CHAPTER IL. BFt4

HOW A DAIMIO MET HIS DEATH.

" The man-rio is developed and beautified by
the snows of winter. Injustice to the lord
reveals and intensifies the devotion of the
samurai"
(A)

Thus wrote the Lord of Ako one lovely morning
in December, two weeks after his encounter
with Kira. The noble, costumed in his official
garb, was kneeling before a writing table in his
study engaged in versemaking, his manner
betraying no anxiety concerning the impending
Upon the
desk were some volumes of poetry, an inkstone
bearing his crest, falcon's feathers crossed and

decision of the Council of Elders.

enclosed in a circle, some brushes resting on a
lacquered holder and a small kettle of inlaid
metal containing water with which to moisten
his ink.

He grasped the slender bamboo-stemmed
writingbrush firmly and formed the characters
Then, when he had
completed the poem, turned his head and

with a swift motion.

glanced into the veranda, where stood a
porcelain flower-pot containing the object of his
Inspiration, a man-rio plant, upon the bright
green leaves of which was piled the snow of the
previous night, contrasting charmingly with
the clusters of ruddy berries hanging beneath.
As he gazed upon this the rising sun sent its
rays across the scene and made the crystals
sparkle like a cluster of stars.

While the master of the house was thus
calmly employed, his retainers were moving
silently about their duties. No song came from
the kitchen, no voice was heard speaking above
a whisper. The main gate was closed, a
temporary fence of green bamboo had been
built before it a sign the lord was a prisoner and
a friend of the family, surety for the chief, gave
orders and decided who should enter or quit the
mansion.
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A great sorrow was upon the household and all,
save its head, trembled with apprehension.

In the midst of his reverie, a screen behind
him was moved noiselessly aside and Lady
Fair-face, his wife, entered the apartment ; her
features too plainly betraying the disturbed
state of her soul. Advancing toward him she
sank upon the floor and bowing until her
forehead touched the mat, said in an agitated
voice :

" I trust my lord is in the enjoyment of good
health." The noble regarded her tenderly and
replied :

"I am well, Fair-face ; why are you so sad ?"
The lady conquered her grief and said :

" My lord, when you are in danger, how can I
appear happy ?"

Although her words moved him he did not
betray any emotion, but inviting her to
approach nearer, pointed to the poem.

Lady Fair-face read it slowly, and glancing at
him, remarked :

" Ah, my lord, you are prepared for the worst !
Kira is all powerful with the Shogun, and his
friends will do their utmost to crush the house
of Ako."

" Have no fear, Fair-face! My greatest anxiety
is on your account. I know what is passing in
your mind. Your actions have betrayed you."

" My actions, my lord ? "

" Yes," indicating the man-rio. " You cannot
deceive me. Last evening, when you tended
that plant, you used one of your hair-pins to
remove a dead berry and left the trinket on the
rim of the vessel, also your paper handkerchiefs

near it—they are there this morning."
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" How forgetful of me," she murmured, gazing
sadly at him. "I can deceive all the world but

n

you

Uttering these words she leaned forward,
and placing her hands on his knees, rested her
face upon them. The noble glanced sorrowfully
at her and laying his hand on her shoulder,
said -

" Fair-face, the bird driven from its nest always
finds some shelter from the storm. Whatever
may occur, I desire you will place implicit
confidence in my chief-councillor and regard his
words as though they were mine. When I
succeeded to the rank and estates of my
honorable father, I imagined myself wiser than
Big-rock, however, I quickly discovered my
error and learned to value him at his true
worth. He is a man of a hundred thousand,
brave, honorable, fertile in resource, patient
under difficulties and a thorough statesman."

" Ah, then why has
he not averted this danger from us ? Kira was
most polite to Lord Tortoise-well."

Lord Morning- field did not reproach her for

" Statesman ! " she cried.

this wifely outburst, merely replying :

"I am certain Big-rock has done his duty.

If harm overtakes our house it will not be
through any fault or neglect of his.
mirror of loyalty. I pray you not to forget my

He is a
estimation of him."

The lady bowed her head and clung to her
husband, knowing full well that she was soon
Lord Morning-field
endeavored to comfort her and when she

to part from him for ever.

became somewhat composed, led her toward
the entrance to her apartments, saying :

" Fair-face, I will send for you later on.

I understand, you have passed a sleepless night
lie down and endeavor to seek refreshment in
slumber."
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She tottered into the passage-way and
sinking upon the floor saluted him, sobbing as
though her heart would break. Lady
Pine-island, her chief attendant, advanced
quickly and drawing the screens between the
rooms, shut the pitiful sight from her lord's
view.

The noble slowly returned to his desk, and
kneeling before it, remained in profound
thought until the hour of the Dragon (8 AM.),
when he was disturbed by the entrance of Sir
Common, who, prostrating himself near the
of the

doorway, announced the arrival

Commissioners from the Shogun.

[B]

Lord Morning-field arose and quitted the
study, passing Sir Common who was still
respectfully upon his hands and knees and who
presently followed him. Upon reaching the
main entrance the noble received and gravely
saluted his visitors, whom he conducted to the
reception hall where they seated themselves in
the place of honor ; he kneeling on the mats,
lower down, the apartment, facing them.

Neither of the officials spoke nor returned his

salute, they being there as the representatives
of the Shogun. After a moments pause, the
elder drew a folded document from his bosom,
and extending it toward the noble, said :
" My Lord Morning-field, we are ordered by the
Shogun to announce the decision of the Council
of Elders in the matter of your unsheathing
your sword within the precincts of the castle of
O-shiro. We request you will at once read and
carry out this decree."

The noble gravely received the paper and

having reverently lifted it to his forehead,
calmly perused its contents, then addressing
the commissioners, said :
" This commands me to commit self-despatch
and announces the confiscation of my estates
and extinction of my family name, to all of
which I most respectfully submit."

The chief listened with
unmoved countenance and replied :

commissioner
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"In that case we are ready to act as your
witnesses." Lord Morning-field, who had not
anticipated any other judgment, summoned Sir
Common and bade him remove some screens
concealing a recess in the hall, when the
visitors beheld the preparations necessary for
the solemn ceremony. He advanced to the place
and removing his outer garments revealed the
shiromuku (white suit used during mourning
and sacrificial ceremonies) after which he
seated himself on the thick mats and signaled
Sir Common to summon Sir Pure. When the
latter had entered, bowed and taken his place
behind his chief, Lord Morning-field,
addressing the commissioners, remarked :

" With your permission I will give my final
Instructions to my councillors."

No objection being offered to this he bade Sir
Common approach close to him, then pointing
to a white pine-wood box resting on a sambo
(stand) of like material, whispered in his ear ;
presently drawing a letter from his bosom and
handing it to the samurai, who listened with
the deepest attention and, after his lord had
ceased to speak, saluted him reverently and
retired to his left hand.

The scene was most impressive. In the centre
of the group knelt the noble, calm and resolute,
before him were seated the commissioners, cold
and stern, and behind him crouched the
faithful samurai, ready to render the last
services to their chief.

Outside the mansion all was still, there being
a light covering of snow upon the ground.
Inside reigned a dead silence for, though the
retainers set their teeth and clenched their
fingers in agony, no sound escaped their lips.

Lord Morning-field gazed through the open
screens upon the beautiful view beyond and,
mutely bidding it farewell, calmly reached for
the dirk placed near his right hand.
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That afternoon a mournful procession
wended its way toward the cemetery of the
Spring- Hill Temple in the southern suburb of
Yedo. In the midst of the cortege was borne a
norimono (enclosed litter) containing the dead
body of the Lord of Ako, which was conveyed to
its final resting place amid the tears,
lamentations and prayers of thousands of
people.
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