network and look at things you shouldn’t.


  




  

    
Chapter 13


    The uptown jewelry store was called Madison’s. Employees worked behind glass counters full of beautiful jewelry, expensive watches, and other nice things. To get into Madison’s, you had to pass through a security door that was controlled from behind the counter by Mr. Edward, the manager. Mr. Edward enjoyed his job at Madison’s and had worked there for more than twelve years.


    The day started out a perfectly ordinary Tuesday. Foot traffic on the street outside was moderate to heavy. When Mr. Edward saw the attractive older woman, dressed formally and carrying an expensive handbag, he didn’t think anything of it. She looked like any of the jewelry store’s other customers. He recognized many of his repeat customers by sight, but he didn’t know this woman. That was even better. It was always good to bring in new shoppers. Perhaps he could sell her a nice diamond necklace, or a brooch. Or maybe she was here to buy a Rolex or some other expensive watch. Older women were some of his most frequent watch buyers because they gave these as gifts to their boyfriends, husbands, sons, and grandsons.


    The woman stopped at the door to Madison’s and Mr. Edward buzzed her in. She smiled as she entered the shop.


    “Good morning,” she said.


    “Good morning, young lady,” said Mr. Edward. She was probably about his age, but it never hurt to be extra polite and flattering, especially when you could smell money. She looked like a reasonably affluent person, someone who was here to buy. Mr. Edward liked to think he could easily spot the real buyers from the ones who were “just looking.”


    “I wonder if you could show me something expensive,” said the woman.


    “Of course,” said Mr. Edward. “What exactly are you looking for, miss? Something for yourself, perhaps? Something for someone else?”


    “I was hoping you could find me enough jewelry to fill this,” she said. She reached into her handbag, removed a plastic bag from a grocery store, and placed it on the glass countertop.


    “I’m . . . sorry?” Mr. Edward said, feeling and looking confused.


    “I’d like you to fill that bag with as much jewelry as it will hold,” said the woman. She reached into her handbag again. When her hand came out, it wasn’t empty.


    It was holding a gun.


    The chrome-plated pistol wasn’t very large, but Mr. Edward could tell it was real. He looked at the woman, confused. He didn’t understand.


    “You’re . . . robbing us?” he said.


    “Yes,” said the woman. “And please, be quick about filling the bag. I would hate to have to hurt anyone.”


    * * *


    “Now, Moira, the sai,” Aiko said.


    On the rooftop where she and Aiko had now spent months training, Moira took the sai daggers from her belt. She could now expertly spin and flip the sai. They were used for blocking and poking, for their tips were sharp. They had curved pieces for guards that let you use them to catch and deflect another weapon. Usually used in pairs, the sai were a lot of fun, and Moira now understood why they were Aiko’s favorite weapons.


    All of the ninjas, Aiko had explained, trained with all of the ninja weapons, from the smallest throwing stars to the largest staffs, and including deadly weapons like swords and knives.


    The swords they used were straight samurai swords with square guards. Their knives were Japanese tanto, almost like miniature samurai swords whose blades had been shortened. Moira had learned to work with the full range of ninja weapons in the last months.


    She was, Aiko had told her, a natural. Skill with ninja weapons ran in her family’s blood.


    There was only one that still gave her trouble.


    Aiko’s ninja had set up a variety of targets on the rooftop for this morning’s lesson. They were there, on the perimeter of the roof, guarding Moira and Aiko from sneak attacks. Every so often, Moira could see one of them, despite the ninja magic they used to hide their presence.


    Aiko had explained that the more Moira trained as a ninja, the more magic she learned, the less often another ninjas could fool her with tricks like those.


    The targets were mostly wooden boxes that were shaped a little like people. They reminded Moira of square snowmen made out of crates. At Aiko’s command for the sai, Moira moved in and out among the wooden crates, flipping and striking them with her sai. Sometimes she slapped them with the length of the central tine on each sai.


    Sometimes she stabbed the crates with the sharp tip. And sometimes she grabbed a corner with the hooked guards of the sai, as if she were blocking a weapon.


    “Shuriken!” Aiko said. Moira rolled, doing a forward somersault and popping up to throw sharp, four-pointed ninja stars at the nearest targets. The stars stuck in the “heads” of the targets. “Sword, and defend against shuriken!” Aiko said quickly.


    Moira rolled, picked up her straight-bladed ninja sword that lay ready nearby, and drew it from its scabbard. Aiko threw a series of ninja stars directly at Moira’s chest. Moira used her sword to knock each one aside. Sounds of metal clanking on metal rang in the air.


    “Nunchaku!” Aiko said quickly.


    Moira put down her sword, slipped her nunchucks out of the waistband of her uniform, and began swinging them around. She bashed several of the targets, careful to pull through each strike so the other end of the nunchucks didn’t swing back to smack her. She was just making a circle around the group of wooden targets when Aiko called out another command, this time for the jo.


    Moira held out her hand. One of the other ninja threw her a jo. She caught it easily and began spinning it around her body.


    The jo was about the length of one of the ninja swords, but since it was just a stick, one could swing it around from the middle, like a staff, or from the end, like a sword. Either way, it could be used to block or hit. She wielded it, smacking around the wooden crates, splintering some of them.


    “Good, good,” Aiko said. “Now the manriki-gusari!”


    The manriki-gusari was a chain with weights on both ends. Moira took hers out and spun one end over her head. She struck each of the targets with the weight. Against a person, you could use the weighted chain to snare their legs or arms and get them all tangled up so they fell over.


    “Shuko!” Aiko called out.


    Moira drew a deep breath. She knew what was coming after this. She dropped the weighted chain and, from the pouches in her waistband, slipped on her ninja hand claws, the shuko. These were like metal tiger claws. They could be used for climbing, especially with the matching foot claws on her tabi boot. But they were good for blocking and deflecting blades, too. Which meant that Aiko was about to use—


    “Defend against the kyoketsu-shoge!” Aiko called out. She swung the hooked knife on its long chain, sending the weapon through the air.


    It was Moira’s job to use the hand claws to deflect the deadly, cruel-looking tool, to stop the knife blade before it could touch her.


    She missed.


    Moira yelped. She dropped low as she’d been taught, hitting the roof with a thud. The knife whirled past her, very close to her face, cutting the air with a hiss. Aiko quickly yanked the chain back, catching the tool expertly in her hands. She set it aside and ran over to stand over Moira.


    “Are you all right?” Aiko asked.


    “Ugh,” Moira said. “Yes. It’s just—I know it’s coming and I can’t help but tense up. The kyoketsu-shoge is just so scary. It’s got the knife, and the sharp hook, and it moves like the weighted chain, but different, because it’s lopsided. It’s just frightening, and when I realize it’s coming, I tighten up.”


    “We talked about that,” Aiko said.


    “I know, I know,” Moira said, still on her back. “I should be too busy dealing with it to be afraid of it. Do I have to mess with the shoge?”


    “You’re doing so well with all the other weapons, Moira,” Aiko said. “And your physical skills, your martial arts, are absolutely wonderful. But your Uncle Jiro favors the kyoketsu-shoge over all other weapons. It would be foolish not to learn to deal with it.”


    “Because—you think Uncle Jiro might attack me.”


    “He might,” Aiko said. “Or he might attack your sisters. You stand in his way, Moira. If I know anything about Uncle Jiro, it is that his greed and his need for power have consumed him. You must expect him to do what you most fear.”


    “Which means I have to learn to deal with the shoge.”


    “Yes,” Aiko said.


    “Tell me something,” Moira said. “When Uncle Jiro’s men attacked us in the tunnel, they used a lot of throwing stars. Can throwing stars—can they kill a person?”


    “No,” Aiko said. “They’re too light to do that. But they’re very sharp, and they hit very hard when you throw them hard. Ninja use the shuriken to drive an enemy back, or to make him duck, or to scare him.”


    “So they were trying to scare us in the tunnel.”


    “That, and flatten your Uncle Mort’s tires,” Aiko said. “My ninjas tell me that he has said nothing about his car. Is he happy with the repairs?”


    “He told me he can tell the difference,” Moira said. “Even though I think you even took out some dents and scratches that were there before. He cares a lot about his car.”


    “I can tell. While we are taking this break,” Aiko said, helping Moira up, “tell me, how is teaching your sisters going?”


    “Good,” Moira said. “I’ve been teaching Mindy some of the moves you taught me. Her gymnastics really help. I’ve taught both her and Marci about the Nine Rules. And I have them working on a little project together to help Mindy at school while keeping Marci mostly out of trouble.”


    “Mostly?”


    “Well,” Moira said. “I had to bend the rules a little. But not in a way that’s going to get Marci into trouble.”


    “Just be careful with that attitude. When the end justifies the means, you find yourself increasingly comfortable with meaner means.”


    “Uh,” Moira said, blushing. “Right.”


    “Just be careful.”


    “Gotcha.”


    “All right,” Aiko said. “Are you ready for today’s magic lesson? Today we’re going to learn how to project illusions into others. When we’re done, you’ll be able to make someone believe, for example, that there’s a fire blocking a hallway.”


    “The way Jiro’s ninja made drivers think the tunnel was blocked so we wouldn’t be able to get help from anyone.”


    “Exactly,” Aiko said. “Ready?”


    “I’m ready to learn,” Moira said.


    “Good,” Aiko said. “That is always the first step.”


    One of the ninjas ran up to them. Aiko’s ninjas almost never seemed out of breath, but this one had been running hard from somewhere. She could hear the woman’s breath behind her mask.


    “What is it, Chance?” Aiko asked.


    “I’ve just gotten word from Julian and Gabriel,” the ninja said. Not all of Aiko’s ninjas were Japanese. There were members of the Sakuhen from all over the world. Moira had been amazed at just how diverse they were, once she started getting to know the other gray-clad ninjas. Julien and Gabriel were usually stationed in and around the penthouse because Aiko tasked them with watching news stations. Their job was to report back any evidence of anything Uncle Jiro might be up to, including strange events in the news.


    “What has happened?”


    “I...” Chance said, hesitating. “You will have to see for yourself, Sensei.” The word sensei meant teacher in Japanese. Some of Aiko’s ninjas called her that.


    Aiko took the smartphone that Chance offered her. It was tuned to a streaming news station. As Moira watched, Aiko pressed the play button.


    The video was footage of a robbery at a jewelry store in Manhattan that morning.


    Moira gasped.


    The woman being led away in handcuffs, accused of robbing the jewelry store with a gun, was her father’s assistant, Sally Emery.


    * * *


    “Gerardi,” Mort said. “Morton Gerardi. I’m here to see Sally Emery.”


    “No visitors except legal counsel,” said the policeman at the desk.


    “Uh, yup, that’s me,” Uncle Mort said. “I’m her lawyer. One of her lawyers. Legal counsel, though. Me all day long.”


    The cop looked up from the desk. If a man could more obviously look like he couldn’t care less, Mort had never seen it. Finally, the cop grunted and waved Mort through.


    Mort almost breathed a sigh of relief before catching himself. He nodded and made his way down the hall to the interrogation room where he was told Sally was waiting. He had called ahead with the lie that he was Sally’s legal counsel because he couldn’t wait.


    The corporate lawyers for KogaTech Consolidated could handle Sally’s case, but none of them would be available until later today. Mort wanted answers right now. Moira had come running to him with the footage of the robbery that Aiko’s ninjas had seen while monitoring newscasts. He’d gone straight to his car and driven right here.


    Sally was sitting behind a metal table in the interrogation room. One wall of the room had a mirror that ran from waist height to the ceiling. It was one of those two-way deals, Mort knew. From this side, it was a mirror. From the other side, it was a window. One cop could talk to a suspect in here, while others watched from the other side, listening through hidden microphones here in the room.


    Nobody would be listening now. Even if they were, it wouldn’t matter. At least, it wouldn’t matter unless Sally admitted she was guilty, which Mort couldn’t believe. There had to be some kind of explanation.


    “Hey, Sally,” Mort said. He closed the heavy metal door and sat down across from her at the table. “Are you okay?”


    “As okay as I can be, Morton,” she replied, holding her head in her cuffed hands, looking like she wanted to cry. “I just don’t understand.”


    “What happened?” Mort said. “Did somebody put you up to it? Did someone threaten you?”


    “No, no, nothing like that,” Sally said. “I woke up in the back of a police car.”


    “What?”


    “I’m telling you, Morton, I don’t remember anything about the robbery. The last thing I remember is going to bed last night. The next thing I know, I’m in the back of a police car. They told me I robbed Madison’s at gunpoint. What a shame. I’ve always kind of hoped to buy something from Madison’s at some point. Now I don’t suppose I’d be welcome.”


    At least she could still make jokes. That was something. Mort shook his head. “So you’re telling me you—what? Sleepwalked your way down to Madison’s in broad daylight and held up the joint?”


    “I honestly don’t know, Morton. They told me they have me on the security footage doing just that. But I don’t remember any of it.”


    “Do you even own a gun?”


    “No,” Sally said. “I never have. I have no idea where that gun came from.”


    “When your real lawyers get here,” Mort said, “I’ll have them get the serial number off that thing. Maybe if we look into where it came from, it will give us a clue as to how you ended up with it. Don’t worry, Sally. We’re going to get you out of here.”


    “I’m not as important as Moira and the girls,” Sally said. “This can’t just be coincidence. Morton, something weird is going on here. Something very bad.”


    “I know. I get that,” Mort said. “Hang tough in here, Sally. The lawyers should be here tonight or tomorrow. In the meantime, I’m going to tear Stephen’s office apart looking for clues.”


    “Good luck, Morton.”


    “Yeah,” Mort said. “You too.”


  




  

    
Chapter 14


    Mindy sat down in the band room with her lunch. She was a little confused. She had talked to several people that day who told her that the mean girls were in the school. Normally she would have seen them in the halls several times that morning and would have had to practice her ninja skills each time. But Kimberly, Jamison, and Jenna were nowhere to be found. She had even stopped trying to hide for a while, just to see if maybe that was why she hadn’t run across them. But no—after getting through the entire morning, she hadn’t seen any of them even once.


    Then things got weirder.


    As she left the band room, she ran into Ms. Orest, who looked more prune-faced than usual.


    “There you are,” said Ms. Orest crossly.


    Uh oh, thought Mindy. This is it. I’m getting kicked out and I’m going to have to explain that to Moira and Uncle Mort.


    “I have been looking for you all morning, young lady,” said Ms. Orest. “It’s almost like you’re . . . invisible or something. That’s not the behavior we look for at Gilt Leaves. You should work harder to make an impression.”


    “Yes, Ms. Orest,” Mindy said. Now she was trying not to smile.


    “The office wanted me to make sure you got this,” said Ms. Orest. She handed Mindy a piece of paper. “It was necessary to adjust your schedule to account for some resource conflicts the computer identified.”


    “Some what?”


    “Nothing for you to worry about,” said Ms. Orest. “But some of your classes have changed times. It’s okay that you went to the old ones this morning, but you need to memorize your new schedule and go to the classes at the new times and locations. Otherwise you might end up sitting in the same class twice, and nobody wants that.”


    “Not even AP English,” Mindy said.


    “No, not even AP English,” said Ms. Orest. Then she actually smiled.


    Mindy looked up at her. “You didn’t like English class when you were my age?”


    “Don’t be silly,” said Ms. Orest. “I loved English. It was taking tests I didn’t particularly like. But then, I don’t suppose anybody does. But tests, and school, are important.” She looked down at Mindy and smiled again.


    “Look, Mindy, I didn’t get angry with you because I wanted to be mean to you. I was upset about the water damage and the fact that Jenna was almost hurt. But don’t you think I understand?


    “I was your age too, once. I know what it’s like to get picked on. The problem is, I can’t be there for every girl in the school, every minute of the day. We can try to make things better for you, but you have to do some of the work, too.”


    “I understand, Ms. Orest,” Mindy said. “And... Ms. Orest? I should have told you that I’m sorry. Like, really sorry. What I did was wrong, and childish, and I shouldn’t have. I’m very sorry about what happened and I promise I will never do anything like that again.”


    Ms. Orest nodded. “I’m glad you finally said so,” she told her. “Now go on, Mindy, I don’t want to make you late. Do try to be on time even though the classes are new. I realize it may take you a little while to adjust to the changes.”


    “Okay,” Mindy said. She left, trying to memorize the paper as she walked.


    Her teachers were all the same, but every teacher at Gilt Leaves taught more than one class per day, and sometimes they moved around depending on which spots were available. Mindy would have the same teachers for the same subjects, but she would have to go back and forth, sometimes from one side of the building to the other.


    To get from math to social studies she would have to cut through the pedestrian walkway that ran under the courtyard. It was heated so it could be used during the winter, but she almost never had to use it. Weird. The schedule made no sense to her. She figured she could do it, but she was going to feel like a yo-yo for a while, running this way and that.


    Computers were so weird. She was going to have to talk to Marci. Maybe her kid sister could explain why the school’s computer would do that.


    * * *


    Mort moved from wall to wall in Stephen’s office, tapping and poking. Was there a secret lever somewhere else? A concealed passage? A wall or floor safe he had missed? He had already been through all of Stephen’s files and his desk, looking for hidden compartments. He had stomped on every square inch of the floor to see if anything sounded hollow. He had rifled through everything that wasn’t nailed down.


    What was he missing? Stephen wasn’t the sort of person not to take precautions. Sure, he wasn’t quite the survival Boy Scout that Mort was, but he was a smart, prudent man.


    If Stephen had suspicions, he wouldn’t have been satisfied just doodling ninja stars on pads of paper. He’d have hidden something somewhere, some kind of note. But where would he have put it?


    That raised an interesting question. Ninjas were supposed to be master spies. Aiko talked like her people weren’t that way, but certainly Jiro’s were. He used his ninjas to commit acts of corporate espionage and other illegal operations. His ninjas might not be as good at hiding as Aiko’s—if he believed her explanation for the guy following him the other day, which Mort was not sure he did—but they were certainly good spies. They’d have to be.


    “Okay,” Mort said aloud. “So if I wanted to hide something where ninjas wouldn’t think to look, where would it be?”


    But wait, Mort thought. Maybe that wasn’t it. Maybe if Stephen suspected that Kameko was involved with the ninjas somehow, maybe he wasn’t thinking in terms of hiding things. Maybe he was thinking of hiding something where a ninja, someone from Kameko’s family clan, would find it. But where would that be?


    He had exhausted every option here in the office and looked through absolutely everything.


    Short of renting a power saw or a jackhammer and physically tearing up the office to rip open the walls, he didn’t think there was anything more to be done. So where did that leave him?


    Think, he told himself. What do you know?


    Well, there was the problem right there.


    He didn’t really know anything about these ninja lunatics except what Aiko had told him. Stephen may have secretly been researching the subject, but he hadn’t shared his suspicions with Mort. That was just like Stephen, too. He would amass information first, then tell you what he was thinking when he thought he could make a solid case. The technique had served him very well in business through the years. Stephen was a planner who always laid groundwork first before sticking his neck out.


    With a sigh, Mort took his phone out of his pocket. Sitting down in the chair behind Stephen’s desk, he turned on the computer and started looking for online videos about the ninjas.


    The first several were all about television ninjas, cartoon ninjas, and even ninja turtles. Mort sighed. He had never really been into kids’ programs, never having had children of his own. He’d never really been into popular culture much, either. It looked like he was about to get a crash course in both.


    I should have brought more coffee with me, he thought.


    * * *


    Mindy drew a deep breath. Gymnastics was where she always ran into the mean girls. She went to the locker room to change into her gymnastics outfit, making sure to hang well back to give the other girls time to change. She always waited so that Jamison, Kimberly, and Jenna would change and go out into the gym. That way she wouldn’t be alone in the locker rooms with them. It was just better that way.


    When she thought it was safe, she went and changed. Then she stretched a little bit and bounced up and down on her feet. She really liked gymnastics. It was a shame that she spent so much time dealing with the mean girls in class, because she was really starting to feel like she might have a gift for gymnastics and ninja stuff. The two seemed to go together really well.


    She walked out onto the floor of the gym, again taking a deep breath.


    Don’t let them bother you, she thought to herself. Don’t let them bother you. It’s not worth letting them get you into trouble.


    When she looked around at the other girls stretching and getting ready for class, though, she was surprised to see that none of the mean girls was there. Her friend Skyler greeted her as she passed and Mindy stopped her by putting a hand on her shoulder.


    “Skyler,” she said. “What happened to Jamison, Kimberly, and Jenna? Are they not in school today?”


     “They were here. Jamison and Jenna are in my earth science class.” Skyler said.


    “But then why aren’t they in gymnastics today?”


    “Switched periods,” said Skyler. “Something about ‘resources,’ whatever that means. They each got a note from the guidance office telling them they had to switch. What’s the matter? I thought you’d be happy. I know they’re kind of awful to you. I don’t really like them either.”


    “Oh, I’m happy,” Mindy said. “I’m happy.”


    * * *


    Mort’s eyes were red and sore by the time he finished staring at videos. He had been in Stephen’s office for a couple of hours. His cheap Winner watch told him he’d need to get moving pretty soon; it would be time to pick Marci up from school.


    That’s when he saw it.


    The video was called The Ninja-To. It was all about ninja swords. Specifically, ninjas would use swords with blades that were shorter than the scabbards they fit into. That left a hidden compartment inside the scabbard, in the extra space below the blade. Ninjas could use this space to hide other weapons or even secret messages and other coded communications.


    Mort swiveled in his chair. It couldn’t be that easy. It just couldn’t be.


    He stood and went to the sword, lifting it almost reverently off the wall. He drew the gleaming blade from the scabbard all the way. It felt well balanced. When he compared the length of the blade to the length of the scabbard, however, it was definitely not as long.


    Mort put the sword gently on the desk. Then he started pulling at the scabbard. It wasn’t long before he had separated the hidden compartment in the end. It slipped free, revealing a smaller scabbard inside that held a dagger, a pair of small spikes—and a tiny memory card.


    Mort took the memory card and put the rest back into the scabbard. He resheathed the sword and put it back on the wall. Then he stared at the card as it lay in the palm of his hand. What could it be?


    The memory card was the same type that his smartphone used.


    He took out his phone, popped out the card, and slipped in the card from the scabbard. Using his phone’s file manager, he scrolled through the files on the card. He couldn’t open any of them. They weren’t a file type that his device recognized.


    Either that, he thought, or they’re encrypted.


    Whatever it was, he was going to need help. He swapped the memory cards in his phone again and put the one from the scabbard in his wallet for safekeeping. Then he did his best to clean up the mess he had made of Stephen’s office, putting things back the way he remembered them as best he could.


    For the first time, he actually felt hopeful. Maybe there was information on that card that would help him make sense of everything that was happening. And if that was the case, maybe he could actually do something besides buy milk and cereal and be worried all the time. Trying to care for the girls was a wonderful thing. He felt privileged to do it. He cared about Moira, Mindy, and Marci, and he would do anything for Stephen. But he was quickly learning that trying to make sure three young girls got everything they needed, while keeping them on track and caring for them in the wake of a personal tragedy, was more than a full-time job. How Stephen had ever managed it, Mort simply did not know.


    He let himself out of Stephen’s office and closed the door. When he turned around, he was staring at Jiro Akiyama.


    “Mr. Gerardi,” said Akiyama through his crocodile’s smile. “How nice to encounter you here.”


    “You’re not supposed to be here,” Mort said. “This company isn’t yours. If you want to make an appointment or something, I guess you can, but there’s nobody here for you to talk to right now.”


    “It is a free country, is it not?”


    “Don’t try me, Akiyama, I’ve had enough of your act.”


    “Oh, we are dispensing with the pleasantries?” Jiro said. “Very well. I would have made an appointment,” he removed the black leather gloves he wore and pointed to Sally Emery’s empty desk with them. “But, I could not make one because your receptionist isn’t here. A real shame, to think someone you trusted would turn to a life of crime that way. Do you think Stephen was not paying her enough? I would have thought him more generous than that.”


    “Careful,” Mort said. “You start bad-mouthing my best friend, I might get angry. You do that after his daughters have lost their father, I might get that much angrier.”


    Jiro raised an eyebrow. “And what is it you think you will do about that, Mr. Gerardi?” he said. “Do you think your size intimidates me? Do you think you, a middle-aged oaf, grown fat on hamburgers and coffee and the other things you shove down your throat, can do anything to a trained warrior such as myself?”


    “A trained warrior,” Mort said.


    “I thought we were setting aside our masks,” Jiro said. “Let’s be honest. By now you know precisely what I am capable of. That ridiculous splinter-clan of renegades will have told you as much.”


    “Yeah,” Mort said. “Aiko told me all about you. And if you want to hurt those girls, you’ll have to go through me.”


    Jiro’s eyes went wide. Then he smiled. “So,” he said, “it’s true.” When Mort paled, Jiro’s smile grew wider. “Ah, you are afraid you have let the—what is the saying—the cat out of the bag? But you haven’t. I have long suspected Aiko was the head of her clan. I searched for a very long time to learn who their leader might be. But then I realized: it is the ninja way to hide in plain sight. She faked her death so I would not look for her. In the last few years, at the back of my mind, I realized I had been tricked. But I did not want to admit it.”


    “Yeah,” Mort said. He was having trouble getting the words out. He had made a mistake. He had forgotten that Jiro didn’t know about Aiko and, even if the Japanese ninja leader suspected, Mort had just confirmed it for him.


    Stupid, thought Mort. Stupid, stupid, stupid.


    “Do not feel bad, Mr. Gerardi,” Jiro said. “I deliberately tricked you. I needed to know for sure. You were simply the fastest way to get that information. You’ll find I’m very good at getting what I want. And right now, what I want is this company.”


    “You’re not going to get it,” Mort said.


    “We will see about that,” Jiro said. “Do you honestly think a young girl, trained in the ninja way or not, can stand in my way?”


    “Moira isn’t alone,” Mort said. “She’s got me.”


    Jiro laughed. “Yes, well,” he said. “I’m sure that is a great comfort to her.” He gathered his overcoat around him like a cape and swept out of the room, cackling. “You do your best to be helpful, Mr. Gerardi,” he called over his shoulder as he walked away. “It will give you something to do until my men remove you from the equation once and for all.”


    Morton stood and watched Jiro go.


    His hands were shaking with anger and he couldn’t make them stop.


  




  

    
Chapter 15


    “You must fight them,” Aiko said.


    Moira looked at the four ninjas surrounding her on the penthouse rooftop. They were all taller, stronger. They were, from the fit of their uniforms, all boys around her age. How could she fight them? Aiko had obviously picked them because they were bigger and stronger than she was.


    “They will not injure you,” Aiko said. “But that does not mean the lesson cannot hurt. They will fight you with the best of their abilities to make this a true test. You may be afraid. But remember what you told Mindy,” Aiko said. “So they are bigger. So they are stronger. So they have trained for longer. What are you?”


    “I’m . . . motivated,” Moira said.


    “Yes,” Aiko said. “This is a real fight, Moira. I want you to treat it like one. Which is why, when I count to three, you will begin. Do you understand?”


    “I do,” Moira said.


    “One—” Aiko said.


    “Three!” shouted Moira, and threw herself at the closest of the opponents. She kicked him in the chest with both legs. Her weight would not be enough to hurt him badly, but the flying kick would be enough to knock him to the ground. She stepped on his face gently as she walked over him, turned, and threw another kick at the next man. He was already throwing a kick. It was a very good one, a roundhouse kick that flew up and would have hit her in the face. But she was sliding under his kick, and her own strike landed on his thigh muscle. It was the muscle of the leg holding him up, his “rooted” leg. His muscle spasmed and he fell down.


    The other two ninjas decided to attack together. They came at her from the front and the back, striking with their hands at the same time. She performed the move that Aiko had taught her for attacking in two directions at once. She stretched her body and threw a punch forward while standing on one leg and kicking backward. Then, when she made contact, she swiveled and threw two more kicks, one to the front, one to the back. They were nice, sharply executed crescent kicks that knocked the wind out of her attackers’ lungs. She rolled and tripped them, taking them down by sweeping their ankles out from under them.


    That was another trick Aiko had taught her. She was small, which meant she was quick—and she was low to the ground. The bigger an opponent, the easier it was to chop him or her down to size by attacking low. Big people hated to crouch down. It wasn’t normal for them and it wasn’t where their strength was located.


    Never play the opponent’s game, she reminded herself. Everything sounded, in her head, like Aiko speaking, because these were all lessons about the art of the ninja, and the martial arts of the ninja, that Aiko had taught her. She turned and stood, her arms up in her guard stance, waiting for the ninjas to attack again. They all managed to get to their feet again and turned to bow to Aiko.


    “Very good,” Aiko said. “You defeated all four of them. But you also cheated, so I will cheat as well.” She signaled to four more of the gray-clad ninja. “Get her,” she said.


    Moira braced herself. All four ninjas attacked at once.


    * * *


    Mort pulled into the parking lot of the little company in Red Hook. The sign was faded, but the words “ELECTRONICS BOUGHT AND SOLD” were still visible. The little structure was a concrete-block box that might once have been white. Its paint had faded to gray and was peeling away from years of neglect. Weeds grew through cracks in the parking lot, which was a mixture of cracked asphalt and gravel. The Lincoln bounced over tremendous potholes as Mort guided it into a parking space. There was only one car in the lot, an ancient AMC Gremlin. When Mort saw the car, he laughed out loud.


    An electronic alarm beeped when Mort opened the door. A security camera was mounted to the wall, pointing to the door, and other security cameras were spaced along the cracked and yellowed ceiling tiles throughout the little shop. There were no other customers inside, nor was there anyone behind the counter.


    Mort walked up to the counter. A bell on the scratched Plexiglas surface next to a paper sign said, “Ring for service.”


    Mort slapped the bell a few times.


    A wooden door behind the counter opened. The man who emerged was very tall and very skinny. His T-shirt seemed almost too short for his gaunt frame. He had a round potbelly, a curly mop of graying hair, and a soft, round face.


    “Ace,” Mort said. “How’s business?”


    Ace frowned. “Gerardi,” he said. “I didn’t expect to see you here. Or ever.”


    “Yeah, well,” Mort said. “Things happen. How’s the electronics business? Still an adequate front?”


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


    Mort sighed. “Look, Ace,” he said, “I don’t have time to dance around this. I need some help. Now, as I recall, you owe me a favor. The last time, when I tracked down the hacker who was harassing my client in Poughkeepsie, the data trail led back to a certain tall, skinny guy in a certain dusty shop in Red Hook . . .”


    Ace sighed. “Okay,” he said. “Point taken. What do you need?”


    Mort smiled. Years earlier, just before he’d met Stephen Mackenzie, Mort had been working to protect a client who owned a chain of clothing stores. The guy’s stores had a problem: somebody kept breaking into their computer systems and removing small sums of money. They weren’t enough to cause the company any problems. They were small enough, in fact, that whoever was taking them probably thought they wouldn’t be missed. But those amounts all added up to something fairly big for one guy, and that one guy was Ace Fallon.


    Back in those early days of computers, Ace was the kind of young hacker that Hollywood would make movies about for years long after his time. He was the kind of guy who could build little electronics boxes to make payphones work for free. Turn somebody like Ace loose in the early days of artificial intelligence and there was no telling what he might accomplish. Computer security wasn’t that great back then, and it only got better because people like Ace proved that it needed to be.


    Mort had done his homework and, with data provided by the client’s computer experts, had tracked down the hacker. It turned out to be Ace. But Ace wasn’t a bad guy, really. He was just bored. He didn’t even really need the money he had taken. He just wanted to prove that he could do it. At Mort’s urging, Ace had returned the stolen money. And with Mort’s help, Ace had worked out a community service deal with the local authorities that would keep him out of jail. His criminal record was expunged after he stayed out of trouble for eighteen months, and Mort’s client was happy that the problem had been solved.


    Over the years, Mort had called Ace a few times, now and then, when he needed help with something electronic. But the years had made Ace kind of grumpy. Mort figured it was because he was watching the electronic world kind of leave him behind.


    Ace was old-fashioned these days, and the new, younger computer experts were way ahead of him. That was bound to make anybody unhappy, and Ace was no exception.


    Mort looked around the dusty old shop. Nobody ever really came in here. It was like a clubhouse for Ace and his computers. “I see it’s still the cleaning lady’s year off,” he said.


    “That’s not a very original joke,” Ace said. Sighing, he pulled up a stool and sat on it, leaning on the countertop with his elbows on the Plexiglas. “What can I do to help you, Morton?”


    Mort grinned. “That’s more like it. You and me, Ace, we’re both old school. Dinosaurs. We’ve got to stick together.”


    “If you say so.”


    “I have this,” Mort said. He took the memory card out of his wallet. “I don’t know much about these things, but I think the data on it is encrypted.”


    That got Ace’s attention. He took the card and peered at it. “Hang on,” he said. “I’ve got a USB adapter for this.” He went into the back room and returned with a laptop, which he set up on the countertop. Then he took the memory card and inserted it into a little black box plugged into the machine.


    They both waited as the files came up on the screen. Ace whistled.


    “What is it?” Mort said.


    “You said encrypted,” said Ace. “You didn’t say state of the art.”


    “Huh?”


    “The file extension,” said Ace. “These are all KyGax files. KyGax is a file format for personal encryption.”


    “Say that again in English?” Mort said.


    “It’s a privately owned company that lets you put your stuff in code,” Ace said. “So that nobody else can read it.


    “So there’s no way we can tell what’s on these?” Mort said.


    “I didn’t say that.” Ace smiled. “I have a KyGax decoding box. Just hang on while I get this set up.”


    It took a little while to get everything up and running, but eventually, Ace was able to open the files. Once he did, he started whistling again.


    “What? What now?” Mort said.


    “This looks like industrial espionage,” said Ace. “These are all plans for electronics equipment. Really advanced electronics equipment. Whoever stored these plans was stealing designs from KogaTech Consolidated.”


    “No, they weren’t,” Mort said. “These files were hidden by Stephen Mackenzie himself, the owner of KTC. Why would he hide his own files?”


    “I heard about that,” said Ace. “I’m sorry.”


    “Yeah,” Mort said. “We all were.”


    “But going back to your question,” said Ace, “there’s a note file here with the plans. If Stephen Mackenzie wrote this, he’s basically saying that he’s worried these plans could be misused.”


    “What are they? Weapons of some kind?”


    “Not at all,” said Ace. “That’s what doesn’t make any sense to me. This is a music player, and this thing here,” he pointed to the screen, “I’m not exactly sure what it is. I think it’s an advanced speaker designed to fit under a pillow.”


    “For sleeping while listening to music?” Mort said.


    “Maybe,” Ace said. “Or, like, teaching yourself foreign languages and stuff in your sleep. People used to think that might be possible. There were plans for pillow speakers in old electronics magazines going back to the 1970s. Maybe earlier, but I wouldn’t know about that. I was manufactured in the 1970s myself.”


    “Stephen hid these in a very safe place,” Mort said. “But one that he thought his . . . friends . . . might find. That means something about these is very important.”


    Ace took the card out of the computer and gave it back to Mort. “Well, take it with you. I sure don’t want responsibility for it. I hope I was able to help you.”


    “You did,” Mort said. “But like a lot of mysteries, it raises more questions than it answers.”


    “Is that what you do these days, Gerardi?” said Ace. “Solve mysteries?”


    “I guess,” Mort said. He turned to go, then stopped. “Hey,” he said, “this sleep learning. If it worked, could it make people do things? Things they might not do otherwise?”


    “Maybe,” said Ace. “They used to say you couldn’t hypnotize people into doing things that were against their natures because the brain doesn’t work that way. But I think they’ve since figured out that’s not true. You have a strong enough device to program the brain, you can pretty much make someone do anything.”


    “Scary stuff?”


    “Yeah,” Ace said. “I guess so.”


    “Thanks for your help, Ace,” Mort said. “This was a pretty big one, so I guess you can count us even.”


    “Hey,” Ace called out as Mort turned to leave. “Don’t, uh, be a stranger, Mort. Us dinosaurs have to stick together right?”


    “Yeah, Ace,” Mort said, laughing. “That we do.”


    He left the shop shaking his head and chuckling to himself. Then he stopped in his tracks.


    The singing hobo, he thought to himself. Taking his phone out of his pocket, he called the penthouse. Mindy answered.


    “Hi, Uncle Mort,” she said. “Moira’s up on the roof doing, you know. Stuff.”


    “Right,” Mort said. “Well, if you see her before I do, tell her I have a job that I think Marci can help with.”


    “Okay, Uncle Mort,” she said. “Are you going to be home for dinner or should we get pizza?”


    “You got pizza yesterday,” he said. “And the day before that.”


    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Mindy said.


    Mort sighed. “I should be home soon,” he said. “I’ve got to drive back from Red Hook.”


    “Red Hook?” Mindy said. “What are you doing way out there?”


    “Solving a mystery,” Mort said. He held the memory card between his index finger and his thumb. “And I think I just found a big piece of the puzzle.”


    * * *


    “Why did you cheat?” Aiko asked. “You started before I finished counting.”


    Moira stood surrounded by the eight ninjas she had fought. She had beaten them all, but of course she had not truly hurt any of them. She was a little sore, but they hadn’t hurt her very much. It had still been quite a fight.


    “You told me to,” Moira said. “You told me it was a real fight and I should treat it as such. Rule two says a ninja does not attack directly unless there is no other choice. Well, it was a fight, and that meant I had to win. When someone is trying to hurt you first, you don’t wait to make it fair. You win, and then you do the right thing.”


    “Very good, Moira,” Aiko said. “Very good. Your ninja skills are blossoming at an incredible rate.”


    “How did you know?” Moira asked.


    “How did I know what?”


    “The lesson I gave Mindy. About defeating people who are bigger and stronger.”


    “Why don’t you tell me how I knew?” Aiko said.


    “Your ninjas,” Moira said. “They’re following me and my sisters. Protecting us while not being seen. They told you what I said.”


    “That’s right,” Aiko said. “They tell me what you teach your sisters. You are teaching them what I am teaching you. That makes their lessons in the ninja arts my responsibility. But you were exactly right, Moira. There is nothing you can’t do. Even if someone is bigger or stronger, that doesn’t mean you can’t win. You just have to find a smarter way. A better way. That is being a ninja. And it is a pretty good approach to the rest of life, too.”


    “Wow,” Moira said.


    “Wow is right,” Aiko said. “Now that we’re done training for the moment, give your grandmother a hug. Because I’m very proud of you.”


    * * *


    Hiromitsu Tokaido watched the gold Lincoln roll away from the little electronics shop. He was seated on his motorcycle on a hill overlooking the shop.


    Gerardi would probably head for the highway, and Hiromitsu knew the best way to get back to it without being seen. He would pick up Gerardi again when the traffic was heavier. He could not risk being seen again. The thought that Gerardi had spotted him in Starbucks bothered him very much. He took his phone from his pocket and dialed the number for Jiro Akiyama.


    “Yes,” Jiro said when the line connected.


    “He stopped at an electronics shop some distance from Poughkeepsie,” said Hiromitsu. “Do you want me to eliminate whomever it was he talked to?”


    “No,” Jiro said. “It doesn’t matter. Continue following Gerardi. If he starts to get too close to the truth, then we will eliminate him. Right now he is fishing, trying to learn the truth. As long as he is hunting, he will stay out of our way, and perhaps give us the window we need to take the girls. Bide your time. Be patient. When the time is right, then we will strike.”


    “I will do as you say,” Hiromitsu said.


  




  

    
Chapter 16


    “There she is,” said Jamison.


    “Where have you been hiding?” said Kimberly. Behind her, Jenna made an angry face, but didn’t say anything.


    Mindy sighed. Despite her best efforts over the last couple of days, the mean girls had finally found her on the playground. It was free period, when anyone could go outside and relax if the weather was nice.


    She had been enjoying the beautiful day, not concentrating on being invisible, and that was how they had found her. She was caught and she knew it. The mean girls started to form a circle around her.


    “We’ve been looking everywhere for you,” said Jamison. “We were starting to worry that maybe you got sick or hurt or something.” She meant it in a mean way. The words were mocking and nasty.


    “Thanks for your concern, but I’m fine,” Mindy said.


    “That’s too bad,” said Jamison. “The way we see it, if you got hurt, then maybe you and Jenna would be even.”


    “Look,” Mindy said. “I’m sorry about that. I shouldn’t have done it. It was childish and stupid and I got in a lot of trouble. I promise, I’ll never make trouble for any of you ever again.”


    The girls exchanged nervous glances. Jamison, though, finally took her fist and smacked it into her palm. “Not good enough,” she said. “You hurt Jenna. Now we’re going to hurt you. You think you’re so great. You think you’re so rich and so much better than us. That’s why you ended up on the gymnastics team. Your rich father bought you a place on the team.”


    “He did not!” Mindy said. “Stop talking about my father!”


    “Your rich daddy can’t help you now,” Jamison taunted. “Looks like he won’t ever be helping you do anything ever again.”


    A ninja does not attack directly unless there is no other choice, Mindy told herself silently. A ninja is patient. A ninja finds the smart way to solve a problem.


    She realized, suddenly, that there was no reason she had to stay here and listen to the mean girls pick on her. It was free period. She could be here, or she could go to the cafeteria, or she could even go to the band room. She stood up and just started walking away without saying anything.


    “Hey!” Jamison yelled after her. “You can’t just walk away!”


    “Get her,” Kimberly said. “Let’s get her.”


    “Guys,” said Jenna. “I don’t know about this. Maybe we should—”


    “Should what?” said Jamison. “Just let her go free after what she did? She’s got to learn her lesson, Jenna. She’s got to pay for what she did.”


    Mindy walked faster. The mean girls started walking after her, chasing her through the crowd on the playground. She felt Jamison’s foot try to kick her ankle out from under her to trip her, but Moira had been training her. She did a forward somersault and came back up on her feet, walking just like nothing had happened.


    “Did you see that?” said Jenna.


    “So what? I can do that,” said Jamison. “So can you. We’re all in gymnastics. She’s not special.”


    “Run and catch her!” called Kimberly. “She’s getting away!”


    The chase was on. Mindy ran, moving in and around the other kids on the playground. The mean girls were close behind. Now it was time to see if the things she had learned from Moira could really help her.


    She started running in a way that put the other students in between her and the mean girls. Kimberly, Jamison, and Jenna kept up at first, but each time Mindy turned, the pursuing girls ran into someone else. Soon, they were having trouble finding Mindy in the crowd.


    Suddenly they discovered that Mindy had somehow moved all the way across the playground before they realized she was even gone.


    “How is she doing that?” Jamison demanded. “It isn’t fair. How is she able to do that? Go around. Jenna, you go to the left. Kim, you go to the right. I’ll go through the middle. We’ll catch her in between us, and when we do, we’re going to beat her up.”


    “Beat her up?” said Jenna. “That could get us into real trouble.”


    “You’re the one who almost drowned or something,” Jamison sneered. “Don’t you want to show her she can’t keep messing with us?”


    “She hasn’t done anything,” Jenna said. “We’ve been bothering her for weeks and she hasn’t done anything. I don’t see how this is going to help.”


    “Then stand here and do nothing!” Jamison yelled. “Come on, Kim.”


    Mindy waited until Jamison was on one side and Kim was on the other. Then, when the two girls jumped to try and tackle her, she dropped down into a split. It was the best split she’d ever done. She was a little worried about ripping her leggings, but Kim and Jamison crashed into each other and bashed their heads together.


    “OW!” Jamison shouted.


    “Not fair!” Kimberly cried.


    Mindy ran and grabbed the edge of the swing set. She climbed the pole hand over hand until she was at the top. Then she walked across the pole like it was a balance beam, moving faster than she would have thought possible. At the other end, she jumped off, grabbed the pole again, and slid down like a firefighter. Her sneakers hit the ground at the base and she took off again in the crowd.


    “Go after her!” said Jamison.


    “I’m trying!” shouted Kimberly.


    Losing herself in the crowd, Mindy focused on being invisible again. She headed for the jungle gym.


    As she watched the mean girls look around for her, confused, it was hard not to laugh.


    * * *


    Mort tucked his headset behind his ear and turned it on. It connected just in time for him to take the incoming call on his phone. He was driving, and he hated just putting the phone to his head when he was driving. He couldn’t believe he used to do that back in the early days of cell phones.


    But then, nobody knew back then just how big a deal phones like that would be. Mort still remembered when text messaging came out and he thought it was silly. He thought, at the time, that nobody would send a text message if they were already holding a phone in their hands. It was easier to call.


    “Gerardi,” he said into the headset microphone.


    “Mr. Gerardi, this is Clayton Muir,” said the voice on the phone. Clayton was Sally Emery’s lawyer—her real lawyer. He had been working on Sally’s case all this time. His firm was being paid by KogaTech Consolidated, which Mort was certain Stephen would have wanted. Sally had been a loyal employee for years. Whatever happened, whatever had gone wrong to put her in jail, Mort was convinced something was fishy. The information he had gotten from Ace only made him that much more suspicious. He had a pretty good hunch going…


    “Go ahead, Clayton,” Mort said.


    “We’ve used a federal database to track the serial number on the gun that Sally Emery supposedly used for the robbery. Interestingly, it was legally purchased, not picked up on the black market the way guns used in crime tend to be. The sale of the gun from a federally licensed dealer happened just one week before Sally was arrested.”


    “That’s interesting,” Mort said. “I can’t say I like the timing of that very much.”


    “It is very strange, yes,” Clayton said. “I have the address of the shop in question, if you’d like to inquire further. That was the limit of the information I could get over the phone.”


    “I understand,” Mort said. “Give me the address.” He did his best to memorize the address by repeating it in his head several times after Clayton recited it. Then he took out the GPS unit he kept in the center console of the Lincoln. You had to keep your GPS hidden when you weren’t in the car, he had always figured, because if you left it there somebody might break your window to steal it. He’d never had his GPS stolen from him and he didn’t intend to start now.


    Once the unit was in place on the dashboard, he waited for it to get a satellite signal. Then finally, gratefully, he entered the address, hoping he had memorized it correctly.


    “In one hundred feet, take the next exit to the right,” said the GPS.


    Mort nearly broke his own policy about saying things he shouldn’t. The turn had come up awfully unexpectedly.


    He had visited Sally several times now. The lawyers were working on the case, but it didn’t look good for her.


    There was video evidence of her committing the crime. There were eyewitnesses. And, of course, Sally herself was unable to provide any information in her own defense, because she said she couldn’t remember anything.


    * * *


    The black motorcycle whined as Hiromitsu Tokaido followed the gold Lincoln from a discreet distance. He had been content merely to shadow Gerardi, looking for the right moment, but when the vehicle suddenly and unexpectedly took the next exit, he became worried.


    Had Gerardi spotted him? Had he taken the exit suddenly in an attempt to lose his pursuer? Many times had Hiromitsu cursed this big Italian man for making him look foolish. Already, Jiro was displeased. It would not do for Gerardi to make a fool of Hiromitsu yet again.


    The ninja leaned forward into the wind and gunned the motorcycle, revving the engine and gaining speed. He must find a place to cut across the highway and turn around, or find an exit quickly so he could circle back. Wherever Gerardi was going, Hiromitsu needed to report that to his boss.


    Curse Gerardi for making things so difficult! He was going to take real pleasure in teaching that gaijin oaf a lesson.


    * * *


    “It’s time to teach her a lesson,” Jamison said. She and Kimberly were standing on either side of the jungle gym. Mindy simply climbed up the gym to the top, feeling faster and lighter than she ever had. Once she got up there, she waited, hanging by her arms, knowing that, if she had to, she could throw herself from the top to the ground and roll without getting hurt.


    “Get her!” shouted Kimberly.


    The two girls started climbing. Mindy watched them coming and then, as if the words were being whispered into her ear, she had a sudden idea.


    She pulled herself to the top of the jungle gym.


    And then she stood up.


    The two mean girls stopped and watched her, amazed. As they stared with their mouths open, Mindy ran from bar to bar on the tall jungle gym, as steady on her feet as if she were walking along the sidewalk.


    “How is she able to do that?” said Kimberly.


    “I could do it too!” Jamison said. “So could you!”


    Kimberly nodded. She climbed up another rung and got to her knees. When Mindy saw what Kim was doing, she stopped and turned back.


    “Don’t, Kim,” she said. “Please. It’s not safe for you.”


    “Show-off!” said Kim. “You’re not better than meeeeeee—”


    Mindy gasped. Kimberly was falling backward. She had lost her balance and was tumbling headfirst off the jungle gym. From this height, the fall could hurt her, even kill her.


    Mindy didn’t think. There wasn’t time to think.


    She jumped.


    As she flew through the air, she caught the edge of the jungle gym with her toes. Then she rotated on the bar, letting it stop her, and she grabbed Kimberly’s legs with both her hands.


    The sudden jerk as she supported Kimberly’s weight made her feel like her arms might come out of her sockets and her ankles might snap. But she did it. She managed to stay in place on the jungle gym, hanging by her feet on the bar, while holding Kimberly above the ground.


    “Put me down!” shouted Kimberly.


    “Uh,” Mindy said. “A little help?”


    Mr. McNamara, the gym teacher who usually watched the playground during free periods, came running over. With his help they were able to get Kimberly safely back on the ground and Mindy untangled from the jungle gym.


    “Kim, are you all right?” Mindy asked.


    Kimberly turned red. She ran away, with Jamison right on her heels. Mr. McNamara looked at Mindy.


    “I saw what you did, young lady,” he said.


    “I didn’t mean to—”


    “It was incredibly brave,” he said with a smile. A tear crept out of Mindy’s eye. What a relief. Finally. Someone recognized she was trying to help.


    * * *


    Mort pulled into the parking lot of the gun store. He was just over the border of New York into New Jersey. Gun stores were getting scarce these days, what with all the news people kept passing. He had always preferred to do his job without guns, but he didn’t have strong feelings about them one way or another.


    He had always preferred to do his job without, say, chainsaws, or leaf blowers, or any kind of specialized tools. That’s what guns were to Mort. They were a special kind of tool that he didn’t want to use if he could help it. But over the years, working as a bodyguard, he’d carried guns sometimes, and he’d dealt with lots of other people who did, too. Some of them were good, and some of them were bad. That was people for you.


    A bell over the door jingled when Mort stepped inside. The shop looked like any other gun store he had ever been in. There was a glass counter full of firearms and knives. The floor space was taken up with racks and shelves, some with ammunition, some with rifles standing on end in little wooden slots. There was a man behind the counter, but nobody else.


    “What’cha looking for?” asked the man. He wore a name tag that said his name was “Bud.”


    “Bud,” Mort said, nodding. “I wonder what you can tell me about this.” He held out his smartphone. On the screen was a picture of the gun the cops said was Sally Emery’s.


    “That little chrome gun is way too small for someone with hands like yours,” said Bud. “I can show you something a lot better.”


    “No,” Mort said. “You sold this gun a week ago. To this woman.” He swiped the screen and showed Bud the picture of Sally.


    Bud peered at it, getting his face just an inch or two from the screen. “No, sir,” he said. “I don’t believe I did. I’m the owner of this shop. Got a kid who comes in to sweep up on weekends and evenings, but I’m the only one ever sells a gun in my store. If this woman had been here, I’d remember.”


    “That’s a problem,” Mort said. “Because she’s in jail. The cops are saying she robbed a store with that little pistol.”


    “What’s all that to you?” asked Bud. “You a cop?”


    “I’m her friend,” Mort said. “Look, man, I just want to clear her name. The serial number on the gun links to a registration record saying it was sold here. Last week.”


    “Lemme check my sale book,” said Bud. He grunted. “Don’t want to be selling guns to criminals, do I?” He rummaged under the counter, found a heavy binder full of receipt records, and started thumbing through it. He licked his thumb every time he turned a page. Mort hated it when people did that. It was gross.


    “I have it here,” said Bud. “Wasn’t any lady bought that gun. It was a man. An Asian man, in fact. Gave his name as Hiromitsu... something.


    “I can’t read my own writing here. But he passed the background check or I wouldn’t have sold to him. He had a permit and a firearms buyer’s card for Jersey, too. The full name would be on the federal forms, but I can’t give you that. We don’t give out that information.”


    “Thanks,” Mort said. “I think I know enough. You’ve been a big help, Bud.”


    “You want to buy something?” said Bud. “That’s the best thanks you can give me. Sell you a real nice twenty-two. Revolver, maybe?”


    “Not today,” Mort said.


  




  

    
Chapter 17


    Jiro Akiyama sat on a bench in Central Park. He liked to practice this way. He liked to sit motionless on a bench, willing himself to be invisible, and see how many of these witless dullards, these fat American fools, walked past him with no idea that he was there.


    A particularly large man, probably a tourist from the look of his clothes and the camera bag he carried, wandered in front of Jiro as if to sit down on the bench. That was the trouble with being invisible. Sometimes, people very nearly sat right on top of you.


    Jiro cleared his throat.


    The big tourist jumped and turned around. “Oh, I’m sorry, sir,” he said. “Please forgive me. I didn’t see you there.”


    “I’m sure you walk through your life with your mouth full and your eyes shut,” Jiro said.


    “I’m . . . sorry?” the tourist said, startled by Jiro’s rudeness.


    “I said you are a baboon,” Jiro said. “A red-faced monkey huffing and puffing his way through a city he does not understand. If not for the police who protect you, you would not survive a week in a place like New York.”


    “You come here to gawk at the tall buildings and buy things you do not need in order to tell people you do not like about the vacation you did not truly want to go on. And all so that when your friends discuss what you did with your week, they will tell themselves that you did something fun and exciting.”


    “There’s no need to be rude, pal,” said the man. He started walking away.


    “I am not your pal,” Jiro called after him. “And if you would like to argue with me about my manners, monkey-man, you may certainly do so!”


    The tourist, wisely, didn’t press his luck. Jiro watched him go and allowed himself a smirk.


    “You are like a rude, hateful little boy,” Aiko said from behind him. “A cruel little boy who pulls the wings off flies.”


    It was difficult for Jiro to hide his surprise. He started, but didn’t turn. Aiko sat down next to him on the bench, as far from him as she could get. There were a pair of railings between them, separating their seats from each other and from an empty space where a third person might sit.


    “You accuse me of cruelty,” Jiro said. “We are surrounded by it. The world is a cruel place, Aiko. You never understood that.”


    “And you never realized that cruelty is something you carry with you,” Aiko said.


    “Why are you here? Why now do you reveal yourself? Is it because that buffoon Gerardi confirmed to me that you still live?”


    “We both know that you suspected before that.”


    “Yes,” Jiro said. “I did. But that still does not explain why now, you come to me like this. It is very brave of you to track me to Central Park and confront me, Aiko. For all you know, I could strike you down here and now. I could take your life in front of all of these gaijin. They could do nothing to stop me. They could do nothing to help you.”


    “My ninjas would protect me,” Aiko said. “They are everywhere, and unlike your clan members, mine know how to hide properly.”


    “Perhaps,” Jiro said. “You always were good at hiding. But how are you at fighting? How are they? My men are superb fighters. We have chosen to focus on the weapons, the violent aspects of ninjutsu, because it is these that bring us the greatest power. The ability to dominate other people is the ability to rule.”


    Aiko sighed. “You learned so little from me,” she said. Jiro bristled at her comment and felt anger rising within him.


    “I learned everything that truly mattered,” he said. “I learned that you were weak. For all your powers, you have no idea how to leverage the immense abilities you possess. There are many things I despise in this world, Aiko, but refusing to live up to your potential is high among them. You threw away the clan’s ability to make a real difference in the world. I simply took that potential back from you, and put us on the right path: the path to power and wealth.”


    “And so here you are,” Aiko said, “desperate to steal from your own niece to prove that you are stronger. To add more money to what is already a fortune. To show everyone, but most of all yourself, that you are worthy of praise. That is what your ninja clan is, Jiro. It is your admiration society. It is the illusion that you have friends and family. But you have neither, because you do not have love in your heart. You never did.”


    Jiro pointed to the bench on which they sat. “Tell me about my lack of love, then,” he said. “Do you see this bench? It has been deliberately designed to prevent homeless people from sleeping on it. It is an almost casual act of cruelty, to deny a man with no home a place to sleep. A sleeping man with no home—he is hurting no one. He is simply sleeping. He is doing the most natural of human activities, something that none of us can prevent.


    “Yet those who built this park, those who built this bench, made certain that there would be no rest here for such a weary man. That is the cruelty on which the world is built, Aiko. That is a lack of love. I am not a cruel man. I am simply realistic.”


    “You are wrong,” Aiko said. “You hide your cruelty behind these justifications. But it is cruelty just the same. You wish to force your will on other people. You wish to make them do as you wish. You want them to bow to you. That has always been your highest goal. You crave power, Jiro, and that is what makes you dangerous.”


    “So,” Jiro said.


    “So,” Aiko said.


    “Shall we battle, then? Is that why you have revealed yourself to me?”


    Aiko sighed. “I revealed myself to you in the hope of forestalling the war that you seem to want so badly. We have fought each other for years. It is because of our fight that your sister is dead.”


    “Kameko has nothing to do with this!” Jiro shouted. “Do not bring her up to me!”


    People in the park were turning to look at them now. Jiro noticed and sat back down, smoothing his suit and overcoat as he did so.


    “Kameko left because she could not face us locked in war with one another,” Aiko said. “That created a chain of events. That chain of events eventually led to her death. Her death at your hands.”


    Jiro turned pale. “I had . . . nothing to do with her dying.”


    “Do not lie to me,” Aiko said. “Do not forget who you are talking to. You have no secrets from me, my son, I see through you.”


    “Do not call me that,” Jiro said. “Never call me that again.”


    “You are changing the subject,” Aiko said. “Jiro, I know that it is because of you that Kameko died.”


    “It was . . . an accident,” he said, his voice halting. “My ninjas received incorrect instructions. They were supposed to arrange for the death of the gaijin, Stephen Mackenzie. But the car accident took the life of Kameko instead.”


    “You always hated Stephen,” Aiko said.


    “He was not worthy of my sister!” Jiro shouted. “He was not even Japanese! She was wasting her life with that idiot. He knew nothing of our ways. And because of him, neither did Kameko. She wasted her potential as a ninja because she could not face reality. She could not face what must be done . . . and her husband gave her a place to hide. He gave her a way out, the very escape she wanted—and exactly the wrong thing for her.


    “If not for him, I could have brought her back. My sister and I could have ruled the clan together. We would be united. But because of Stephen, she is lost to me forever.”


    “You blame Stephen for your own hatred,” Aiko said. “You blame him for your own mistakes. It was not Stephen who took Kameko from us. It was you, Jiro. You drove her away. You and your need to take and destroy.”


    “I have listened to you long enough,” he said.


    “You killed Stephen, didn’t you?” Aiko said. “You arranged for his plane to crash. Because you thought the company would be yours if he was out of the way. It is the type of plan you would embrace.”


    “Stephen was a fool,” Jiro said. “I did him a favor by removing him from this world. He had already lost his wife. I simply removed an obstacle to my rightful destiny. He was foolish enough to agree to leave the company to me. He had to realize the position in which that put him.”


    “But he beat you,” Aiko said. “He beat you because he was smarter than you gave him credit for.”


    Jiro looked at her sharply. “You do not know that.”


    “But all the evidence points to it,” Aiko said. “He suspected. Whatever took place to make him start researching ninjas, he figured it out. He knew what was going on.


    “Either Kameko dropped enough hints over the years, or he simply saw the puzzle pieces and put them together himself. But he knew. And when he figured it out, he changed his will to deny you your prize. Admit it, Jiro. He beat you. Even after you had him murdered like the treacherous dog that you are, he beat you. Stephen was a hundred times the man you are. He was a good husband to Kameko. And you were always a failure as her brother. You were never truly her brother, after all.”


    “I have heard enough from you,” Jiro said, shaking with anger. “You should not be here.”


    * * *


    “Uncle Mort was right,” Marci said. She pointed to the laptop. “I’ve found several news stories from the last few days. It isn’t just Ms. Sally. It’s all kinds of people in New York. People with no criminal records who just woke up one day and committed crimes.”


    “That is so weird,” Mindy said. She and Moira sat on the edge of Marci’s bed as Marci, with the computer in her lap, continued to search.


    “Why would somebody who has never done anything wrong suddenly rob a bank or a jewelry store?” Moira asked. “There has to be a reason.”


    “Maybe Jiro and his ninja are threatening them all,” Mindy said. “That’s one reason people do things they know are wrong. They don’t have a choice. Maybe the ninjas said they would hurt their families, or something like that.”


    “It’s possible,” Moira said, “but nobody threatened Sally. She would have told us if that was why she robbed the store. We could have helped her. There’s no reason she would have kept it a secret. And as far as I know she doesn’t have any close family living anywhere near New York.”


    “Maybe—maybe they were poisoned,” Marci said. “You know, like in zombie movies, where you get a bite or a chemical or something and it makes you a zombie. Then you act weird because you’ve been poisoned by something.”


    “Maybe,” Moira said. “But if Sally was drugged with something, it was a very complicated drug. The video shows her acting pretty much just like I would expect her to act in a store—except for the part where she robs it. It just doesn’t make any sense.”


    “It doesn’t,” Mindy said. “I wish we knew why these things were happening. Right now, all we know is that they are.”


    “First things first and second things second,” Moira said, quoting from the nine rules of the ninja. “We know it’s happening. We just have to figure out why.”


    “Yeah,” Marci said. “I’ll keep searching. Maybe I can find other examples.”


    “I hope Mort is having better luck playing private detective,” Moira said. “Although I have to say, while he always worries, I think he likes having something useful to do. He’s good at this kind of thing.”


    “He doesn’t like ninja stuff,” Mindy said.


    “Well, I can’t say I blame him, in his position,” Moira said. “Sometimes I think . . .” her voice trailed off. “Wait a minute—Marci, you said before that people with no criminal records just woke up one day and committed crimes.”


    “Yeah?”


    “Does it say in those stories what time of day it was when they did these things?” Moira said.


    Marci clicked around on her laptop. “It looks like . . .” she started to say. “Yeah, it looks like all the crimes were committed in the morning.”


    “Almost as if they learned how to be criminals in their sleep,” Moira said.


    “So?” Mindy said.


    “KogaTech Consolidated was working on sleep-learning technology,” Moira said. “What if that technology exists and is being used by someone to turn people into criminals?”


    “But why?”


    “That’s what we’ve got to figure out,” Moira said. “And between the three of us, I think we can.”


    The three sisters exchanged high fives. It was the closest Moira had felt to her sisters in a while, and the happiest she had seen Mindy and Marci since their father’s plane disappeared.


    “We’d better call Uncle Mort,” Mindy said.


    “Yes,” Moira said. “This is part of the mystery, and he needs to hear about it.”


    * * *


    Mort heard his phone ring, but he was busy navigating traffic and wasn’t wearing his headset.


    He sometimes wondered if maybe he should buy a new car, one of those fancy models that had Bluetooth built in so he could take any call as long as his phone was in the car. But he really liked his old Lincoln. He just couldn’t see trading the old girl in.


    He saw the headlight coming up behind him. It was one of those flashing headlights he hated so much on motorcycles. People who rode motorcycles used those flashing headlights so they would be easier to see, but the blinking was irritating. And as much as Mort wouldn’t ever want to have an accident with a motorcycle, it didn’t seem very fair that somebody chose to drive 30 percent of a car and then got mad at everybody else for always being in the way.


    Motorcyclists were impatient, at least the ones who drove those sporty Japanese motorcycles. Give Mort an old-fashioned Harley any day. That was what motorcycles used to mean, back in the day.


    The motorcycle coming up alongside him continued to blink its headlight at him. Suddenly, there were more blinking lights. There were a lot more. The lights shifted. Motorcycles were coming up on both sides of him now. Was it some kind of biker gang? He thought about pulling over, but they were pulling up even with him on both sides. There was no way to pull over without hitting somebody.


    He rolled down the window and waved his arm, encouraging them to pass. “Go around me, then!” he shouted into the wind. “You lunatics.”


    Just then, the lead motorcycle slowed a little, pulling even with his window. Mort rolled his eyes. Just what he needed. The guy was probably going to make a rude gesture or yell at him. Well, Mort wasn’t going to play games with these jokers. He’d get off at the next exit and circle around so he wouldn’t catch up to them.


    The man on the motorcycle lifted the mirrored visor of his helmet.


    It was the Japanese man from Starbucks.


    “Hey!” Mort shouted. But then he stopped talking. His eyes grew very wide. The man had drawn a weapon from inside his leather jacket. It looked like a knife with S-shaped cross guards.


    A sai, thought Mort. It’s one of those ninja weapons Aiko has been showing Moira.


    The ninja hurled the sai through the air. It struck the driver’s side tire. The tire exploded, leaving shreds of rubber along the highway.


    He was driving close to seventy miles per hour. There was no way to stop, no way to keep moving in a straight line. Not with one of the tires suddenly gone. Mort felt himself losing control of the Lincoln.


    The guardrail came at him very fast.


    “Uh oh,” he had time to say.


  




  

    
Chapter 18


    “Remember the first rule,” Aiko said. She and Moira were sitting on the rooftop again, using the five-gallon buckets that had done stool duty week after week. Aiko was satisfied with Moira’s weapons progress and with her physical fighting abilities. There was more to do, and more to learn, but Moira was doing well.


    It was time to learn magic.


    “A ninja’s magic can be made from fear or love,” Moira said.


    “Exactly,” Aiko said. “Moira, each one of us has the ability to tap the world of magic. This has always been true. In ancient Japan, ninjas were believed to be forest spirits called tengu because they could change shape. Back then, when someone disappeared in front of your eyes, whether he threw a smoke bomb first or not, you knew that something more than normal was going on. You knew that magic was happening. People weren’t so quick back then to just say, ‘That can’t be happening. This is impossible.’”


    “But weren’t people back then more superstitious?”


    “Of course they were,” Aiko said. “But what does it mean to be superstitious? It just means that you recognize there are things you don’t understand. People today seem to think that they can understand everything, that nothing outside their experience can ever take place. But that’s not true.”


    “How do you know?” Moira asked.


    Aiko was suddenly a black timber wolf, vicious and snarling.


    Moira jumped. She almost fell off her stool.


    Then, just as quickly, Aiko was herself again.


    “That is Uncle Jiro’s favorite animal form,” Aiko said. “I have faced it so many times I can recreate it myself.”


    “It’s terrifying,” Moira said.


    But Aiko wasn’t there.


    “Aiko?” Moira said. “Aiko?”


    Aiko reappeared. “That was the magic of invisibility,” Aiko said. “And this is the art of illusion. Look there.” Moira turned as Aiko pointed. A metal barrel with a fire raging inside was now on top of the roof. A plume of black smoke reached into the sky.


    “We had better put that out,” Moira said, standing up and taking a step toward the barrel.


    But the barrel vanished.


    “You see?” Aiko said. “Even though you knew I was about to create an illusion, you still believed it. It’s because all ninja magic is rooted in mind control. You are reaching out and affecting the minds of others.”


    “But I don’t know how to do that yet,” Moira said. “You taught me how to be less visible, and I taught Mindy and Marci. How can we do that if I don’t know mind control?”


    “Invisibility is the easiest step,” Aiko said., “because it is less about controlling a mind than it is about giving that mind nothing to ‘see.’ When you focus as I taught you, when you spread out your senses and become, in your own mind, a kind of ‘nothing,’ then the minds of others naturally skip over you. We are all defined by our sense of self, Moira. We all believe we are unique people, that we are special. And we are. So when we use our own minds to pretend that we are nothing and no one, another mind naturally doesn’t know how to accept that. So someone who is looking right at you will see past you, see around you. It’s more comfortable for that mind.”


    “I’m not sure I understand.”


    “You don’t have to understand it to use it,” Aiko said, laughing. “But the first rule is the first rule for a reason. You must always focus on love. You must never use fear.”


    “Luke,” Moira said, putting her hand over her mouth to make her voice sound muffled like Darth Vader in Star Wars.


    “I’m serious,” Aiko said. “Magic, and ninja mind control, come from inside you. You are using your mind to reach out and touch other minds, or to change how other minds see you. If you do that from a place of love, everyone benefits.”


    “But Uncle Jiro uses fear.”


    “Correct,” Aiko said. “Everything he does is scary. Everyone he uses his mind control on, he forces. Forcing someone to do something out of fear can be very powerful. But it does not compare to love.”


    “Why?”


    “Tell me, Moira,” Aiko said. “You have had many teachers. In high school, who was your favorite teacher?”


    “Mrs. Nelhart. She was my English teacher. She taught me to love reading. She’s the one who challenged me to do a senior project in literature. It was a lot of work.”


    “And did you do well?”


    “I did very well, yes. I made honor roll that semester.”


    “Did she do this by scaring you?” Moira asked. “Were you afraid of her? Is that why you performed well in her class?”


    “No,” Moira said. “I wanted to please her. I was worried she would be disappointed in me if I didn’t do my very best.”


    “Now tell me about the teacher that scared you most in high school.”


    “Mr. Ladd,” Moira said. “He was our gym teacher. I hated him. He was a bully.”


    “Did your fear of him make you want to do your best in gym?” Aiko asked.


    “No,” Moira said. “I did enough to get by, but I couldn’t wait to get out of his class. He didn’t like me. I think he thought I was a poor athlete.”


    “Did his judgment of your abilities in gym make you feel bad?”


    “No,” Moira said. “I didn’t care what he thought about me.”


    “That is the difference between fear and love,” Aiko said. “Love inspires loyalty. When you work from love, you want to succeed to avoid disappointing those who matter. It is a question of respect. Love is about mutual respect. Now. Are you ready to begin?”


    “I am,” Moira said.


    “Think of an animal,” Aiko said. “One you like. One you feel strongly about.”


    “I’ve always liked huskies,” Moira said.


    “Then use that. Close your eyes,” Aiko said. She waited until Moira did so. “Picture the husky in your mind. Think about every detail. Its face. Its fur. Its paws. What its eyes look like. How big it is. Picture reaching out and putting your hand on its coat. Are you picturing it?”


    “Yes.”


    “Now focus all your love. Feel it growing inside you. Think about people you love most. What you love about them. Your sisters. Your mother. The best things you’ve ever done. The things that make you happy. Picture those good feelings like a glowing ball of energy that starts in your heart and expands to cover your whole body. And when it reaches the tips of your fingers and toes, picture your hands and feet becoming the husky.”


    “It feels . . . weird,” Moira said, drawing a deep breath.


    “That means it is working.”


    Aiko suddenly got taller.


    No, thought Moira. She’s not getting taller. I’m growing shorter!


    Moira was suddenly a dog. No, not a dog; some kind of dog-wolf hybrid. Seeing Aiko become a wolf had affected her, made her make her husky form partly wolf, too. She ran around the rooftop, leaping and jumping. In her wolf form, she could see the other ninjas guarding the rooftop. They had not been so visible before.


    “I can see everything!” Moira tried to say. But what came out was a series of barks and growls.


    Aiko laughed. “You cannot speak as an animal,” she said. “Your mouth and throat are no longer shaped correctly. When you want to return to your human form, think about your own body. The way you see yourself. The illusion will fade.”


    Moira felt like she was standing up from a sitting position. Suddenly, she was herself again.


    “That was . . . amazing,” she said.


    “Most people think so, the first time,” Aiko said. “You can be other animals as well. If you wish to fly, you can become a bird. If you wish to swim, you can become a fish, like a shark or even a whale. But those are advanced techniques. We will keep our feet on the ground until you are older.”


    “But am I really an animal?” Moira asked. “Or am I just using mind control to make myself think that I’m an animal?”


    “Does it matter?” Aiko asked. “The better question might be, are you using your mind control to make everyone else think you are an animal?”


    “Weird,” Moira said.


    “Very,” Aiko replied.


    “So how do I create an illusion outside myself?” Moira asked. “Like for distracting someone?”


    “That’s a little more complicated,” Aiko said. “But not terribly. It involves picturing what you want to create, and then believing, really believing, that it is there. Your mind control will create that belief in anyone close enough to be reached.”


    “How close is close enough?”


    “If you can see someone, they are close enough,” Aiko said. “That is a good rule of thumb. But you must be reasonable about it. If you can see someone as a tiny dot on the other side of the Grand Canyon, that doesn’t mean you can reach them.”


    “I think I get it,” Moira said. “Aiko, can you tell me—do you think Uncle Jiro would be even more powerful if he learned to use love as the basis for his powers, instead of fear?”


    Aiko thought about that for a moment. Finally, she said, “If he learned to love. But right now he couldn’t. I don’t think Uncle Jiro loves anyone or anything.”


    * * *


    Drexel Hoffman jumped. He realized there were two of them standing behind him, and each time it happened, it bothered him.


    “I wish you wouldn’t do that,” he said.


    As was so often the case, the two black-clad figures said nothing. They merely stood in the lab, waiting, staring at him in silence from behind their terrifying masks.


    Hoffman sighed. “I suppose you’re waiting for the next test units,” he said. “I’m just making final adjustments. Please bear with me for a moment.”


    The ninjas said nothing.


    Hoffman turned back to his workbench and hunched over his equipment again. He finished soldering the connections on the circuit board inside the little music player, put the plastic shell back together, and reconnected the headphones. Then he handed the player to the closest ninja.


    “Try to find someone who is young and healthy this time,” he said. “An athlete, or someone in great physical shape. I want to make sure I’ve accounted for the modulations that override a very strong person’s natural metabolic inhibitors.”


    The ninja bowed. Well, he couldn’t complain about that. At least they were sort of polite after they appeared out of nowhere and scared the daylights out of him.


    Working with ninjas was going to drive him nuts before this was all over, he was convinced. But if it worked out the way Jiro had it planned, he was going to end up rich. Maybe even as rich as Stephen Mackenzie had been. But for some reason, he felt more guilt than excitement over what his future held.


    * * *


    Mindy knocked on Marci’s door. All the girls had separate rooms, but Marci had spent many nights “sleeping over” in Mindy’s room since the ninjas had attacked them. She was getting over the nightmares, though.


    And Mindy and Marci weren’t fighting nearly as much lately. It was almost like they were becoming friends.


    “Hey,” Mindy said.


    Marci was on the bed using her tablet. When Mindy raised an eyebrow, Marci showed her the screen. It was just a puzzle game. You played a cute, chubby little green monster who liked to eat pieces of candy. The goal was to find a way to get the candy to the monster each time. The pieces of candy were trapped behind puzzle barriers that you had to solve.


    “I’m not doing anything wrong,” Marci said.


    “Relax,” Mindy said, laughing. “I think you did something, though.”


    “Something bad?” Marci asked, sounding worried.


    “No,” Mindy said. “Something good.” She took a folded sheet of paper out of her pocket. Unfolding it, she waved it at Marci. “Do you know anything about this?”


    Marci said nothing for a moment. “Uh,” was all she could manage.


    “This is my schedule at school,” Mindy said. My new schedule. “All of my classes have been rearranged. It makes me run around the building in weird patterns to get where I need to go on time, but now I have more classes with my friends. And I never run into Jamison and her friends.


    “Their schedules have changed, too. We’re on opposite sides of the building most of the day, from what I can tell. And they switched gymnastics periods so I never see them anymore.”


    “Moira made me do it,” Marci said quietly.


    Mindy laughed. “You mean she asked you to do it and you helped.”


    “Yeah,” Marci said. “I guess she did.”


    Mindy walked over and sat down on the bed. She put her arms around her sister and hugged her.


    “Thank you for helping me,” Mindy said. “You’re a good sister.”


    “I just want to help everyone,” Marci said. “It was fun and interesting.” She looked at Mindy for a moment and then said, “There’s more. I can tell. You have a secret or something.”


    “Not exactly,” Mindy said. “It’s just—the stuff Moira has been teaching me. The ninja stuff. It works, Marci. It really works. I used some today. I think—I think I actually saved somebody’s life.”


    “Wow,” Marci said. “That’s great!”


    “Come on,” Mindy said happily. “There’s ice cream in the freezer. Let’s get some.”


     * * *


    Moira took her phone from her back pocket to answer a call. The number was not one she recognized.


    “Hello?” she said.


    “Miss Mackenzie, this is New York Presbyterian University Hospital,” said a voice. “I’m afraid I have some bad news. We were given your name as an emergency contact for a Mr. Morton Gerardi.”


    “Yes?” Moira said. She could feel her face turn bright red. “What is it? What’s happened?”


    “I’m afraid Mr. Gerardi has been in a serious accident,” the voice said.


  




  

    
Chapter 19


    Moira, Mindy, and Marci sat around the hospital bed. A machine, one of several that was hooked to Uncle Mort, was beeping rhythmically. It was Mort’s heartbeat. Beep, beep beep—it was hard to believe that this man the girls all cared so much for could be reduced to a beeping machine and a hospital bed.


    Right now, Uncle Mort wore some kind of mask connected to a machine that was helping him breathe. He was connected to multiple monitors and an IV that was dripping medication and fluid into his bloodstream.


    The hospital was very busy tonight. The emergency room was at full capacity, and there simply weren’t enough doctors to go around. That meant that the girls had been waiting for hours for someone to talk to them about their uncle.


    “He’s going to be okay,” Moira said softly. “He’s Uncle Mort. He’s the toughest guy in the whole world.”


    “Dad was tough, too,” Mindy said. She was crying silently, great tracks of tears running down her cheeks. Marci sat in a chair next to Uncle Mort’s bed, curled into a ball, her feet up on the chair and her knees pulled to her chest.


    Moira looked at her sisters. This wasn’t how things were supposed to go. This wasn’t right. They had been making so much progress. Things had finally started to get better. It just wasn’t fair.


    She went to Uncle Mort’s bedside and put her hands on his, trying not to disturb his IV. She noticed, then, that he was still wearing the Chinese watch that her father had given him. He had told her the story of the watch once. She slipped it off his wrist. There was a big gouge in the “crystal” of the watch, the clear part that on expensive watches would have been too tough to crack.


    She shook the watch. The second hand started moving again. Checking the clock on the wall, she reset the watch, then slipped the stainless band over her own wrist. It was way too big for her, of course, but she let it hang there like a bracelet. Maybe she could wear it long enough to get it wound up again for Uncle Mort when he woke up.


    This is ridiculous, she thought. We’ve been waiting here for hours and nobody can tell us what’s happening with Uncle Mort. A nurse had come to check on him periodically, taking readings from his equipment and writing them down on his chart. Other than that, though, they had seen no one.


    There was a knock on the door.


    “Finally,” Mindy said. “They’re so slow here.”


    The door opened. The man who walked in was wearing a jacket and tie. He did not look like a doctor. He looked like a cop. The badge clipped to his belt was a big clue.


    “Miss Mackenzie?” the cop said.


    “Yes,” said all three girls at once.


    “I guess I asked for that,” the officer said. “My name is Detective Christopher Champ. I’m with the New York Police Department.”


    “Detective,” Moira said. “You’re a little young to be a detective, aren’t you?”


    “Not really,” said Detective Champ. “I’ve always had a young face.” He took out a notebook and a pen. “I need to ask you some questions, if you don’t mind.”


    “Why are the police here?” Mindy asked.


    “Uncle Mort didn’t do anything wrong!” Marci shouted.


    Everyone turned to look at her.


    “No, no, you misunderstand,” Detective Champ said. “I’m not here because your uncle did anything wrong. I’m here because somebody did something wrong to put him here.”


    “What are you saying?” asked Moira. “His car accident—”


    “Wasn’t an accident,” Detective Champ said. “We did some investigation at the crime scene.” He reached into the pocket of his overcoat. “Does this mean anything to the three of you?” He held up a plastic evidence bag.


    Inside was a bent, stainless steel sai.


    Moira blinked. “Where did you get that?” she asked.


    “It was part of the wreckage,” Detective Champ said. “It was wedged up under the wheel well, in fact. We never would have found it, but the wrecker that took the car off the highway said it came loose when they dropped the car at a junkyard. It wasn’t visible at all when we first investigated the wreck. Do you know what it is?”


    Moira shook her head cautiously. “Looks like something the ninja turtles would carry,” she said.


    “Yeah,” Detective Champ nodded. “Yeah, that’s pretty much what I came up with. I think your uncle ran into some bikers who thought it would be fun to try out some martial arts weapons. We’re looking at it as a potential road rage case. I need to ask you some questions about that, though. This was a pretty serious thing, and the news picked it up fast because of who your uncle or whoever is. We want to gather as much information as possible.”


    “Okay,” Moira said.


    “Did your uncle have any enemies?”


    Moira and her sisters exchanged glances. “Well,” Moira said, “he used to work as a bodyguard. He did for years. And he did security for my father’s company.”


    “Hey, about that,” said Detective Champ. “I’m sorry about your father. I guess it must be weird, people you don’t know telling you that all the time.”


    “There was a lot of news coverage,” Moira said. “We’re kind of getting used to it.”


    “Yeah,” Detective Champ said. “I get that.” He made a few notations on his pad. “So basically your uncle had a lot of enemies, at least potentially so.”


    “Yes,” Moira said.


    “He get into a fight with anybody recently? Owe anybody money? Have any other issues you might know about?”


    Mindy spoke up. “Uncle Mort is a man of adventure,” she said.


    The detective covered his mouth with his hand and made a noise that might have been a cough—or might have been a snort. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just—that’s very colorful. I do get the impression he was an interesting guy.”


    “He is an interesting guy,” Moira said. “He’s right here and he’s not going anywhere.”


    “Yes, of course,” said Detective Champ. “I apologize. I think I have everything I need right now, but I might have more questions. Can I get your phone number, and can you confirm your street address for me?”


    Moira did so, writing the number down on the pad herself. The detective thanked the girls one last time before leaving the room and walking down the hall. As he did so, Moira noticed several doctors conferring in the hallway. She went out and waited, her arms crossed, as they discussed several unrelated cases and patients.


    Finally, when she could stand it no longer, she interrupted them. “Excuse me,” she said, “but we’ve been waiting for a doctor to come speak with us for hours. We need a doctor, and I’m looking at three of them right now. Can we get some assistance here, please?” She pointed to the door to Uncle Mort’s room.


    “I’ll be with you in just a minute, young lady,” said one of the doctors.


    “Okay,” Moira said. “I’ll wait.”


    She stood there and stared at him until it became very clear that she wasn’t going to leave him alone. He eventually excused himself and, looking a little ashamed for making her wait, entered Uncle Mort’s room to take a look at his chart.


    “Is he going to be okay?” Mindy asked.


    “He has to be okay,” Marci said.


    “Your uncle is going to be fine,” the doctor said. The girls all let out sighs of relief. They sounded like balloons deflating.


    “What’s wrong with him?”


    “Nothing that time and rest won’t fix,” the doctor said. “I’ll have the nurse come in and remove the mask and a few of these tubes. He’s going to need time, and he’s going to be very tired for a while at first. He’s been through a lot. His body needs time to heal from the trauma he experienced in the accident.”


    “So he’ll wake up on his own?” Moira said.


    “Yes,” said the doctor. “Although that might be in a few hours, or it might be tomorrow. He’ll need to sleep a lot at first and he won’t be able to talk for very long without getting worn out. We anticipate a full recovery, though. He was very lucky. They tell me his car was one of those big old ones, something with a lot of weight behind it. Well, that probably saved his life. At his size and weight, in a smaller car, he might not have been as lucky.”


    “Thank you, doctor,” Moira said. “I’m sorry I was rude to you.”


    “No, it’s not your fault,” the doctor said. “You’re worried. We’re understaffed and overburdened.


    “I’ve got people on semi-permanent gurneys in the corridors outside the emergency room because we don’t have enough ER rooms. We’re all pushed to the limits sometimes, and it’s just one of those times. Your uncle is lucky he has so many people who care about him.” The doctor excused himself and left.


    Mindy went to Uncle Mort’s side and held his hand. Moira handed Mindy his watch. “Think you can take care of this for him? Maybe swing it back and forth so it stays wound?”


    “Sure,” Mindy said.


    “He’d like that,” Moira said. “I’m going to call for a taxi to take us home. Uncle Mort needs his rest, and you’ve both got school tomorrow.”


    “So do you,” Mindy pointed out. “You’ve been missing a lot of time from school because of us, huh?”


    “A little,” Moira said. “But it’s worth it.”


    “I don’t want you to get stressed out like Uncle Mort,” Mindy said. “You’re doing a lot. Marci and I can help you. We’re all in this together.”


    “Yeah,” Moira said. “I guess we are.” She paused. “Don’t the two of you have homework to do?”


    “I did my German homework already,” Marci said. “German is kind of an annoying language.”


    “I have math and Spanish to do,” Mindy said.


    “Well, let’s be productive while we wait,” Moira said. “Uncle Mort would approve. Come here you two,” she said, stretching out her arms to her sisters.


    The three girls hugged each other, standing next to Uncle Mort’s bedside. When they separated, Moira opened her mouth to say something more—


    Then the lights went out.


    Battery backups kept Uncle Mort’s monitors running, and an emergency light mounted on the wall switched on. The girls could hear faint alarms from other parts of the hospital.


    “Moira?” Mindy asked.


    “Stay here,” Moira said. “Watch Uncle Mort. Take this chair,” she pointed to a heavy chair by the door, “and wedge it under the door handle when I go outside. Don’t let anybody in unless it’s me.”


    “What’s happening?” Marci asked. “What is it?”


    “I’m not sure why I think so,” Moira said, “but I think Uncle Jiro’s ninjas are here.”


    * * *


    Hiromitsu Tokaido crept through the darkened hallway with two of his fellow ninjas. Shutting down the power to the hospital had been easy, but the staff would find the problem and fix it soon enough. There was only a little time to use the cover of darkness and the confusion over the apparent power outage to find Morton Gerardi and finish him off.


    Hiromitsu was very angry that their initial attack had not been successful. That giant car that Gerardi drove had interfered with the plan. Any other man whose front tire was destroyed at that speed would have crashed much more spectacularly.


    Hiromitsu had not reported this complication to Jiro because he did not dare. If Jiro learned that yet another task assigned to Hiromitsu had not gone as expected, he would be more than angry. He might be displeased enough with Hiromitsu to kick him out of the clan—or worse.


    Over the years, Hiromitsu had seen it happen a couple of times. A ninja would anger Jiro so greatly that the ninja leader would expel them from the clan. In one case, the ninja in question disappeared completely. The other members of the clan whispered that Jiro had personally eliminated the man. Nobody knew for sure.


    It was the kind of thing that no one dared ask about, either. Jiro Akiyama was not a man who tolerated questions about his leadership. To do so was to risk one’s own life.


    They were approaching Gerardi’s room. Hiromitsu had spied on the nurse’s station to learn the location of the oafish gaijin. Now they would simply sneak in and finish what they had started. With Gerardi confined to a hospital bed, it would be easy—


    Fire! A wall of flame suddenly appeared in front of Hiromitsu, scaring him half to death. He backed up, signaling to his ninjas to do the same, until he realized that there was no heat from the fiery barrier. It was an illusion!


    Hiromitsu crouched low. Where could it be coming from? Some of the splinter-clan must be here. Did he have enough ninja troops to fight them all? He was not sure if his forces would be sufficient to the task. Hesitating, he crouched in the darkened hallway, trying to decide what to do.


    The wolf, or dog, or whatever it was, came running out of the darkness and tackled him. He felt the animal strike his chest, driving him to the floor. He tried to roll out, but someone was on top of him, applying a joint lock to his arm that wedged his elbow painfully up behind his back.


    “Go!” he shouted to his fellow ninjas. “Return to Jiro and report! We are outnumbered!’


    The other ninjas ran. Hiromitsu struggled and was able to release himself from the joint lock. This surprised him. Once applied, a lock like that was difficult to counter. He found himself staring into the face of the girl, Moira. It was Jiro’s niece!


    “You foolish girl,” he said. “Was it you who created the illusion?”


    “Just leave,” Moira said. “I don’t want to fight you.”


    “You have no idea what is about to happen to you,” said Hiromitsu. He took a knife from his belt. The tanto blade gleamed in the beam of the emergency lights on the wall. “You have developed impressive skills in a short time,” he told her, “but you do not have enough training to defeat me. I have been studying the art of the ninja since your uncle first took control of the clan.”


    Suddenly Hiromitsu was a Bengal tiger. He leapt through the air at her. Moira ducked aside just in time to avoid being mauled by the tiger’s claws. The big cat circled her in the darkened hallway, pacing around her.


    Ninja in gray uniforms appeared from the shadows.


    “He was foolish,” Aiko said. from the darkness. “He panicked and sent his help away. My ninjas are chasing them even now.”


    Hiromitsu, on seeing Aiko, reverted back to his human form.


    “Harm me and there will be great trouble for it,” he warned.


    “Leave this place,” Aiko said. “And do not come back. My people will be guarding Morton Gerardi from now on. You will not get another chance to hurt him.”


    Hiromitsu made an angry noise. He turned and ran off into the darkness, quickly disappearing.


    Moira hugged her grandmother. “How did you know we needed you?”


    “We would have been here sooner,” Aiko said. “Especially with Mr. Gerardi injured. But we have been battling Jiro’s men all afternoon. We did not realize that Hiromitsu and some of the others were not part of Jiro’s attacking force until after the battle was over. That is how they distracted us long enough to attack your Uncle Mort. When we realized what had happened, it was too late. We came here to find your uncle, knowing you would have gone to his side. Then we realized we were almost too late again.”


    “I could tell they were here,” Moira said. “I’m not sure how I knew.”


    “You felt them,” Aiko said. “Ninja can sense one another. It is part of our magic. The fact that you sensed Jiro’s ninja means that your training is very close to complete.”


    “But...” Moira said. “I’m not ready.”


    “No one ever feels ready at first,” Aiko said. “That is a good thing. It means you have humility. It means you know you are not always right about everything. A little doubt is not a bad thing, Moira, if it teaches you to be careful about what you do.”


    “A ninja finds the smart way to solve problems,” Moira repeated.


    “Exactly so,” Aiko said. “I must go for now. I have to hide myself before the lights are restored. My people will be watching from the shadows, and when you go home, I will meet you there. We will talk about what to do next.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Jiro has stopped merely lurking about,” Aiko said. “He is no longer content to make threats. He has confronted me directly, and now his ninjas are making direct attacks on you and those you care about. We are now in a ninja war, Moira.”


    “I don’t want to be in a war,” Moira said. “I don’t want to fight anybody.”


    “No sane person does,” Aiko said. “But sometimes, when your life is in danger, when your loved ones are threatened, it is necessary to fight back. And so we shall.”


    Moira nodded. It was time to be a ninja.


  




  

    
Chapter 20


    Mindy closed her locker. She had a bag lunch that Moira had made her that morning. Knowing that it was her sister who made the lunch, and not Uncle Mort, was both strange and sad. Strange, because it meant her little sister was one of the grown-ups now. But it was sad because she was worried about Uncle Mort.


    She knew she shouldn’t be. They’d gotten word from the hospital this morning that Uncle Mort was awake and that he would be back to eating real food by dinnertime. The doctors had some tests they wanted to run, and Mort needed time to recover from everything he had been through.


    Given how soon it was after the accident, the fact that he was doing this well was a surprise, the doctors said. He was even well enough to start complaining about missing his car, which had been wrecked in the crash and would need to be replaced.


    Aiko had stayed with Uncle Mort overnight, and she had her ninjas taking turns keeping an eye on him during the day. Mindy felt good about that. Aiko and her ninjas were very good at—at ninja-ing, she figured. But it also made her mad that Uncle Jiro and his bad ninjas had tried to hurt Uncle Mort. It wasn’t just wrong. It was evil.


    She had never really thought about the word evil. It was something they said about villains in stories and in movies. She had never thought it would apply to a person, a living person that she actually knew. But if Mindy understood the word correctly, and she thought she did, Uncle Jiro truly was evil. He was a bad person who wouldn’t stop trying to hurt them until he did, and he got everything he wanted, or until they stopped him.


    Mindy had been learning ninja stuff from Moira all this time, and she was getting pretty good at it. They both were. She couldn’t do illusions yet, but she thought that last night, when the enemy ninjas were in the hospital, she had felt something. She hadn’t mentioned it because she didn’t know, then, what it meant. But Moira had explained about what Aiko said, that the ninjas could sense each other. Mindy thought maybe she was starting to feel that, too.


    Did she sense any ninjas right now? She didn’t think so. But then, she wasn’t sure. She knew that Aiko’s ninjas were probably in the building somewhere, keeping an eye on her. They would be watching Marci, too. That was good. She wanted her sister to be safe. But she was so angry that any of this was necessary.


    They had just lost their father. That was enough for any family to have to deal with. But to be coping with all this ninja guff, as Uncle Mort liked to call it, was just—what was the phrase Uncle Mort used? Adding insult to injury? Yeah, that was it. This was all an insult.


    She looked down at her lunch bag and opened it. Moira had left a note inside. It was written on a yellow sticky note and said, “I love you, sis! You’re going to be a great ninja one day. Have a good day at school.”


    Mindy smiled. It felt good to have Moira behind her. And it felt good to know that she, Moira, and Marci could all work together to help each other. Then she realized something else. As angry as she was about what was happening with the ninjas, she wasn’t just furious at the world anymore.


    Misbehaving in school, getting in trouble, being mean to Moira and Marci—all of that seemed like it was another person who did it, and not her. She didn’t feel that way at all anymore.


    What had changed? Her father was still gone. She and her sisters were still orphans. But now that Aiko and the ninja clan had come into their lives, now that Moira was learning and teaching Mindy—and the two of them would teach Marci, she realized—it all seemed like there was more. There was more to look forward to. There was more to be. There was more in life. Suddenly Mindy felt very special, in a way that her sisters probably also felt. They weren’t like anyone else. They were ninja girls, and that meant something very different was in store for them.


    Looking at her lunch bag again, she realized she had no reason to go to the band room to eat. There was no point in hiding there anymore. What could a mean girl, or two, or even three do to her compared to anything evil Uncle Jiro and his ninjas might do? And as she had learned on the playground the other day, she had more than enough physical skills to take care of herself.


    Holding her head high, she walked into the cafeteria, found an empty table, and sat down. There, she started eating the sandwich and chips Moira had packed for her, washing it all down with one a little half-sized bottle of water.


    They were going to be okay. They were going to beat the evil ninjas. They were going to build a new life with their grandmother. Uncle Mort would get out of the hospital. It was all going to be okay.


    She looked around the cafeteria as if she had never seen it before. How long had she been hiding in the band room for her lunches? It seemed so silly now that she ever would have done that. As she looked around, she saw Ms. Orest on the far side of the cafeteria. She had forgotten that Ms. Orest was one of the teachers who kept an eye on the lunchroom during the middle of the day.


    Weirdly, she didn’t get that scared feeling in her stomach whenever she saw Ms. Orest anymore. Now she just felt like she was being reminded to behave, and that didn’t feel like a bad thing at all.


    She saw a few tables full of people she liked, and she realized that there was no reason to sit by herself. She could go sit with her friends and enjoy her lunch. She felt so good right now.


    “You jerk,” said Jamison Hurley.


    Mindy looked up. She had been so lost in thought that she hadn’t seen Jamison approach. Jamison was so angry, she was practically shaking. Her fists were balled up, the knuckles turning white.


    “What now?” Mindy asked.


    “First, Jenna decides that she doesn’t want to hang out with Kimberly and me because we’re ‘too mean’ to people. That’s what she said. Too mean. Then Kimberly decides, after you almost get us killed on the jungle gym, that she owes you something and she doesn’t want to make any more trouble for you. My best friends aren’t spending time with me and it’s all your fault!”


    “Look, Jamison,” Mindy said. standing up. “I’m tired of you picking on me. It’s not my fault your friends don’t want to spend time with you.


    “And it’s not my fault you almost got hurt chasing me around the playground. You said you wanted to beat me up, don’t you remember?”


    “Yeah?” said Jamison. “Maybe I still do.”


    “Fighting won’t solve whatever your problem is with me. Jamison, I don’t even know why we don’t like each other.”


    “You tried to drown us!” shouted Jamison.


    “And before that, you were picking on me,” Mindy said. “Back and forth. You do something, I do something. You trip me, I tattle on you. You chase me, I make you look silly. On and on. Where does it stop? Don’t you have anything better to do?”


    “Don’t you tell me what I should do and not do,” Jamison said. She reached across the table and tried to grab Mindy by her sweatshirt. Mindy ducked away. Jamison ran around the table and started chasing her. Mindy, almost laughing, moved just fast enough to stay out of arm’s reach, circling the table and keeping Jamison at bay.


    “Stop running!” said Jamison. “I’m going to pound your face in!”


    Mindy stopped. Jamison crashed into her and fell to the floor. It was like Mindy was rooted to the ground—and she was. She had splayed her toes and bent her knees, creating a rooted balancing posture that Moira had taught her.


    “You see what you did? You see?” shrieked Jamison. “You knocked me down!”


    “No, I didn’t,” Mindy said. “I just stopped running. Don’t chase me anymore, Jamison. Don’t bully me. Don’t trip me or push me or say mean things to me. My uncle’s in the hospital, my father is gone, and my family has problems right now. I don’t need you making this more difficult for me.”


    “I don’t care about your stupid family,” Jamison said, standing up. She balled up her fist and threw a punch at Mindy’s face.


    As Mindy watched, it was like Jamison moved in slow motion. Mindy easily dodged the punch by moving her head. It was a move called the “false head,” a feint that made somebody think you were one place when you were really somewhere else.


    “Stop it,” Mindy said. “I’m not going to fight you.”


    “You don’t have a choice,” said Jamison. “I’m fighting you. You can stand there or not. I don’t care.”


    “No,” Mindy said.


    Jamison tried to kick her. Mindy blocked the kick with the side of her foot, making a “soccer kick” motion. Jamison tried to throw another punch, but Mindy slipped aside and slapped Jamison’s arm past. The punch caught only air.


    “Can’t you just fight like a normal person?” Jamison said. Her face was very red and her eyes were starting to water.


    “Normal people don’t fight,” Mindy said. “Normal people find the smart way to solve problems. They don’t attack directly unless there’s no other choice.”


    “I hate you!” Jamison shouted. “I hate you so much!” She threw herself at Mindy.


    Mindy knew just what to do. As part of her ninja training, she had learned a move that Moira said came from judo, another ancient Japanese martial art. Back then, samurai used an art called jiujitsu to fight their enemies when they didn’t use weapons. The judo throw hadn’t changed much over the centuries. It worked by using the attacker’s speed and weight against them. When the attacker came in, you threw them on the ground instead, using their momentum to put them off balance.


    The problem was, throwing Jamison like that on the hard marble floor could seriously hurt her. Jamison was in gymnastics, but that didn’t mean she had any idea how to roll out of a judo throw. There were ways to land on a hard floor without anybody getting hurt. Mindy knew them. There was only one thing to do.


    She stood there and let Jamison tackle her.


    As the other girl’s weight crashed into her, Mindy focused on controlling their fall. She was underneath Jamison when they hit the floor, but she managed to shift her weight as they struck. The weight of Jamison on top of her, combined with the floor hitting her from beneath, drove the wind out of her lungs. She wasn’t seriously hurt, though, and neither was Jamison.


    Jamison sat on Mindy’s chest and tried to punch her again and again. Mindy knew what to do. Moira had taught her about this, too. In the martial arts competitions, this was called “ground and pound.” One person got on top of the other person’s chest and tried to punch them repeatedly until they gave up.


    Mindy extended her arms, creating a barrier that divided the space above her head. Jamison had to try to punch around Mindy’s arms, or move them out of the way, but she couldn’t do both at the same time. Every time she tried to shift Mindy’s arms, Mindy simply moved them and put them right back in the way. Jamison was getting so frustrated that she was crying, throwing wild punch after wild punch, screaming and angry.


    A hand appeared out of nowhere. Mindy looked up, surprised, and saw that Ms. Orest was standing there. She grabbed Jamison by the ear and pulled her off, making her stand up.


    “You, young lady,” said Ms. Orest, “have done quite enough fighting for one day. Go to the office and wait for me on the bench in the hallway. No, stop crying. You are a young lady of Gilt Leaves and this ridiculous behavior is not appropriate at all. You heard me. Get moving.”


    Mindy’s eyes opened very wide. Ms. Orest offered her hand to help her to her feet.


    “Ms. Orest, I’m sorry. I can explain,” Mindy said.


    “You don’t have to,” said Ms. Orest. “I saw everything. Mindy, I owe you an apology. I was so convinced before that you were the troublemaker that I overlooked warning signs that I shouldn’t have. Jamison has serious problems. Come on. We’ll stop at the nurse’s office and make sure you’re okay. Then I’ll write you a slip so you can get to your next class late.”


    “I’m really fine, Ms. Orest,” Mindy said.


    “I have to have you checked out anyway,” Ms. Orest said. “That’s part of my job.”


    “I understand.” They walked in silence for a few moments. Then Mindy asked, “Ms. Orest, how did you know?”


    “Know what, dear?”


    “That I wasn’t fighting her? That I didn’t start it?”


    “I told you,” said Ms. Orest. “I saw the whole thing. And I know an obi otoshi when I see one.”


    “A what?”


    “That judo throw you did,” Ms. Orest said. “Or should I say, that move you almost did. Normally one remains standing while one’s opponent lands on her back. You deliberately went down with her to cushion her fall. I saw that, too.”


    “But how—” Mindy started to say.


    “Hush, child,” said Ms. Orest. “I wasn’t always some old biddy running a private school, you know. Back in college I was pretty good at judo myself. Made the tournament team and everything.”


    As they walked to the nurse’s office, Mindy couldn’t help but smile.


    * * *


    Uncle Mort was scrolling through his phone, reading the news. He didn’t like what he was seeing. There were even more strange robberies and other actions by people with no criminal records. One of the names sounded familiar to him, but he couldn’t figure out why. Who was Hernando Luis, and why did Mort know his name?


    There was a knock on the door. “Come on in,” Mort said. “I’m not going anywhere for awhile.”


    The cop who opened the door was young, but looked professional enough. Mort nodded. The officer approached the bed and shook Mort’s hand. He had a good, strong grip.


    “Mr. Gerardi,” he said, “I’m Detective Champ. I was here the other day, but you were, uh, indisposed.”


    “The doctors tell me I’m lucky not to be ‘indisposed’ for the rest of my life,” Mort said. “As it is they’re going to spring me soon. You here to give me a ticket or something?”


    “A ticket?”


    “For wrecking my car,” Mort said. “Driving too fast for conditions, something like that.”


    “No,” Detective Champ said. “Not at all. There were no indications you were speeding. But we did find some kind of martial arts weapon wedged in your wheel well. We think that’s what destroyed the tire and caused the accident.”


    “I seem to recall hearing something about that,” Mort said, his eyes narrowing.


    “That’s not why I’m here, though,” said Detective Champ. “I mean, I could have called. But after I stopped in here the other day, I admit I wanted to see how you were doing myself.”


    “Why?”


    “Because those girls are obviously very devoted to you, Mr. Gerardi,” said Detective Champ. “You’re lucky to have such a fan club.”


    “Yeah,” Mort said. “I guess I am. You know the story?”


    “Just what I saw in the news,” the detective said. “Their mother died in a car accident and their father was lost in a plane crash. Terrible for anyone in either case, but for the kids to experience both—”


    “Yeah,” Mort said. “Tell me about it.”


    “From what I’ve seen, they’re lucky to have you,” Detective Champ said. “I have several younger sisters myself. I guess you could say I get it.” He paused a minute.


    “I’ve been going through your file, Mr. Gerardi. You are a very positive influence.”


    “I’m what now?” Mort said. “Wait a minute. I have a police file?”


    “All licensed security operatives in the city do,” said the detective. “In the state, too. You do remember paying for that license and the class that went with it?”


    “About a million years ago,” Mort said. “So what did you need, Detective?”


    “Does the name Hernando Luis mean anything to you, Mr. Gerardi?”


    “As a matter of fact, it does,” Mort said. “It sounds really familiar. I just can’t place it. It might be that my brain is mush after all this hospital Jell-O. I don’t know.”


    “He worked for KogaTech Consolidated as an assembler in the manufacturing plant,” Detective Champ said. “Seems kind of odd that so many KTC employees with no criminal history are suddenly robbing places and having no memory of it. We found this at the crime scene. He tried to rob a bodega with an imaginary gun. He was just sticking his finger out as if he had a weapon.” He handed Mort a laminated card. It was a KTC employee ID, with Hernando Luis’s name imprinted on it.


    * * *


    Mindy had to pass by the office on her way to class from the nurse. Jamison Hurley was sitting on the bench with her head in her hands and her elbows on her knees. She had been crying.


    Her eyes were red and puffy and she kept blowing her nose into a wad of tissues someone had given her. Mindy wondered if she should focus on being invisible, but realized there was no need to hide. She walked past Jamison with her head up, looking straight ahead.


    “Mindy,” Jamison called out to her as she passed, “I’m—I’m sorry.”


    Mindy stopped. She turned back and went over to the bench and sat down next to Jamison.


    “Did you get into a lot of trouble?” asked Mindy.


    “My mother is coming to pick me up,” she said. “I got suspended for fighting. I’m going to be grounded. My father is going to be so mad.” She started crying again, shaking back and forth. Mindy didn’t know what else to do, so she put her arm around Jamison to comfort her.


    “Your parents love you,” Mindy said softly. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry this happened. But it’s going to be okay. I’m sorry I was mean to you before.”


    “No, I’m sorry,” said Jamison. “Mindy, I was so unfair. Kim and Jenna even tried to tell me I was being unfair. After you saved Kim on the playground they told me it was time to stop fighting. But I didn’t want to listen. I wanted to hate you because when I was picking on you, I wasn’t thinking about my brother.”


    “Your brother?”


    “I have an older brother,” said Jamison. “He’s in high school. He’s been—he’s been in the hospital getting treatments. Chemotherapy.”


    “I’m sorry, Jamison. Really,” Mindy said.


    “We thought he was going to die,” said Jamison. “But when Ms. Orest called my mom just now, she said that the hospital called this morning. My brother’s treatment worked. He’s going to be okay and we’re going to bring him home from the hospital this weekend.”


    “But that’s great news!” Mindy said. She hugged Jamison. “I’m so happy for you!”


    “I was so mean,” Jamison said. “I was so worried about him, so afraid. Mom and Dad have been so upset. It’s been going on for months. It was like they couldn’t even see me because they were so worried about my brother. The only time they even paid attention was when—when they thought you tried to drown us. And after that it just felt so good to have someone to blame. That’s why it got so bad. I’m such a bad person, Mindy.”


    “No,” Mindy said, hugging her. “You’re not. You’re human.”


    Jamison hugged her back. “Please forgive me,” she said. “I don’t want to fight anymore. Kim and Jenna feel the same way, but they were afraid to say anything. They were afraid I’d be mean to them, too. I’ve been so awful to everybody.”


    “I was mad for a long time, too,” Mindy said. “I was mad about my father. And my mother. I wanted to take it out on everyone around me. I made things harder for my sisters. Just like you did. But you know what? I found a way to get better. I found a way to focus on what matters. And I think you’re doing that, too.”


    “You really think so?” Jamison asked.


    “I do,” Mindy said. “Look, I have to get to class. I have a slip but they’re going to wonder where I am. Are you going to be okay?”


    “I guess so,” said Jamison. “I won’t be back in school until next week.”


    “Well, when you are, we’ll all have lunch together,” Mindy said. “You, me, Kim, and Jenna. And maybe after school we can go to gymnastics together.”


    “I kind of wish our classes hadn’t changed,” Jamison sniffed. “It would be—it would be nice to have class with you now.”


    “We might be able to get that changed back,” Mindy said.


    “I’d like that,” Jamison said. She paused. “Wait a minute,” she said. “How can you get the schedule changed?”


    “Let’s just say I know somebody,” Mindy smiled.


  




  

    
Chapter 21


    On the rooftop of the penthouse, Aiko and her ninjas, in full gray uniform, stood in rows in front of Moira. She was surprised to see just how many Sakuhen clan members there were. Aiko’s ninjas spent so much time hiding themselves, concealing their true numbers, that it was actually kind of a shock to see them all together in the same place at the same time.


    Butterflies fluttered in her stomach. She could hardly believe the time was already here, but Aiko said she was ready. She didn’t feel ready. She didn’t understand how she was going to do this. But she also knew it was her destiny. It was her family’s tradition. And it was what her mother would have wanted.


    That, more than anything, filled her with pride. The idea that her mother might even now be looking down on her, filled with pride at what she had finally accomplished, lifted her spirits.


    Aiko stepped forward. She indicated that Moira should come stand in front of her. Moira did so, bowing her head as Aiko raised her hands. With one arm, Aiko pointed to a tarp that had been laid out on the rooftop. On top of the tarp, which had been folded into thirds to provide padding, was an array of ninja weapons. There were stars, shuko claws, a lock pick kit, and a sword. Everything that Moira would ever need, everything she had been training with, she now had as her own.


    She would finally be a ninja, officially, in the eyes of the Sakuhen clan.


    Moira stood at her full height. Before her, Aiko’s eyes twinkled. She pulled her mask down, revealing her face. As she did so, the other ninjas did the same.


    “We stand before each other with our faces uncovered,” Aiko said.


    “WE STAND BEFORE EACH OTHER WITH OUR FACES UNCOVERED,” the ninjas repeated in unison.


    “Today, we welcome Moira Mackenzie to our ranks. She has been trained. She has shown continuous improvement. She is not perfect.”


    “SHE IS NOT PERFECT,” repeated the ninjas. Moira wondered how many times they had done this ceremony before, and realized it was probably at least once for every member, unless there were some who joined in groups.


    “This is not an end,” Aiko said. “This is not a beginning. The martial artist trains to earn a black belt. It does not mean he has finished his journey. It means he has only begun. He has finally learned how to learn. That is why we call this a beginning. Today, Moira begins to learn as a ninja. Today, Moira begins to hone her talents.


    “Today, Moira has learned how to learn. This is the start of her journey. This is not an end, but a beginning.”


    “THIS IS NOT AN END,” said the ninjas, “BUT A BEGINNING.”


    “Moira,” Aiko said. “Recite the nine laws.” Moira remembered them now as if she had always known them. She could picture them in her head, picture the scroll on which they had been printed, either by Aiko or by some other ninja long ago:


    


    Rule one:	A ninja’s magic can be made from fear—or from love.


    Rule two: 	A ninja does not attack directly unless there is no other choice.


    Rule three:	A ninja finds the smart way to solve a problem.


    Rule four: 	A ninja is patient.


    Rule five:	First things first and second things second.


    Rule six:	Take care of your duties, or your duties will take care of you.


    Rule seven:	A ninja always carries tools.


    Rule sight:	A ninja is prepared for what might happen.


    Rule nine:	A ninja never lets fear stop her.


    


    Moira recited each of the rules. As she did so, Aiko nodded. Then, when Moira was finished, Aiko pointed to the weapons and tools on the tarp. “These ninja tools are now yours to keep, forever,” she said. “They are a reminder that while you have many skills and talents, and while you now possess the magic of the ninjas, you are not alone. You are a tool-using creature. You cooperate with the rest of the clan. You operate within a family that supports you. Every human being must understand that in our cooperation with others, in the bonds of family, we are strongest. Above all else, the source of power of the ninjas is love. With love, you can overcome every obstacle. With love, you can destroy your enemies—by making them your friends. With love, you can become the ninja warrior you were meant to be, and live your life strong and proud, as an example of what every young woman should strive to become. Are you ready and willing to accept this challenge?”


    “I am,” Moira said.


    “Then kneel,” Aiko said. “Kneel and show us your spirit shape.”


    Moira concentrated. When she dropped to kneel, she was standing on the four legs of the Siberian husky. All around her, other ninjas used their magic to transform into other creatures. Some were wolves, lions, tigers, or birds of prey. One was a kind of rock-man, with glowing orange eyes. There was even a massive rhinoceros. This was the magic of the Sakuhen clan, spread out before her, for all the clan to see. It was amazing. Moira felt blessed to be seeing it.


    Aiko stood. She was her human shape again. At her gesture, torches appeared in a circle around her and Moira. These were illusions, more creations of ninja magic. As Aiko held the illusion of the torches, Moira created an illusion of her own: buckets of water, which doused the flames. Aiko laughed and the two illusions disappeared.


    “Very good,” Aiko said. “You have proven yourself, Moira. You have proven that you belong within our family. You have proven that you have what it takes to become a ninja. But there is one task that I must give you now, one that you have not yet completed. Do you accept this task?”


    “I do,” Moira said, not knowing what it was.


    “That is good,” Aiko said. “For today you vow to teach your sisters. You will impart to them everything you learn. Everything you can do, they will one day do as well. And just as you stand before the Sakuhen today, they will stand before the Sakuhen tomorrow. Your sisters are the future of our clan, just as you are its present. Welcome, daughter of the Sakuhen. Welcome, daughter of the ninjas. Welcome, daughter of strength and power. And welcome, my granddaughter, whom I love very much.”


    Moira felt like she was going to cry. Aiko reached out and embraced her. They hugged each other, and around them, the normally quiet, stern ninjas began to howl like wolves. They raised their arms to the sky and howled into the wind, their necks craning, their eyes closed.


    “What are they doing?” asked Moira.


    “They are celebrating, my dear,” Aiko said. “They are celebrating the clan’s newest member. They are celebrating you.”


    * * *


    Mort, sitting in the reclining chair in the penthouse living room, heard what sounded like the howling of a pack of wolves. He shook his head. Whatever the ninjas were doing up there, he figured he didn’t want to know.


    But he had to admit that he was feeling a little less inclined to be annoyed with Aiko and her people. They had done a good job of looking out for Moira while he was laid up, and they had gone out of their way to see to it that he had everything he needed.


    He knew that there was at least one ninja hiding around somewhere, using whatever power they had to stay out of sight, but he had more or less resigned himself to it.


    Still, the howling thing—he couldn’t help but ask.


    “Hey,” he said. “I know you’re lurking around in here. Could you, you know, make yourself visible, so I can ask you a question?”


    “Of course,” said a young woman’s voice. The ninja was suddenly crouching right by Mort’s chair. She took off her mask, as Mort had already said he liked to be able to see who he was talking to. She was very pretty, probably in her mid- to late twenties.


    “So what’s the wolfpack thing all about?”


    “Those are like cheers,” said the ninja. “Moira is now officially one of the Sakuhen clan. They have been conducting the initiation ceremony on the roof.”


    “Do I want to know what that involves?” Mort said. “And shouldn’t you be up there?”


    “I asked Aiko if I could stay in the penthouse,” said the ninja. “I was worried you might need something while the rest of us were occupied.”


    “No, no,” Mort said. “I’m fine. Look, I feel pretty much back to normal. I know they said at the hospital I’d be banged up for a while, but I’m doing good. That liniment or whatever it was that Aiko gave me even helped most of my bruises go away.”


    “We call it dit da jow,” said the ninja. “There are many forms of it. We make it ourselves.”


    “I guess you’d need to produce it in bulk, the lives you folks live,” Mort said.


    “Forgive me for saying so, Mr. Gerardi, but you seem to lead a fairly dangerous life yourself.”


    “That’s a fair call,” Mort said. “At least lately. And you don’t have to call me ‘Mr. Gerardi.’ My name is Morton. Mort, if you prefer.”


    “Very well, Morton.”


    Mort looked at her expectantly. When she said nothing more, he added, “And you are...?”


    The ninja laughed, “I am sorry. We get so used to hiding who we are. My name is Matsuko.”


    “You look familiar,” Mort said. “Wait, sorry, that sounded like some kind of line. I mean of all the ninjas, I’ve seen your face before. You weren’t tailing me in public or something, were you?”


    “No,” said Matsuko, laughing. “If I had, I would have made sure you did not see me. It was me, and my friend Gabriel, who patched up your face before.”


    “Oh, right,” Mort said. “Gabriel doesn’t sound like a Japanese name.”


    “Not all members of the Sakuhen are blood family members,” she said. “Some are family members we’ve taken in. Chance, Julian, and Gabriel, for example, are all related to each other, but their family comes originally from America. They were students in Japan when we discovered them.”


    “Discovered?”


    “Ninjas who have trained can recognize each other, sense each other. A kind of intuition, you might call it. When we encounter someone who has raw talent, someone who would make a particularly good ninja, we can tell. That is how many of the non-blood-relative members of the clan are found. It keeps our numbers strong, and our talent diverse.”


    “That makes sense,” Mort said. “I guess I owe you folks an apology. I’ve been pretty rude. You’ve been nothing but patient in return. I was angry about losing my friend, and scared about what that meant for his kids. I was worried I wasn’t up to the task of taking care of them. So, I’m sorry.”


    “I think you have more than repaid any kindnesses you have been given by us, Morton,” said Matsuko.


    “How do you figure?”


    “You are the best uncle these girls could ever have. And the contrast is a very big one, because their other uncle is Jiro.”


    “Doesn’t seem like much of a compliment, then,” Mort said, laughing.


    “But it is,” said Matsuko. “You have done everything you could for Moira, Mindy, and Marci. You have endangered yourself. You have fought for them and stood to defend them. You are a brave man, Morton, and a good man. I don’t think enough people tell you that.”


    Mort didn’t know what to say. Matsuko leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. He felt himself blushing as his face grew hot.


    “What was that for?” he said.


    “Just what I said,” Matsuko told him. “You are a brave man, and a good man. You would have made an excellent ninja.”


    “No offense,” Mort said, “but I don’t think they make one of those pajama getups in my size.”


    Matsuko laughed. “Probably not,” she said. She stood. “I must check in with Aiko. You will be alright?”


    “Yeah,” he said. “I’ll be fine. I’ll be great, in fact.”


    “Okay,” she said. “I will see you later.” She bowed, turned, and walked silently from the room. Mort watched her go, convinced she would disappear in front of his eyes. But she didn’t use any magic this time.


    Maybe all that ninja guff isn’t so bad after all, he thought.


    The phone in his pocket began to vibrate. Mort took it out and answered the call.


    “Yeah?” he said. “Uh, sorry. Gerardi, I mean. It’s been a long few days.”


    “Mort,” said the voice on the other end. “It’s Ace.”


    “Ace?” Mort said, confused. “You okay, man? I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.”


    “Yeah, well,” said Ace. “I didn’t know who else to call. And I think you’re in trouble, Mort.”


    “How do you figure?” he said again.


    “Somebody tore my place apart. Everything’s been picked over. They rifled through my file cabinets, my computers, my digital media. I got burglarized once before, but it was nothing like this. Nothing of value was taken, but it’s very obvious whoever did it was looking for something specific.”


    “Something specific like the memory card I’m carrying in my wallet?”


    “It’s the only thing I can think of,” said Ace. “It’s encrypted to prevent unauthorized access. That means it was important enough to keep it hidden. Somebody wants it badly enough to break in and wreck my shop. I figured I had better warn you. They knew to come to me, which means they knew you came here.”


    “Which means they followed me,” Mort said. “That figures.”


    “You going to be okay?” Ace said. “I figured if it was important enough for this,” Mort could picture Ace gesturing to his own wrecked shop, “it might be important enough to, I don’t know, see to it you had an accident.”


    “Yeah,” Mort said. “I had an accident already.”


    “You did?” said Ace. “Are you okay?”


    “For the most part,” Mort said. “But I’m starting to think I might be in deeper water than I first realized. There’s good news, though.”


    “What’s that?”


    “I used to think I was the sort of guy who had only one friend,” Mort said. “But then you called because you actually cared if I got hurt, so I guess that means I had two.”


    “Yeah,” said Ace. “I guess it does.”


    Mort hung up the phone. He said, to the empty room, “You had better tell Aiko. If she doesn’t already know about the files I found in Stephen’s office, tell her that, too.” He smiled into the darkness. “But don’t tell her I blushed when you kissed me.”


    In the darkness, he thought he heard a young woman’s faint laughter.


    * * *


    Aiko sat across from Moira in the kitchen. They were drinking tea. One of Aiko’s ninjas came into the room and whispered something into Aiko’s ear.


    “Thank you, Marissa,” Aiko said. “Please pass the word to Chance, Julian, and anyone else guarding the roof right now.”


    “What is it?” Moira asked.


    “Marissa acts as my relay,” Aiko said. “She’s one of my most effective scouts. Just now, Matsuko overheard your Uncle Mort having a conversation with a friend of his named Ace, someone who helped Mort with an electronics discovery he made while searching your father’s office.”


    “Poor Uncle Mort!” Moira said. “We never gave him a chance to tell us what he was working on.”


    “He knows we’re watching over him,” Aiko said. “And he has come to terms with it. He asked Matsuko to pass on this information to us. She gave it to Marissa, who in turn brought it to us. I will summarize for the sake of time: your uncle discovered KTC designs for equipment that your father was hiding in his office, for some reason. Among these was a sleep-learning machine and a high-fidelity music player.”


    “Sleep learning,” Moira said. “Drexel Hoffman mentioned he was working on that.”


    “So he did,” Aiko said.


    “I won’t ask how you know,” Moira said. “So what do we do?”


    “We need to go to Hoffman’s laboratory at KTC,” Aiko said. “We need to search it, find out what’s going on at the lab, and get to the bottom of this. Because right now it looks like something Hoffman is doing, something to do with the sleep-learning equipment, has turned people into criminals in New York. Those people include at least one homeless man, your father’s assistant Sally Emery, and a factory worker from KTC.”


    “So this means—” Moira said.


    “Yes,” Aiko said. “It’s time for your first mission as a ninja.”


  




  

    
Chapter 22


    Moira let her ninja senses loose as they entered the KTC building. The place had been so familiar to her all her life, but tonight, as she sprinted through the darkened hallways, it seemed completely alien to her. It was vast, uncharted terrain, a whole new world for her to explore. She felt like that was what her life had become: a whole new world. Becoming a ninja had freed her in a way that she couldn’t have understood before. She was so eager to keep sharing what she had learned with Mindy, and then with Marci.


    As the youngest, Marci had learned the least of the skills of the ninja, but on the plus side, she was also a genius. She would have the nine rules memorized the moment she recited them. In fact, there was a good chance, with Mindy telling her things, that she would hear them that way.


    The three sisters were turning out to make quite the team. As Moira quickened her pace, she felt like she was walking on air. She looked down. She was running on all four legs. She was running in her husky shape. Aiko, in the shape of a cheetah, was running alongside her.


    This surprised her so much that she reverted to her human form. Next to her, the cheetah transformed back into Aiko.


    “Why did you stop?” her grandmother asked.


    “I was just so surprised,” Moira said. “I wasn’t expecting to change shape. I mean, I wasn’t trying to. Normally, to become an animal, to use ninja magic, I have to concentrate hard.”


    “And this time,” Aiko said., “you simply let go. You did what came naturally.”


    “Yes!” Moira said. “That’s exactly what happened.”


    “Ninja magic works best when it is not forced,” Aiko said. “When you relax and let it come naturally, the abilities you already possess will come forward and make you whatever you need to be. If you need to be fast-footed, you will become an animal that runs quickly. If you need to see something from high above, you will become a bird. If you need raw power, you will transform into a stronger animal, like an ox or a rhinoceros. Every one of your fellow ninjas has a favored form, something they do by habit. Usually it is the first form they ever created, like your dog-wolf hybrid, your husky shape. But you can be many more things, and as you grow stronger in your ninja powers, you will begin to explore them. I told you, Moira: becoming a ninja is just the start of exploring your abilities.


    “Every day, even at my age, even after all these years as a ninja, I am still learning new things about what I can do.”


    Moira nodded. As they neared Drexel Hoffman’s laboratory, she said to Aiko, “Can you tell me about my mother? About the ninja she could have been, I mean.”


    “Your mother was very talented,” Aiko said. “I regret very much that my conflict with Jiro drove her away. She was a beautiful woman, your mother, but also a beautiful soul. She was kind, and she knew how to make people feel better when they were sad. Your mother was an incredible person. I know that being with your father made her happy. But your mother was also a little sad, at times. It was almost as if she knew that because of the conflict within our family, there would always be distance between us.”


    Moira felt herself getting a little teary-eyed and sad. Aiko stopped and put her arm around her granddaughter. “I promise that I will always be here for you, Moira,” she said. “I am sorry that I was not part of your life before now. And I am sorry that your birthright as a ninja was also neglected. But I am here now. We will face this challenge. We will conquer that challenge. And it all starts with what’s behind that door.”


    The door to Hoffman’s laboratory was locked. Moira did not hesitate. She took out her lock pick kit and got to work, picking the lock and opening the door. She held it open as Aiko slipped past, then followed her grandmother through.


    There was nothing inside.


    The entire lab was empty. There were a few loose papers here and there. The furniture that remained had all been moved around, as if whoever had emptied the lab wanted to make sure that any items under the desks and chairs were found and taken. Desk drawers and filing cabinets hung open. Shelves lay bare. Workbenches that had been covered in tools and blueprints when Moira was last here were all gone. The place was completely picked clean, and that included Hoffman’s own desk. His personal effects were gone. There was not so much as a single paperclip left.


    “What does it mean, Aiko?” Moira asked.


    “It means that Jiro is a step ahead of us,” Aiko said. “He anticipated our need to explore the mysteries of what Mr. Hoffman has been working on. He has seen to it that this will not be possible.”


    “There might be stuff in the computer,” Moira said. “I could have Marci look through it.”


    “Forgive me, child,” Aiko said. “I have already asked her to do that. She searched last night for me. She broke in easily, using a—I believe she called it a ‘back door’ installed by your father. Stephen knew of Marci’s genius and encouraged her whenever possible. She used a password he gave her previously. She has been through every corner of KTC’s system, including portions of it that Mr. Hoffman tried to wall off from the rest of the network. She did not find anything. Either Mr. Hoffman already removed the data, or it was never stored on the company network to begin with. But something being done here at KTC, something Mr. Hoffman is working on or was working on, is connected to the strange happenings here in New York. And because I do not believe in coincidence, I must assume this is all linked to Jiro’s greed for your father’s company.”


    A slow clapping noise echoed through the empty laboratory.


    Aiko and Moira whirled. The noise was coming from behind them. As they watched, Jiro Akiyama walked out of the shadows.


    Uncle Jiro mocked them, still clapping, his palms striking hard enough to echo through the laboratory. As he approached, he bowed low. It was also a mocking gesture.


    “Yes,” Uncle Jiro said arrogantly. “I am a step ahead of you. I have always been a step ahead of you, because you are fools. You will never stop me. You will never defeat me. But I will give you a chance. I will give you one opportunity, because we are family.” He said it with a sneer.


    “We don’t need anything from you,” Moira said.


    “Moira,” Aiko said. “Do not speak with him. No good will come of it.”


    “Now, now,” Uncle Jiro said. “It is time your young student learned a few things—such as the fact that her father is dead because I chose to remove him.”


    Moira gasped. “It was a plane crash!” she said.


    “A plane crash I arranged,” Uncle Jiro said. “Your father and I had an agreement, after all. On his death, the company would revert to me, minus a generous trust fund to care for his daughters. I had every expectation that once he was gone, you and your sisters would be provided for, and I would own KogaTech Consolidated.”


    “You . . . murdered my father?”


    “And your mother,” Uncle Jiro said, without expression. “It was an accident. The car that took her life—that took my beautiful sister from this world—was supposed to eliminate your father. The move was a failure. For some time, I debated making another attempt. When I finally decided that removing Stephen was the right move, I made certain of his destruction. And of course, the world knows it to be an accident. My ninjas are very good at creating accidents.”


    Tears streamed down Moira’s face. Her mother. Her father. All done by Uncle Jiro.


    “You . . . are . . . evil,” she said.


    “There is no evil,” Uncle Jiro said. “There is no good. There is only the willingness to take what you want. But I mentioned an offer, and I am going to make it. You may leave. You may both go now. Go somewhere else. Canada. Mexico. Europe. Only two places are forbidden to you, Aiko. They are America and Japan. Anywhere else in the world you are free to go, so long as I never see you again, and your Sakuhen clan never troubles me again. You will cease interfering in my operations. In exchange, I will see to it no more of your beloved splinter-clan members meet with… accidents.”


    “You have gone too far, Jiro,” Aiko said. She took a step forward.


    “I am not finished,” Uncle Jiro said. “You, Moira, will sign over KTC to me immediately. You will do it without condition. You have lost your chance to have your needs considered. I will not set aside any money to support you and your sisters. But I will allow your gaijin uncle, Gerardi, to live. I could easily have finished him.”


    “We stopped you from hurting him,” Moira said. She started to reach for the sword she now wore on her back.


    “You delayed us,” Uncle Jiro said. “You did not stop us. My ninjas will hound you to the ends of the Earth. There will be nowhere you can go, nothing you can do, to stop us. We will be everywhere. We will be behind every blade of grass. We will be under every rock. We will be hidden within every tree. Sooner or later, you and everyone you love will die. You cannot stand against us forever.”


    “I’m going to make you pay for what you’ve done,” Moira said.


    “No,” Uncle Jiro said. “You are going to accept my offer before I finish counting to five.”


    “Moira,” Aiko said. “Step away from him.” She drew a pair of sai from inside her uniform.


    “I see it on your face,” Uncle Jiro said. “You are calling to your ninjas with your magic. You are reaching out to them, touching them with your soul. You are telling them to come here, to protect you, to defeat me. But you are going to have a fight on your hands. For all of my ninjas are here already.”


    He snapped his fingers. The shadows of the empty laboratory came alive with black-clad figures, all of them armed, all of them ready to attack.


    “Last chance,” Uncle Jiro said. “Leave now. Do as I command. Or you will soon learn what it means to suffer. You will learn the true meaning of pain.”


    Moira looked at Aiko. Aiko shook her head. Moira nodded in agreement.


    Aiko and Moira, acting as one, attacked.


    * * *


    Matsuko appeared by Mort’s bedside, gently shaking him awake. His eyes opened and he peered at her blearily.


    “Huh?” he said.


    “Morton,” said Matsuko. “We must go. Aiko has summoned us. She is in trouble. I must leave you and the girls here.”


    “Okay,” Mort said. “Do you need any help?”


    “No,” said Matsuko. “But Aiko does. It is urgent. Jiro is attacking her and Moira.”


    “Go,” Mort said, suddenly more awake. “Do what you have to. I’ll watch Marci and Mindy.”


    Matsuko nodded and disappeared again.


    With some difficulty, Mort got out of bed. He still felt sore from the accident, but he couldn’t go back to sleep now, knowing that something bad was happening to Moira. He shuffled across the room, pulling on his pants. Then he reached out to switch the lights on.


    She must have been lurking around here all this time, he thought. Protecting us even though we couldn’t see her. This ninja invisibility thing could make a guy paranoid. If I didn’t know better I’d think there were ninjas all around me—


    When the light came on, Mort realized he was surrounded by black-clad ninjas. They were Jiro’s people. He opened his mouth to shout a warning to Marci and Mindy in the next room.


    One of the ninjas hit him with something heavy on the back of his head. He felt himself losing consciousness.


    * * *


    Across town, Uncle Jiro’s evil ninja ranks closed in. They began throwing stars. Moira used her sword, while Aiko used her sai. Moira was new at deflecting stars with her blade, but she did a good job. She was able to keep most of them from coming close to her. Aiko, meanwhile, smashed down the stars that threatened to get past Moira.


    “Back to back!” Aiko instructed. “We will protect each other! Use your sword and stay behind the blade. The blade is protection. You must always be behind it!”


    The battle raged around them furiously. As the arrows started to fly through the air, fired by Uncle Jiro’s bowmen, Aiko did her best to deflect them all. But there were too many. An arrow nicked Moira’s shoulder. Another scratched Aiko’s leg. The forest of arrows that came at them next was twice the size of the last barrage.


    We can’t stop them all, thought Moira.


    Suddenly, another storm of arrows flew from the shadows—in the opposite direction. By some ninja miracle, the new arrows struck the enemy arrows down in midflight.


    Gray-clad Sakuhen ninjas leapt from the shadows after the arrows. They formed a protective circle around Aiko and Moira while fanning out to engage the black-clad ninjas. Soon there were furious battles all around the laboratory, as fist met fist, kick met kick, and ninjas rolled and leapt and bounded through the air. Animal forms began to appear. Flames shot through the air and appeared on the floor. Bolts of lightning streaked through the room. Then a dark mist started to fill the laboratory. It was all ninja magic, as the many warriors used their powers, their fists, their feet, and their weapons to clash with deadly precision.


    So equally matched were the Sakuhen and Uncle Jiro’s forces that no one was seriously hurt. It quickly became apparent to Moira, fighting from within the circle of Sakuhen next to Aiko, that this fight could end in nothing but a draw. But that didn’t make any sense. Uncle Jiro had bragged about how his ninjas focused on fighting.


    Aiko’s ninjas were more interested in developing their magic and becoming better people. It would make sense that Uncle Jiro’s warriors were better fighters, or at least meaner fighters. But, curiously, the two forces were at a standstill. That didn’t make any sense. Why weren’t Uncle Jiro’s people winning?


    “Aiko,” Moira said, as the pair fought together. Moira whirled her sword this way and that. Aiko’s sai flashed as she knocked away more swords, more ninja stars, and more arrows.


    “Are you all right?” Aiko asked, sounding worried.


    “It’s a trick!” Moira said. “They’re deliberately making this take longer than it should. They’re trying to waste time!”


    “It’s a diversion,” Aiko said. “We must get back to the penthouse. We must make sure Marci and Mindy—”


    “No,” shouted Uncle Jiro. “You mustn’t. Because you needn’t.”


    At the sound of Uncle Jiro’s voice, all of his ninjas stopped fighting. They withdrew into the shadows. Uncle Jiro showed himself once more. This time, he wore his crocodile grin. Moira didn’t like it. Something was wrong.


    “Did I mention before,” he said, “that you Sakuhen fools have been a step behind me from the beginning?” He spread his hands. “You have twenty-four hours. I don’t merely want KTC turned over to me. There is certain data that you have. Data that I believe Gerardi found and is hiding somewhere. It is designs for sleep-learning equipment developed by KTC researchers. Stephen hid the research years ago, believing it to be too powerful—because it was. Gerardi, somehow, has stumbled across that information. I want it. It must be true, what they say. Even a blind squirrel finds a nut from time to time.”


    “Why would we do that?” demanded Aiko.


    “I’ve given you no other choice,” Uncle Jiro said. “While you idiots were fighting here, engaged in a pointless battle designed only to waste your time, I was taking Moira’s sisters. Marci and Mindy are now my prisoners.” He took a phone from his pocket and tossed it casually through the air. Moira caught it.


    “That is one of my phones,” Uncle Jiro said. Any moment now, there will be a text message.”


    The phone vibrated.


    Moira looked at the screen. “WE CAN’T WAIT TO SEE YOU,” said the message. “SO MUCH FEAR HERE. TWO FEAR, ONE FOR EACH OF US.”


    “Do you recognize the number?” Uncle Jiro said, smiling.


    The number was Marci’s.


    “I want to speak to them,” Moira said. “Let me talk to them.”


    “No,” Uncle Jiro said. “You will take me at my word. I have had enough of these foolish games with you and your kind.” He turned to leave and signaled his ninjas to accompany him. Without turning around, he said, “I am holding your sisters in my building. You will never get through our defenses. In exactly one day, I will see to it you never see Marci or Mindy again, if you do not agree to my wishes. Sign the computer over to me and bring me the technology that your father tried to hide from me. Your sisters’ lives depend on it.”


    He swept out of the room.


    Moira stared at Aiko as the Sakuhen ninjas gathered around.


    She had no idea what to do now.


  




  

    
Chapter 23


    Drexel Hoffman sat at his lab bench in the Akiyama Building, biting his nails. This was going all wrong. It was never supposed to be like this. The ninjas, the fighting, the scheming, the tests on unwilling human subjects—it was nothing like he thought things would be at all. It terrified him. Everything terrified him. He was scared all the time now.


    When the door opened and Jiro Akiyama strode in, it only made him more nervous. Jiro was a monster of a human being. He was quickly learning that. He didn’t know how he would ever come to terms with it. But there was also no going back to KogaTech Consolidated. Not after he committed corporate espionage and sold his KTC work to Akiyama.


    “You,” Jiro said, pointing a finger at Hoffman. “You never look happy. You should feel elated, Mr. Hoffman. All our plans are coming together. Soon, you will be very wealthy, as you have always desired, and I will have everything I need.”


    “I never agreed to test the sleep-learners on people from our own company,” Hoffman said.


    “What, are you upset about Sally Emery? Or that assembly floor worker? I don’t see what you are concerned about. The worker is nobody. A number. There are countless others like him. And to be perfectly honest, I never liked Sally Emery. She always had a very superior air about her, even in brief phone conversations when I spoke with Stephen Mackenzie.”


    “So you condemn someone to jail because you never liked them?” Hoffman said.


    “It was a necessary test,” Jiro said. “Let me remind you that if you had secured Stephen’s research as I told you to do, we would not have had to reinvent the wheel based on your half-remembered knowledge of the designs.”


    “I couldn’t do anything about that!” said Hoffman. “It was years ago when we perfected the first prototype. It took an entire group of engineers, some of whom have since left the company, to perfect those first prototypes. They were incredibly powerful. The sleep-learning technology didn’t just teach people new things while they were asleep. It actually programmed their brains. It was amazing. The potential for education, for job training, for any kind of compressed-time learning, was incredible. But Stephen said the machine was too powerful. He didn’t trust technology like that to enter the market. He was convinced it would be misused. So he made me swear never to develop the designs again, and he hid the plans for the original prototypes.”


    “Which is why we have had to recreate the work, using your faulty memory and hit-or-miss experimentation,” Jiro said. “The public tests are necessary to make sure people really will do as we tell them, even if they don’t want to. Sally Emery would never rob a bank, but thanks to the sleep-learning machine my ninjas slipped under her pillow, she committed armed robbery the very next day. It is perfect. It is the perfect plan. But it almost did not work because it took you so long to get the design right—and ours still are not as powerful as Stephen’s originals. That is why I have demanded the original plans be returned.”


    “I searched this entire building,” said Hoffman. “I looked everywhere. How Gerardi found them I will never understand.”


    “Blind squirrels,” Jiro said softly.


    “What?”


    “Nothing,” Jiro said. “Once we have the original designs, you will see to it that manufacturing moves forward. Moira will sign KTC over to me and we will use its facilities, or we will finance the building of our own, should she refuse.”


    “But I thought only KTC had what we needed to build the sleep-learners?” said Hoffman.


    “If you believed that you are stupider than I thought,” Jiro said. “It wasn’t a matter of technology or tooling. Those things can be bought. It was a matter of money. Akiyama Corporation is deeply in debt and has been operating at a loss for years. Its credit rating is destroyed. I could not get the loans I needed to build a factory to make the sleep-learners. That was why I needed KTC. I needed its capital. I needed its facilities. I needed its money. But thanks to the success of our sleep-learning technology, even if we have to use your design and not Stephen’s original for the first generation, I can guarantee a profit. And with that guarantee I can go into personal debt to build the factories. A year later, I will have made a fortune. I will be richer and more powerful than any other man on this planet.”


    “I don’t understand,” said Hoffman.


    “Are you really that stupid?” Jiro demanded. “Why do you think I have had my ninjas slipping sleep-learners under New Yorkers’ pillows? I needed to make sure your design worked. I’d have had that oaf Gerardi walk himself straight into prison, too, if he weren’t guarded so closely by Aiko’s ninjas. I have never seen them work so hard to protect someone.


    “Only Moira and the girls were better guarded, which was why I had to start what amounted to a ninja war to draw off the girls’ guards and kidnap them.”


    “You shouldn’t be admitting this to me,” said Hoffman. “I shouldn’t know any of this.”


    “Do not fool yourself, little man,” Jiro said. “When I first approached you it was because I could see that you longed to be your own man, not Stephen’s employee. You have been part of this from the beginning. Do not waste my time with your nerves now. Besides, we both stand to gain.”


    “You’re crazy,” Hoffman said softly.


    “Is it crazy to want to be rich? Is it crazy to want to be powerful? Is it crazy to formulate a plan that makes these things possible?” Jiro demanded.


    “The sleep-learning technology brainwashes the people who use it. Yes, it could be much more effective if we had the original design that Stephen hid, but no matter. You were able to develop a working model, first in secret, then openly when Stephen was out of the way.”


    “I . . . I didn’t want him to be killed,” Hoffman said.


    “I do not care what you think you wanted,” Jiro said. “It was necessary to remove him and so he was removed.


    “With the sleep-learners disguised as music players or other consumer products, I can send signals to anyone who buys Akiyama Corporation’s products that they should be loyal to my company and no other. I can triple my sales overnight. I can push the company’s balance sheet back into the black. It is the perfect crime—because it is no crime at all. After all, how could it possibly be illegal to benefit from the fact that people are buying my products and not my competitors’ products?”


    “We’re brainwashing people, not teaching them,” Hoffman said.


    “So we are,” Jiro replied. “And we’re going to brainwash them to make us rich. It will have a ripple effect. I will use the sleep-learning technology to make more and more people across the world buy Akiyama Corporation products. They will use them. They will fall under their influence. They will buy more products. They will give them as gifts. Those who receive them will use them, and suddenly buy nothing but my products. It will create a beautiful pyramid of sales that benefits me. By the time the New Year comes, bolstered by the Christmas shopping season, I will have so much market share that having or not having KTC will make little difference.”


    “You never said anything about financial problems before,” Hoffman said.


    “Of course not,” Jiro said. “I never told you I would be kidnapping little girls, either. But you are party to that crime just like all the others. Never forget that, Hoffman. Now start drawing up designs for a sleep-learner manufacturing line. By the end of the month, I want to be producing Akiyama Corporation sleep-learners. Not prototypes, mind you—production models. It is time to bring this product to the masses.”


    Without another word, Jiro turned and strode out of the room. The door shut quietly behind him.


    Drexel Hoffman started biting his nails again.


    This was bad. This was very bad. Hoffman would admit to being greedy. It was part of his nature. But he wasn’t stupid. And he could see through Jiro by this point. If anything went wrong with the plan, if at any point Jiro thought he would have to scrap the whole scheme, Jiro would try to pin the blame on Hoffman.


    That’s all I am to him, he thought. A tool. A means to an end. He’s using me.


    Hoffman sat, twitching and shaken and worried. This partnership with Jiro had been a mistake. If he tried to leave, if he tried to refuse, Jiro would make him suffer for it.


    He was trapped. He was trapped just as those girls were, somewhere in the building.


    * * *


    “We know where they are,” Uncle Mort said. “Jiro told you he had them held hostage in his building here in New York. We should call the cops. We call the cops, the cops raid the building, and just like that, Marci and Mindy are back with us.”


    He was sitting on the couch in the living room with an ice pack on the back of his head. Matsuko was holding the ice pack and would periodically check the cut on his scalp, dab at the cut with a handkerchief, and then put the ice pack back. Mort was in a very bad mood. He blamed himself for the girls being kidnapped. He would never accept that a man as capable and strong as himself could be bested, even by an overwhelming force of ninjas who outnumbered him five to one.


    If Jiro’s men had not been in a hurry to kidnap Marci and Mindy as quickly as possible, evading Aiko’s intercepting force, they might well have applied a more permanent solution to the problem of Mort.


    Aiko, Moira, and some of Aiko’s ninjas sat in the living room. Moira was sitting on the other end of the couch. Aiko was cross-legged on the floor, as were some of the others. Several more stood guard. Moira had never seen the ninjas so agitated. She guessed that made sense. Two of the people they had tried so hard to protect had been stolen out from under them. It was no wonder that they, like Mort, were upset.


    “Morton,” Aiko said. “While I understand your frustration, that solution will never work. Ordinary police cannot hope to face Jiro’s ninjas and survive. They will be cut down from the shadows. Jiro is a lawless man, accustomed to getting what he wants. When he threatens Marci and Mindy, he means it. He intends to harm them if we do not give him what he wants.”


    “We could just give in,” Moira said. Mort and Aiko stared at her. “He wants the company. He wants the information Uncle Mort has. We could just give him the stuff. He would honor his agreement.”


    “He would,” Aiko said, “because Uncle Jiro, as evil as he is, believes he has honor. But where would that leave us? Uncle Jiro would have the power he craves, you girls would have nothing, and your father’s murderer would never be brought to justice.”


    “They’d be alive,” Mort said.


    “Do not count on it,” Aiko said. “Jiro might keep his bargain now, but he will betray us at the first opportunity. The moment he feels justified, he will take action to destroy us. He will not be satisfied with total power. He must have total power while also eliminating anyone he believes has ever wronged him. That includes the girls. That includes me. And it includes you, Morton.”


    “No, I get it,” Mort said. “Giving in will only buy us a little time, not safety. I just—I just want Mindy and Marci back. Maybe we should contact the cops after all. Or maybe I should hire mercenaries. They could storm that building with guns blazing. Real hard-nosed types. Like security contractors from Iraq and Afghanistan.”


    “Noble and competent though such men might be,” Aiko said, “Jiro’s world is not theirs. It would not be fair to expect such men to fight ninjas, and we would never be able to get them in time.”


    “True,” Mort said. “We’d need several days. We have less than one.”


    “So what can we do?” Moira asked. “Giving in isn’t an option because it only gives Uncle Jiro everything he wants. He’ll just hurt more people. Calling the cops won’t help because it will get the cops hurt. Trying to use overwhelming force won’t work because we can’t get the people we would need in time.”


    “What do you think we should do?” Aiko said. “What is left?


    “The only option I can see is another ninja mission,” Moira said. “But that means facing Uncle Jiro again. I’m not sure I’m ready, Aiko.”


    “No one is ever sure they are ready,” Aiko said. “I have told you this.”


    “But...” Moira said.


    “I believe in you,” Aiko said.


    “Then...” Moira said. “I guess we had better get ready. Because it won’t be easy to break into Uncle Jiro’s building.”


    “It will be harder than you know, child,” Aiko said. “But every challenge is an opportunity to grow.”


    “Unless the plant gets killed in the process,” Mort muttered.


  




  

    
Chapter 24


    A thunderstorm was brewing as Moira and Aiko approached the Davis Building. They crept out of the shadows, heading for the entrance.


    “I don’t know if I’m ready,” Moira said for the tenth time. “Aiko, what if I can’t do this? What if, because of me, we don’t save Mindy and Marci?”


    Aiko turned and put a hand on Moira’s shoulder. She dropped to one knee and looked Moira in the eye.


    “I care more about you than anything in the world,” she said. “You and your sisters. If you tell me you’re not ready for this, Moira, I will respect that. But if that’s the case, you need to hurry home. None of the clan will think any less of you.”


    Moira looked up at the Davis Building—and the Akiyama Building across from it. Somewhere in the Akiyama Building her sisters were waiting for her. They were counting on her. They needed her to rescue them. She couldn’t let them down. She could never live with the guilt. Even if Marci and Mindy came home safe, rescued by the other ninjas, Moira would always look at herself in the mirror and see a failure, someone who couldn’t do what was right when the moment came.


    “No,” Moira said. “I’ll go. I need to save my sisters. I need to show them they can count on me.”


    “I know that they know they can,” Aiko said. “But you have to know it too.”


    “I understand,” Moira said. “I’m ready.”


    “Okay,” Aiko said. “Then from this moment on, you are fully committed. You are a ninja. There is no turning back.”


    “No turning back,” Moira nodded.


    They entered the Davis Building. As Aiko opened the door, her gray-clad Sakuhen ninjas appeared from the shadows.


    “Aiko,” Moira said. “Should I be focusing more on being invisible?”


    “Remember what I told you about just letting it happen?” Aiko said. “There will come a time in your training when maintaining invisibility is as normal as breathing. You won’t think about it. In fact, there will be a day, sometime in your future, when you need to be seen by someone and it will take you a moment’s concentration to dispel the invisibility that keeps you hidden.”


    They entered the stairwell of the building. It would be a very long climb to the top, but there was no other way. Aiko had explained on the way over that elevators were nothing but traps. If Uncle Jiro had control of the elevators, it would be a simple matter to box the Sakuhen into one steel chamber and let it fall down the shaft. That would end his ninja problems once and for all. But even if Uncle Jiro did not control the elevators in the Davis Building, he certainly would have full control of the facilities in his own Akiyama Building—plus, elevators were natural choke points.


    For the ninja, anything that formed a “choke point” was something to avoid. The true strength of the ninjas lay in being able to attack a threat, or face an enemy, as a cooperative force. Choke points forced the ninjas to travel single file or in smaller groups. A doorway could be a choke point. A narrow hallway was a choke point. In the old Western movies, a narrow pass through the mountains was a choke point.


    Choke points gave a smaller or weaker foe the ability to fight off a larger force because the larger force had to travel in smaller numbers through the narrow passageway. You’re wool-gathering again, she told herself. As they climbed stair after stair, she focused on her breathing. The rhythm of moving up the tall building was almost hypnotic.


    She started reciting the nine laws to herself. It occurred to her how useful the laws were. They weren’t just rules for being a ninja. They were great rules for living your life.


    A ninja’s magic can be made from fear or from love. That meant that no matter what you did in life, you could either have a positive attitude and approach things productively, or you could have a negative, fearful attitude. Negativity just made everything worse. Mindy’s attitude had been one of fear. So had Moira’s. So had Marci’s. They had all been hiding from each other, and from the world, in their own ways when their father disappeared. The power of the ninja, the love of Uncle Mort and Aiko, the wonder of the Sakuhen clan—it had all brought them out of their shells and taught them love instead of fear.


    Even as she climbed, Moira realized that she was living the second rule, too: never attack directly unless you don’t have a choice. Well, when Uncle Jiro kidnapped Mindy and Marci, he had guaranteed that there was no other choice. Moira and Aiko had no choice but to come and get Moira’s sisters. The cops wouldn’t be able to help against Uncle Jiro’s trained ninjas. Uncle Mort, as much as he wanted to pitch in, wouldn’t do any better against the ninjas than the cops would—and there was only one of him. Her father used to say that “the supply of cops in the city is functionally infinite.” What he’d meant was that, yes, there was only a certain number of police officers in New York, but when they were after just one person, there were so many cops that they would never run out. That’s why running from the cops just didn’t make any sense to her father. They would always catch up to you eventually.


    Was attacking Uncle Jiro the smart way to solve a problem, the way rule three said? It was necessary. She hoped they were approaching the plan the smart way. She thought so. Somehow staging an attack felt like something she didn’t necessarily want to call “smart,” but again, it was necessary. Uncle Mort had once told her that when another person stopped reasoning with you and started fighting, you couldn’t reason your way through a fist. You had to fight back or you’d get a bloody nose.


    Rule four said that a ninja was patient. Moira wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She believed in the rule. Patience was very useful. But she had to admit that she didn’t feel very patient most of the time. She was in a hurry right now, in fact, to set her sisters free. She couldn’t bear the thought of them being held prisoner.


    The fifth rule was perhaps her favorite: first things first and second things second. It was the sort of saying that helped you put everything in perspective. When you were faced with a big problem, like the one they were fighting now, you couldn’t look at the whole at once. Scaling first one building, then crossing to another, then finding Marci and Mindy, and maybe fighting Uncle Jiro’s ninjas along the way—none of that sounded simple and it certainly seemed overwhelming. But break it down into the individual steps in the order they had to go, and suddenly they didn’t seem as threatening. Climb the stairs to the next floor. Do it again until you’re at the top. Cross over. Find your sisters. Escape from the building. It all seemed much simpler broken down like that.


    If I take care of my duties, my duties won’t take care of me, she thought. That’s a good lesson too—the sixth rule. It teaches you to be mindful of your responsibilities. That’s something I am really starting to understand.


    They reached yet another fire door, but this one was locked. Moira pushed it three times before she realized. The other doors hadn’t been locked, but someone had secured this one.


    “There will likely be security beyond this point,” Aiko said. “Everyone, stay alert. There is no telling what Jiro may have put in our way. We must use caution.” To Moira she said, “Watch for tripwires, dear. They are a favorite trap of Uncle Jiro’s.”


    “Tripwires?”


    “Fine wires stretched across the stairway or the corridor,” Aiko said. “They are usually connected to something dangerous, something sharp that swings down to harm you, or even an explosive. The wires themselves can be very fine, like a fishing line. You must be careful where you step. Do not trip over anything like that.”


    “I don’t know if I would recognize it if I saw it,” Moira said. She crouched down.


    She froze.


    Moira was staring right at a tripwire. “Aiko! Aiko! I found one!”


    “Then you know what to do, child,” Aiko said. “This is why rules seven and eight say that we always carry tools and we are always prepared for what might happen. The lock picks, the weapons, the other tools we carry—all of these provide assistance when danger or difficulty comes. One never knows what one may face. It falls to us to anticipate these needs and find ways to cope with them. Being a ninja is all about adapting to adversity.”


    Aiko bent down and, using the multitool she carried, clipped the tripwire at the catch end so it couldn’t go off. It was connected to some kind of canister that Aiko explained might be a smoke grenade—or something much worse. There were canisters that looked like smoke grenades but which had something inside them called “white phosphorus.” This was a substance that burned so hot it was almost impossible to put out. Talk about adversity…


    Adapting to adversity made sense to Moira. She was certainly feeling some adversity right now. But that only reminded her of the ninth rule: a ninja never lets fear stop her. That was a good rule to live by at all times. Her father had taught her that fear was healthy because it taught you when something might be dangerous. Fear caused you to be careful when you needed to be careful. But too much fear could cripple you, because you might be so cautious about everything that you end up risking nothing and doing nothing. Life, her father believed, was all about risks. Some gambles you won. Others you lost.


    I miss you so much, Dad, she thought.


    With that thought came more anger. She had to force herself to tamp it back down. Being too angry was not going to help her. Fury, even righteous anger, as Aiko had once described it—these strong emotions would only make it more difficult to achieve her goals. It was like trying to carefully assemble a house of cards and getting frustrated when one or two fell down. If you got angry and started smashing the cards with your fists, you would never make a card house at all.


    Yet too often, people reacted to setbacks or problems by getting so angry that they had almost no chance of fixing the problem they were trying to solve in the first place.


    Never let fear—or anger—stop you, Moira thought. She wondered if anyone ever added to or changed the nine rules. Maybe it was just expected that you’d tack on some of your own life lessons as you learned and grew in the ninja tradition.


    She stopped, suddenly. There, in the middle of the next stairwell, was a coiled cobra waiting to strike. Moira did not particularly like snakes. They did not terrify her, but she wasn’t comfortable around them either. The cobra took notice of her and started to rise up, its hood flaring.


    “Moira?” Aiko asked. “What is it?”


    “Don’t you see the snake?” Moira answered.


    Aiko frowned. “Now I do. Sometimes the illusion takes longer to take root in one person than another.”


    The enemy ninja was likely on the other side of the door. Aiko and Moira took up positions on either side of the door. Aiko pulled several throwing stars from inside her uniform. Then, at her signal, Moira threw open the fire door.


    Aiko threw her stars in. There was a muffled scream as the ninja who had been projecting the snake illusion was struck by one of the stars. He might have just yelped while trying to avoid it, but Moira didn’t think so. His shriek sounded like one of pain as one of the sharp little stars found its mark.


    The other clan members backing them up went flying through the door. Moira wasn’t sure why at first until she saw the arrows begin to thud into the wall and door. Ninjas stationed on the other side of the entryway were trying to hit Aiko’s people with whatever they had.


    Aiko went down on one knee, took something from inside her uniform, and threw it. It was the canister from the tripwire trap. She had pocketed it when Moira wasn’t looking.


    I’m going to have to work on my sleight of hand, Moira thought.


    They were getting very high up in the Davis Building now. Moira realized that soon it would be time to make the crossing. The idea of those heights really scared her. She hoped she didn’t lose her nerve.


    A ninja never lets fear stop her, she repeated to herself. You, Moira Mackenzie, can do this. She continued to follow the ninjas up from landing to landing. They encountered another locked door, and this time it was Aiko who picked the lock. When the ninja leader threw it open, a flurry of ninja stars whistled through the air and struck the wall behind the open door.


    This time it was Moira’s turn to cast an illusion. She created the image of a massive group of gray-clad ninjas, all of them armed with razor-sharp swords, all of them running forward. She thought she could hear gasps of fear from the other side. It was a good illusion because it was so believable. The ninjas on the other side of the doorway were expecting enemy ninjas to come at them. They wouldn’t have believed a sudden fire, or a monster, or whatever other imagery came from the imagination—but being overrun by the Sakuhen was genuinely something they feared.


    “Now!” Aiko said loudly. “Press the attack, while they are confused!”


    The Sakuhen followed Aiko up the next stairwell, fighting the fleeing ninjas as they caught up with them. Swords clashed. Sai struck each other. More ninja stars were exchanged. There was a lot of punching and kicking, as martial arts skills long practiced finally came into play. For a lot of the ninjas fighting, this was their first opportunity to prove to themselves that their training worked. It was true of both sides. Moira only hoped that, when this was all over, her side—the one that had her sisters, Aiko, Mort, and all of the friends and family she had encountered up to now—would be victorious.


    They finally reached the door to the roof. Moira was astonished to discover that she was not all that tired. A climb of that height, a little over a year ago, would have left her exhausted, spent, and hunting for an elevator. She was healthier, stronger, and more capable than ever before.


    But she was still very scared.


    They emerged on the roof. A pair of Jiro’s black-clad ninjas were here. Aiko stopped and held out her hand. Did she recognize one of them? She was making it clear that no one was to approach.


    “Hiromitsu,” Aiko said. “Stop. Do not do this.”


    Just then an arrow, fired from the Sakuhen, struck the other black-clad ninja in the leg. He collapsed and crawled away, Hiromitsu looking after him with a mixture of pity and anger. When Jiro’s second-in-command turned back to the Sakuhen, he ripped off his mask in fury.


    “You fools,” he said. “Jiro has anticipated this move. That is why I am here. That is why you must confront and defeat me if you wish to go any further. I am better than any one of you. Your advance stops here. Jiro is the rightful heir to the Akiyama clan. Jiro is a strong leader. And it is Jiro whom I will follow.”


    “You made that clear when we parted company,” Aiko said.


    That must mean Hiromitsu was part of Aiko’s group, before or after Jiro showed up, Moira thought. He must sided with Jiro.


    “Please,” Hiromitsu said. “Aiko, I do not hate you. I simply cannot allow you to interfere in my master’s plans.”


    “Listen to yourself,” Aiko said. “You do not say ‘master’ as one might respectfully address a man who has mastered his craft. You do not respect Jiro as a martial artist or a ninja. You fear him. You say ‘master’ like a slave identifying his owner. You have made the wrong choice, Hiromitsu. Jiro will only lead you to ruin. You must understand that.”


    “No,” Hiromitsu said. “Jiro is right. You are wrong. You are weak.”


    “Then you should have no trouble defeating me and ending the threat to your master’s rule,” Aiko said.


    Hiromitsu growled—and charged.


    He did not reach for his weapons. He did not try to do anything fancy. He simply became a large, black wolf, hurling his body at Aiko, his anger pouring out of him as a great, rumbling howl. Aiko did not meet him on his terms, however. She did not change into an animal. She simply stood, knees slightly bent, arms outstretched, as Hiromitsu charged.


    He thinks his anger gives him power and strength, Moira thought. And maybe it does. But anger also blinds him to what his opponent is doing. His own arrogance will defeat him. His anger is his own worst enemy. It’s like fear in that way. Giving in to fear, giving in to anger—he’s going to lose and he doesn’t even realize it.


    As the black wolf collided with Aiko, she dug her fingers into its fur, crouched down, and swiveled at the waist. The wolf’s momentum carried it well beyond that point. Hiromitsu had been going much too fast to stop or change course. He was helpless when Aiko used his own momentum against him.


    He flew right off the roof.


    The scream Hiromitsu made was followed by the shriek of a bird. He had transformed at that last minute and was now in the shape of an eagle. He was flying away from the two buildings, away from the conflict.


    “Where’s he going?” Moira asked.


    “He does not know,” Aiko said. “He only knows that in a single move I humiliated him. He will go somewhere now and try to feel better, try to recover and save face. But he has failed his cruel master—and so he may not be able to return to the Akiyama clan.”


    “He was one of the Sakuhen before he went with Jiro?”


    “Yes,” Aiko said. “Many of Jiro’s followers were once part of my family.”


    “It grieves me to see them following a tyrant like Jiro and to see them settling for so much less. Their lives could be so much more, if only they had a better leader. A worthy leader.”


    Moira looked around the roof of the Davis Building. There did not seem to be anyone else here.


    “He made his second-in-command wait for us here, thinking that would be enough,” Aiko said, as if reading Moira’s thoughts. “His arrogance has always been, and always will be, his downfall. Come. It is time to make the crossing.”


    The ninjas approached the edge of the roof. At Aiko’s signal, several of them removed a series of tubes from within their ninja uniforms. As Moira watched, fascinated, the ninjas assembled the tubes into a pneumatic grappling gun. The “gun” was really just an air-powered cannon that threw a metal hook through the air. The hook was attached to a spool of climbing rope designed to carry a lot of weight. The idea was to fire the hook across the space between the two buildings. There were lots of things sticking out of the roof of the Akiyama Building, including antennas and satellite dishes and all kinds of other equipment. The grappling hook would get tangled up in one of these things, the ninjas would pull the rope tight, and then they would zip line down the rope like tourists on vacation.


    The Davis Building was slightly taller than the Akiyama Building, which is what made it all possible. Gravity was going to work for them, Aiko said.


    Moira didn’t like talk of gravity right now.


    She had always had a fear of heights. It had been with her for as long as she could remember. And while she understood that there was nothing to fear, that did not help when it came to the reality of staring at the streets of New York far below. There had been times, when she was younger, that she didn’t even like to go out on the balcony of their penthouse because it was so high off the ground.


    There were New Yorkers who would kill for a daily view like the one the penthouse afforded, but to Moira it was all just a little terrifying.


    One of the ninjas fired the grappling hook. It took a lot longer than Moira would have thought possible for the hook to get all the way across the span between the two buildings. When it did, it quickly wrapped itself around one of the satellite dishes on Uncle Jiro’s skyscraper.


    Pulling the line taught, the ninjas tied it off. Then the Sakuhen started readying the handlebars they would use to travel the zip line. As Moira watched, first one, then another used the zip line to cross.


    Then it was her turn.


    Just go, she told herself. And much to her surprise, she just did. Hanging on for dear life, she felt the ninjas pushing her from behind, and then she was flying down the zip line, picking up speed, watching the buildings below go by so quickly that it almost made her nauseous. She managed, though, and when she got to the other side, the ninjas were waiting to help her down. Soon, the entire contingent had made the crossing.


    The skies had been darkening for hours, hidden by the night sky, but now the storm started in earnest. Rain began to fall. Thunder rumbled.


    Uncle Jiro and his ninjas appeared from the shadows.


    “Take cover!” Aiko had time to shout. Moira dropped down behind some ductwork.


    The ninja star spanged! as it struck the heating vent. Crouching, Moira gripped her sword, took a deep breath, and got ready to jump.


    You can do this, she told herself. You really can do this.


    Lightning flashed. A crack of thunder rattled the machinery on the roof of the Akiyama Building. Through the storm, Moira could see the Manhattan skyline. On any other night, she would have thought it was beautiful.


    Right now, she was too scared.


  




  

    
Chapter 25


    New York City, Now


    “You took my father!” Moira shouted, her voice hoarse.


    “And now,” Uncle Jiro roared into the storm, “it’s your turn!”


    His sword cut through the air.


    The events of the last year spun past Moira’s eyes in the blink of an eye. As Uncle Jiro’s blade cleaved the space between them, she had to force herself to remain calm, to remember her lessons.


    She saw herself losing her father. She saw Uncle Jiro sending his obnoxious summons to court. She saw the attack in the tunnel. She saw Aiko showing up, training her, teaching her. She saw how worried she had been when Uncle Mort was hurt—and how relieved she was when he got better.


    She saw her sisters in danger, and herself mounting the attack on the Akiyama Building with help from the Sakuhen clan. She saw herself cross the zip line only to end up in battle with Uncle Jiro—and then she saw herself desperately making her way to the twenty-fourth floor based on the crude code that Marci had managed to send to her.


    And now here she was—fighting for her life.


    Moira’s own blade, as if by magic, came up to block Uncle Jiro’s sword. She looked down at her hands as if she had never seen them before. Uncle Jiro roared in anger. He came at her again and again, slashing and stabbing. He switched to an underhand grip because of the close quarters. The ninja sword slashed in figure-eight patterns through the hallway.


    It hadn’t seemed real to her before now, but facing the razor-sharp sword, seeing it slash the air before her, she realized that Uncle Jiro truly meant to kill her. He wasn’t trying to scare her. He wasn’t trying to warn her off. He wasn’t trying to get her to give up her father’s company. He had one thought in his head: he wanted to murder his own niece. He intended to use the sword to do it.


    She found herself filled with anger. This evil man had killed her mother, his own sister. This evil man had taken her father away from her. This evil man had hurt Sally Emery and countless other people with his schemes. He deserved to be destroyed. He deserved to suffer as much as he had made other people suffer. It was the only thing that would be fair. It was the only thing that would be right. Uncle Jiro had to pay. She had to be the one to make him see that. Maybe, if she could get her sword into him just right . . .


    No. No, not that way. Moira realized her thinking was all wrong.


    Rage was Uncle Jiro’s way. Anger was Uncle Jiro’s path. Greed, hate, lust for power—these were the things that made him what he was. She would not fight him with anger. She couldn’t afford to play his game his way. After all, she could never be more hateful than Uncle Jiro. She could never be angrier at the world. Upset as she was at what had happened to her since her mother died, she could not accept that Uncle Jiro was the person she should strive to become.


    She had seen so much good, seen so many improvements. Uncle Jiro was the sort of person who would never recognize that. Nothing was ever enough for him. His greed and his need to hurt people had consumed him.


    At that moment, she felt sorry for him. And at the same time, she felt a surge of power, as if the essence of ninjutsu, the art of the ninja, were inside every part of her body. She could feel it in her arms and legs. She could feel it in her stomach. She could feel it in her fingers. She could even feel it in her nose.


    Uncle Jiro was wrong. Uncle Jiro was bad. And because of that, Uncle Jiro was going to lose. Let it happen, she thought. As their sword blades cracked together, as her uncle grew more and more desperate, she let her ninja sense guide her. Her body knew the movements. She had been trained by Aiko, yes, but something about this was in her blood, just as Aiko had said. She could truly believe that she, her sisters, her grandmother, and yes, her mother had all shared this power.


    Her sword was moving effortlessly now. She held it in a loose but secure grip, letting the blade do the work for her. The more she relaxed, the faster her blade got. She let her feet move as they wanted to. She was moving in and around her uncle, laughing, feinting, dancing in and out, daring him to slash or stab her. He fought furiously with his ninja sword, but no matter what he did, he could not get past her guard. He could not defeat her.


    “This cannot be!” he finally shouted in frustration. “You are a girl! You are just a girl!”


    “You never did understand,” Moira said. “I can do anything you can do.”


    Uncle Jiro fought harder as sweat began to pour down his face. He moved his sword faster. Now his sword blade was striking Moira’s so fast and so hard that sparks were being raised off the blades. Uncle Jiro kept fighting, desperate, but now Moira was backing him down the hallway.


    “You killed my mother,” Moira said calmly. It was not a question. It was more an acknowledgment of what her uncle had told her before. “I want you to know that learning that about you doesn’t hurt me,” she said. “My mother is gone. Your sister is gone. I’m going to take away everything you have, Uncle Jiro. The company you’re so proud of. The money you’re so greedy for. The power you have over your clan of ninjas. I’m taking that all away to teach you a lesson about what you did. You took my mother. And you took my father.”


    “Stop talking!” Uncle Jiro screamed. “Your mother was an accident! I loved my sister. I just wanted her to leave Stephen and live up to her potential. She could have been so much more! She settled for him. I tried to remove him from this Earth so she would know she could do better. She should have married a Japanese man. She should have stayed by my side. She should have been part of my clan. But instead she chose your grandmother. Over me! It wasn’t fair. But I never would have hurt her. It was an accident.”


    “How many more accidents are going to rule your life, Uncle Jiro?” Moira asked. She had moved into a zone where time slowed down and her actions became deliberate and perfect. She started pressing her attack, striking and slashing, stabbing and hacking. She drove Uncle Jiro against the wall and, when his attention flickered down to his sword, she struck.


    She levered the sword out of his hand and threw it down the corridor with her own blade. Jiro’s sword stuck point-first next to the elevator doors.


    She put the blade of her ninja sword to his throat. “I know my sisters are on this floor,” she told him. “I know they’re on twenty-four. Give them to me now. I want my sisters back, and I’m not going to stop until I get them.”


    “How dare you,” he hissed. Even with the tip of her sword at his throat, he still managed to be arrogant. “You are a girl. You are a teenager. I have been training in the ninja arts since long before you were born, and for longer than you have been alive! You can’t speak to me that way. I’ll make sure that you never see your sisters again!”


    “You can’t hide them from me,” Moira said. “Did you forget? The ninja tradition runs in our blood. I can sense them. I can tell they’re at the end of the hallway on the left. And I know there’s nothing you can do now to stop me.”


    “A few lessons and she is an expert ninja!” Uncle Jiro shouted mockingly. “How different a song you will be singing when I take that sword away from you and make you eat it! Why, I don’t think you—”


    Uncle Jiro attacked in mid-sentence. She should have seen the trick coming. It was exactly the sort of thing he would do. He slapped the flat of her sword blade with his palm, shifting the point away from his throat.


    Then, again using his palms, he pressed against the flat of the blade from both sides and levered the sword out of her grip. Dropping the blade, he smacked her across the face with the back of his hand. The pain was so sharp and surprising that Moira saw stars.


    “What’s the matter, girl?” Uncle Jiro asked, mocking her. “Has no one ever hit you hard enough to make you see stars? Let me show them to you again!” He hit her again. The pain was intense. She backed up against the wall, and tried to regain her focus. What had happened to the electric thrill of being a ninja that she was feeling before? Where did it go?


    He’s broken your concentration, Aiko said inside her head. All ninjas can use their minds to communicate, to create illusions, to shape the world around them. Hear my voice and understand, child. All you have to do to beat him is focus.


    Right, thought Moira. Focus.


    She took a deep breath. She cleared her head, in much the same way she might do if she were trying to become invisible. The world seemed to slow down. She felt like she was watching Uncle Jiro in slow motion again.


    Mindy and Marci were very close. She almost felt like she could hear their thoughts, too.


    He’s yours to defeat, Aiko said. Just do what you must. Defeat him. He will not be able to handle it. Uncle Jiro has never lost. He has never known how to lose. This will break him. It will shatter him. You must do this.


    She saw it, then. Uncle Jiro wasn’t some fearsome monster. He wasn’t some perfect warrior. He wasn’t even truly evil, although he wasn’t good. He was a child. He was a small, unhappy child, angry at the world, who would never get a chance to confront the childhood sadness that haunted him.


    “You—you miss your parents, don’t you?” Moira said.


    “What?” Uncle Jiro said. He froze, his fist cocked for another blow.


    “You do,” Moira said. “I can sense it. I can feel you just like I can feel other ninjas. But I can also read some of your thoughts. The biggest ones. The angriest ones. The ones right on the surface. You’re a lost little boy who wants his mommy, but you can’t have that. There’s something—it’s like a lump in your throat. You did something to hurt your own parents, didn’t you?”


    “What is this witchcraft!” Jiro screamed. “Get out of my head! You do not get to tell me about myself. You do not get to act as if you understand me. You, a mere girl, are going to tell me about myself, and how to live my life? I don’t think so—I am Jiro Akiyama!”


    “That’s the other thing,” Moira said. “You—you don’t just dislike girls. You hate girls. You’re mad because when you were little, when you decided you wanted to be a ninja—it was a girl who taught you. It was Aiko. You hated being under her. You hated being her student. That’s why you worked so hard to take over your clan. And that’s why the Sakuhen has grown as powerful as it has. On some level, even your own ninja followers realize that you hate girls. And that’s a big problem for you, isn’t it?”


    At that moment Moira realized they were surrounded, not just by Uncle Jiro’s black-clad ninjas, but also by gray-clad Sakuhen ninjas. The hallway was getting pretty crowded, but they had all stopped to watch Moira make a fool of her uncle.


    Moira backed away from Uncle Jiro. He was just standing there now, trembling. The black-clad ninjas continued to close ranks around him, but they kept a respectable distance from Moira now.


    “Tell them the truth, Uncle Jiro,” Moira said. “Tell your clan members what they don’t know. Tell them what you’ve been hiding from them all these years: you killed your own family, didn’t you?”


    Aiko was suddenly among the ninjas in the crowd. “Is it true, Jiro?” she asked. “Has what I’ve long suspected about you been true all this time? Did you manipulate me into giving you the gifts of the ninja? Did you trick me into teaching you?”


    Uncle Jiro turned and ran for the last door on the left. Moira took a step forward to chase him, but he was through the door and had it locked before she could take more than a few steps.


    “Moira!” Mindy called from inside. “We’re in here!”


    She could hear Uncle Jiro telling them both to shut up.


    Aiko looked around at the Akiyama ninjas, then at her own clan. She said, “All right. This is now between Jiro and my granddaughter. Any of you foolish enough to remain loyal to Jiro after this—this disaster—are getting what you deserve. Be gone, all of you.”


    A few of the black-clad Akiyama ninjas looked like they resented being told what to do. Still, they moved, melting into the shadows and disappearing. Aiko inclined her chin and a bunch of her Sakuhen ninjas followed. “Make sure they leave this property and get well away from here,” Aiko said. “Their spirits are broken, but don’t trust any of them.”


    Moira knelt by the door. She got her lock picks out and went to work. This lock was tougher than the last, but she was able to get it open. When she opened the door, she was shocked by what she found.


    Mindy and Marci were there, but there was no Uncle Jiro. In the center of the floor, a fire blazed. Moira’s sisters were flattening themselves to the wall on the opposite side, desperate to get away from the flames.


    “It’s not real,” Moira said. “It’s an illusion. It’s something that Uncle Jiro can make himself. And so can I.” She concentrated, and by sheer force of will, she managed to douse the imaginary fire with imaginary water of her own. Then she was hugging her sisters and they were hugging her back.


    “Moira!” they shouted. “You saved us! You saved us!”


    “I’m so glad you’re both okay,” she said. “But where is Uncle Jiro? Where did he go?” She looked around the little storage closet room where her uncle had locked up her sisters. There was no other way in or out of the space except through the door she had just used. Uncle Jiro had come in, but he had not left. And the room was completely empty. There was nothing in the room that could be used to hide in, under, or on.


    Her mind raced with possibilities. Was there a secret door? Some other kind of entrance or exit? Did she not accurately understand the layout of this uncomplicated box of a room? No, it was none of those things.


    Marci and Mindy continued to hug her. She hugged them back. Their hugs grew tighter. “Guys,” she said. “Guys, you’re hurting me.”


    “I should hope so,” Marci said in Uncle Jiro’s voice.


    Suddenly it wasn’t Marci and Mindy hugging her. It was Uncle Jiro, holding her close to him, choking her with his vice-like grip. Then his arms became snakes. Now there were snakes encircling her, tightening around her body, squeezing the life out of her. She couldn’t breathe. It was getting harder and harder to move.


    No, she thought. I don’t understand. I was doing so well.


    Uncle Jiro laughed. It was a horrible sound, a demented noise that came from deep inside him but sounded hollow nonetheless. She realized at that moment that her uncle was never actually happy. It wasn’t something he could feel. He might sometimes be amused by his own cruelty, or by winning against one of his many enemies, but he was not a happy person. He did not, could not, experience love or joy. He claimed to have loved his sister, Kameko, but that was a lie.


    Moira had seen inside his mind. Something about their peculiar ninja senses, their ninja abilities, had allowed her to peer inside him. She had seen more about him than she’d ever thought to, gotten closer to the inside of his mind than anyone had ever hinted might be a possibility.


    But if she could get inside his head that way, then he must have been able to do the same to her. And if he had done the same thing, that would explain why she was being squeezed to death by snakes.


    That’s it, she realized. It’s all in my mind. All of it. It’s all been an illusion. The moment I was able to see into his mind, he could see into mine. And he’s arranged this elaborate misery because he’s trying to buy time—to get away!


    “That’s the wonderful thing about magic,” said the snake with Uncle Jiro’s voice said. “When it works, it works over great distances. I have been manipulating you for quite some time now, Moira. For weeks, in fact. I’m afraid I have some very bad news. Everything you’ve just felt, everything, including your promotion to the Sakuhen clan, was all a lie. You are not a ninja. You are a scared little girl, who isn’t sure she has what it takes to help her sisters through a difficult time. I planted all those other images in your mind. I created all those illusions. I made you think you were a ninja.”


    “No,” Moira said. “That’s not possible. I’m a ninja. I’m part of the clan.”


    “Think about it,” Uncle Jiro said. “What is more believable? That a thirteen-year-old girl joined a ninja fighting force, was initiated into their ranks in less than a year, was accepted as a kind of leader to be groomed for future command of the clan—and then fought and defeated her most powerful enemy? Or that a foolish girl was tricked by ninja magic into believing she had accomplished great things that she had not actually earned? I think we both know how reality compares to fanciful children’s stories, Moira. All of it was a lie. It was all a trick. You were never a ninja. You never had what it took. I’m sorry, but everything you have experienced this year was an illusion.”


    “Stop it,” Moira said. “Stop it.”


    “Let me show you what really happened over the last year,” Uncle Jiro said. “Your father died, tragically, in a plane crash. Despondent, Mindy took to misbehaving in school. She was so poorly behaved, in fact, that eventually she got thrown out. She’s now in public school. She’s thinking about taking drugs. She has a group of very bad friends to run with now. They don’t care about her. They don’t care about themselves. They only care about drugs. And your sister Marci? Well, she got so lost in her computers that she started hacking government databases. She was arrested. She’ll be the only nine-year-old in federal prison, if the corrections data is accurate.”


    “Stop it!” hissed Moira.


    “Look at your Uncle Mort. Look at him now. He’s dying, Moira. He’s dying of heart failure. A man that big, who tries as hard as he does. You know, the doctors will say he died of an enlarged heart. That he wasn’t a healthy man. That he stuffed his oafish gaijin face with too much fat and sugar and cholesterol. But you and I will both know what really killed him. You and I will know that he died because his heart was broken. Little Moira let him down. He tried so hard. He worked so hard. But in the end, just like your father, he was so disappointed in you that he would rather die than face his failure of a daughter. What a terrible shame, Moira. What a tragic waste.”


    “I’m not that person!” Moira insisted. “That didn’t happen!”


    “My ninjas will eliminate you,” Uncle Jiro said. “I will have your sister Mindy taken out as well. That will leave poor, young Marci to fend for herself. Imagine your little sister forced to live on the streets eating out of garbage cans. Imagine the life she will have when she has neither you, nor Mindy, nor that idiot Mort to take care of her. The world will suddenly be a very ugly place with all of them gone. And I’m going to do it. I’m going to kill each and every one of them. And you won’t be able to stop me. There won’t be anything you can do. Feel the despair, Moira. Feel the failure. You should give up. You should stop fighting. There’s a certain dignity in giving up, after all. When you just give up, you can’t fail. Nobody likes a failure, Moira.”


    “Please...” she said softly.


    “Your father always lied to you,” he said. “Always told you how much he loved you. But he didn’t tell you that you were really a disappointment. Why do you think he had another daughter? Marci was designed to replace you. But neither nor Mindy are smart enough to understand Marci. And without your understanding, she’s going to suffer. Do you feel good about yourself, knowing that your baby sister will suffer because you weren’t good enough?”


    “This isn’t true,” whispered Moira. She felt like she was floating. She couldn’t feel her arms or legs.


    “But don’t you remember, Moira?” Jiro said. “You’re a failure too. No high school degree. No job. No future.


    “It’s no wonder you failed in high school, by the way. You’ve forgotten to go to class all year. You’ve missed all your homework. They’ve failed you, poor thing. Your failure is total. You will never be anything. You will never go to college. But what difference does any of that make? Because you’re suffocating. There isn’t enough air here. You’re going to pass out.”


    Moira felt the world turning orange, then black. Her vision was fading at the edges.


    “It’s not fair,” she said.


    “But, Moira,” Uncle Jiro said, laughing his horrible laugh. “Nothing is fair. There is nothing good or pure in the universe. There is only hate. There is only me. There is no one who can save you now. Not your sisters. Not Aiko. Not that fool Mort. He was the first to abandon you, in fact. He never had any faith in you. What can he do to help you now? He didn’t even come with you today. He knows he’s useless. He knows there is nothing he can do or say to stop the failure you are now experiencing. What could he do? What good would he be? He is not a ninja. He is not your father. He is pathetic.”


    “Uncle... Mort...” Moira whispered.


    “Forget him,” Uncle Jiro said. “Embrace the darkness, little girl. Because it is now finished. You have failed.”


    No, thought Moira. Not like this. Not like this...


  




  

    
Chapter 26


    “Wake up!” Uncle Mort bellowed. “Wake up! All of you!”


    Moira jerked awake. She was lying in the hallway of the twenty-fourth floor. Around her, Sakuhen ninjas, including Matsuko, were recovering as if they’d all been struck with sleeping sickness. Standing in their midst was Uncle Mort, who wore a baseball cap over his face. The cap read “Boston” and had the Red Sox logo. Even though he loved New York, Mort was a Red Sox fan.


    “Uncle Mort?” asked Moira. “What are you doing?”


    “Look,” Mort said. “I know I’m not a ninja. I know I don’t have what it takes to fight somebody like your Uncle Jiro. But you’re my family. I couldn’t stay away. I couldn’t just wait to see if he destroyed you all.”


    “I still don’t understand what’s happened.”


    “You had him, kiddo,” Mort said. “I watched the whole thing. But I came in at the end. I don’t think he noticed me, or maybe all the bumps I’ve taken on the head in the last year had something to do with it. Or maybe it’s the pot of coffee I drank while I was trying to convince myself not to do what I did. I got in a taxi and came over because I didn’t want you to face him alone.”


    “But...” Moira said.


    “So I walk up here,” he said, “and that took—well, a while, to walk up twenty-four flights of stairs. And by the time I got up here, everybody was on the ground twitching and having visions.”


    “Was it real? Did I really sword-fight him?”


    “Judging by the fact that there’s two swords lying around here, I’d say so,” Uncle Mort said. He bent down and handed Moira her ninja sword. And he helped Matsuko to her feet.


    “I was wrong,” she said simply. “I was wrong to tell you to stay away. You were more than up to the task.”


    “Yeah, well,” Mort said. “Somebody around here keeps muttering something about never letting fear stop you. I figured that sounded like good advice.”


    “But where is Uncle Jiro?” Moira said.


    “Right where you left him,” Mort said. “He’s in that storage closet up ahead on the left. I saw him go in there before you all dropped.”


    Uncle Mort went to the door and, with one mighty stomp of his foot, kicked it in. Moira followed, then passed him, entering the room with her sword at the ready.


    The kyoketsu-shoge nearly took her head off.


    Uncle Jiro was in the room, swinging his shoge knife on its chain. The razor-sharp sickle made a terrible noise as it moved. Moira was immediately seized by fear of the weapon.


    No, she thought. Don’t be afraid. You’ve conquered so many of your fears. This is just a weapon. It’s nothing more or less. Don’t give in to fear.


    “Face me, then, little girl!” shouted Uncle Jiro. “You think you see inside me? You think you can humiliate me in front of my ninjas? I will kill you for that.”


    “So it was real,” Moira said. “All of it.”


    “Yes,” Uncle Jiro said. “All of it. And now I’m going to show you what the real ending is, too. This isn’t a happy story, Moira. This isn’t one of your children’s fairy tales. In the real world, it is strong men like me, men who are willing to conquer others, who win and get what they want. Idealistic young girls who stick their noses in where they are not wanted quickly learn what it means to be wrong.”


    “You talk too much, Uncle Jiro,” Moira said. “You talk without saying anything. All I hear is the same scared little boy, telling me how one day he will be great. You know what horrible people like you have in common with people like me? People like my clan?”


    “No, please, enlighten me, oh wise one,” Uncle Jiro sneered.


    “Nothing,” Moira said. “Nothing at all.” She whipped her sword blade out and forward as Jiro tried another swipe with the shoge knife. The blade wrapped up in the chain, trapping the weapon. Moira pulled back slightly, just enough for her uncle to feel the resistance. When he reacted and tried to drag the chain knife back out of her hands, she instead drove forward. The sudden change in momentum took him by surprise. She surged forward, and her ninja sword pierced his body.


    Uncle Jiro shrieked in pain. Her ninja sword had penetrated his shoulder. It went all the way through, pinning him to the wall. He screamed and thrashed. The noise, and the sight of him stuck by the sword like that, nearly made Moira ill.


    So that’s what it is to stab someone, she thought.


    As evil as he was, as much as he probably deserved it, she didn’t feel good about hurting him. Pulling the sword free, she watched as Uncle Jiro collapsed onto the floor. Marci and Mindy suddenly appeared. They had duct tape over their mouths and more tape was binding their hands and feet together.


    Another illusion, thought Moira. The room had seemed empty except for Uncle Jiro and his shoge when she first walked through the doorway. It had also seemed only half as long. Uncle Jiro had been projecting an illusion, on top of all the others, that had hidden Mindy and Marci away. He was on the floor now, clutching at his wound, his concentration broken. It was no wonder he had been unable to maintain the illusion.


    Moira went to Mindy and Marci and started removing their tape. She had to use the knife blade on her multitool to cut the worst of it. It was very thick and sticky and there was no safe way to use a larger blade. Finally, though, she had both her sisters free.


    “You did it, sis,” Mindy said.


    “We did it,” Moira said. “I couldn’t have gotten this far without the two of you.”


    “Where is Uncle Jiro?” Marci said.


    Moira turned. Uncle Jiro was gone. A blood trail led out of the room. She ran, following the trail, with Mindy and Marci close behind. Aiko appeared next to her after a little while. She easily kept pace, running alongside the girls.


    “Did you see him?” Moira asked. “Did he go past you?”


    “Moira,” Aiko said. “Stop. Stop running. Look down.”


    Moira did as she was instructed. So did Marci and Mindy. As she stared at the carpeted floor, the blood spots that Jiro had been leaking disappeared.


    “Another illusion,” Moira groaned. “I don’t believe it.” She looked back the way they had come. “Quick! Back to where he was holding my sisters!”


    They found their way back to the storage room on the twenty-fourth floor, but this time, the blood trail leading out of the room went in a different direction. It went straight toward the elevators.


    “He’s done it again,” Moira said. “He’s used his ninja magic to make me see something that wasn’t there. I thought I saw him. Instead, he was invisible, hiding in the room, and waiting to go to the elevators until after we chased his bleeding illusion out of the room.”


    “It was a very clever illusion,” Aiko said. “Uncle Jiro is very cunning. He always has been. You have defeated him today because of the power of ninjutsu that runs through your veins. You are a hereditary ninja, Moira. You and your sisters. There is no stronger kind. But Uncle Jiro has had many years to practice. He is better at illusion than even I realized. That was powerful ninja magic he used today—but you still beat him.”


    “I wish we had been able to catch him,” Moira said.


    “You and me both,” Mort said, emerging from the elevator with Matsuko. “We took the elevator down after we realized he’d gone that way, but we lost the trail out front of the building. He might have taken a bus or jumped in a car. It’s hard to say. But we lost him.”


    “He’s tricked us all,” Moira said.


    “Don’t underestimate the value of our victory today,” Aiko said. “Your Uncle Jiro has escaped, but he has escaped only to be exposed. With the evidence Uncle Mort has amassed, we will be able to go to the police. We will have to tell them a slightly edited version of the story. There are ninja secrets we dare not reveal. But Uncle Jiro is about to discover what it is like to lose everything. His company will be forfeit when it comes out that he was manipulating people’s minds. His ninja clan has lost respect for him. He will have many fewer followers, and that means he will have much less power. Anything that diminishes Uncle Jiro’s power is a good thing.”


    “But what if he tries some other scheme?” Mindy said. “He’ll want revenge.”


    “Yes,” Aiko said. “His kind always wants revenge. There is little we can do about that.”


    “All we can do,” Uncle Mort said, “is stick together. From now on, we rely on each other. From now on, we’re a family.”


    Moira hugged her sisters, and Uncle Mort, and Aiko, and then a bunch of the ninjas, as they all came together for a massive group hug.


    She was crying tears of joy. There was no greater feeling in the world.


    * * *


    Jiro Akiyama sat in the driver’s seat of a black Lexus sedan. Hiromitsu Tokaido stepped into the passenger seat and closed the door. The car was one of many backup plans that Jiro maintained. There were food, water, weapons, and other supplies in the trunk. The car had an auxiliary gas tank, too, enough to carry them far from here. He would drive away. He would escape this shame. He would regroup in hiding and, once he had his feet under him again, he would strike out and make everyone suffer. He was Jiro Akiyama. He was strong. They could only defeat him temporarily. He would show them that.


    “Is it true?” said Hiromitsu. He stared straight ahead.


    “That is not the respect you should show to me,” Jiro said angrily.


    “I said is it true?”


    “My parents were an obstacle,” Jiro said. “One that I removed. They were a means to an end, like so much in life. Why this should concern you I cannot fathom.”


    “The foundation of the ninja clan is family,” Hiromitsu said. “You violated that. You tricked Aiko into teaching you. Your birth as a ninja is dishonorable.”


    “Take care how you speak to me,” Jiro said. “I will kill you where you sit.”


    “Perhaps you should,” Hiromitsu said. “The clan is fractured. Broken. Many have left. Once I recovered from the terror of being thrown off the building, once I made my way back and saw what had happened—you fought valiantly, Jiro. You used every trick at your disposal. But your arrogance is what defeated you. You told them where to find the sisters. You told them to come. You waited for them to do so, and then your defenses were inadequate. You were so convinced that they could not defeat you that you set yourself up for failure. That is not something a leader does.”


    “Are you challenging my leadership?” Jiro raged. “I warn you, Hiromitsu. That is dangerous territory. All who have challenged me for leadership have met me in combat. I have defeated each and every one of them. I did not get to be the head of the clan through luck.”


    “No,” said Hiromitsu. “You got to be the head of the clan through trickery and vile actions. This is not the way of the ninja. It may be your way, Jiro, but it is not mine. For years I looked the other way. For years I told myself that Aiko was wrong. You were the strong one. You were the rightful leader. I followed you because I thought it was the right thing to do. Now I realize that I have only shame. I share in the disgrace you have made of your life, Jiro Akiyama. You have destroyed my life as well as your own—and the lives of our other clan members.”


    “Get out of the car,” Jiro said. “You will face me with your sword. We will settle this once and for all.”


    “Do you not understand?” said Hiromitsu. “There is no clan to lead right now. There is no leadership over which to argue. You have failed, Jiro. Completely and utterly. All of the clan knows it. You were defeated not by our ancient enemies—but by a fourteen-year-old girl. Do you realize what that means?”


    “Get out,” Jiro said. “Get out of this car. Get out or I swear I will slay you.”


    Hiromitsu opened the door. He got out and cast one last, sorry look in Jiro’s direction. “I do not think we will see each other again,” he said. “At least, I do not wish it, certainly never again as clan members. Most likely never as friends. I was so blind to what is wrong with you for so many years, Jiro. I didn’t want to see what you were. I didn’t want to see the hate. I didn’t want to see the vicious way you treat everyone. But now I realize that Aiko was right all along.”


    Jiro sat still for a moment, stunned at Hiromitsu’s leaving. Then he got in the front seat, closed the door, started the car, and peeled out angrily, burning rubber from the tires, speeding into the night. Traffic was light at this early hour of the morning.


    He would drive away. He would find somewhere else. He would watch the sunrise, and he would think about how many sunrises his enemies would never get to see. He would deny them that. He would make them all pay. He would make a list, and one by one, he would eliminate each of them.


    Aiko. Moira. Her sisters. That fool Gerardi. He would pay them all back for the shame they had caused him. He would give them false hope—and then he would take it away. He would torture them. He would torment them. He would make them sorry they had ever heard the name Jiro Akiyama. He may be defeated this day, but one battle did not make a war. He vowed to keep fighting. He vowed that, one day, every single person who had wronged him would suffer for it. He would get even with them all. He would rebuild his fortune. He was down, but not out.


    As Jiro Akiyama drove out of New York, he told himself that something caught in his eyes was making them water. He rubbed them with the back of his hand and kept going.


    He would have his revenge.


    They would all see.


  




  

    
Chapter 27


    Two Months Later


    On television, Drexel Hoffman was testifying before a government committee that was looking into the Akiyama Corporation’s plan to brainwash consumers. A series of raids had been conducted on Akiyama manufacturing facilities. Jiro Akiyama himself had gone into hiding. Most people said it was because he was guilty and he didn’t dare face punishment for his crimes. There was talk that the company would be seized and sold at auction.


    Jiro had been tried “in absentia,” which meant they had gone ahead and had the trial even though nobody could catch him. He had been found guilty of a number of awful crimes. Nobody knew where he was.


    Mort snorted and changed the channel to It’s a Wonderful Life. He went back to decorating the Christmas tree. Not all of the ninjas celebrated Christmas, so Mort had taken to calling it the holiday tree, but Mort loved Christmas and always had. On the mantle by the fireplace in the living room, he had put up a menorah. Matsuko was making shapes out of wrapping paper to hang on the branches of the tree Mort had set up.


    The shapes ranged from ninja stars and ninja swords to swans and other animals. Sally Emery called from the kitchen. “The eggnog is ready!”


    “Ooh, eggnog,” Mort said. He smiled broadly. “I love the stuff.”


    “I have never had eggnog,” Matsuko said, looking curiously as Sally filled glasses with the creamy concoction.


    “Never had eggnog?” Mort said. “We’ve got to fix that problem right now. Come with me, young lady.” He led her by one hand to the kitchen, where more glasses of eggnog awaited.


    “Those two are getting weird,” Mindy said. She and Marci were sitting under the tree, shaking the presents addressed to them from Uncle Mort. Uncle Mort gave great Christmas presents and always had. Moira, meanwhile, was relaxing with a mug of hot chocolate in one of the reclining chairs in the living room. She had been half-watching television and half-watching Mort, Matsuko, and the others.


    Aiko and had promised to come over that night for Christmas Eve dinner. She was off doing whatever the ninjas did when they weren’t here. While Moira was now one of them, she was not invited on every mission. Aiko was constantly orchestrating missions. Some of them had to do with helping people in poor neighborhoods. Others had to do with preventing crime. Still others were surveillance missions, where the ninjas just waited and watched.


    Moira knew that many of Aiko’s ninjas would be searching for Uncle Jiro. She wondered if they would ever find him. More than likely, Uncle Jiro would stay hidden until he wanted to be found, and then he would emerge with some other awful plan. Well, if that happened, they would simply stop him again.


    She could hear Sally’s beautiful laugh as she, Mort, and Matsuko chatted in the kitchen. Sally, and all the other people affected by Jiro’s mind-control devices, had been cleared of all wrongdoing by the police. Once Hoffman had testified and the scheme was revealed, the public and the police were forced to acknowledge what must have happened.


    Sally didn’t seem any the worse for wear, but as short as her time behind bars was, she’d obviously not enjoyed her time in jail very much. This Christmas Eve party had been Mort’s idea, to cheer up Sally and to bring everybody closer together. Not that togetherness seemed to be Mort’s problem when it came to Matsuko.


    Mindy and Marci were both doing very well at school. Marci’s projects were getting more and more complicated, and there was talk of moving her to an even more advanced school, possibly something at the college level. Mindy, meanwhile, had taken over the gymnastics team captain spot after being voted in by her fellow gymnastics team members. Her ninja training had made her so incredible that she couldn’t help but wow her teammates.


    She had even been spending time with Kimberly, Jamison, and Jenna. That was an amazing development, but Moira wasn’t going to question it. When she asked Mindy how it had turned out so well between her and the formerly “mean” girls, all Mindy would say was, “I owe it all to ninja magic.”


    So much of what they now had they owed to that very thing.


    Aiko was starting to become restless and would probably return to Japan soon. She promised she would visit frequently. Moira had to admit that she would like to see Japan. She might make a trip there herself. Then there was Mindy’s training to consider. It was going well, and Moira was taking care of most of it, but there were things only Aiko could teach her. Marci’s ninja training was less advanced but going very well.


    Marci was proving to be a natural ninja, which figured. Anybody that smart would have to be. An incredible future, full of adventure, excitement, and personal growth, awaited them all. Moira and her sisters were closer now than they had ever been. They shared something incredible among them. They were all ninjas, and this was just the beginning. There was no telling what might happen next.


    Also, an older boy at Moira’s school had asked her to prom. Poor Uncle Mort had been beside himself and had probably already conducted a background check on the boy.


    Moira was debating whether to watch the end of It’s a Wonderful Life when the house phone rang. So few people called the landline these days that it was kind of a surprise. She put down her hot chocolate, got up, and picked up the receiver. The phone was a modern digital one but designed to look like one of those old-fashioned models from the early days of telephones.


    “Merry Christmas,” she said into the phone.


    “Moira!” said a voice. The connection was very bad, full of static and echoes. “Listen very carefully. I don’t have long. I’m in trouble and I need your help. I’m going to read you a series of coordinates. They are latitude and longitude. I need you to send help. Send help right away!”


    “Who—who is this?” Moira demanded.


    “Please, Moira, I don’t have much time,” said the voice. “Don’t you recognize my voice? It’s your father.”
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