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  For Christopher, the graduate.


  Now and always, I am proud of you.


  
    
  


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  Although the characters in this book are fictitious (even when based on historical figures), I have tried to portray the time and its people as realistically as possible.


  Mount Kōya has been the heart and center of Shingon practice in Japan for over 1,200 years. It is among the most beautiful, peaceful, and sacred places on earth. Myo-in and its priests are entirely fictitious, but aside from creating an annex off the worship hall to hold the dead—which might or might not have actually existed in a Shingon temple at the time when this book takes place—I have otherwise endeavored to remain faithful to Shingon Buddhist architecture, doctrine, life, and practice as it existed on Kōya during the sixteenth century.


  Since Japanese names and terms can be tricky for readers unfamiliar with the time and culture, I’ve included a cast of characters—and a brief glossary—at the back of the book, as well as more information about the jusanbutsu (thirteen Buddhist deities that play an important role in this adventure). Where present, Japanese characters’ surnames precede their given names, in the Japanese style. Western surnames follow the characters’ given names, in accordance with Western conventions.


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


  WINTER 1565


  “I question your judgment, Hiro.” Father Mateo looked at the sky, which should have burned with the fiery colors of a mountain sunset.


  Instead, a menacing wall of greenish thunderclouds churned overhead.


  “We can beat the storm to the temple.” Hiro Hattori increased his pace and tried to ignore the angry meow that issued from the basket in his arms.


  “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” The Jesuit glanced back over his shoulder at the building on the ridge, now almost hidden by the massive cedars that lined the earthen road. “I’m worried for Ana’s safety, not for ours.”


  He gestured to Hiro’s basket. “How can we trust women too superstitious to allow a cat beneath their roof?”


  “The nuns’ refusal to harbor the cat had nothing to do with superstition.” The basket shifted in Hiro’s arms as Gato moved inside. “The nyonindo has a resident cat. A fight between their cat and ours could be considered an omen of bad fortune.”


  “Superstition.” The Jesuit made a derisive noise. “Bad fortune is not decided by a cat fight.”


  Hiro smiled. “It is for the losing cat.”


  Father Mateo frowned.


  “You simply disapprove of leaving Ana at the nyonindo,” Hiro observed. “I told you before we came that women are not allowed on Kōya’s summit.”


  “A man can understand a thing and still not like it,” the Jesuit said. “Besides, they are on the mountain’s summit. The women’s hall stands right at the top of the trail.”


  “Women can come to the edge of the summit valley, but no farther.” Hiro increased his pace again as a frigid wind blew past, heavy with the smell of an impending thunderstorm.


  Just ahead, a six-foot wall of wood and stone, crowned by a roof of mossy bark, ran along the north side of the road. Beyond the wall, the sloping roofs of a Buddhist temple rose among the trees.


  Father Mateo looked at the rows of towering cedars that lined the south side of the road. Not even the winter wind could rock their massive trunks, but, high above, their branches flailed, warning foolish travelers off the road.


  “I thought you said this place had many temples,” the Jesuit said. “I see just one.”


  “Most of them sit farther along the kōya—the shallow valley between the peaks, from which the mountain takes its name.” Hiro fixed his gaze on the gate set into the wall a hundred feet ahead. Its weathered wooden planks were bound with iron.


  “Why force the women to stay alone in the nyonindo?” Disapproval weighted Father Mateo’s voice.


  Hiro shrugged. “Shingon priests believe a female presence would defile the temples.”


  “What kind of holy men leave women vulnerable to attack?”


  Hiro gave the priest a disbelieving glance. “What kind of man spends eight long hours climbing narrow mountain trails to attack a group of aging nuns?”


  “Not all the women in the nyonindo are nuns. I saw a samurai woman there, and Ana—”


  “A man so inclined could find vulnerable women in any city, town, or village in Japan—without the treacherous climb.”


  Father Mateo changed the subject. “Did your cousin mention the name of the priest we came to see?”


  “His name is Ringa.” Hiro appreciated the Jesuit’s use of “cousin” rather than the name, despite the empty road. Few people knew that Hiro was a shinobi assassin, or that his cousin was Hattori Hanzō, infamous leader of the Iga ninja ryu. Hiro and Father Mateo had come to Kōya on Hanzō’s orders, to deliver a secret message to another Iga ninja hiding in a temple on the mountain—but the fewer people who learned that truth, the better.


  When they reached the roofed double gates at the temple entrance, Hiro rang a small bronze bell beneath a wooden plaque with hand-carved characters that read “MYO-IN.”


  Footsteps approached the gate, and it swung inward, revealing a Buddhist priest.


  The priest wore a dark blue robe that fell to his ankles and, over it, a hip-length surplice of pale cloth embroidered with a five-petaled flower, the crest of the Buddhist temples on Mount Kōya. His shaven head made it difficult to judge his age precisely, though the breadth of his shoulders and his lack of wrinkles indicated a man on the younger side of middle age. His right hand gripped a bamboo staff that looked more like a weapon than a walking aid.


  The priest’s gaze lingered on Father Mateo, though otherwise he did not react to the sight of a foreign face. “Good evening. Have you business at Myo-in?”


  Father Mateo bowed. “Good evening. We are pilgrims, seeking shelter for the night.”


  The basket shifted in Hiro’s arms as Gato gave another angry wail.


  “You brought a cat on a pilgrimage?” The Buddhist shifted his weight to the balls of his feet, the movement subtle but indicative of a man prepared to fight.


  “We mean no harm.” Hiro spoke slowly, stalling for time to invent a reasonable explanation. “The cat—”


  “Belongs to a friend of mine,” Father Mateo finished. “I accepted responsibility for its safety and, thus, had to bring it with me.”


  “You are no Buddhist,” the priest remarked, with a nod to the wooden cross that hung around the Jesuit’s neck. “Do foreign priests take pilgrimages as we Buddhists do? And what kind of pilgrimage brings a priest of the foreign god to Kōya’s summit?”


  “I heard about your sacred mountain, and wished to see it for myself.”


  “In winter?” He looked pointedly at Hiro’s basket. “With a cat?”


  Father Mateo tipped his head in acknowledgment. “A man cannot always choose the timing or the circumstances of a pilgrimage.”


  Hiro wondered whether the Jesuit had overcome his aversion to lies, or merely become adept at partial truths. In either case, the shinobi admired the answer.


  “My name is Father Mateo Ávila de Santos.” The Jesuit gestured sideways. “This is Matsui Hiro, my translator—”


  “And guide,” Hiro finished, before the Buddhist could grow suspicious of the Jesuit’s clearly functional Japanese. “We hoped to shelter here tonight, if you have rooms available.”


  “Had you made arrangements elsewhere?” The priest considered the darkening sky. “The storm approaches quickly, but I should have time to escort you to your original destination before the rain begins.”


  “We have no previous arrangements.” Hiro took a chance. “My relatives in Iga Province recommended Myo-in by name.”


  The priest’s eyes narrowed. “Iga?” He stepped to the side and gestured for them to enter. “Regrettably, you have arrived too late for the evening meal, but I am certain Gensho-san can manage something if you have not eaten. We have no standard fee for rooms, but always appreciate a small donation, if you have the coins to spare.”


  Father Mateo bowed. “We will gladly pay for room and board.”


  The priest returned the Jesuit’s bow but directed his words to Hiro. “My name is Ringa. Welcome to Myo-in.”


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 2


  Hiro followed Father Mateo through the gates and into the temple’s graveled court.


  Stone lamps positioned around the yard illuminated the space, their flickering light unusually pale and weak beneath the sickly sky. Directly across the yard to the north, an irregular pond designed to mimic a natural lake was surrounded on one side by stands of carefully manicured maple trees. Now barren of leaves, their branches stretched like questing fingers over the still, dark water. Landscaped hillocks on the opposite side of the pond created the illusion of a distant mountain range.


  A single-story building bent around the pond. Its wide, roofed entry faced the gate, and although the shutters along the wide veranda that encircled the building were closed and dark, the doors at the entrance to the hall stood open, revealing the glow of lantern light inside. Based on its size and location, Hiro recognized it as the temple’s residential hall.


  To the left, on the western side of the yard, an enormous hondō, or worship hall, extended its curving, painted eaves like a falcon offering shelter to its young. Three long, wooden steps rose up to the entrance, whose sliding double doors were large enough to allow six men to enter the hall abreast.


  On the right side of the gate, against the wall, an open scaffold-style tower with a curving roof supported the temple’s large bronze bell. Beyond the tower, on the eastern side of the temple grounds, stood a smaller worship hall, most likely used for secondary services. The tiles on its roof were dull from age, the rafters blackened as if from soot and smoke.


  A gust of wind blew through the yard, rustling loose a last dead leaf from the trees that stood around the pond. It swirled down to float upon the surface of the water, curled edges pointing skyward like the prow and stern of a miniature boat set sail on a darkened sea.


  Ringa locked the temple gates. “Please follow me.”


  He led them across the packed-earth yard to the building that bent around the pond, and stopped in front of the wooden steps leading up to the covered entry.


  “We ask all visitors to leave their shoes on the shelves inside this door.” Ringa gestured to a weathered wooden rack upon which pairs of shoes sat resting like faithful dogs awaiting their owners’ eventual return. At the moment, the rack was mostly empty. “If you need to leave the building by another door, you will find temple sandals near the exits. Please feel free to use them during your stay at Myo-in.”


  Father Mateo bowed. “Thank you. We will.”


  After leaving their sandals on the rack, Hiro and Father Mateo followed Ringa up a single, interior step and onto the wooden floor of a narrow passage that ran around the perimeter of the residence hall. To their left, a row of sliding wooden shutters sealed the building against the coming storm.


  On the opposite side of the passage, lightweight shoji separated the passage from the residence hall’s interior rooms. A pair of braziers lit the hall, their flickering light illuminating paintings on the sliding paper-paneled doors: scenes of animals, Buddhist priests, and gods engaged in prayer and pilgrimage. Despite their fanciful subject matter, the monochromatic scenes were unusually lifelike; the figures’ eyes appeared to follow Hiro as he passed.


  A chill went up his spine.


  Ringa took a lantern from a hook nearby and started down the passageway, still carrying his staff.


  A shoji on his right slid open.


  Father Mateo jumped in surprise. Hiro instinctively shifted Gato’s basket to his left hand as the right slipped down to the hilt of his katana.


  A pair of priests appeared in the opening. The older one looked middle-aged, with slender fingers and a patient face. Behind him stood a teenaged priest whose face bore a disfiguring burn that puckered his cheek and pulled his left eye downward. Although the shadow of a beard was visible along his jaw, his body retained the gangly awkwardness of youth.


  Ringa bowed to the older priest. “Good evening, Kenshin-san. These men have come to spend the night. Can you spare Shokai to prepare their welcome tea and bring it to the guest room around the corner, at the far end of the hall?”


  “Of course.” The older priest bowed to Father Mateo. “Forgive me, but are you a Kirishitan? A priest of the foreign god whose emissaries have built a temple in the capital?” He spoke with the hint of a Kyoto accent.


  “I am! I am Father Mateo Ávila de Santos, a Christian priest, from Portugal.” In his excitement, the Jesuit completely forgot to bow—or to introduce Hiro—though the shinobi did not mind.


  “I am Kenshin, the temple physician. I have always wished to meet a Kirishitan. Perhaps, when you have rested, you will share a cup of tea with me and tell me more about your foreign god.”


  “I would be honored.” Father Mateo’s exhaustion disappeared. “Please come now, and share our welcome tea.”


  Kenshin raised his hands in protest. “I could not impose, after your arduous journey up the mountain.”


  “Please, it is no imposition. I—we”—Father Mateo’s gesture included Hiro—“would be honored.”


  Although he felt distinctly less than honored by the thought of sitting through another dissertation on the Jesuit’s foreign god, Hiro smiled benignly. He was used to it by now, and hopefully the talk would not last long.


  “Then I accept.” Kenshin clasped his palms together, fingers extended in a gesture like the one the Jesuit used in prayer. “I will prepare your welcome tea myself.”


  “Thank you, Kenshin-san.” Ringa continued down the hall with Hiro and Father Mateo.


  He paused at the end of the building, where the passage made a sharp left turn. “The rooms for guests are down this way, beyond the rooms belonging to the priests of Myo-in. We ask that visitors observe respectful silence, to help maintain a meditative atmosphere.”


  Without awaiting a response, he led them down the hall. The floorboards creaked so loudly Hiro doubted anyone could meditate when people passed, no matter how respectful their intentions.


  At the far end of the passage, near a latticed door that led out to the temple yard, Ringa stopped in front of a sliding door that bore a painting of a temple perched atop a mountain peak. “This is our finest guest room.” He hesitated, suddenly uncertain. “Unless you wish to stay in separate rooms?”


  “One room is fine.” Hiro had no intention of letting Father Mateo sleep alone and unprotected in an unfamiliar setting, even a Buddhist temple. Someone had hired the Iga ryu to provide the priest with a bodyguard, and Hiro had sworn an oath to keep the Jesuit alive on the unknown benefactor’s behalf. He would not fail his duty—or the priest who had become his friend—for the sake of personal privacy.


  The basket lurched in Hiro’s arms, though thankfully Gato had stopped howling when they came inside.


  “Very well.” Ringa nodded acceptance. “The cat is welcome in your room, but, with apologies, perhaps you will not let it run around the hall unsupervised.”


  Behind them a door slid open, revealing yet another Buddhist priest, although this one wore a faded patchwork robe with a fraying hem. He looked about thirty, with the stubbly head and callused feet of an itinerant pilgrim, and an unremarkable face of the type that disappears into a crowd.


  He bowed to Ringa, Hiro, and Father Mateo. “Good evening.”


  “Good evening.” They returned the bow.


  A bald, barefooted boy of eight or nine emerged from the room behind the monk, bowed quickly, and followed the older man down the passage, both hands holding up the skirts of his too-large saffron robe to prevent the hem from dragging on the floor.


  Ringa opened the guest room door and used his lantern to ignite the brazier in the corner. As light filled the room, Hiro and Father Mateo followed him inside.


  The six-mat room had tatami on the floor and a recessed tokonoma in the wall to the left of the entrance, with a built-in storage cabinet beside it. A knee-high wooden table sat in the center of the room. Across from the entrance, paper-paneled shoji suggested a veranda, though the doors were closed, obscuring the view.


  Noting the fine calligraphy on the scroll that hung in the recessed alcove, Hiro crossed the room for a closer look.


  Ringa followed. “The words of Kōbō Daishi.” Turning to Father Mateo, he explained, “The master who brought Shingon Buddhism to Japan from China, and established Mount Kōya as a center for its practice and meditation.”


  Father Mateo stared at the scroll. “You hang his calligraphy in a guest room?”


  “Forgive me.” Ringa bowed apologetically. “This is a copy, not the original. We hang it here so visitors can meditate on Kōbō Daishi’s words.”


  “May I enter?” called a voice from the hall. “I have brought your welcome tea.”


  Kenshin stepped into the room. He carried a tray with a teapot, a wooden canister, and three lacquered cups, along with a plate of delicate cakes. As he set the tray on the table, he asked, “You truly are not too tired for conversation?”


  “Not at all.” Father Mateo knelt by the table and gestured for Kenshin to do the same. “I am never too tired to talk about the Lord.”


  “Forgive me, but I cannot stay.” Ringa began to leave but paused in the doorway. “Do you also follow the foreign god, Matsui-san?”


  “No.” The word came out more forcefully than Hiro intended, but no one appeared to notice.


  “Perhaps I could show you our temple grounds, while your friend and Kenshin-san discuss religion?” Ringa offered. “I believe we still have time before the storm. Also, you can sign the temple register, to document your visit here.”


  “Of course.” Hiro took the hint. “I would enjoy that very much.”


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 3


  Ringa led Hiro back through the passage to the building’s entrance, where they slipped on sandals and stepped out into the yard. A cold wind blew, and thunder rumbled overhead, but rain had not begun to fall.


  With Ringa in the lead, they turned to the left and crossed the yard toward the smaller worship hall beyond the bell. Its doors were closed. The overhanging roof cast shadows over the recessed entrance. Despite the gathering darkness, Hiro noticed the heavy layer of soot along the underside of the building’s eaves.


  Ringa climbed the stairs and stopped in front of the wooden doors. Hiro followed cautiously. As he stood beside the priest, he noticed the shadows and the recess hid them from the view of anyone crossing the temple yard.


  “With apologies for my directness,” Ringa said softly, “what message do you bring to me from Iga? Also, when did Hattori-sama enlist the aid of foreign priests?”


  Hiro ignored the second question. “What makes you think I have a message for you?”


  “Hattori Hanzō does not send his relatives on idle journeys, and your resemblance to our leader is too great for mere coincidence.”


  Hiro saw no reason to deny the truth. “Oda Nobunaga has attacked the Iga ryu.” As he said the words, unexpected anguish gripped his heart and choked his throat. He clenched his jaw and stared into the twilight, overwhelmed with emotion and furious that he lacked the strength to discuss the recent events in Iga without a physical reaction.


  The recent events . . . including Neko’s death—he pushed the thought away as quickly as it came.


  Panic flashed in Ringa’s eyes. “Successfully?”


  Hiro shook his head and forced the painful memories away. “Hanzō lives.” He drew a long, slow breath. “But not everyone in Iga was as fortunate. Hanzō wants you to deliver an urgent message to the Iga agents along the coastal travel road between Kyoto and Edo.”


  “Me?” Ringa asked. “Why not someone closer, someone already in Kyoto or on the travel road? What reason could I give for leaving Kōya? I am Myo-in’s guardian, its only warrior-priest. Anan—the abbot—will not release me without cause.”


  “Surely he can find another priest to guard the temple,” Hiro said.


  “But—”


  “Perhaps you did not hear me clearly,” Hiro interrupted, speaking quietly but forcefully. “Hattori Hanzō ordered you to go.”


  Ringa bowed his head. “Of course. When Hanzō speaks, no one from Iga can refuse. I will talk to Anan tonight, and leave as soon as possible.”


  “Tomorrow, after the storm has passed, we can take a walk outside the temple.” Hiro gestured toward the gates. “I will share the names of our agents, and their locations. You must memorize the information. Hanzō ordered it must not be written down.”


  “Of course.” Ringa looked around, though the yard was empty. “We should return to the residence hall, before we draw attention.”
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  Back in the guest room, Hiro let Gato out of the basket and poured himself a cup of tea while Father Mateo and Kenshin continued their conversation about the Christian faith. The Buddhist priest asked curious questions about everything from the Jesus god to the rite of Holy Communion and the other rituals of Christian worship.


  Hiro had heard it all before. His thoughts began to stray. Despite his efforts, his mind returned yet again to Iga and the devastating loss the ryu—and he—had suffered just three weeks before. He tried to divert his mind, but the talk with Ringa had brought the events to the surface, where they were less easy to ignore. To avoid the memories of Neko, he forced himself to consider the cut on his arm, now almost fully healed, and the fight with his cousin Hanzō that could easily have cost him his life instead of merely adding another scar to the ones that already marked his body and his soul.


  Gato pawed at Hiro’s kimono and leaped onto his lap. She circled once and lay down, curling her body into a purring ball. He ran his hand across her black-and-orange fur. As always, he found her presence comforting, though he also found it strange that he cared so much about an animal’s affection.


  Eventually, Kenshin stood and bowed. “Thank you for a pleasant and informative discussion. Please forgive me, but the hour grows late and we should rest.”


  “I assure you, the pleasure and the honor were both mine.” Father Mateo rose and bowed.


  “May I impose upon you, one last time?” Before the Jesuit could answer, Kenshin asked, “Would you pray for the soul of the shogun, Ashikaga Yoshiteru, who was killed in Kyoto several months ago?”


  Hiro kept his facial expression neutral, but found it curious that the physician characterized the death as a killing. Official reports declared the shogun’s death a suicide. Only insiders knew the shogun had not taken his own life voluntarily.


  Kenshin raised a hand to his chest. “I am one of the priests appointed to pray for the shogun during the time when his soul is being judged by the jusanbutsu—the thirteen Buddhas and bodhisattvas who determine the fate of our spirits after death. I ask all visitors to Myo-in to join me, and my fellow priests, in these important prayers.”


  Father Mateo’s smile grew fixed. Hiro knew the Jesuit well enough to know his friend was struggling between the desire to avoid offense and the Christian’s belief that prayers did not help the dead—at least, not anyone who died without professing faith in the Christian god.


  “I will gladly pray with you, and for you,” Father Mateo said.


  Once again, Hiro admired his friend’s newfound facility with truths that, although accurate, were also not entirely responsive to the questions asked.


  “Thank you, I am in your debt.” Kenshin took the tray and departed, closing the sliding door behind him.


  In the silence that followed, Gato raised her head abruptly. When she saw the scroll in the tokonoma, her ears flicked forward. Her purring stopped.


  “No!” Father Mateo lunged for the sacred object, startling the cat, who leaped from Hiro’s lap and raced around the room.


  The Jesuit unhooked the scroll from the wall as Hiro dove for Gato. She dodged. He hit the floor with a thump, but grabbed her just before she fled his reach. He held her close as Father Mateo rolled the scroll and tied it with the strip of fabric that had held it on the wall.


  Only after the Jesuit placed the sacred scroll on the highest shelf of the cupboard did Hiro finally release the cat. She glared at him, whipped her tail around her feet, and licked her side with a vengeance born of anger and humiliation.


  “Thank you,” Hiro told the priest. “We’ll have to explain why we put it away—”


  “Still better than explaining why she ate it.” Father Mateo reached into the cupboard and removed a pair of folded futons. “Did you deliver Hanz—that is, the message?”


  Hiro slid the shoji open and inspected the veranda beyond. As he suspected, wooden shutters enclosed the narrow porch completely, creating a room about three feet deep and the same width as the guest room. In better weather, he would have opened the shutters to view the yard beyond, which lay on the opposite side of the building from the temple gates. Tonight, the shutters rattled ominously in the wind, and Hiro decided he preferred the warmth inside to a frigid view.


  Satisfied that no one could overhear them, or enter the room through the veranda without him hearing the person’s approach, Hiro slid the shoji closed and faced the Jesuit. “Yes, and he will leave as soon as possible.”


  Hiro helped the priest arrange the futons on the floor, removed his swords, and laid them on the tatami beside his mattress. “Sleep in your clothes. The mountain nights get cold.”


  “I remember Iga.” Father Mateo lay down on his futon.


  Hiro extinguished the brazier, stretched out on his own futon, and faced the wall, remembering Iga also . . . and wishing that he could forget.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 4


  Hiro awoke to panicked shouts and pounding feet in the creaking passage just outside the guest room. He pushed Gato off his legs, grabbed his swords, and jumped to his feet, prepared to fight.


  “Anan! He’s dead!”


  “Come quickly!”


  The door at the end of the passage rattled open, then shut. The shouting ceased, though doors along the hall slid open. Floorboards squeaked at the far end of the passage. The footsteps seemed to move away from Hiro and Father Mateo’s room. Soon, they also faded into silence.


  A distant rumbling overhead suggested thunder.


  “What’s going on?” Father Mateo’s sleepy question came from the darkness.


  “Stay here. I’m going out to see.” Hiro thrust both swords through his obi and slid the door open, revealing the darkened hall.


  He paused on the threshold. The passage seemed too quiet.


  “On second thought, you’d better come with me.”


  Father Mateo joined him just as the latticed door at the end of the hall slid open. A pair of priests entered the passage, along with a blast of frigid wind. The younger man, who walked in front, held a lantern that cast a flickering light across the burn that scarred his cheek. Behind him walked a slender, elderly man in purple robes.


  The young priest—Hiro remembered him as Shokai—continued past them down the hall, but turned back when he realized the other man had stopped to bow. “Anan-sama . . .”


  The older priest completed his obeisance before responding. “Patience, Shokai. Respect for the living does not offend the dead.”


  “Has someone died?” Father Mateo asked.


  The Jesuit’s skill for stating the obvious remained as strong as ever.


  “No,” Shokai replied. “At least, he is not only dead. Ringa-san was murdered.”


  “Ringa!” Father Mateo repeated. “I thought someone said Anan was dead.”


  “Not yet.” The old priest bowed. “I am Anan, the abbot of Myo-in.”


  “You must have heard me calling for the abbot.” Shokai shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “After I discovered Ringa-san.”


  “With apologies for our brief introduction,” Anan said, “I must go see what happened to Fudō.”


  “Fudō?” Father Mateo’s forehead wrinkled. “You said Ringa . . .”


  “Forgive me.” Anan bowed again. “Ringa-san watched over Myo-in so fiercely that we called him Fudō—short for Fudō Myō-ō. Again, with apologies, I must go and see what Shokai found.”


  The abbot stepped around them and continued down the hall behind Shokai, who held the lantern high to light the way.


  “Who is Fudō Myō-ō?” Father Mateo whispered.


  “A Buddhist deity.” Hiro followed the abbot and Shokai. “An angry one.”


  He spoke with a calmness he did not feel. The sudden death of any priest would have caused concern, but Ringa’s death—so soon after their arrival and his delivery of Hanzō’s message—made Hiro’s pulse race with alarm.


  They rounded the bend in the passage just in time to see Anan and Shokai meet another pair of priests near the building’s covered entry at the far end of the hall. The priests conversed for a moment before stepping down into the entrance, where they disappeared from view.


  Moments later, Anan cried out.


  Hiro and Father Mateo hurried down the hall and into the crowded entry.


  Anan and Shokai stood in the outer doorway, backlit by the flickering orange light of fire in the temple yard. Just behind them, two more priests stood facing the exit, frozen in horror and mouths agape. Hiro craned his neck to see over Anan’s shoulder.


  The yard resembled a scene from Buddhist hell.


  Directly in front of the temple gates, three blazing wooden stakes sent tongues of fire into the freezing air. The flames burned wildly, flapping like banners in the frigid winds that swept the yard.


  Ringa sat cross-legged on the ground, his upper body leaning back against the lower portion of the stakes so it appeared he wore a crown of living fire. One of his eyes was closed, the other open, staring lifelessly ahead. His right hand held a sword. The left one gripped a coil of rope.


  “Fudō Myō-ō . . .” Anan whispered.


  Father Mateo glanced at Hiro, clearly confused.


  “His position resembles the deity,” Hiro murmured in Portuguese, as his pulse continued racing. “Fudō is usually portrayed with a crown of fire, holding a rope and sword.”


  He switched to Japanese. “You found the body?”


  “I did,” Shokai confirmed. “I saw the light from the fire and came to investigate.”


  Thunder rumbled overhead. Another freezing wind swept through the yard. The flames blew sideways, but snapped upright instantly, like well-trained soldiers, when the wind abated.


  “What happened?” Kenshin appeared in the passage doorway, carrying a lantern. “I heard shouting.”


  “Ringa is dead. He . . .” Shokai gestured to the yard, unable to complete the sentence.


  “Make way!” A diminutive but burly priest pushed past them, carrying an enormous tub of water. His shaven head, which barely reached the middle of Hiro’s chest, sported a lengthy growth of stubble.


  Without stopping for sandals, the muscular priest hurried out across the yard.


  He tossed the water on the stakes.


  The fire died with a muted hiss, plunging the yard into darkness.


  Shokai raised his lantern, though the light did not carry far enough to illuminate the body.


  The stubble-headed priest returned to the entry. “Is everyone accounted for? Where are Doyu-sama and Bussho?” When no one answered, he set the bucket down beside the door and wiped his feet on the mat beside the entry. “I will find them.”


  “Thank you, Gensho-san,” Anan replied.


  Kenshin slipped on a pair of sandals. “Shokai and I will retrieve the body—”


  “Not Shokai!” The objection came from a teenaged priest who stood directly behind Anan—one of the two who had met the abbot and Shokai at the entry. “I am Ringa-san’s disciple. He is not. It is my right—”


  “I studied with him also, Myokan.” Shokai blocked the path to the exit.


  “He taught you only self-defense.” Myokan squared his shoulders. “Ringa-san was my teacher in all things.”


  Anan raised his hands to end the argument. “You may both assist Kenshin-san: Myokan with moving the body, Shokai with the examination.”


  “Examination?” Hiro repeated. He had not expected Buddhist priests to show much interest in the dead, aside from performing the required rituals. Even in Kyoto, few deaths merited an investigation.


  The decision made him wonder how much Anan knew about Ringa’s true identity.


  “We need to determine the cause of death.” The abbot looked grim. “Clearly, he did not commit suicide.”


  “Speaking of which, how did you see the fire?” Myokan asked Shokai. “All the shutters that face the yard are closed.”


  “You accuse me of lying?” Shokai gripped the lantern tighter. Shadows flickered across his scar.


  “Enough.” Both young men turned at Kenshin’s quiet command. “Do not shame Ringa-san’s spirit with petty quarrels.”


  Myokan clenched his jaw.


  “He would want you to put aside your differences,” Anan agreed. “Kenshin-san, please let me know when you identify what killed him.”


  “Immediately.” The physician bowed and headed out into the yard.


  Myokan followed, pushing past Shokai.


  “May I keep your lantern?” Anan asked Shokai, extending a hand.


  Shokai nodded, gave the light to the abbot, and left the hall.


  “Jorin.” Anan faced the remaining priest, a skeletal man with bony limbs and eyes set deep in his narrow face. “Would you please check on our other guests? The pilgrim and his son?”


  Jorin bowed, his bald head shining in the lantern’s glow. He stepped up into the passage and drew back quickly. “They are here already.” He disappeared into the darkened passage, floorboards creaking under his narrow feet.


  “Forgive us for remaining in the hallway.” The tattered pilgrim’s voice came from the passage. “I did not wish my son to see the dead.”


  Hiro realized, with concern, that he had not heard the man approach or noticed the light from the pilgrim’s lantern, which glowed faintly in the hall beyond the door. He shifted position to place the man and child in his line of sight.


  “A wise decision,” Anan said. “Now, I recommend that you return to your room, for safety, and remain there for the balance of the night.”


  “You believe we are in danger?” The pilgrim rested a hand on the child’s shoulder.


  A flash of lightning lit the yard. A moment later, thunder split the air.


  The child startled.


  “I do not know why anyone would kill my temple guardian,” Anan said slowly. “Until we learn what happened here, I would advise all men to act with caution.”


  The tattered pilgrim bowed and departed with the silent child at his side. Their feet made very little noise, despite the squeaky floor.


  “We should return to our room as well,” Hiro murmured in Portuguese, wishing he had stopped to bring a lantern. Although he trusted his fighting skills, he would rather not encounter a killer in a narrow, pitch-dark temple hall.


  Anan’s expression suggested no understanding of Hiro’s foreign words. “I apologize for my . . . for our . . . regrettable failure of hospitality.”


  “Please do not apologize,” the Jesuit replied. “This incident does not reflect on you.”


  “Thank you, but I meant my failure to welcome you personally when you arrived this evening. I had already commenced my evening meditation. By the time I spoke with Ringa and learned of your presence, the hour had grown too late to greet you properly.”


  “You owe us no apology for that,” Father Mateo said.


  “And now,” Anan continued softly, “I must insist upon a far less pleasant conversation.”


  Hiro stepped between the abbot and Father Mateo. “We did not kill your priest.”


  “Did I accuse you of it?” Anan raised his eyebrows.


  “We will gladly talk with you,” the Jesuit interjected. “In fact, if you’ll accept our aid, we want to help you learn what happened here.”


  
    
  


  CHAPTER 5


  Hiro stared at the Jesuit in disbelief.


  “We have investigated other murders,” Father Mateo said, “we know—”


  “When to keep our noses out of other people’s business,” Hiro hissed in Portuguese. “At least, I know it—and you should.”


  Even as he spoke the words, he realized he had no choice. No matter how much he loathed involving himself—and Father Mateo—the timing and circumstances of Ringa’s death concerned him deeply.


  Anan raised a wrinkled hand. “I believe we should have this conversation elsewhere.”


  Hiro weighed the threat of ambush against the abbot’s age and frailty.


  Not a difficult decision. “Lead the way.”


  They followed the abbot down the creaking hallway, around the bend in the corridor, and past their guest room. When they reached the latticed exit at the end of the hallway, Anan gestured to a row of sandals on a narrow shelf beside the door. “Temple sandals. If you please.”
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