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            Hambei looked inquiringly at Chiyo. After a moment the girl raised her head. “But he was there. I saw someone running through the garden during the thunderstorm last night.”

“What?” cried Hambei. “Why didn't you say so before?”

“I was afraid to,” said Chiyo in a shaking voice. Zenta finally recognized the girl's condition. She had been in a state of extreme fear ever since the murder.

“If it becomes known that I was the one who informed the investigators about the monk,” said Chiyo, “his companions on the mountain won't rest until they've avenged him.”

“Just a moment,” said Zenta. “How could you tell that the man running in the garden was a monk? It was very dark at the time, and there were bushes in the garden. If he wore black, as the monk would be likely to, you would have seen only a dark blur.”

Zenta knew that his distrust of Chiyo was showing. It was emotional rather than logical. The truth was that he had been prejudiced against the girl ever since she had pretended to be terrorized by the monk near the eel vendor's stall. He saw that Matsuzo was frowning at him and that Hambei wore an expression of heavy patience.

But Chiyo's terror now was clearly no pretense. In her pale, pinched face her eyes looked unnaturally large. She blinked back tears and said, “I saw the man during one of the lightning flashes. The orange tufts on his chest stood out quite vividly.”

Zenta remembered the lightning storm that took place when Pedro had been in their room. One of the flashes had lit up the garden with that strange blue radiance. Suddenly, his image of the garden was replaced by his memory of a famous landscape painting. It was a black-and-white brush painting done in a few vigorous strokes by a great artist. At first he could see nothing but a meaningless scrawl, but after staring at it for a long time, he had been able to make out a mountain side, a tree here, and a rock there. Gradually, a picture had emerged.

In the same way, all the recent events, apparently unconnected and even contradictory, began to form the vague outline of a picture. He was unable to see all the details, but he had the outline of an ugly conspiracy. And unless he succeeded in interfering, a great many lives could be lost.

The silence in the room had lasted for some time, and Zenta became aware that the others were looking expectantly at him. “Accusing one of the Mt. Hiei monks of murder is a very serious matter which could lead to a full-scale war,” he said. “We shall need more proof than just an orange-colored tuft. I want to visit Mt. Hiei and try to get some more clues.”

Matsuzo drew a deep breath. “I have seen you do some reckless things, but this is really insane!”

Chiyo opened her mouth to speak also, but Hambei forestalled her. “What Zenta suggests is reasonable. He is safe enough if the monks take him for an ordinary visitor. They don't attack everyone indiscriminately. They are on good terms with many of the warlords, and they have friends among the townspeople here.”

“But those monks have seen Zenta already!” said Matsuzo. “Don't forget that we had a fight with them by the eel stand. They will recognize him as an enemy immediately.” “They will recognize you, and this is why you are not coming with me,” said Zenta calmly. “But I didn't take an active part in the fight. All I did was tie the sleeves of the two men together. They couldn't have seen who did it.”

In spite of Matsuzo's protests, Zenta was determined to go to Mt. Hiei at once. He knew that the information he wanted could be obtained in no other way.

When Zenta returned to the foreigners' residence and informed Pedro of his intention, the Portuguese was also apprehensive. “Father Luis narrowly escaped slaughter at the hands of a fanatic monk,” he warned. “From their looks, some of those monks kill first and apologize for their error afterwards.”

“Then I shall have to delay them long enough to convince them of my peaceful intentions,” said Zenta.

“I don't think that your method of delaying them will look peaceful,” retorted Pedro. “Don't expect any help from Nobunaga, either. He may control the capital city, but he can do nothing on Mt. Hiei. Those monks have an armed fortress up there.”

“You sound as if I'm leading an expedition up the mountain to storm their fortress,” protested Zenta. “I'm only going to gather information. Don't worry, I shall be back tomorrow morning at the latest. The parade of floats for the Gion Festival is tomorrow, and I don't want to miss that.”

Opposition to Zenta's proposed visit came from still another source. As the gate of the Portuguese residence closed behind him, Zenta saw one of Lady Yuki's attendants waiting for him in the street. “If you please, my lady would like to see you in her reception hall,” she said, bowing deeply.

Astonished, Zenta followed her into Lord Fujikawa's residence. When he had seen Lady Yuki last, she had looked furious. He thought that she would still hold him responsible for diverting suspicion away from the Portuguese towards a member of her household.

Lady Yuki's manner was conciliatory. Breaking into his murmured greeting she said, “This morning I was rude and my thoughts were confused by shock, but now I'm convinced that you were sincerely trying to find my father's murderer.”

Judging from the scene at Kiyomizu Temple, Zenta suspected that there had been little affection between father and daughter. Lady Yuki was not pretending a sorrow she did not feel, and he respected her for that. He bowed and waited for her to continue.

Lady Yuki's slender fingers pulled restlessly at one of the two locks of hair that framed her face. The rest of her hair, left uncut, was gathered into a thick, shiny black rope going all the way down her back. She raised her eyes. “I want you to look for Kotaro.”

Zenta felt his jaw drop with surprise. Then he cleared his throat. “Kagemasa's men are combing the city for him, and no doubt Nobunaga's men are joining the hunt as well. Why do you think my help will be of any use?” “If they find him, he will resist arrest and they will kill him,” said Lady Yuki. “But if you find him, you can persuade him to come and see me first.”

From the moment Zenta had first seen Lady Yuki, he had been trying to resist the attraction of this spoiled and beautiful girl. Now, to his fury, he found himself jealous on hearing her concern for Kotaro.

She must have read the expression on his face. A gleam of amusement showed for a moment in her eyes, but it was quickly replaced by annoyance. “I'm not worried about Kotaro because I'm fond of him,” she snapped. “I want to see him because he may have been a witness to my father's murder. He will tell me things that he is afraid to tell anyone else.”

The fact that Kotaro might be a witness had occurred to Zenta as well. “Then you don't think he murdered Lord Fujikawa?”

“Of course not! I know Kotaro. If he had killed my father, he would make a dramatic confession to me and then commit hara-kiri in front of a large audience. He wouldn't hide himself like this.”

Despite himself, Zenta felt pleased at hearing the contempt for Kotaro in Lady Yuki's voice. “I still don't understand why you think I'll be more successful than Kagemasa's men in finding Kotaro,” he said.

“Because you don't have to look for Kotaro,” said Lady Yuki. “He will be coming to you. After you cut off his topknot, he swore to kill you. If you place yourself in public view, he will rush from his hiding place to attack you. Then you can disarm him and bring him to me.”

She seemed to think that he could accomplish this easily. “It really sounds quite simple when you put it like that,” Zenta said, grinning.

Lady Yuki smiled back, but there was an angry sparkle in her eyes. “The murderer is using Kotaro to divert attention from himself. He thinks he can manipulate us for his own convenience. I refuse to stand for this!” Zenta could sympathize with Lady Yuki because he had exactly the same feeling, that someone was making use of him. But his plans did not coincide with hers. “I'm sorry, Lady Yuki. What you propose would take far too long. I'm going to Mt. Hiei.”

“Going to Mt. Hiei!” exclaimed Lady Yuki. “But that's terribly dangerous!”

Zenta laughed. “Standing on a street corner inviting an attack by Kotaro is dangerous, too.”

“You know very well that Kotaro can't really harm you. But the monks on Mt. Hiei are different. If they discover that you are working for the Portuguese, they will never let you leave the mountain alive!”

She seemed genuinely concerned for his safety. Zenta tried to look at her with a cold, objective eye. She was spoiled and selfish. She wanted to find Kotaro not because she was worried about him, but because his absence was generating gossip that was damaging to her reputation. But she was very beautiful.

He picked up his sword and stood up. “Lady Yuki, forgive me, but I must go,” he said, speaking with intentional roughness. At the door of the reception hall he paused. “A thought has just occurred to me. Perhaps Kotaro has not returned home because he is unable to do so.”

Chapter 10

Â 

Â 

“Gone to Mt. Hiei!” cried Nobunaga. “What does he expect to do there?”

“Zenta felt that Chiyo's clue of the bonten tuft was not sufficient to convince Kagemasa of the monk's guilt,” replied Hambei defensively. “He has gone to Mt. Hiei to get more evidence.” “I'm displeased,” said Nobunaga. His displeasure was more frightening than another man's shouting rage. “I wanted this ronin in my service, Hambei, and now you've let him throw his life away.”

“I couldn't very well order him not to go,” protested Hambei. “You must remember, my lord, that our most important task at the moment is to remove the threat of the warrior monks.”

Â 

Before leaving the restaurant, Hambei had asked Matsuzo to escort Chiyo home. He hadn't been able to accompany her himself because he had to return to his duties at Nobunaga's residence immediately. After Chiyo's revelations about the monk from Mt. Hiei, she looked nervous and fearful. She had good reason to be afraid, Matsuzo thought, remembering the attack on her by the monks two days ago. He was delighted to act as her protector.

Walking along Miyako's beautiful boulevards with the girl, Matsuzo found his pleasure mixed with a little guilt. Chiyo, after all, was betrothed to Hambei. The guilt was not enough to spoil his happiness, however. Well-fed, well-dressed and in the company of a beautiful girl, he was walking in the city of his dreams. His heart sang and his head was bursting with poetry. Eager to share his high spirits, he glanced back at Chiyo, who walked the customary two paces behind.

The girl raised her head and her depression lifted momentarily in a brief smile. “Instead or going directly home, why don't we go to the Yasaka Shrine and watch the festivities there? The procession of floats is not until tomorrow, but there will be many other exciting events.”

It was a tempting proposal. “But won't Lady Yuki be angry at your long absence?” asked Matsuzo, not wanting Chiyo to descend lower in her mistress's favor than she had already.

“Lady Yuki would be happy if she never saw me again,” said Chiyo. “In any case, there is nothing more for me to do there. Hambei will have to find a new position for me.”

“I suppose the Portuguese won't need my services today, either,” said Matsuzo. Hambei had told him that Father Luis had been invited by Nobunaga to attend a banquet at the warlord's residence. He certainly wouldn't need the protection of a bodyguard there. Besides, with the death of Lord Fujikawa, the greatest threat to the Portuguese had been removed.

The Yasaka Shrine was a scene of bustling gaiety. With Chiyo as a guide, Matsuzo watched spellbound the sacred dancers, the fortune tellers, and the peddlers who hawked their wares. The afternoon passed quickly. The sight of people buying rice dumplings made Matsuzo realize that his huge meal at the restaurant with Hambei was fully digested. He purchased a skewer of sticky rice dumplings dripping with syrup. Turning around to share them with Chiyo, he found himself under the scrutiny of a hard-faced samurai. After a moment the man turned away.

Matsuzo now looked carefully around the dense crowd and saw that there were a great many soldiers among the pleasure-seekers. “Chiyo, are these Kagemasa's men searching for Kotaro?” he asked.

Chiyo followed his glance. “No, I think they are Nobunaga's men. Hambei said that some people in the city might use the Gion Festival as a cover to start a disturbance. Nobunaga has sent these men to see that no insurrection is being planned. He is a very careful man.”

Matsuzo saw that Chiyo still looked depressed and troubled. “You don't have to worry about the Mt. Hiei monks at any rate,” he said. “With so many of Nobunaga's men around, you will be quite safe.”

“The monks will not dare to attack me openly in the streets,” said Chiyo, “but they might try to reach me secretly. Only yesterday one of them came to Lord Fujikawa's house disguised as a gardener.”

Watching a toy seller arrange his wares, Matsuzo did not understand the full implication of Chiyo's statement at first. But the word “gardener” touched off a memory. “You mean the false gardener was a Mt. Hiei monk in disguise?” he cried. In spite of the July heat, he felt himself growing cold. “That man was spying on us when Pedro, Zenta, and I went to inspect the gap in the fence. This means that there is someone on Mt. Hiei who will recognize Zenta as a bodyguard of the Portuguese!” Chiyo stared back. “It's too late to stop Zenta,” she said slowly. “He must have arrived at the monastery already. What shall we do?” “I must go and warn him,” said Matsuzo.

“There may still be a chance that he hasn't been recognized.”

“No!” said Chiyo. “Your face is even better known to the monks because of your fight at the eel stand. If you join Zenta, you will draw attention to him all the sooner. You must get help.”

        

        
               
        
            	«
	1
	...
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	...
	18
	»

        

        Other books



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Patricia Veryan - [Sanguinet Saga 06] - The Noblest Frailty by Veryan, Patricia



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Apartment 16 by Adam Nevill



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Truth About Luck: What I Learned on My Road Trip with Grandma by Iain Reid



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Soul Catcher by Katia Lief



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Peppermint Creek Inn by Jan Springer



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Genosimulation (A Teen & Young Adult Science Fiction): A Young Adult Science Fiction Thriller by Fine, L.L.



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Stand-In Father (Intimate Moments) by Warren, Pat



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Psychobyte by Cat Connor



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Tartan Touch by Isobel Chace



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Outsider by Colin Wilson


        
        
    



        
                    

    





    
        
            © ThomasStone 2015 - 2024    Contact for me [email protected]                    


                
            
            
            
        

    







    
    