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  Chapter 1


  “FIRE!”


  The cry rang out from atop a nearby tower.


  “Fire! Fire!” Other voices echoed the alarm.


  On the tower, a bell began to toll.


  “Where is it?” Father Mateo craned his neck to search the roofs of the wooden buildings that lined both sides of the narrow street. “Can you see it?”


  Master ninja Hattori Hiro searched for any sign of smoke or flames, but the only glow he saw came from the lanterns in the street and the twinkling stars in the evening sky above.


  He regretted agreeing to the priest’s suggestion that they travel all the way to Edo before stopping for the night.


  Had I known the town would be on fire...


  The Jesuit’s aging housekeeper sniffed the air. “Hm. Can’t see or smell it, so it’s not close. We’re in no danger.”


  “No, Ana-san, but other people are.” Father Mateo’s voice held a reprimand. “We need to—”


  Nearby, a man yelled, “Clear the way for the fire brigade!”


  Hiro leaped to the side of the street. Ana followed, her movements surprisingly agile for a woman of her age, particularly given the size and shape of the basket in her arms.


  Around them, other pedestrians cleared the road and pressed their backs against the wooden buildings. A noodle vendor wedged his cart into the narrow space between two shuttered shops.


  Father Mateo remained alone in the center of the street, still looking upward as he searched the roofs for fire.


  A deeper voice yelled, “Clear the way!” as a group of men in bulky, padded coats appeared around a nearby corner and approached the priest’s position at a run.


  At the front of the group, three pairs of men carried bamboo ladders. Just behind them, half a dozen others wielded sturdy staves with metal hooks secured to the upper end. Two enormous, heavily muscled men brought up the rear, bearing enormous woven baskets on their backs.


  Father Mateo turned around as if just noticing the pounding of many nearby feet.


  His eyes went wide.


  The firefighters did not slow.


  Hiro leaped back into the street and pushed the priest out of the runners’ path. In his haste, he overshot the mark and slammed the Jesuit into the building on the far side of the street.


  The fire brigade thundered past. Seconds later, they disappeared around a curve in the road.


  Pedestrians emerged from the shadows and continued on their way. Some cast worried looks in the direction the fire brigade had gone; all wore somber expressions, and those who spoke did so in muted tones.


  Father Mateo rubbed his forehead.


  “I apologize—” Hiro began.


  “No.” The priest raised a hand in protest. “Thank you. But for you, they would have run me down.”


  “Hm.” Ana grunted in disapproval as she crossed the street to join them. “Everyone knows the fire brigade has the right of way.”


  “The fire brigade . . . that’s how we’ll find the fire!” Father Mateo ran off down the street, his traveling bundle bouncing on his back.


  “Are you just going to stand there while he runs off into trouble?” Ana glared at Hiro. “Don’t you have a job to do?”


  I never should have told her about my oath to protect the priest.


  Hiro took two steps and paused. “Aren’t you coming?”


  The housekeeper gave a derisive snort. “Some of us know better than to go running after the fire brigade. Gato and I will wait for you at the ryokan.”


  “Ryokan Kaeru.” Hiro pronounced the name carefully.


  “You think I don’t remember? I am old, not feebleminded.” A well-timed, angry meow came from the basket in Ana’s hands. “I’ll get our rooms. You keep Father Mateo-sama safe.”


  Hiro opened his mouth to answer, changed his mind, and took off running. Despite the bulky traveling bundle on his back, he caught up with Father Mateo within two blocks—just as the fire came into view.


  A one-story shop on the right side of the road was engulfed in flames. Tall, shuttered windows across the front of the building glowed with orange light. Tendrils of fire flicked through the shutter slats like the tongues of angry snakes. More flames licked the eaves and danced along the edge of the tiled roof.


  Sparks and cinders rose from the burning building, carried aloft by the rising heat. They swirled in the cold night air. The larger ones fell back to earth, where towel-wielding neighbors chased them down and beat them out.


  More neighbors stood on the roofs of nearby houses. Some swung dampened towels at errant sparks, while others scooped buckets of water from rain barrels mounted on the roofs and dumped them on the already dripping tiles.


  The members of the fire brigade clustered together in the road. The larger basket-carrier stood before them, shouting orders as he gestured to the flames.


  A neighbor hurled a bucket of water onto the burning building from the roof of the shop next door. The liquid hissed, evaporating instantly. It had no impact on the flames.


  One of the shutters at the front of the shop collapsed.


  Flames surged through the opening.


  Father Mateo gestured to the fire brigade. “Why don’t they do something?”


  “Watch.” As Hiro spoke, a group of neighbors dumped buckets of water on the firefighters’ padded jackets.


  Once all of the bulky coats were soaked and dripping, the members of the fire brigade formed a line directly in front of the burning building. The men who wielded long, hooked poles moved toward the storefront. They sank their hooks into the eaves, beneath the tiled roof. On an order from the basket-carrier, the line of men leaned backward. Their bodies strained with effort as they pulled on the staves.


  The building did not budge.


  “We need to help.” Father Mateo dropped his traveling bundle in the street.


  “Stay back.” Hiro grabbed the priest’s sleeve. “They’re going to pull the building down.”


  “But—”


  One of the ladder carriers yelled a warning.


  Three of the hook-bearers jumped aside as a line of tiles cascaded off the roof like a ceramic waterfall. The tiles shattered as they struck the ground, sending jagged shards of clay in all directions.


  Not far from Hiro and Father Mateo, a short, bald man in a wrinkled blue robe cried out and covered his face with his hands.


  A moment later, an explosion blew the remaining shutters off the building.


  The firefighters ducked and shouted. Flaming debris showered the street.


  The neighbors screamed and ran in all directions. Heated air struck Hiro’s face—not hot enough to burn, but still uncomfortable.


  In the wake of the explosion, an enormous hooded figure appeared at the mouth of the narrow alley that separated the burning shop from the shop next door. His padded coat was gray with soot. Thin wisps of steam rose off his shoulders, and he carried a young child in his arms. In the light of the flames, his face looked as red as a demon’s.


  He sounded like a demon, too, as he roared, “Get the roof down NOW!”


  Hiro startled. He recognized the man as the second basket-carrier from the fire brigade, and the voice as one he had long hoped he would never hear again.


  “Yes, commander!” The firefighters shouted.


  The bald man gave a strangled cry and ran toward the man who held the child.


  Once again, the hooks of the fire brigade bit into the beams beneath the curving eaves.


  The second basket-bearer bellowed, “PULL!”


  The line of men rocked back and forth, straining against the poles.


  More tiles clattered to the ground. The roof swayed, but the beams held fast.


  “They need our help,” Father Mateo said again.


  “You have no training.” Hiro tightened his grip on the Jesuit’s robe. “The best thing you can do is give them room.”


  The commander of the fire brigade bent down and set the child in front of the man in the blue kimono. Before the other man could speak, the enormous firefighter retrieved a staff from the ground nearby and joined the line of men attempting to pull the building down. He hooked his staff on a beam and shouted, “PULL!”


  This time, the roof of the building tilted forward.


  The firefighters pulled again.


  The overhanging roof collapsed.


  A shower of smoke and sparks shot upward. Flaming debris flew across the road.


  Towel-bearing neighbors chased the embers down and stomped them out as the fire brigade continued to pull the flaming building down. As the walls collapsed, the firefighters used their staves to push and pull the flaming rubble clear of the neighboring shops and homes.


  Father Mateo stopped a passing neighbor. “Do you have an extra cloth? I want to help.”


  The man stopped short. Wordlessly, he offered the priest his dampened towel.


  “I need one also.” Hiro dropped his traveling bundle in the road.


  The man called out to a nearby woman, who ran forward, carrying two more dripping towels.


  Hiro accepted one with a nod and followed Father Mateo toward the fire.


  Chapter 2


  An hour later, the flames and the fire brigade had reduced the shop to a massive heap of burning wood and broken tiles. The shop was totally destroyed, but, fortunately, the blaze would spread no further.


  Weary men with blackened faces squatted on the nearby roofs like filthy gargoyles. On the ground, more neighbors carried dripping buckets back and forth from the well at the center of the block. They dumped the water on the flames and returned for more.


  With the fire under control, Hiro and Father Mateo surrendered their blackened towels to the man from whom they borrowed them. He accepted the cloths with a deep and grateful bow. “Thank you for helping us tonight. We are in your debt.”


  Father Mateo wiped his face, leaving a streak of soot along his cheek. “Any honorable man would have done the same.”


  A deep voice behind them demanded, “Who are you, and what are you doing here?”


  The neighbor scurried off like a frightened rat as the commander of the fire brigade walked up to join the priest and Hiro.


  The large man pushed his hood back onto his shoulders, revealing a smoke-stained face. “I asked you a question.”


  The Jesuit bowed. “I am Father Mateo Ávila de Santos, a priest of the Creator God, from Portugal, and this is—”


  “You don’t need to introduce me,” Hiro said. “Daisuke-san already knows precisely who I am.”


  “What are you doing here?” Daisuke demanded. “Were you sent, or did you come of your own accord?”


  “If I had come of my own accord, I assure you, you would not have seen me coming,” Hiro said. “As for why . . . that answer is for your ears alone.”


  Daisuke shouted, “Ryuu!”


  The other basket-carrier hurried toward them. When he reached an appropriate distance, he stopped and bowed. “How can I help, Daisuke-sama?”


  “I am leaving you in charge. Stay here until the flames are out, and choose four men to guard the site. No one else gets near the ruins until I return tomorrow morning. Is that clear?”


  “Do you think there will be an investigation?” Ryuu seemed surprised.


  “I cannot say what the magistrate may do,” Daisuke said, “but in the meantime, I don’t want the scene disturbed.”


  “I understand. Would you like the men to bring”—Ryuu looked around as if searching for something—“where is your basket?”


  Daisuke gestured toward the fire. “I dropped it on the ground, behind the shop, when I heard the child scream. You may find it there, although I doubt it survived the flames.”


  “We will look for it.” Ryuu shifted his feet. “If not . . . that is, if it’s gone . . .”


  “I will cover the cost of the replacement,” Daisuke acknowledged.


  Ryuu bent in an awkward bow. “I apologize—”


  “No need.” Daisuke waved a dismissive hand. “I know the rules.”


  Ryuu straightened. “Yes, of course. It’s just . . . it hasn’t even been two months since you lost the last one . . .”


  “And I told you I don’t care!” Daisuke snapped. “I will pay for a basket every month, if that’s what it takes to do the job correctly. I care about lives and buildings. Ropes and baskets are irrelevant to me!”


  “I apologize!” Ryuu threw himself into another, deeper and more awkward bow. As he straightened from this one, he noticed Father Mateo and immediately bowed again. “I apologize for my rudeness. I am Ryuu.”


  The Jesuit bent forward. “I am Father Mateo Ávila de Santos, a priest of God, from Portugal, and this—”


  “You need not bow to Ryuu,” Daisuke said. “He is only a commoner.”


  Father Mateo straightened. “All men are equal in the eyes of God.”


  “Your god is mistaken.” Daisuke shifted his attention to Ryuu. “Make sure the building owner meets me here tomorrow morning. No one speaks with him tonight, about the fire or otherwise. Is that clear?”


  “It will be done,” Ryuu replied.


  Daisuke gestured to Father Mateo. “You and your ronin servant come with me.”
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  Hiro and Father Mateo retrieved their traveling bundles and followed Daisuke through the darkened, curving streets. The few pedestrians out in the winter night carried handheld lanterns that glowed like giant fireflies in the dark.


  Here and there, narrow strips of light spilled from the open doors of sake shops or bled through slatted windows. The combined effect was enough to travel by but, on the whole, the narrow streets were dim.


  “Is Edo always so dark at night?” Father Mateo asked.


  “This town has a healthy respect for fire.” Daisuke’s tone did not invite conversation.


  Father Mateo slowed his pace until he fell behind the larger man.


  When Hiro did the same, the Jesuit murmured in Portuguese, “Does he speak my language?”


  Hiro understood immediately. “I think we should be safe to speak this way.”


  “Is he . . . like you?” the priest asked. “From your clan?”


  “He is not like me,” Hiro replied. “But he is among the people we came to warn.”


  “His name is on the list?” Father Mateo asked.


  Daisuke tilted his head, as if listening, but did not look back.


  A few minutes later, the large man stopped in front of a wooden building. A dark blue noren emblazoned with the kanji for “hot water” hung across the door.


  “A bathhouse?” Father Mateo’s voice rang with surprise.


  An elderly man with hair so white it seemed to glow emerged through the noren and bowed. “Good evening, Daisuke-sama. I heard the fire bell. The bath is waiting.”


  “At this hour?” Father Mateo asked.


  The old man straightened. “I proudly offer my humble establishment, at any hour, to the men who water Edo’s blossoms.”


  “Blossoms?” The priest’s confusion changed the word into a question.


  The old man smiled. “The blooms whose pollen smears your cheek and hands.”


  The Jesuit looked down at his soot-stained hands as the old man gestured to the doorway. “Please come in. The bath is hot and waiting.”


  Chapter 3


  After leaving their sandals and traveling bundles in the bathhouse entry, Hiro and Father Mateo followed Daisuke into the changing area.


  The temperature and humidity in the air increased dramatically as they entered the narrow room. A large hibachi in the corner radiated welcome heat, while lanterns gave the room a golden glow. Three short, wooden stools straddled a slotted drain in the floor that paralleled the left wall of the room. A bucket of water, a scrubbing brush, and a tiny pot of paste-like konjac soap sat on the floor beside each stool.


  A sliding wooden door in the far wall of the room led to the bathing room beyond. Beside that door, a low, square table held a narrow stack of folded towels—an unusual luxury, likely provided as a courtesy to the fire brigade.


  Without a word, the men undressed and hung their clothes on hooks beside the entry. They seated themselves on the waiting stools and scrubbed their bodies clean with soap and water.


  As he washed the soot from his face and hands, Hiro tried to scrub the unwanted memories from his thoughts as well. He wondered whether he would ever enter a bathhouse without the scent of blood filling his nostrils and a wrenching pain gripping his chest, as if his heart was being rent in two.


  Someday, perhaps.


  But this was not that day.


  Daisuke stood up, retrieved a towel from the stack beside the door, and tied it around his head. He opened the door to the bathing room, releasing a cloud of steam that carried the mingled scents of pine and sulfur.


  Through the steam, Hiro could just make out the enormous, circular wooden tub that filled the room. Clouds of steam rose from the bath, filling the air with haze.


  Daisuke crossed the threshold and closed the door behind him.


  Hiro finished his own ablutions, knotted a towel around his forehead, and followed the other shinobi into the bathing room.


  Daisuke sat with his back against the far side of the tub. His eyes were closed.


  Due to his size and height, the water reached only halfway up his chest.


  Hiro stepped into the tub and knelt with his back to the door—strategically, a weaker position, although that bothered him far less than the unwanted memories the steaming tub and humid room called forth. He reminded himself to stay focused as he settled, kneeling on his heels. Ordinarily, he preferred to sit directly on the bottom of the tub, but on this night he preferred the faster reaction time seiza allowed. The position also kept the water below his shoulders, making the difference between his height and Daisuke’s less apparent.


  It frustrated Hiro to realize he had considered this at all.


  He had barely immersed himself in the soothing water when the door rumbled open to admit the priest.


  “Does the foreigner know?” Daisuke asked without opening his eyes.


  “About onsen?” Father Mateo closed the door behind him and entered the tub, lowering himself slowly to adjust to the heat and minimize the disturbance of the water. “I have bathed in them several times, and enjoy them immensely. I understand the mineral content makes the water—”


  “He was asking about Iga. About who—and what—we truly are.” Hiro looked at Daisuke. “He knows.”


  The large man opened his eyes. “In that case, enlighten me: what made Hattori Hanzō shackle the famous Hattori Hiro to a foreigner? Men once called you the best in Japan. Has Iga’s sharpest blade grown dull with age?”


  At one time, the insult might have stung, but after four years in the Jesuit’s company, Hiro considered Father Mateo a brother, not a burden. More importantly, Hiro recognized the words as an attempt to goad him into revealing information.


  Nice try, but this time I’m not falling for your trap.


  “As it happens,” Father Mateo said, “I find those words quite rude.”


  “If the answer to that question is too shameful,” Daisuke continued, as if the priest had not spoken, “perhaps you can tell me why you came to Edo? I cannot help but hope Hanzō-sama has finally realized he’s wasting my talents here.”


  Hiro sighed. “After all these years, you still lack patience.”


  At the same time, Father Mateo said, “We bring a message from the Iga ryu.”


  Daisuke laughed. “The great Hattori Hiro, reduced to a messenger? I never thought I would live to see this day. Tell me, Hiro-kun, what does Hanzō-sama have to say?”


  Hiro ignored the insulting use of the diminutive. “Hanzō has reason to believe that Oda Nobunaga has acquired a list of Iga agents, and intends to kill them all.”


  Daisuke’s smile vanished. “And my name is on this list?”


  Hiro ignored the question. “Hanzō commands that you return to Iga at once for reassignment.”


  “Finally . . . but how did Hanzō learn about this list?” When Hiro did not answer, Daisuke said, “As much as I long to leave this backward town, if Oda’s agents have infiltrated Edo, we have a duty to find and kill them before we leave.”


  “Did you fail to comprehend Hanzō’s instructions?” Hiro asked.


  “I never said I would not go.” Daisuke crossed his arms and scowled. “As I told you, I want nothing more. I will leave as soon as I meet with Magistrate Hōjō tomorrow morning and persuade him not to bother with an investigation of the fire. If I disappear tonight, Oda’s agents will know we’ve learned about his list, and the magistrate will raise unwanted questions.”


  “It would be better to leave in a way that raises no suspicions, if you can,” the Jesuit agreed.


  Hiro felt a flash of irritation. “We don’t know, for certain, whether Oda’s spies have arrived in Edo.”


  “In which case, a little caution will not hurt.” Daisuke smiled. “Although I seem to remember caution never was your strongest attribute.”


  Outwardly, Hiro kept his face a mask. Inside, he seethed.


  “It is settled, then,” Daisuke said. “I will leave tomorrow morning, after the magistrate makes his ruling about the fire.”


  “His ruling?” Father Mateo asked.


  “On the cause of the fire,” Daisuke explained. “By law, any person who starts a fire in Edo—or whose negligence allows one to begin—is put to death.”


  “You execute people for accidents?” The priest looked horrified.


  “For negligence that leads to destruction of property and risk to human life.” Daisuke spoke like a father correcting an ignorant child. “It is the law. Tomorrow morning, I will present the facts to the magistrate. The shopkeeper will have a chance to prove how the fire began. If the evidence proves that he was negligent, he will die.”


  “What if the evidence proves that someone else was responsible for the fire?” Father Mateo asked.


  “Daisuke-sama!” A shout of alarm came from the outer room.


  Hiro and Daisuke sprang to their feet. Father Mateo clutched the side of the wooden tub as the door to the bathing room slid open.


  Cold air swirled into the room and dispersed the steam. Ryuu stood in the doorway, breathing hard as if from running. “Daisuke-sama?”


  Daisuke removed the towel from his head as he left the tub. “Has something happened?”


  “We found a body in the fire.” Ryuu paused for a breath. “It was a samurai.”


  Chapter 4


  “I Impossible.” Daisuke followed Ryuu back into the changing room. “The shopkeeper claimed there was no one else inside.”


  Hiro followed, with Father Mateo right behind him.


  “I saw the body,” Ryuu insisted. “I helped the others pull it from the flames.”


  Daisuke ran the towel over his body. “After more than an hour in the fire, and with the building down . . . how did you see it?”


  “I saw the skull when a burning beam collapsed. We rescued what we could, and we found his swords. That’s when we realized . . .”


  “Did you speak with the shopkeeper?” Daisuke dropped his towel into a nearby basket and reached for his hakama.


  “Ishii-san and the boy had left with Sora-san already. You said no one should talk with him tonight, so no one went after them. I came to ask what we should do with the . . . remains.”


  Hiro finished drying off and began to dress. As he noted the speed with which Father Mateo had also dried and dressed, he felt rising concern about the Jesuit’s intentions.


  “Have you sent for a priest from Komyō-ji?” Daisuke asked.


  “N-no,” Ryuu stammered, suddenly uncertain. “I thought . . . y-you are the head of the fire brigade . . . and samurai . . . and I am not—”


  Daisuke rounded on Ryuu. “And yet you left the fire scene, against my orders, to ask a question that any child—let alone a junior member of the fire brigade—could have been sent to ask on your behalf?”


  “I . . .” Ryuu dropped into a sudden bow. “I am sorry, Daisuke-sama, I did not think—”


  “You did not need to think! You needed to obey!” Daisuke turned his back and put on his trousers, clearly using the moment’s pause to regain control. When he finished, he faced Ryuu and continued calmly, “Return to the fire scene. Do not leave again for any reason until I return at dawn. Send someone to Komyō-ji and ask the priests to come and move the body in the morning—but not until after I have the chance to inspect it at the fire scene. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, commander. I understand. No one will move the corpse again until you see it.”


  Daisuke paused, as if thinking. “Has Hiyoshi left the fire site?”


  Ryuu shook his head. “He said he plans to stand guard through the night.”


  “Of course.” Daisuke sighed. “Well, at least this time his presence may be useful. Tell him I want him to watch over the remains, and not to allow anyone to see or touch them until I return.”


  “Yes, commander.” Ryuu bowed again. “It will be done. I apologize—”


  “Remorse does not excuse incompetence,” Daisuke said. “Now go.”


  Ryuu backed to the door, gave yet another bow, and hurried off.


  “Why wait until morning to go back and view the evidence?” Father Mateo asked. “A man is dead. Shouldn’t we go tonight?”


  “Daylight makes it easier—” Daisuke frowned. “What do you mean, ‘we’?”


  “Hiro and I will help you investigate,” Father Mateo said. “We have experience—”


  “Unless you’ve served on a fire brigade, your experience is of no help to me.” Daisuke retrieved a clean tunic from a hook beside the door and slipped his arms into the sleeves. “You would only slow me down and, as you know, I need to resolve this quickly.”


  “Pardon me.” The bathhouse owner’s voice came through the outer door as it slid open once again.


  The old man bowed as he entered the room. “Please forgive the interruption. I have come for Daisuke-sama’s clothing.” He lifted the quilted jacket from its hook. Gray water dripped from the garment’s seams. “My wife will return it to the watchtower when it’s clean.”


  After the old man left and closed the door, Daisuke lowered his voice and said, “I assume you need to warn the rest of ‘us’ in Edo, also. How can I reach you, should I need to do so?”


  “We’ll be staying at Ryokan Kaeru,” Hiro said.


  “I should have guessed.” Noting Father Mateo’s curious look, Daisuke added, “The proprietor is one of us.”
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  “Does it strike you as strange that Daisuke refused to return to the fire scene tonight?” Father Mateo asked as he walked with Hiro through the darkened streets.


  “Not really. As he said, it’s hard to see anything useful in the dark.”


  “He said he wouldn’t let us help with the investigation, either.” Father Mateo flexed his fingers and rubbed the joints of his scarred left hand.


  “And I am glad.” Hiro shifted his traveling bundle on his back. “A man is dead,” the Jesuit said.


  “His death is not our problem,” Hiro countered. “We have more important things to do than waste our time with Daisuke.”


  The priest was silent for several seconds. “Why do you dislike him so?”


  “Me? He was the one behaving rudely.”


  “The traffic on that road moved both directions,” Father Mateo said.


  Hiro paused. “Do you remember why I do not fear the dead?”


  After a brief pause, Father Mateo answered, “Yes. When you were a child, another boy . . . Daisuke is the one who locked you in a storehouse with a corpse?”


  Hiro hadn’t expected the priest to reach the correct conclusion quite that quickly. “Among other torments, yes.”


  “Oh.”


  “His true grudge was against my older brother, Ichiro,” Hiro added. “Daisuke couldn’t stand the fact that Ichiro was number one at everything, while Daisuke struggled to manage passing marks.”


  “But since he did not dare to pick a fight with the stronger brother, he decided to take his jealousy out on you.” Emotion sharpened Father Mateo’s words. “I see.”


  “But even so,” the priest continued in a softer tone, “you must forgive him. Not for his sake, but for yours. You must release the pain you carry in your heart.”


  Instead of responding, Hiro stopped in front of a two-story wooden building with a black-tiled roof that overhung the street to create a sheltered entry. A small bronze lantern hung from the eaves, illuminating a sign that read “Ryokan Kaeru.”


  Hiro knocked on the door.


  Footsteps approached on the other side. The door swung back to reveal a woman whose unlined face refused to disclose her age. She wore a greenish-gray kimono woven with a pattern of silver lines, and a jet-black obi covered in embroidered red camellias. A comb and a pair of silver pins secured her hair atop her head.


  “Good evening, Father Mateo-san and”—she gave Hiro a curious look—“Matsui-san?” She bowed. “I am Kaeru. Welcome to my humble ryokan.”


  Father Mateo returned the bow. “Good evening, Kaeru-san. It is nice to meet you.”


  “And you also,” she replied. “Your room is ready. There is a bathhouse two doors down. It is open late, but it appears you have bathed already. I have prepared a meal, if you wish to eat.”


  “With apologies,” Father Mateo said, “how do you know us?”


  “I found your servant waiting at the door when I returned from my evening walk. I do apologize for inconveniencing her with my absence. I had not planned on any guests tonight. She told me about the fire, and that you went to help. Did the fire brigade arrive at the shop in time?”


  “Regrettably, no.” Father Mateo hesitated. “And we do not wish to inconvenience you. If you have no other guests . . .”


  “Guests are never an inconvenience.” Kaeru backed away from the entrance. “Please, come inside.”


  After leaving their shoes on a rack inside the door, Hiro and Father Mateo followed the woman into a cozy common room that smelled of tatami, wood smoke, and the tantalizing aromas of grilled vegetables and meat.


  Hiro’s stomach snarled.


  On the right side of the room, a narrow, shadowed passage ran toward the back of the ryokan. Sliding doors at intervals along the passage suggested guest rooms.


  At the near end of the passage a flight of stairs, so steep and narrow that they seemed as much a ladder as a staircase, led to the building’s upper floor.


  “Please follow me.” Kaeru started up the stairs.


  The second floor of the ryokan was much smaller than the first. A narrow, enclosed wooden passage ran across the front of the building. On the left, a window made of vertical wooden slats overlooked the street—or would have, but for the oiled paper that covered the slats to block the winter chill. Two shoji in the wall on the right suggested rooms beyond.


  “The second room is yours.” The hem of Kaeru’s robe made a sweeping sound against the side of the passage as she moved along it. “I gave your servant the ground-floor room at the bottom of the stairs. She offered to help with the household work during your stay, and that room is more convenient, both for her, and for your cat as well. However, I can move her upstairs, next to you, if you prefer.”


  “That won’t be necessary,” Father Mateo said. “Thank you for allowing her to help you.”


  “I certainly won’t complain about extra hands, with Natsu gone.”


  Hiro recognized the name. “Natsu-san lives here as well?”


  “Do you know my niece?” Kaeru asked. “She is visiting our relatives in the country at the moment.”


  The innkeeper reached the sliding door at the end of the passage and drew it open.


  The guest room had eight tatami on the floor and a decorative alcove in the left-hand wall. Neatly folded quilts and futons rested against the wall across from the door, and a low, wooden table sat at the center of the room, with a pair of flat, round cushions stacked beneath it. In the corner, a brazier glowed, filling the room with warmth and golden light.


  The scroll that hung in the tokonoma showed a woman standing on a snowy bridge. Her hair flowed freely down her back, and she hid her hands in the folds of her green kimono. Her posture, and the tilt of her head, suggested she was listening to a bird that perched in a nearby tree. The artist had painted her with her back to the viewer, but with her head turned just enough to reveal her face.


  Father Mateo entered the room and examined the scroll. “Kaeru-san, the woman in this painting looks like you.”


  She smiled. “I am pleased the likeness holds across the years.”


  Hiro stared at the scroll in shock. “That is my father’s work.”


  Chapter 5


  “I wondered whether you would recognize it,” Kaeru said. “I recognized you as his son the instant I saw your face. You look precisely as he did when I saw him last.”


  Hiro indicated a square, red stamp on the lower left side of the image. “I did not know he painted portraits, but I recognize his seal.”


  “He painted this the year he wed Midori,” Kaeru said. “Speaking of which, how is Hiroshi-san?”


  “Dead,” Hiro answered. “Ten years ago.”


  Her smile disappeared. “Ten years . . . I had not heard.”


  “Did you know him well when you were younger?” Father Mateo asked.


  “Not as well as I would have liked,” Kaeru admitted. “But then, we treasure sakura precisely because the blossoms do not last. Memories of youthful love are much the same.”


  She joined them in the room and closed the door.


  Hiro moved between the woman and the priest.


  “Are you at liberty to reveal what brought you to Edo?” Kaeru asked.


  Hiro glanced at the paneled wall. “Is the other room on this level occupied?”


  “No. The room beside this one belongs to Natsu-san.”


  “Is she truly your niece?” Hiro asked.


  “Merely a convenient tale, to explain her presence—and her frequent absences. The dutiful niece who helps not only her widowed aunt, but other elderly relatives in the countryside. You understand, I could not reveal the truth until I knew your identities with certainty . . .” She glanced at the priest and paused. “Matsui-san”


  “He knows the truth,” Hiro confirmed. “As for our presence here—we have a message for you, and for Natsu also.”


  Hiro explained Hanzō’s suspicions about Oda Nobunaga’s plans to assassinate the Iga agents stationed in Edo. In truth, the list included agents all along the eastern travel roads, but Hiro saw no need to share that information.


  “Hanzō-sama sent us here to warn you,” he concluded, “and sent instructions for Natsu-san to return to Iga at once, for reassignment.”


  “Only Natsu?” Kaeru asked.


  “And others, although . . . not you.” In fact, you are the only one on the list he did not recall.


  “This news comes as a great relief,” Kaeru said. “I wondered how long it would take for Hanzō-sama to act on the information.”


  “You knew about Lord Oda’s list already?” Father Mateo asked.
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