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  For Kerry


  Who inspired—and challenged—


  Hiro to investigate a ghost.


  Chapter 1


  “This doesn’t look like a travel road.” Father Mateo squinted at the narrow, uneven trail running up the rocky slope ahead. Patches of icy snow still clung to the base of the towering cedars along the left side of the path. On the right, a stand of broad-leafed bamboo grass grew high enough to block the view. Piles of old debris along the road, and leaning trees, suggested a landslide many months before.


  The priest’s irascible housekeeper, Ana, made a disapproving noise. “Hiro-san has missed a turn.”


  “We are not lost.” Master ninja Hattori Hiro anticipated the housekeeper’s next comment. “They told us that the village sits at the top of the second hill, on the old travel road.” He gestured to the rocky path. “This road. Which has neither branched nor split since we left Hakone.”


  He shut his mouth abruptly as he realized the extent of his frustration. Trading the enticing hot spring baths of Hakone for a night in a freezing mountain inn had clearly annoyed him more than he expected.


  Father Mateo looked back down the hill. “Perhaps we should have spent the night in Hakone. . .” He sneezed and wiped his nose with a scrap of cloth.


  “An overnight stay in the village gives us a reasonable excuse to stop and find the woman stationed there.” Hiro kept his words deliberately vague, but knew the priest would understand the reference to their clandestine mission.


  “The woman?” Father Mateo dropped his voice to a whisper. “We’re looking for a female ninja?”


  “A kunoichi,” Hiro corrected. “Surely you did not think all the names on the list were male.” Especially after what you saw in Iga. 


  A frigid wind blew down the hill, rustling through the swath of sasa on the right side of the road. The bamboo grasses bowed and waved like a crowd of peasants greeting a samurai lord.


  Hiro crested the slope and caught sight of a two-story building a hundred yards ahead, on the east side of the path. “You see?” He gestured toward it. “The ryokan.”


  The traditional inn had a steep thatched roof, to prevent the buildup of winter snow, and long, broad eaves that extended past the edge of its raised veranda. A signpost and a small stone lantern stood beside the two low wooden steps that led to the porch and entry.


  “And that”—Hiro gestured to a single-story building across the road from the ryokan—“will be the teahouse, where we’ll likely find the woman we came to see.”


  “Will you recognize her when you see her?” Father Mateo spoke softly, despite the deserted road.


  “I should. My mother trained her, and Emiri was also a friend of. . .Neko’s.” Mention of his dead lover’s name brought a pang of loss that clenched Hiro’s chest like an iron fist. But this time, the initial sharpness faded quickly, giving him hope that eventually he could learn to remember her without pain.


  For the moment, diversion would have to do.


  The rest of the village had now come into view. Just past the teahouse and the inn, six peasant houses lined the road, three on either side of the earthen path. Beyond the houses, a narrow, stubbly rice field separated the humble dwellings from a large, two-story house that stood alone on the east side of the road, as if unwilling to admit that it belonged to the rural village. The quality of the carpentry and architectural style suggested a samurai mansion, though significantly more provincial than the ones in Kyoto.


  Just past the mansion, the travel road reentered the forest and resumed its upward slope toward the mountain’s summit. Massive cedars rose around the village, looming over the houses as if plotting to reclaim the narrow strip of land carved out of the forest by short-lived creatures foolish enough to believe it was their own.


  Hiro’s gaze drew back along the peasant homes. Icicles hung from the edges of the thatch and along the eaves. Smoke rose from two of the houses, but the rest looked strangely vacant.


  “The village seems too small to support an inn and teahouse,” Father Mateo said.


  “They exist to serve the travelers. The villagers most likely work as porters on—” The final words died on Hiro’s lips as he noticed a hooded figure standing at the north end of the village, where the road reentered the forest. The stranger wore pale trousers and a tunic, belted at the waist, and carried a six-foot bamboo staff. An enormous conch shell hung from a dark red cord around his neck. He stood as still as the pines that lined the path.


  At the moment Hiro saw him, the stranger stepped backward and vanished into the trees.


  “What is it?” Father Mateo asked.


  “A yamabushi.” Hiro did not nod or gesture. “In the forest at the far end of the road.”


  The Jesuit craned his neck in that direction. “I don’t see him.”


  “He returned to the forest.”


  Father Mateo looked up the road as if hoping the yamabushi would reappear. “I would like to meet a mountain ascetic. Do they truly eat only foraged bark and tree roots?”


  “I wouldn’t know.” Hiro climbed the steps that led to the ryokan’s front door. “They keep to themselves—a prerequisite for hermits.”


  “Hm,” Ana muttered. “Abandoned village. . .hermits don’t seem out of place.”


  Her words made Hiro pause for a second look. He noted again that most of the village homes looked dark and cold. No children called or played in the street. No women talked between the houses.


  “It does seem strangely quiet.” Father Mateo tugged his traveling cloak more tightly around his shoulders. “Maybe we should return to Hakone after all.”


  “Nonsense. The ryokan is open.” Hiro gestured to the glowing lantern beside the steps and rapped on the inn’s front door. It gave a hollow echo, like the entrance to a long-deserted tomb.


  A shiver ran up Hiro’s spine. For a moment, he reconsidered returning to Hakone.


  The heavy wooden door swung open, revealing an older woman dressed in pale mourning robes. Her silver hair hung down her back in a single braid. The stern, unyielding lines of her face suggested a person who rarely smiled.


  A younger woman stood behind her, wearing a plain but once expensive kimono of pale gray silk and a striped blue obi.


  The gray-haired woman bowed. “Good evening, gentlemen.” She turned away. “My daughter-in-law, Kane, will see to your needs, now that she deigns to answer the door.”


  The younger woman stepped forward, but said nothing until her mother-in-law’s retreating footsteps faded into silence. As she waited, she regarded Hiro and Father Mateo with a wary suspicion that pinched her mouth into unpleasant lines. At last she asked, “May I help you?”


  Noting the swords at Hiro’s waist, she added a perfunctory, “sir.”


  “Have you rooms available?” Hiro asked.


  “You want to stay. . .tonight?” Her startled tone implied that they should not.


  Chapter 2


  The woman dropped her voice to an urgent whisper. Do not stay with us tonight.”


  “Kane, did I hear the door?” A man appeared behind her. He looked about her age, with a narrow face and close-cropped hair. He also wore a pale robe, though his had the wrinkled look of clothing pulled from storage unexpectedly.


  His eyes widened at the sight of Hiro and Father Mateo. “Good evening, noble sirs.” He bowed, and Kane moved aside, allowing him to replace her at the door.


  “Welcome to our ryokan,” he said. “I am Noboru, and I see you have met my wife, Kane. May we offer you rooms for the night?”


  The Jesuit returned the bow. “Thank you, Noboru-san. I am Father Mateo Ávila de Santos, and this is my scribe, Matsui Hiro.”


  Hiro noted with approval that the priest remembered the change to their cover story. Father Mateo’s Japanese was far too proficient to claim the need for a translator any longer. Fortunately, most Japanese people believed the complexities of Japanese script beyond the learning capacity of foreigners.


  “My scribe and I can share a room,” the Jesuit continued, “but if you have a second room available, I would prefer that my housekeeper have a separate accommodation.”


  “Noboru. . .” the woman whispered.


  “Kane-san, prepare the largest guest room at the front of the house for our honored guests, and the small one near the kitchen for their housekeeper”—he shifted his gaze to Father Mateo—“assuming that arrangement is acceptable?”


  Ana’s basket mewed.


  Father Mateo’s cheeks flushed pink. “We have a cat. May it stay in the room?”


  “We could use the luck a cat would bring,” Kane said. “Especially tonight.”


  “This ryokan is not unlucky,” Noboru snapped.


  In the silence that followed, the innkeeper forced a smile. “Of course, your cat can stay.” He turned to his wife. “Show the noble gentleman’s servant to her room, and then prepare the guest room for our visitors. Do not, under any circumstances, interrupt Ishiko-san. She needs to finish her preparations soon.”


  Hiro recalled the older woman in mourning robes, and suspected Kane had already violated her husband’s order.


  “In the meantime, I will take our honored guests to eat at the teahouse.” Noboru gestured across the road.


  Kane gave her husband an unreadable look, gestured to Ana, and walked away.


  The Jesuit’s housekeeper muttered under her breath as she crossed the threshold carrying Gato’s basket.


  “We do not wish to cause you trouble,” Father Mateo said.


  “No trouble at all!” Noboru stepped into a pair of shoes that sat beside the door. “Please leave your burdens here. My wife will take them to your room.”


  As he followed the innkeeper across the road, Hiro wondered what Ana would do about an evening meal for herself and Gato. He dismissed the concern almost at once. The Jesuit’s housekeeper had proven herself exceedingly resourceful. Neither she nor the cat would want for food.


  Yet again, Hiro noticed the unusual lack of smoke and light in the village houses, even though the sun had fallen below the trees and twilight had begun to leach the colors from the day. Bamboo shutters covered the windows of every dwelling, as if the houses closed their eyes to the road. Even the house at the far end of the street sat tightly shuttered, the large stone lanterns at its steps unlit.


  Hiro felt a chill that had nothing to do with winter, accompanied by a sudden, instinctive desire to flee. He saw no obvious threats, yet his instincts screamed that he and the priest should leave at once.


  Go, urged the familiar voice in his thoughts. Go now, while you still can.


  A sprinkling of stars had appeared in the darkening sky. Faint wisps of cloud streaked the heavens like ghosts escaping the mortal realm.


  Hiro never dismissed his instincts—not entirely, anyway—but saw no cause for immediate alarm. He would stay alert, warn Emiri that Oda Nobunaga’s spies might have discovered her identity, ensure that she agreed to return to Iga as Hattori Hanzo wished, and continue the journey to Edo in the morning.


  The teahouse itself looked solidly built, although its weathered planks showed signs of wear. Its heavy, black tile roof set it apart from the humbler village buildings. An elaborate stone lantern burned beside the wooden steps that led to the entrance, and the sign beside the door read “Bamboo Road Teahouse.”


  A pair of wooden plaques below the sign read “Hanako” and “Masako.” Beneath them hung a set of empty hooks. Neither name matched the one on Hiro’s memorized list of Iga agents, but kunoichi, like their male shinobi counterparts, customarily used invented names.


  Father Mateo gestured to the empty set of hooks. “Is the third entertainer out tonight?”


  “This house has two entertainers,” Noboru said, and then repeated, “Only two.”


  Hiro noted the tension in the innkeeper’s voice and wondered why the number of girls in the house would cause anxiety.


  The door swung open so quickly that Hiro suspected the woman behind it had been watching as they crossed the street. She looked about twenty, with delicate features and long-fingered hands. . .and she was not Emiri.


  The woman made a deep and graceful bow. “Good evening, gentlemen, and welcome.” As she straightened, her eyes lingered on Noboru. “With respect, I did not expect you tonight.”


  “Good evening Hanako-san.” The innkeeper gestured to Hiro and Father Mateo. “I have unexpected, but welcome, guests. Ishiko-san cannot prepare the evening meal, so I hoped. . .”


  Hanako stepped back from the door with a welcoming gesture. “Please come in.”


  A narrow wooden bench sat to the left of the door, beside a small raised shelf that held two pairs of women’s winter shoes. On the opposite wall, a monochromatic hanging scroll portrayed a scene of bamboo in the snow.


  As Hiro set his shoes on the shelf, he found himself still strangely unsettled, for no identifiable reason. He looked around more closely. The scroll showed notably less finesse than most high-class teahouse art, but inferior paintings were hardly a cause for panic. He inhaled slowly. His sensitive nose detected only wood smoke, pine, and tea.


  He saw no reason to refuse Hanako’s hospitality, but decided not to remove his swords before following the others through the entry and into the teahouse proper.


  If trouble did materialize, he intended to meet it fully armed.


  Chapter 3


  On the far side of the entry, a single step led up to a tatami-floored reception room with a sunken hearth at the center. A brazier in the corner filled the room with cheerful light. Sliding shoji in the walls on either side of the reception area led to adjacent private rooms where guests could dine at leisure. Vibrant paintings on the doors showed bamboo groves in every season of the year.


  Too vibrant. Hiro inspected the art with a critical eye. The work of an overenthusiastic amateur.


  An unadorned shoji on the far side of the room most likely led to the kitchen and other private portions of the house.


  A fire burned brightly in the hearth. Above the flames, a steaming kettle hung suspended on a chain attached to a rafter hook. A teapot and a pair of cups sat on a tray beside the hearth.


  “Were you expecting company?” Noboru looked embarrassed. “I did not intend—”


  “This?” Hanako gestured to the brazier and the fire. “I merely wished to brighten a gloomy day, and invite good fortune, by filling the house with light. And you have come, so my efforts were successful.”


  She crossed to the left side of the room and paused before a shoji showing a bamboo grove in winter. Gaudy green, snow-laden stalks bent toward the bank of a frozen lake. In the background, painted far too brightly to create perspective depth, a flat-topped, snow-capped mountain rose dramatically into the sky.


  Father Mateo gestured to the painted peak. “Mount Fuji?”


  “You know Fuji-san?” Hanako clapped her hands in delight. “The painting is the work of my teacher, Yuko-sama, who founded the teahouse. She trained in Kyoto.”


  “Will we have the honor of meeting Yuko-san this evening?” the Jesuit asked.


  “No. . .” Hanako lapsed into awkward silence, but her smile returned a moment later. “We should speak of happy things.”


  She knelt before the shoji, laid her hands on the screen, and drew it open. “My finest room: the Winter Grove.”


  A low wooden table sat at the center of the room, with a pair of square green cushions on either side. A brazier burned in one of the corners opposite the door. Yet another monochromatic scroll hung in a recessed alcove near the brazier, this one containing a poem written in flowing calligraphy that, intriguingly, showed true skill.


  Most teahouses left the walls of their guest rooms unadorned to avoid distracting visitors from the subtle flavors of the food and tea, as well as the artistic merit of objects showcased in the tokonoma. Parting with tradition, someone—presumably Yuko—had transformed the walls into a grove of painted bamboo stalks. They reached from floor to ceiling, grouped in clusters of varying sizes, each adorned with a cap of painted snow. While rendered more skillfully than the bamboo on the outer doors, the paintings overwhelmed the room, destroying its balance and ruining the intended sense of peace.


  Hiro found it curious that the brazier in this room was lit, despite Hanako’s claim that she expected no visitors. However, he supposed an intelligent businesswoman would always have at least one room prepared for unexpected guests.


  Despite the unpleasant decor, Hiro followed Noboru and Father Mateo across the threshold. He knelt on a cushion beside the priest, across the table from the innkeeper.


  “Please make yourselves comfortable,” Hanako said. “I will send Masako-san to entertain you while I prepare your meal.” She bowed and closed the door.


  “Thank you for arranging this.” Father Mateo nodded to Noboru. “Although I feel I must apologize for the inconvenience. It appears this evening has an important meaning, of which we are not aware.”


  “Do not concern yourselves.” The innkeeper made a dismissive gesture. “Hanako serves excellent food. I appreciate the opportunity to enjoy a meal here.”


  He gestured to the painted walls. “Quite lovely, don’t you think?”


  Hiro raised an eyebrow. “I have never seen their equal.”


  He ignored the Jesuit’s sidelong glance.


  A silent rapping came from the other side of the painted shoji. Moments later, the door slid open, revealing a slender, kneeling girl of about eighteen. She wore her hair in a simple arrangement accented by a pair of silver kanzashi adorned with dangling strings of tiny scarlet beads. An embroidered scene of snowy mountains flowed down the side of her dark kimono.


  Hiro’s hope of delivering Hattori Hanzo’s message melted away like frost on a sunny morning. The girl before him was not Emiri either.


  “Good evening.” The entertainer bowed her forehead to the floor. “My name is Masako. May I have the honor of playing for you this evening?” As she straightened, she gestured to a shamisen on the floor beside her knees.


  “Thank you, Masako-san.” Noboru gestured for the girl to enter.


  She crossed the threshold on her knees, lifted her instrument into the room, and closed the door. As she joined them beside the table and arranged her robes, Hiro noted that Masako moved with unusual, fluid grace.


  She raised her instrument, removed a plectrum from her sleeve and began to play.


  Shivering notes rose from the strings and filled the room with a haunting melody that conjured mental images of barren landscapes filled with icy trees. A shudder ran down Hiro’s back as the music, skillfully played, grew even darker. The shamisen took years to learn, and even then most students played it badly. In Masako’s hands, it sang like an extension of her soul.


  When the song came to its quavering end, Noboru’s eyes were full of tears.


  Father Mateo looked down at his own scarred hands as if lost in thought.


  Masako began another song, even lonelier and more haunting than the first.


  As the songs continued, Hiro lost himself in the music and the memories it evoked of people he had loved, and lost, and would never see again.


  Eventually Masako laid the instrument in her lap, removed the plectrum from the strings, and raised her face, which held no sign of an entertainer’s usual desire for praise.


  If anything, the girl seemed almost frightened.


  “Thank you, Masako-san.” Noboru wiped his eyes and looked at the other men. “Forgive my emotions. Today is the one-year anniversary of my sister’s death.”


  Masako’s hands flew to her mouth.


  “Thank you for the entertainment, Masako-san,” the innkeeper said. “Under the circumstances, perhaps I should entertain my guests with conversation instead of music, for a while at least. I believe Hanako-san could use your assistance with the meal.”


  The girl bowed politely, collected her instrument, and left the room with ill-disguised relief on her frightened face.


  After the shoji slid closed behind her, Noboru continued, “Forgive my rudeness in sending away our entertainment, but I believe I owe you an explanation.”


  Chapter 4


  “You have no need to apologize, or to explain,” Father Mateo said. “We deeply regret imposing on your family tonight.”


  “Guests are never an imposition.” The innkeeper gave an uneasy laugh. “Especially in winter. My mother is preparing an offering for my sister’s grave, so I would have eaten here this evening anyway.”


  Hiro doubted that, but dismissed the harmless lie.


  “We will leave early tomorrow morning,” Father Mateo said, “so you can take the offering to your sister’s grave in peace.”


  “There is no need,” Noboru replied. “My mother will take the offering tonight. In fact, she has probably gone and returned already.”


  “In the dark?” the Jesuit asked.


  Hiro found that curious, too. Most people feared the dead too much to enter a burial ground at night.


  Noboru looked at the painted wall behind them. “She wanted to prepare a special evening meal, as an offering, on the anniversary of my sister’s death.” In a voice too forced to be truly casual, he added, “A foolish woman’s notion, but a harmless one.”


  “Is it safe for your mother to go alone at night?” Father Mateo indicated Hiro. “My scribe believed he saw someone in the trees as we entered the village.”


  “A man in white?” When Hiro nodded, Noboru said, “Zentaro-san, the yamabushi who lives on the mountain. He comes to the village to warn us about showing proper respect for the mountain deities. He is harmless, if not completely sane.”


  A quiet knock at the door announced Masako’s return. The young entertainer carried a wooden tray with plates of fresh sashimi, a teapot, a saké flask, and cups for both saké and tea.


  “Hanako-san did not know what you like to drink, so she prepared both tea and saké.” Masako set the tray on the table and served the sashimi plates.


  “You do not need to stay and serve,” Noboru said. “But please return and play the shamisen during the final course.” He turned to the others. “At least, if my guests have no objection?”


  “We would enjoy the music,” Father Mateo said.


  When Hiro nodded his assent, Masako bowed and left the room.


  “I hope you do not mind me sending her away.” The innkeeper poured a cup of tea for Father Mateo and filled a saké cup for Hiro. “I enjoy her music, but do not feel like idle talk with a girl her age tonight.”


  Hiro did not mind. He disliked idle chatter every evening—and at other times as well.


  The shinobi eyed the Jesuit’s tea with silent envy as Father Mateo bowed his head in silent prayer. Hiro’s ronin disguise required him to feign a preference for astringent saké, but in truth he preferred the fragrant warmth of tea.


  Some time later, Hanako returned to present a steaming bowl of soba noodles, fish, and mountain vegetables in savory broth. Masako had clearly conveyed Noboru’s request for privacy because the woman served the dishes, bowed, and left the room without a word.


  Unexpectedly, the Jesuit refrained from asking his usual litany of questions about the innkeeper’s village, life, and family. Instead, the three men ate in a silence that, though slightly strange, did not interfere with Hiro’s enjoyment of the delicious food.


  Eventually Hanako returned to replace the empty plates with bowls of rice and miso soup to complete the meal. As the teahouse owner departed, Masako entered the room with her shamisen.


  The young entertainer knelt beside the table, bent over the instrument, and plucked the strings. Once again, her music conveyed a sadness that transcended words.


  Also as before, she paused for only an instant between her songs.


  Hiro preferred light-hearted music—or none at all—but respected Masako’s skill enough to listen without interruption, as he attempted to ignore the mental ghosts her music conjured.


  The girl continued playing long after the final grains of rice and sips of soup had disappeared. Hiro had just begun to consider asking her to stop, despite the rudeness of such a request, when Hanako returned to the room to clear the bowls.


  Noboru stood and bowed. “Thank you for serving us tonight.”


  Masako ended her song and looked up, confused.


  Hanako also seemed perplexed. “You intend to leave so soon?”


  Hiro rose to his feet.


  Father Mateo took the hint and stood up also. “Thank you for a splendid meal.”


  Hiro decided to risk a final question. “This house seems large for two entertainers. Have you more apprentices as well?”


  “No. . .” Hanako hesitated. “Before Yuko-sama—that is, before I inherited the house from her, we had two other girls as well. Regrettably, they are no longer here.”


  Hiro noted her discomfort. Unfortunately, a samurai would have no interest in unknown teahouse girls, making additional questions out of place. Whether or not Emiri was one of the girls Hanako referenced, it appeared the kunoichi had moved on. This happened often enough with the agents who spied for the Iga ryu that Hiro saw no cause for great concern. If Emiri no longer lived in the village, he and Father Mateo could continue on to Edo, and the next names on the list of Iga spies.


  As they left the teahouse, Hiro discovered thick mist obscuring the village, as if clouds had descended like nesting birds to settle on the houses for the night. He followed Noboru and Father Mateo across the road, keeping close to avoid losing sight of them in the fog. He thought of the innkeeper’s mother, carrying offerings to the dead, and felt a wave of relief at the lack of superstition it implied. People who did not fear the dead were few and far between.


  After leaving their shoes in the ryokan’s entry, Noboru led Hiro and Father Mateo into the reception room beyond, and paused before a shoji on the right side of the space. “Our finest guest room.”


  He drew the door open.


  The six-mat room had clean tatami on the floor and a brazier glowed beside the door. Two futons lay in the center of the space, covered with winter quilts that still bore the lines of recent folding. A low wooden table sat against the wall on the far side of the room, beside a solid, wooden shoji that presumably led outside. The wall to the right of the entry featured a built-in cupboard and a small tokonoma that displayed a painting of bamboo in winter snow. Remarkably, the scroll showed even less artistic merit than the paintings in the teahouse.


  “I know our country ryokan cannot compare with city inns,” Noboru said with obvious pride, “but I do hope the room does not offend.”


  He gestured to the sliding door on the far side of the room. “You will want to keep the outer door both closed and barred tonight.”


  Hiro’s traveling bundle, and Father Mateo’s, lay on the floor beside the table, but Hiro saw no sign of the basket or the cat. “Where is Gato?”


  “Most likely with Ana.” Father Mateo sniffled. “And I cannot say that I object. With this cold, I can barely breathe as it is.”


  “If the village has no trouble with bandits,” Hiro asked Noboru, “why insist that we bar the door?”


  “Animals,” the innkeeper answered, a little too quickly. “Nothing to worry about. Merely a precaution. May I bring you tea before you sleep?”


  “No, thank you,” Father Mateo said. “We do not wish to disturb you any longer.”


  Noboru bowed and stepped across the threshold. “Then I hope you will sleep soundly.” As he closed the door, he added, “and undisturbed.”


  Chapter 5


  Father Mateo stared at the door. “Did that seem strange to you?”


  “No more than half a dozen other things.” Hiro opened the cupboard and peered inside. A futon lay on the wooden shelf, along with a carefully folded quilt. He closed the cabinet and gestured to the tokonoma. “Like the local fascination with inferior paintings of bamboo.”


  “It does look a lot like the ones in the teahouse.” Father Mateo paused. “A gift from the founder. . .Yuko-san?”


  “Perhaps.” Hiro studied the scroll more closely. “Although this one shows less skill. More likely, the work of an apprentice.” He crossed the room, raised the pin that secured the exterior shoji, and opened the door enough to look outside.


  The door opened onto a narrow ledge, more a catwalk than a true veranda, that ran the length of the ryokan. The building’s eaves extended past the ledge, preventing rain from leaking beneath the door. Heavy mist obscured the view, though Hiro guessed the faint glow to the west was the lantern beside the teahouse steps on the opposite side of the travel road.


  He closed the door and dropped the wooden pin back into place to secure it.


  Father Mateo switched to Portuguese. “Speaking of apprentices, do you think the woman we’re looking for is one of the two who moved away?”


  “I suspect so,” Hiro replied in kind. “She should have reported the move to the clan, but. . .” Given that he was currently also in breach of protocol and orders, he felt disinclined to criticize Emiri’s choices. “We’ll continue to look for her on the way to Edo.”


  “We could ask about her again before we leave,” the priest suggested.


  “Not without attracting unwanted attention.”


  “Something might have happened to her,” Father Mateo said. “Wouldn’t. . .your people. . .want to know?”


  “Not at the risk of exposing my own identity,” Hiro answered. “Once we get to Edo, I can send a message to my cousin, telling him that we undertook this mission ourselves, in Ringa’s place, and letting him know of Emiri’s disappearance.”


  Father Mateo seemed to accept that answer. “What animals can open an unbarred shoji? Bears?”


  “They can. But normally, if a bear wants in, he’ll simply break the door.”


  “How comforting.” The Jesuit knelt beside the futon farthest from the outer wall.


  Hiro removed his swords from his obi and set them on the tatami beside his futon. “More likely, the problem lies with foxes coming in to hunt for mice.”


  “Mice?” Father Mateo looked around as if expecting hordes of furry rodents to emerge from the walls at any moment. “If this place has mice, I think I might prefer a fox.”


  “Trust me, you wouldn’t.” Hiro lay down. “They stink.”


  [image: image]


  Hiro woke to the muffled sound of urgent whispers. The room was dark, but his internal clock suggested dawn.


  Father Mateo’s silent breathing told him the priest still slept, but the voices outside the door made Hiro curious. Silently, he pushed his quilt aside and grasped his wakizashi, leaving the longer katana on the floor.


  Despite their urgency, the voices seemed too loud for people planning an ambush.


  Slipping the scabbard through his obi, he crossed to the door and slid it open just a crack.


  The reception room was empty.


  The voices came from the far end of a hall that led from the reception room to the rear of the ryokan. Hiro slipped out the guest room door and crept across the floor to the hallway entrance.


  Half a dozen shoji opened off the right-hand wall of the narrow passage, their locations and spacing suggesting guest room entrances. At the far end of the hall, an open doorway led to another room, most likely the kitchen. A shadowed male figure stood in the opening with his back to the hall.


  Flickering light and the sound of voices drew Hiro down the hall. He stopped halfway to the kitchen door, not wanting to make the speakers aware of his presence.


  Unlike the living areas, which sat on a raised foundation, the ryokan kitchen sat at ground level, where the earthen floor reduced the risk of fire.


  Noboru stood on the lower of the two short steps that led to the kitchen, holding a lantern. “She isn’t here.”


  The innkeeper’s words held an accusation.


  “It was only a guess.” Kane’s whispered answer came from the kitchen. “I already told you, I went to sleep right after she left last night.”


  “And she told you to remain awake, so you could help clean up when she returned.” Noboru hissed. “When I came home, and found you sleeping, I assumed—”


  “I was tired”—a whine edged Kane’s voice—“and your mother didn’t want my help. She just couldn’t stand the thought of me getting any rest.”


  “It was your duty.” Noboru sounded frightened. “Now she’s missing!”


  “She probably just went to the latrine,” Kane replied.


  “I’m going to find her,” Noboru said. “You start preparing breakfast for our guests.”


  Hiro retreated to the guest room and closed the door.


  “Hiro?” Father Mateo whispered. “Is something wrong?”


  “It sounds as if the innkeeper’s mother did not return from the burial yard last night.”


  Quilts rustled as the priest sat up. “If she is missing, we should help them find her.”


  “We have no time to involve ourselves in other people’s problems,” Hiro said. “We have to warn the Iga agents on the travel road about—”


  “A woman might be dead!”


  “If she did not return last night, she almost certainly is dead, and will remain so—making our help entirely unnecessary.”


  “Hiro!” Father Mateo’s disapproval carried clearly through the darkness.


  Loud banging echoed through the inn as someone pounded on the ryokan’s front door.


  Footsteps hurried past the guest room door as Noboru murmured, “Who could that be? It’s barely dawn.”


  Hiro retrieved his katana from the floor and thrust the long-sword’s scabbard through his obi next to the wakizashi. He moved to the shoji and drew it open just as Noboru opened the inn’s front door.


  A wild-eyed Masako stood on the veranda. Her hair had come partially loose from its braid, and her cheeks were flushed a brilliant red. The rest of her face looked deathly pale.


  She tried to speak, but her trembling lips made only a terrified whimper.


  She drew a deeper breath and tried again. “It has returned, and killed Ishiko-san!”


  Chapter 6


  Masako stumbled across the threshold into the ryokan. “Kane!” Noboru called, “Bring tea at once!”


  Hiro emerged from the guest room. The Jesuit followed, carrying a quilt. Passing by Hiro, Father Mateo laid the blanket around Masako’s shoulders. As the priest guided the trembling girl into the reception room, Noboru asked, “Where is my mother?”


  “I-in the g-g-graveyard.” Masako’s teeth chattered. “H-Hanako-san sent me, this morning, to fetch the saké flask we left on Ri—on her grave, as an offering, yesterday.”


  She paused for several shuddering breaths. As her shaking subsided she continued, “I saw Ishiko-san beside the grave. I thought she had come to pray again this morning, so I waited for her to finish. But when she didn’t move, I went closer. . .” Masako clasped her hands to her mouth and emitted a soft but high-pitched squeal. “She is dead! The yūrei killed her!”
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