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          ‘Do not mindlessly follow the way and customs of the world.’




           




          Fifteenth precept of Dokkodo (The Way of Walking Alone)




          Musashi Miyamoto, 1645


        


      


    


  




  Colour was everything, colour was all.




  The Forger of Souls looked up into the night sky and saw only the vast blackness, the white of stars and the grey of the shadows upon the autumn moon. The night was still and endless, and

  amongst it all he thought himself invisible where he sat upon the hillside.




  This was good; he needed this blackness. It was a canvas to contrast against.




  ‘O Forger of Souls,’ came a voice, ‘I believe the temperature to be adequate.’




  The Forger turned and saw the dull red outline of his apprentice, lit by what burnt behind him in the small hut. The drapes and the doors of the building were cast open, and the roar of the

  furnace within could be heard.




  ‘Good,’ said the Forger. ‘Let us go, boy.’




  The Forger was an old man, and rose stiffly. He had a name of course, which his wife and his sons and daughters knew. But to everyone else he was only the Forger; what else could they call him

  without insult? The apprentice in turn was thirty-four years old, but in their art was still fit only to be called ‘boy’. This the apprentice knew, and did not disagree with.




  The pair of them went to the hut and slid in, quickly closing the doors behind them and then pulling down the heavy velvet drape, sealing them in darkness within darkness save for that which

  burnt. As he turned inwards towards the furnace the Forger had to shield his eyes against the light for some time, feeling the familiar heat against the back of his hand, which had long ago been

  scoured of any hair.




  A pair of boys – actual boys, voices unbroken – worked a huge standing bellows, using the entirety of their bodies to force it through its wheezing motion, air heaving constant into

  a small pile of coals the flames of which burnt just shy of blue. From underneath this pile the blackened handle of a perfectly straight rod of metal was clasped in a long, heavy pair of tongs. A

  trough of water stood nearby.




  Wordlessly the Forger took an iron poker and began to concentrate the coals along the centre line, underneath which the rod lay, and he snarled at the boys to quicken the bellows. They were

  sweating and exhausted, having worked for near an hour already, but now they flung their weight with renewed determination. Their eyes shimmered with youthful awe; they could hardly believe that

  they had been chosen by the Forger to be a part of this.




  The apprentice, who many years ago had worn the same expression as he had worked the bellows, took the pair of tongs in his hands and stood braced and ready. He and the Forger had worked on the

  rod for near two months already. They had taken the ingots of tamahagane steel that looked like no more than ossified turds, had heated and hammered them and then assembled them like a mosaic into

  one long line segregated by which pieces the Forger deemed would yield hard metal and those that would yield soft. More hammering, more heat, forcing the steel together, and then the resultant rod

  they had flattened and folded nine times.




  That was the science and labour of it; what came tonight was the art.




  The Forger needed the eye of a painter now, for the metal rod needed to be heated to the exact temperature, and the only way to judge this was by the colour it glowed. He had heard some men

  describe this desired shade as that of the rising sun, others as burnished gold or persimmon peel. The Forger could not say with any clarity what colour he knew to be correct because he was not a

  man of words, but over the course of decades he had come to know it fundamentally.




  He nodded at his apprentice, and the man pulled the rod outwards from the furnace and held it at arm’s length up against the perfect blackness at the back of the hut. The rod glowed cerise

  through the ashen murk of the clay slurry with which it had been coated. The Forger shook his head, and so back in it went. The Forger tossed more coals on, rifled through those already burning,

  sparking them into greater flame, and shouted at the two boys for more air. Their little bodies bounced, bruises forming on their shoulders, and the flames roared and roared until the Forger saw in

  them the purple-blue of the kakitsubata iris that flowered on the slopes in the early summer.




  Twice more the rod was withdrawn and examined, and twice more it went back in. The third time it was so very close, so very near that the Forger took the tongs from his apprentice and began to

  move the rod back and forth underneath the coals himself, twisting it from side to side where he knew it needed to be heated just that little bit more and then . . .




  He hauled it out and offered it up to the darkness, frail old arms quivering with the weight. Vivid orange leading into glorious yellow rife with shimmering albescence – the rod sang

  rightness. It was time, and so the Forger swivelled on his heels and plunged the rod into the water.




  Steam rose, and through the tongs he could feel the pull of the metal warping. The rod squealed, bucked first forwards and then back as hard and soft metal fought against each other, and then

  finally settled into a long and elegant curve, and thus the great transubstantiation was complete.




  A sword was born.




  When dawn had come they had scraped the clay from the cooled metal, and the four of them knelt covered in soot and ash and their hair in sweated disarray as the Forger held

  the unsharpened blade upwards to the rising sun.




  There was no religion here, not for this sword just quite yet. It was simple veneration and pride; the heavens were the heavens and men were men, and yet, of all the millions and millions of

  creatures upon this plane, it was men alone who had looked into the long dark chaos of the earth and sought to understand it, to improve it, to perfect it.




  The Forger held the immutable symbol of this fact skywards, and all bathed in the light.




  





  PART I
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  Wake




  Late in the year, Fifth Year of the Era of Keicho




  





  Chapter One




  Hear it! Proclaim it!




  The sundered realm is made anew, the shattered gem whole once more! Upon the dales of Sekigahara east of the Great Lake Biwa a tower of thirty thousand heads stands in testament!




  The Armies of the East are triumphant! Proclaim it!




  Take it to the ashen slopes of the sleeping volcanoes spread beneath the amber sunsets of Kyushu, call it to the birds there as they flock south so they too may bear it forth across the

  waves! Carry it northwards, to the very tips of frigid Michinoku and the shores of alien Yezo, scream it so that the bearded Ainu hear it clustered in their frozen holes!




  All of Japan! Hear it!




  Oh, the very land beneath our feet hums that we should live in such a time! A Shogunate dawns once more, the progenitor of order, the bestower of benevolent peace, the way of things restored

  to how they ought to be! Serenity in the heavens, joy upon the earth!




  Hail his militant grace the most noble Lord Ieyasu Tokugawa! Hail his imperial and undying majesty the Son of Heaven!




  Swords at his sides, armour heavy upon him, onwards Bennosuke Shinmen walked in solitude. He had left battle behind him, left all behind him.




  A glancing blow from an unseen weapon had split his scalp, and the clotted wound now throbbed in time with the beat of his heart. The white of his left eye had turned crimson. The flesh upon his

  legs was scraped raw by the pinching of his greaves, knees and ankles calcified as he clambered over bush and trunk and waded through scrubland.




  But he was alive. That alone was important, he knew now. He smiled as he suffered. Sekigahara, his enlightenment.




  What things he had endured that day. Rout and defeat and the slaughter of those men that he had called comrade for two years. The army he fought for was vanquished, the powers that army served

  laid low. But it was not a defeat for him – not for himself, not for he as an individual. He had fled the battle and yet no words like coward nor any sense of shame at all occurred

  to him because he knew that he had not left in base terror but rather because his eyes had finally been opened.




  He had seen hundreds of samurai killed, thousands, and in their bleak end spread before him he had realized the futility of servitude to callous Lords that sought nothing more than selfish

  power. Thousands of men bringing their own meaningless deaths down upon themselves through the act of choosing to follow these Lords, choosing to obey them, and, even more than that, thinking such

  things glorious and proper. This, the Way of the samurai.




  Not for him, no longer.




  This Bennosuke had sworn to himself in the midst of the carnage, and he swore it to himself again now a thousand times over; all Lords, all thought of service or deference to them, he had left

  behind him to die alongside all those that thought such things righteous. The revelation was profound.




  He walked through wilderness headed for nowhere, but such was his rapture that he did not care. He was choosing to go – he alone. Bennosuke hauled himself up slopes, pulling at

  roots and creeping vines where he could. The gold leaves of autumn sighed deep around his feet. Hours passed. Gradually the pain from the wound on his head grew worse. His vision began to blur and

  eventually he vomited.




  Clouds were gathering above, threatening a great rain. He looked up at them in the dimming light, but they did not seem to him foreboding. They were there, as he was here; neither had any right

  over the other.




  With no energy to go further, he simply sat and watched as they darkened and burst, and as he felt the drops fall upon his brow he did not run for shelter. The rain grew heavy and it washed the

  blood from him, washed the filth from him, and he held open his mouth and let it fill with the water, and nothing he could remember had tasted so real, so immediate.




  A rare moment then that men meditated many hours seeking; a sense of perfect attunement.




  Dark now, full night, only the sound of the rain falling through the half-bared branches, landing heavy and fat on the metal and wood and leather of his cuirass and spaulders. He sank onto his

  back, nestled himself into a cleft in the earth half covered by a fallen trunk in which leaves had gathered and now formed a soft bed for him. As he sheltered there, lying in wonderful solitude, it

  occurred to him then that this was a good place for Bennosuke Shinmen to die.




  Bennosuke Shinmen had wanted to be a samurai above all else, after all. Like breath clearing from a mirror, the name to which he had been born now clarified its stark obsolescence.




  No, what he had done was choose to live, and in that choice redefined himself. Choice mattered. There was a name that he had used, that until now he had worn only as disguise. But it seemed to

  him natural to become this name now because, ultimately, it was he who had chosen it for himself.




  Musashi Miyamoto.




  It felt good. It felt right.




  In the darkness, Musashi smiled.




  Sleep came soon, one that he knew he would wake from, and for that time all was well.




  But how quickly the world imposed itself back upon him.




  He was drawn back into consciousness by the sound of a man howling in rage and despair. The blackness was entire, the stars and the moon stolen by the clouds. Only the screaming and the sounds

  of the rain told Musashi that he had woken at all.




  Musashi listened for some time. There were no words in the man’s wailing, just a racked and torturous lament that had no end. Whoever it was did not sound far away, doubtless oblivious of

  the presence of any other, such was the dark. Musashi felt the chill of the rain now, his limbs numbed. He tried to rise. His hands groped blind and his feet found uneven purchase, a mess of leaves

  and roots and mud beneath.




  ‘Hello?’ he called.




  The howling stopped immediately. Musashi peered towards its source but it was hopeless. He could not discern his hands before his face, let alone some distant figure amidst the trees. After a

  few heartbeats he called out again, and this time the man answered tentatively, ‘Who is it that skulks out there?’




  ‘I am not skulking,’ said Musashi, and thought for some time about what to say next. The voice waited in guarded silence.




  Eventually, Musashi said, ‘I was at the battle.’




  ‘Were you?’




  ‘I was.’




  ‘Are you alone?’




  ‘I am. Are you?’




  ‘I am.’




  They were both of them hesitant to offer any more. Was there a harder thing to trust than an unseen voice in the night? Yet the pain in the man’s voice had been too real, and so Musashi

  put aside his own suspicion.




  ‘My name is Musashi Miyamoto,’ he said, and how natural it seemed. ‘I fought for the western coalition.’




  ‘As did I,’ said the man after a moment.




  ‘What is your name?’




  ‘That matters not now,’ said the man. ‘What Lord do you serve?’




  ‘That matters not.’




  ‘No. It doesn’t, does it? It’s all of it destroyed.’




  The rain spattered off Musashi’s armour, a cold rhythm on the metal. ‘Where are you? Shall I come to you?’




  ‘I am here.’




  ‘Keep talking, I’ll find you.’




  ‘And speak of what?’




  ‘Of what you will.’




  Musashi began to try to move towards the voice. Against his face he felt bare branches and he stumbled and slipped over unseen obstacles. His longsword at his waist caught against something,

  twisted him.




  ‘You’ll not find me in this dark, and I do not ask you to,’ came the man’s voice. ‘I ask only of you to bear witness to something.’




  ‘To what?’




  ‘I hereby pledge my soul against the Lord Kobayakawa. It was his betrayal that doomed us to defeat. He, the insidious thief that stole our dignity from us, that son of a whore, that son of

  a . . .’ The voice cracked in rage, and was silent. When it spoke again it was leveller: ‘For these reasons I protest his existence to all creation and pray for his damnation to the

  myriad hells. My ghost shall haunt him mercilessly until it has its rightful vengeance.’




  ‘Ghost?’ said Musashi, hands closing on something slick, wet moss upon a bough, perhaps. ‘Why would you speak of ghosts? You live yet. Are you wounded?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Then why do you speak of ghosts?’




  ‘Only one thing remains left undone,’ said the voice.




  Seppuku. Self-immolation. Emblem of the Way.




  Nausea returned to Musashi’s empty stomach. ‘Do not do that,’ he said.




  ‘It is all that remains.’




  ‘It is not.’




  ‘Why should I live? All is gone. Now, I am no more than the stink of smoke after arson.’




  ‘No!’ said Musashi. ‘No, you are not.’




  ‘If you would like, I in turn shall hear any final vows you should care to make.’




  ‘Do not perform seppuku!’ said Musashi. ‘Wait for me, I’ll—’




  He forced himself through the blackness. He slipped and fell, felt the stomach of his armour smash onto something hard like rock. Though he was shielded, the shock of it still hurt. He hauled

  himself to his feet once more.




  ‘No seppuku for me,’ said the voice. ‘I have not the implements to observe the ritual properly. I shall settle for opening my throat. It feels as though I am already in

  oblivion in this darkness.’




  ‘You can’t,’ said Musashi. ‘You mustn’t.’




  ‘I am of the Way. What else is there to do?’




  Musashi’s body contorted itself around the sightless realm. For all his effort the voice did not sound any closer. The wound on his head was throbbing once more, the pain searing, stealing

  words from him: ‘Don’t. Don’t do it. Don’t!’




  ‘What are you, some deceptive spirit? A tengu haunting me and leading me from truth? No. That cannot be. Tengu are old and wily. You have the voice of a child.’




  ‘I’m sixteen. I’m a man.’




  ‘Indeed,’ said the voice, and it laughed cruelly. ‘How is it you think you stand in a position to advise me? I am twice your age, boy.’




  ‘I understand enough,’ called Musashi. ‘My father committed seppuku at command of his Lord. He thought he would save his honour, but he was betrayed and died disgraced instead.

  If he had chosen to live, he could have . . . No. Why wonder? He didn’t. He chose to annihilate himself.’




  ‘What was your father’s crime?’




  ‘None, he performed it on account of . . .’ Me. ‘He performed it, and now all men speak ill of him. His name was Munisai Shinmen.’




  ‘I have heard of him.’




  ‘And what have you heard?’




  ‘That he died a coward.’




  ‘He was not. I swear to you this. The agony he endured with that sword in his stomach . . . Yet, because he is dead, he cannot contest this, and that agony was for nothing. No. Stupidity

  was his only crime. This is what you are assenting to. Do not do it.’




  ‘You do not sound as though you honour your father.’




  The hate that surfaced as he thought of Munisai was familiar, but could not be spoken. ‘I avenged him,’ Musashi said. ‘Just this day I killed the man responsible. After years.

  The clan Nakata, you know them?’




  ‘The burgundy men. Sworn to the Ukita.’




  ‘Yes. The heir. Hayato – I cut his head from him after the battle. I had the chance to kill him two years before but it would have cost me my life. But I did not, and I hated myself

  for living. But I lived, I chose to live and I will live, and in that I have everything I need.’ He felt exhausted, Musashi, felt hollow, but sudden energy came as he thought of what had

  inspired him. ‘The battle! Were you not at the battle earlier? Did you not see those thousands of bodies? Why should you aspire to be that? A corpse is not godly.’




  The voice was not swayed: ‘So you will seek to shirk your honour.’




  ‘What honour?’ called Musashi, voice breaking with the effort and the pain. ‘The honour of a . . . The Way, the Way of death, that honour? No! It is an act of stupidity! The

  greatest stupidity! Nothing less than that! Nothing more! Seppuku, a-a-a mist, a black mist, that some spirit had blown into the minds of men! What is the point of birth at all if your ultimate act

  is to negate yourself, all you have done, all you might do? My father, ended by it! Thousands, millions, who knows how many? Ended! Think of all they could have achieved instead of casting

  everything aside! Choosing to cast everything aside! Bad enough that a Lord would demand it, worse still that someone would choose to give it! You have a mind of your own, do not let it be broken

  over ancient words and codes only to find the same worthless nothingness as all that went before you!’




  He found himself shuddering, from what he could not tell, cold or exhaustion or the pulsing throbbing wound that seemed to be digging into the centre of his skull, the wound that flared fierce

  with each word spoken; but when the samurai spoke next it was as though Musashi had said nothing at all: ‘So you will not die this day?’




  ‘No,’ said Musashi. ‘No I will not. I choose to live.’




  ‘What do you intend, then, with this precious life of yours?’




  Musashi had not considered this. ‘I shall return home.’




  ‘You can bear that?’ the man laughed. ‘To see your mother? To see your father? To see your wife and your sons and your friends and the men who rake your garden, see the hatred

  in their eyes when they learn that you live after such calamity?’




  ‘Why would they hate me?’




  ‘Because it is proper to hate those who linger after all is lost. No – not I. I cannot return home. I refuse to be hated.’




  ‘What if they’re wrong?’




  ‘They’re not wrong.’




  ‘But you know them to be wrong. You said it yourself – the defeat was the fault of the clan Kobayakawa.’




  The rain fell relentlessly, splitting the silence between them.




  ‘That matters not,’ said the voice eventually. ‘Still they will hate.’




  ‘But you know the truth.’




  ‘What does that matter? A pearl that but a single person can see is no pearl at all.’




  ‘That’s . . .’ said Musashi, and how his head throbbed and how he wanted to vomit. But still the blackness overwhelming, still his hands formless and powerless, and the words

  he needed now equally invisible to him.




  ‘I have said all that is needed to be said,’ said the voice. ‘May my spirit find its vengeance.’




  ‘Don’t!’ said Musashi.




  Above the rain he thought he heard a sound that was equally as wet: a hiss that settled into a gurgle that settled into nothing. Musashi called to the man but received no reply, and eventually

  he accepted that he was gone. He felt his way to the floor, sat down amidst the mulch and felt the ache of his entire body.




  ‘Why?’ he called.




  The world gave him no answer.




  ‘Why?’ he called again.




  Around Musashi was a void, broad and seamless and the extents of it unknowable, and in this expanse his voice was frail and lonely, but he was not deterred. He asked his question again and

  again, rain sputtering from his lips, as though he were demanding the darkness to account itself to him.




  The rain fell on.




  





  Chapter Two




  Kyoto




  Upon the wall a yellowed scroll was hung, its ancient paper surrounded by a textile field of black thread patterned over rivermoss green. The brushstrokes of characters

  etiolated through centuries formed words still adhered, still adored:
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    The sword gives life. The sword gives death.


  




  Beneath the scroll the newly forged longsword was arrayed naked, free of all trappings of guard and grip and pommel. The tang remained dark and unpolished, indistinguishable

  almost from the black silk on which it rested, whilst the curve of the blade itself had been meticulously worked to assume the colour of calm water beneath a clouded noon sky.




  Across that serene shade the reflection of the Shinto priest in his ochre robes warped as he paced his way around the sword in a slow circle, chanting long and deep. He swept a flail of paper

  folded into sacred lightning bolts over the unadorned weapon as he went, quick little motions, hands swift, voice sedulous. The Forger of Souls and the others there knelt and listened as formally

  as they would at a funeral, at a seppuku, and, though the words of the priest were so undulating and archaic that no man there save the priest himself could understand what it was exactly he

  intoned, they all understood that it was holy and sacred and so they listened faithfully, watched as he placed the flail down and began to scatter handfuls of salt around instead, still singing his

  incomprehensible hymn. It wound its way on until eventually the priest ceased abruptly, cast himself to the ground and placed his brow on the floor towards the sword.




  Now the blade was purified, evil spirits banished, fit to be wielded without fear of malevolent possession.




  The priest rose and retreated. The Forger of Souls moved forward on his knees, agony in his old joints yet his face entirely level, and took up the blade. He placed his gnarled right hand bare

  upon the dark of the tang, but with his left he took the blade in a folded length of hemp to avoid sullying it. He bore it aloft with ritual slowness, the cutting edge held towards himself to

  prevent veiled threat or insult to any other. He brought the steel close to his eyes and inspected it minutely. This examination was no more than appearance, as symbolic to the ritual as the salt.

  He had checked the sword countless times already since that dawn when he had held it skywards and would have not proclaimed it ready if the slightest hint of any imperfection lingered.




  Duly, the Forger passed the sword on to the Polisher of Souls with ceremonial diligence, the pair of them bowing and raising the blade above their heads as they exchanged it. The Polisher then

  examined the blade with equal care not to level the edge or the point of the weapon at anyone else. It was he who had sharpened the weapon to its utmost keenness, he who over two weeks had taken

  the forge-darkened steel and made it shine with his vast collections of whetstones and buffstones and oils.




  The Polisher saw something amiss, and from a small box withdrew tiny fragments of stone like ochre eggshell. These he placed on his thumb and, with the smallest of movements, rubbed them back

  and forth to fix a marring only his eye could see. He took a piece of cloth with oil upon it, wiped his fingerprints clean and then nodded, satisfied.




  On the blade went, swaddled and passed like a holy babe to the Balancer of Souls and the Encaser of Souls, and though they did not work upon the steel itself they were just as vital in making it

  a sword proper. The Balancer made the collar, which sat between guard and cutting edge, copper-coated in etched gold, crucial both for weighting the sword so that it might cut true and for holding

  the blade suspended in the scabbard free of dulling contact with the wood. The Encaser in turn made that scabbard out of magnolia wood, as well as the accoutrements of the grip, the pommel and the

  guard, and, though they were all artists, he was the most artistic, his the realm of lacquer and embossing and carving.




  The pair of them dressed the sword, collared it, pinned guard and grip and pommel to the steel with bamboo pegs, then slid the length of it into the scabbard. Thus the sword was placed back upon

  the stand and the silk, complete.




  Forger, Polisher, Balancer and Encaser each produced their personal stone seal, dipped it in red ink, and the Recorder of Souls passed them his work. Yesterday he had made a rubbing of the

  sword, and then, freehanded, had shaded the grain and the pattern of the blade itself with impeccable detail. The drawing would be added to the annals of all the many weapons this smithy had

  produced, and one by one all the masters stamped their personal approval upon the paper.




  A final bow from each of them, long and low and reverent, and then up to rest their weight upon their calves once more.




  ‘It is done,’ said the Forger of Souls.




  ‘It is remarkable,’ said Tadanari Kozei.




  Tadanari was kneeling in impeccable formality. He was a samurai and almost entirely bald, the last vestige of hair he had clinging around the nape of his neck in a stubborn scrub. He had a

  sombre face, round and hard, a neatly trimmed grey-flecked beard that added weight to his jaw.




  He was a master of the sword school of Yoshioka. He had brought a dozen men with him who knelt behind him in ranks, each as skilled as he was at hiding awe and respect behind the impenetrable

  masks of his face.




  ‘May I, O Forger of Souls?’ Tadanari asked.




  The Forger nodded. Tadanari shuffled forward on his knees slowly, each increment of progress carefully measured, and then he bowed to the sword and spoke the proper words: ‘Humbly I

  receive this privilege.’




  Eyes still upon the floor, Tadanari took the sword and raised it above his head before he allowed himself to look upon it. He appreciated its weight in the palms of his hands, and then drew

  forth the blade from the scabbard. Mindful as the masters had been in which direction he let the edge and the point fall, he rested the flat of the sword on the back of his left forearm and the

  silk of his jacket there. Tadanari turned to the door open to the light of day and raised the sword as though it were an arquebus, sighting his eye down the flat of the blade.




  He took a breath.




  Slowly he began to twist it back and forth in the light, and now the true beauty and craftsmanship of the sword revealed itself. The texture of the grain of the metal laid bare, the layers where

  it had been folded writ in lines and motes that flashed in silver instants. The sweeping temper line of the hard cutting edge, a milky white sash set against the darker, softer metal of the flat,

  running in an undulating line like an erratic wave breaking along a lethal coast from base to point of the blade.




  Flawless.




  The breath that he had taken caught in Tadanari’s throat. What he had paid for this sword could have bought a street full of houses, but he knew then that he was the one who had struck a

  scandalous bargain. What he held here was a thing for ages, for all the centuries yet to be.




  ‘Come,’ he said to his son. ‘See.’




  Ujinari was set at the head of the Yoshioka men. He pressed his brow to the ground and then advanced on his knees. That autumn he was in his seventeenth year, and had a longer, thinner face than

  his father, a slighter, taller build. Ujinari took the blade from Tadanari, spoke the same deferential words, looked at it in the light in an identical manner. His breath, however, escaped him, low

  and long and admiring.




  ‘Your opinion?’ asked Tadanari.




  ‘I have held nothing more wonderful,’ said Ujinari.




  ‘It is not I you should be saying such to.’




  Ujinari carefully placed the sword back on the stand and then turned and bowed low to the Forger and the other masters alongside him: ‘Truly you are men of worth. I thank you for letting

  me witness all you have shown me this day. I could never hope to make something so beautiful.’




  ‘Everything we do was taught to us, as we teach it in turn,’ said the Forger. ‘All it takes is the willingness to learn.’




  ‘And decades of dedication,’ said Tadanari.




  The Forger bowed benevolently at the compliment.




  Ujinari did not notice. He was staring at the sword wistfully. ‘I believe you shall be the envy of all Kyoto with this at your side, Father.’




  The bald samurai turned his head and pronounced sternly, ‘An old man needs a sword that fine like a hag needs a cradle. The sword is yours.’




  Awe unfurled behind Ujinari’s eyes as he turned to stare at Tadanari, and then he lowered his brow to the floor. He held the bow for a long time before he spoke.




  ‘I cannot begin to thank you,’ he breathed.




  Tadanari’s face did not change in the slightest. He was the gift-giver, and he could neither express joy, for that would imply arrogant pride in his own magnanimity, nor feign some

  casualness or whimsy, for that would disparage the gift.




  The boys who worked at the forge rolled up reed mats and stood them on their ends in the dusty yard outside, and Ujinari set to testing the blade. He cut smoothly, his form

  long-studied and his arms able, passing the steel on the diagonal through the mats. The other men of the Yoshioka watched on, called encouragement or congratulation, marvelled to one another at the

  beauty of the sword.




  Tadanari was sitting on a stool outside of the glare of the noon sun. Free of the solemn ritual of the hall, he was smiling openly as he watched his son’s ability. It was he that had

  dictated the mood for them all, and even though he was jovial it did not mean that those beneath him were freed of any protocol. The lesser samurai there merely had to assume the protocols of

  joviality, the practised ways of expressing it, all that the collective might reassure itself that it was indeed in a time of ease. They slouched upon stairs, they sat cross-legged in the dust,

  they stood with thumbs in belts, but they were not relaxed.




  The samurai standing closest to Tadanari jerked his chin at the sword Ujinari wielded.




  ‘Master,’ the man said, and he shuffled his shoulders and scuffed his feet as he sought some fresh-considered posture of what was accepted as casual, ‘unless I see it wrong,

  the engraving there upon the flat of the blade – that is the sword of Saint Fudo, no?’




  The carving he spoke of lay on one side only just above the golden collar and ran half the length of the blade. A sword within a sword, but no samurai weapon this. An ancient sword, a foreign

  sword, a single-handed weapon straight and double-edged.




  What he asked was not a genuine question, of course, and Tadanari knew this. There was no real chance of an error in identification, not with an icon as strong as that. It was merely spoken

  because it offered the chance for Tadanari to say, ‘Keen eyes as always.’




  This compliment in turn allowed another, returned and magnified: ‘As I thought. Houken. The Cutter of Delusions. A wise choice, master, yes, but of course you in your wisdom would choose

  well. Provident.’




  Mutually flattered, the two of them took to nodding in satisfaction at different tempos as Ujinari continued to cut.




  ‘The Cutter of Delusions,’ repeated the samurai, because something further needed to be said.




  ‘That which purges the fallible man of the snares of the mortal dimension.’




  ‘A strong meaning.’




  ‘The great Saint judges us all.’




  ‘Of course. Your grandsons will hold that sword and see that mark, and know the same.’




  ‘My great-great-grandsons.’




  They spoke as though in platitudes and smiled and nodded on, and yet inside Tadanari a well-hidden resonance hummed. He allowed himself a momentary fantasy, saw some distant descendent in place

  of Ujinari, and, though this conjured man might not know Tadanari as anything more than a name scrawled upon some yellowed sheaf of genealogy, he would be armed, be samurai on Tadanari’s

  account, and that was everything.




  This the deeper satisfaction. But he did not allow himself to wallow in the conceit of centuries yet to be. Saint Fudo laughed at those who did so. Instead, Tadanari sat back and watched Ujinari

  for who he was, what he was, and this was fine enough.




  They, all of them there. His men. His school. He did not bear the name and was not the dynastic head, but that man Naokata Yoshioka was his finest friend, and he served as the foremost teacher.

  Over their kimonos each of the Yoshioka samurai wore a jacket of silk dyed in the same peculiar colour. In the shade of the halls within, the garments had seemed a muted brown, but here outside in

  the light the peaks of folds became a vivid green. A unique dual tone, emblematic of the school, which no person could describe better than as the colour of tea.




  It unified them, and yet even so one man wearing this shade sat separate. He kept a practised silence, and simply mimicked the expressions of the others as though he were not apart from them.

  The boys of the forge peered at him from around the corners of walls, fascinated at his oddity. The samurai’s skin was in tone somewhere between honey and persimmon wood. His eyes were almost

  the colour of moss, the brown frail and tinted. Both were the opposite of what they should have been: pale skin, black gaze.




  ‘The Foreigner, the Foreigner,’ the boys named him in their whispers, and the samurai elected not to hear them.




  Tadanari saw the boys in their furtive gawping, and saw the dark-skinned man ignoring them. It put him in mind of other duties he had to attend to, and his interest in the spectacle of his son

  and everything he represented waned. His face grew serious and he adjusted himself upon the stool, assumed a more formal posture, and then he beckoned the dark-skinned man over.




  The samurai heeded the command, bowed, knelt beside his superior’s stool on one knee. ‘Master Kozei.’




  ‘Sir Akiyama,’ said Tadanari, ‘I have duty for you.’




  ‘I await your command.’




  Tadanari did not look at Akiyama whilst he spoke, uttered his words quietly, not wanting to distract attention. ‘Word has come from the east. The turmoil there has been resolved. The

  Tokugawa have triumphed.’




  ‘I had heard rumour already.’




  ‘Distant Edo must be rejoicing. The Lord Tokugawa, I suppose, will come here soon to swear fealty to the Son of Heaven. Kyoto will be as it will be, and there is much promise for our

  school in the coming years. Yet here and now, in particular we have received a missive from Sir Ando.’




  He was interrupted by a rising murmur of excitement amongst the watching samurai: in swift, graceful movements Ujinari cut one, two, three slivers of a mat away, lessening it by finger lengths

  at a time with strikes so clean that the unbraced mat did not move or topple. He passed the blade through a fourth time, and the watchers held their breaths and then sighed as the mat teetered,

  rolled on its rim and fell. Nevertheless, there was applause. Three such blows was a feat, four exceptional, five rare, six the most that any one of them there had seen.




  ‘Sir Ando was present at the decisive battle,’ said Tadanari, who had cut those six slivers a decade previously. ‘He has given us a name to add to the list: Musashi

  Miyamoto.’




  ‘I have not heard of him.’




  ‘Neither have I. Of no renown that I can tell.’




  ‘His crime?’




  ‘Insults to the school, offered before the watching armies of the nation. Thousands of witnesses.’




  ‘What words did he speak?’




  ‘Sir Ando did not elaborate upon their specific nature. There was much glory earned by our adepts present at the battle, and attesting to these feats occupied the majority of his writing.

  But Sir Ando is not a trivial man and I trust his judgement, and the list is the list. Therefore I wish for you to find this Miyamoto, and claim his head in the name of the school.’




  He spoke evenly and Akiyama listened in the same manner. There was no need for either of them to feel or feign affront at distant slurs any more than the foot needed to pull away when the hand

  touched fire. Neither was there a need for debate on their response, for it was only killing. Such a thing as this was not unusual. A school possessing the esteem the Yoshioka held could not exist

  without creating those who envied, who belittled, who detracted, and each of these grudges, when discovered, in turn birthed a grudge in the Yoshioka also.




  A rock falls into a pond, a splash occurs, the waters settle as they were before. This, a simple matter of balance. This, the Way.




  In the unshaded yard Ujinari’s sword caught the light in its motion and the steel flashed brilliantly. Akiyama looked at the earth, smoothed the folds of his tea-coloured jacket over his

  thigh. A question that he had waited for months to ask welled within him.




  ‘Master Kozei,’ the pale-eyed man ventured, ‘I am informed that the Lord of Aki province is seeking to take on a member of our school as swordmaster.’




  ‘This is so.’




  The sword held up, aligned, hopeful.




  Tadanari said, ‘It has been decided that Sir Kosogawa shall be serving in that appointment.’




  Down the blade came, dashed all before it.




  Akiyama nodded. His pale eyes took in the dust at his feet, his face entirely neutral. ‘Sir Kosogawa is a worthy man and able in our techniques. He shall uphold the name of the school

  faithfully.’




  ‘Doubtless.’




  ‘I will leave at once, Master.’




  ‘Do not return until you have avenged our honour, or can offer proof that some other fate has claimed this man,’ said Tadanari, dismissing him with a nod of his head.




  Akiyama pressed his brow to the floor and then rose. He slid his longsword into his belt of broad cloth and strode off. In the frame of the gateway he turned and bowed to his fellow

  swordsmen.




  Not one man commented on his departure.
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  Chapter Three




  ‘It’s the eyetooth. The canine.’




  ‘Nnn.’




  ‘I can feel it. It’s loose. Can move it with my tongue.’




  ‘Nnn.’




  ‘Musashi, are you listening?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You don’t look it. Your eyes are far.’




  ‘Tired, is all. Hungry.’




  ‘I can’t think about the hunger. I can’t think about sleep. This tooth, the pain . . . Weeks now, rotting. The gum is bleeding, it’s all I can taste. I can’t bear

  it.’




  ‘So what am I to do about it?’




  ‘I need you to pull it out.’




  ‘How am I to do that? I have no . . . What tools do you even require to pull a tooth?’




  ‘It’s loose. Use your fingers.’




  ‘I can’t grip a tooth. Too slick. Too small.’




  ‘You have to.’




  ‘Just bear it.’




  ‘I can’t. Please.’




  ‘There’s nothing I can do.’




  ‘Look at me. Look. Is the entire side of my face not swollen?’




  ‘It is swollen.’




  ‘And listen to me – I can’t even speak properly. The agony of moving my jaw . . . Is my voice not marred?’




  ‘It is altered.’




  ‘And you intend to leave me this way?’




  ‘There’s nothing I can do.’




  ‘Please, Musashi. Try, at least.’




  ‘Try what?’




  ‘Try something! Please. I can’t bear it. This pain, it’ll drive me to madness if I have to endure it any longer.’




  ‘Nnn.’




  ‘It’ll madden me, like a dog with its paw in a snare. You wish to make a dog of me?’




  ‘Are we not as dogs already?’




  There was silence for some time.




  ‘Maybe you could . . . Instead of pulling, could you not knock it out?’




  ‘That’ll hurt you, Jiro.’




  ‘I already hurt.’




  ‘What, you wish me to punch you?’




  ‘No. It doesn’t need . . . Something precise. Hard and quick.’




  ‘A rock?’




  ‘Why not the pommel of your shortsword?’




  ‘Would it work?’




  ‘It’s metal, is it not?’




  Jiro stood up and crossed over to Musashi. His feet stirred the pallid ashes of their pitiful spent fire. They were in a copse of trees. He lay down and put his head upon the earth, tenderly

  pulled back his lip to show Musashi the tooth.




  ‘Do you see?’ he said. ‘Just give it one hard crack, and then out it comes. It’ll work.’




  Musashi looked at the tooth. It was yellowed and the gum around it was excrescent and decayed. Jiro’s breath stank of the rot. Musashi picked up his shortsword. The pommel was a squared

  cap of iron that had started to rust at one edge.




  ‘You are certain?’ he asked.




  ‘Do it. Quick.’




  Jiro closed his eyes and braced himself. Musashi put a hand upon the man’s chest. Tentatively he lined up the pommel to the gum.




  ‘Certain?’




  ‘Do it!’




  Musashi struck. The butt of this once treasured and immaculate heirloom met the abscess. Jiro cried out. Musashi had to hit twice more before the tooth squirmed free of the gum.




  Jiro’s swelling went down quickly, a half-day if even that. His face returned to its normal gaunt rictus. He was a small man with eyes that in this privation seemed to

  bulge from their sockets. He had served in the army of the Lord Mitsunari, and had fled Sekigahara with a longbow strapped across his back and a spent quiver at his waist.




  The longbow served him still. They made arrows for it by sharpening sticks, the shafts primitive and unfletched. He would spend his mornings at a shallow creek near to where they were sheltered,

  loosing into the gently flowing waters at the small forms of fish. He was a talented and well-honed archer, had once been able to hit an unfurled fan five times out of five at two hundred paces,

  and even with the crude arrows and the emaciating of his arms he read the water’s warping to spear their sustenance.




  In the long empty hours whilst Jiro fished, when he was not foraging for firewood or seeking mushrooms or berries or edible mosses where they could be found, Musashi busied himself in labour. He

  spent a week carving the emerald bark from trunks of bamboo into long, carefully measured strips. Then he began weaving them together. He had seen many such wicker screens and baskets in his life,

  and he had thought long about their construction from those memories, and he saw no reason why he too could not make one.




  The green square matrix he produced was large enough for both him and Jiro to sit under, and they were cheered when this kept the gentle rain from them for a day, and then winds came for the

  first time and blew it into pieces.




  Musashi looked at the strips of bark caught amidst the boughs of nearby trees flapping like gay streamers, and he fell into a foul temper. He set about kicking at clods of earth and throwing

  stones at nothing.




  ‘How long are we to hide for?’ he demanded of Jiro.




  ‘They’ll never forgive us,’ said Jiro. ‘We’ll never be forgiven.’




  ‘I don’t need their forgiveness! I don’t want it.’




  ‘Do you think that Koresada thought that after six, seven hours upon that crucifix?’




  That silenced Musashi. Yet the pair of them had been forced together so long it was as though they were bound by some umbilical, and emotion passed back and forth between them as wind. Jiro was

  angry now.




  ‘We but two and they how many?’ he spat. ‘Pebbles before a mountain.’




  ‘And what our crime?’ said Musashi.




  ‘The twist of fate that casts us such, makes of us the punished for another’s failure.’




  ‘The Lord Kobayakawa.’




  ‘The Lord Tokugawa.’




  ‘The Way.’




  ‘Lay low the mountain, bring down the sky!’ shouted Jiro. ‘Call the seas to account! Line up the wind and the spirits of the earth and let each one of them stare me straight in

  the eye as they condemn me!’




  He was ranting now, and Musashi saw the joy of the release of it in his eyes.




  ‘Bring forth fresh clothes that I might spend a day without scratching at the rashes that plague me! Bring out my bed that I might sleep without a crooked back! Bring out my wife if she

  lives yet, and let me know that tender softness that she once gave me!’




  The thought of her broke his anger. The rant collapsed upon itself, and Jiro’s shoulders slumped.




  ‘But we remain pebbles, and what our choice? To live as nothing, or to become nothing.’ He plucked one of the bamboo strips from the ground, and wrapped the sodden length around his

  palm, his wrist. ‘Ah, the scales, they tip further each and every day.’




  Musashi looked at Jiro for a long time.




  ‘You and I, we both chose to live,’ he said.




  ‘Did we?’ Jiro said, staring at nothing. ‘Did we?’




  Whether they had ever actually spoken such vows aloud to one another, Musashi could not remember. That they yet continued to breathe was their only testament to it.




  He could barely recall first meeting Jiro. In the wake of Sekigahara, a fortnight after it, maybe more, he had stumbled upon their camp, the boundaries of which he had not even spotted it was

  such a meagre thing. Only a few traversable paths through the wilderness perhaps, all those fleeing the battle channelled along them, and at Musashi’s arrival not one of the men there had

  seemed surprised. There were five of them then, and they had looked at him with no more alarm than if he were a passing shadow cast by an errant sun.




  Caught in a perpetual stupor, mired in a haze of shame and despair.




  Their helmets now hung inverted from a bough of a tree to catch rainwater. There for a year or more, mosses grown over the cords where they were wrapped around the wood. Though rust had barely

  beset the iron they all seemed ancient and worthless things. One had belonged to Koresada, who had tried to steal a fisherman’s net. One had belonged to Uesugi, who was caught by chance upon

  the roads by a band of Tokugawa samurai. One had belonged to the man from Tosa, who had never revealed to any of them his name, who had seldom spoke beyond grunts and stared constantly with wide

  and harrowed eyes, and who had borne the sickness that claimed him with a resigned acceptance, lain there shivering until he was still.




  One, the grandest, the finest, had belonged to the Lord Hayato Nakata.




  The Lord had been a rich man, one of the wealthiest in the nation. The bowl of the helmet was inlaid with beautiful carvings of mystical phoenixes, blighted now, and the panels of the neck and

  cheek guards were bound with burgundy and silver threads that had lost their lustre and were beginning to rot. Affixed to the brow was the great symmetrical frond of a golden crest. The metal was

  impermeable to marring and shone bright still, and yet it hung there alongside common ores with equal disregard.




  What worth gold, when none would trade with you?




  Musashi sat gnawing on a stalk of grass to try to alleviate his hunger, and as he did so he stared at the inverted golden crest. Memories took him. He let the memories take him. It was

  all he had. It was Hayato who had sabotaged Musashi’s father’s seppuku, led to his being so thoroughly and agonizingly disgraced. Young, desperate to become samurai, mind filled with

  the poison of the Way, Musashi had set out on a quest of vengeance. A quest of years, which had led all the way to Sekigahara, where at last he had held Hayato to account and had taken from the

  Lord more than his helmet.




  On the course of that vengeance Musashi had spent great stretches in wilderness much like he was now in, enduring starvation far worse than this. He had been a child then and had not yet learnt

  what Jiro and the others had taught him, the basic methods of survival, of lighting fires, of finding sustenance, of hunting and fishing. Even so, he had not felt the hardship, or the ache of it,

  if that was the word, as he did now.




  Pursuing something like vengeance, or indeed anything, granted one a horizon to focus upon. To judge progress towards. Here, all there was was an emptiness and it was this that wounded the most,

  a great crushing pressure that never relented. A recurrent despair, the mind caught gyring around the same agonies it could do nought but confront, because what else was there to occupy it?




  Musashi chewed and chewed on the bitter grass, and he stared at Hayato’s helmet, and in his chest he felt something grow larger, bloat an incremental sliver in the same manner as whatever

  this thing was had done each and every time his eyes had lingered on the golden crest over these past months. Something almost like longing, or envy for what had been.




  Jiro sat alongside him rocking on his posterior, arms wrapped around his shins and his chin on his knees. His mind looped through his own familiar obsessions.




  ‘Is it us they hate?’ he said.




  Musashi had heard him talk before and he knew exactly who it was who would despise Jiro. Two daughters, a wife, a mother, his father gloriously dead but his father’s father alive yet.

  Hideously alive, a mutilated survivor, legless, Jiro’s grandfather had terrorized him through his youth, carrying his torso around on his hands, constantly vigilant. Any time Jiro would waver

  or stray from his dedication to the Way, the man would thrust his naked, mangled stumps at the boy as proof of what was demanded of him, of them all, and, when he exposed his lessening, always

  there had been fierce pride in his eyes.




  That proper old samurai would never forgive, nor permit any other to forgive, Jiro for the audacity of surviving his Lord, and this he feared more than the tortures of those named enemy. This,

  why they were exiled here.




  ‘Us,’ said Jiro again, shaking his head, chin glancing off his knees. ‘Us – you and I. Musashi Miyamoto and Jirokyuro Hori. We’re not the ones they hate.

  It can’t be. We’re . . . What difference, individual difference did you and I make at Sekigahara? We two amidst thousands? Yet our army lost, and so we two must bear the shame. To be

  hated. What if our army had won? We would be loved, and yet we would have had the exact same effect upon the victory. Would have had . . . what we had before. But magnified. And what would we have

  done to earn it? Nothing. No. No. It is as though we . . . As though human beings are . . . buckets or, or, or . . . vessels.’




  He pointed up at the helmets where they hung, filled with water.




  ‘That’s us, there. There’s simply a hate in the world, and a love, and it just needs to be poured,’ said Jiro, and he sort of laughed to himself and mimicked tipping a

  kettle. ‘We two – us, you and I – we are incidental.’




  This was a new conclusion he had reached, and Musashi watched the man with interest. ‘You think so?’




  ‘It seems so,’ said Jiro. ‘But . . . How did this come to be? Creatures do not have this prejudice. Is it innate in men, this? Or is it something that was created?’




  Musashi thought about his answer for some time. ‘My uncle taught me men were innately good. Born without any prejudice. No. It’s the Way. It’s the Way that makes men think as

  this. Twists them thusly. Must be. Deep within all there is an honesty.’




  ‘Uncle?’ said Jiro. ‘You’ve never spoken of him before.’




  He hadn’t. Why today he should speak he did not know, but he found that he wanted to. ‘His name was Dorinbo,’ said Musashi. ‘A monk.’




  ‘Buddhist or Shinto?’




  ‘Shinto.’




  ‘Shinto?’ said Jiro. ‘Never much paid attention to the priest of my vale. The celestial spear dipping into the chaotic seas, wild Susano’o abroad in the heavens making it

  thunder . . . It all washed over me.’




  ‘I know it well,’ said Musashi. ‘I helped my uncle with the ceremonies. Told the stories, read the prayers. He raised me. My father was absent, serving his Lord. My uncle

  taught me . . . everything. How to read and write . . . All of it. He wanted me to become his apprentice and follow him down the holy path but I . . .’ He took a breath and thought how to

  express it best. ‘I chose the sword.’




  ‘And the sword led you here,’ said Jiro.




  Musashi did not hear him. Now, thinking of Dorinbo, he felt warmth in his heart and he was driven to speak further, if just to remember, if just to recall: ‘He was a healer. Talented.

  People would come from afar to be treated by him. None were turned away. Lepers, the mutilated . . . Not all could be cured but he would try equally. There were wounds, festering wounds that smelt

  so bad I ran from the room in disgust, but he would stay and lay his hands upon those vile rotting limbs with tenderness. His hands . . . His ability that he had learnt for himself, and he put his

  hands on filth all to try to alleviate it. And he asked for nothing. And there are children in the village where I was born that stand upright this day because of him. Made it to adulthood because

  of him. He did things of worth, and, and . . .’




  His voice faded away. He could speak no further.




  Jiro had noticed the change in Musashi. Rare that any kindness seeped into their voices. ‘He sounds a fine man,’ he said. ‘One that would not hate.’




  Musashi did not reply. His eyes were distant now. Jiro watched him for some time. A sparrow alighted on the rim of Hayato’s helmet and bobbed its beak to the water and then threw its head

  back to drink.




  ‘Perhaps he is different,’ said Jiro. ‘Not as my kin would be.’




  Again the sparrow drank, again, again, again.




  ‘Why is it you do not return to him?’ Jiro pressed. ‘Do you think he is the sort of man that would hate you for what you are, for what you’ve done?’




  ‘How could I return to him like . . .’ snapped Musashi, and he tugged at the rags he wore and glared at Jiro for an instant. But it all hurt to say and it hurt to think of, a wet

  heat behind the eyes. It could not last. Musashi’s face softened and he let the rags fall from his hand. Jiro turned away, embarrassed.




  The silence resumed. The sparrow had fled to the skies at the sudden outburst. Musashi put the stalk of grass in his mouth once more and ground it between his teeth.




  His eyes returned to the golden crest.




  A fortnight after he had been defanged, Jiro returned from bowfishing despondent and empty-handed save for his longbow. He sat down by the bracken fire Musashi had made and

  laid the stave of the weapon across his lap. He stared at nothing for a long while, probing the hollow of his gum with his tongue.




  ‘Bowstring snapped,’ he said eventually.




  ‘It had to, some time,’ said Musashi.




  ‘It was the last one I had,’ he said. ‘The last one. What are we to do?’




  ‘There’s plenty of mushrooms here,’ said Musashi, and he waved a hand at the trees, which were rife with stairs of fungi. ‘We’ll make do.’




  ‘No!’ shouted Jiro. ‘No! I refuse to subsist. I will forego rice, I will forego tea, but . . . I must have fish. A man must have fish.’




  He repeated these words several times, his voice racked with the desperate emotion of the long-deprived, and yet his distress was a matter of more than simple food. What was an archer without a

  bow? His eyes roved in furious rotations and his fingers wrung themselves around the bow’s stave.




  ‘There’s a town a half-day’s walk eastwards,’ he said. ‘I’ll go there. There must be a bowyer there.’




  ‘We don’t need a bowyer,’ said Musashi. ‘Perhaps we can make a string ourselves.’




  ‘Out of what?’




  ‘I don’t know . . . Hair. Some vine or grass we can find . . . The very first men who made bows, in the time before bowyers, they must have had exactly what we have here before us

  now. Surely we can find some substitute or . . .’




  ‘A string as sturdy as your wicker kite, no doubt,’ said Jiro blackly.




  ‘What in the myriad hells do you intend by that?’




  Jiro met Musashi’s eyes for a moment and the two of them swelled with imminent conflict. But before it could manifest the small man relented, looked at the ground with a sigh.




  ‘I apologize,’ he said. ‘An unnecessary insult to a friend, born of my disquiet. I will head into town.’




  ‘You can’t,’ said Musashi. ‘Remember Koresada.’




  ‘I’m not like . . . I’m no thief . . . I’ll . . .’




  Jiro rose to his feet. He laid his longbow aside and walked over to where the helmets were hung. He placed his hands around the golden frond of Hayato’s helmet, and began trying to wrench

  it off. It was loose, the joints rusted, and he yanked it again and again. Musashi placed a hand on his shoulder, tried to place his body between the man and what he sought.




  ‘How do you think it will look,’ he said, ‘you arriving in town two years starved and clutching a golden samurai crest? What conclusion do you think they’ll

  reach?’




  ‘I’ll trade, they’ll trade, they’ll listen. Let me go.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘I must have a bow. I must have fish. I must, I must, I must . . .’




  ‘Are you mad?’




  ‘Let me go!’ shouted Jiro, and he snapped the crest loose and stood back with it in his hands. Musashi looked at him, and in his anger his first instinct was to strike at the man

  that he might force some wits into his head. He hesitated, though, because it was Jiro, and yet Jiro saw the intent in him and his eyes tightened in response, and he made to stride around Musashi

  and leave their camp.




  Musashi yelled at him to halt, half-pleading, half-commanding, and Jiro shouted back a half-insult and began to half-run. Musashi grabbed him by the scruff of his clothing and tried to haul him

  close, and Jiro swung around and attempted to pry himself free, and like this they began to struggle, began to dance around each other, snarling and spitting, a golden crest in their hands and a

  wilderness around them.




  Bigger, stronger, Musashi drew Jiro in close, and he tried to restrain him without choking or wrenching at joints as he had been taught, instead wrapped his arms around the man’s chest and

  tried to pin his arms to his sides, but still Jiro fought, kicked, butted with his head. Musashi growled and brought his friend over his waist, threw him to the ground and fell with him, and there

  simply kept his hold upon the man, let him struggle as he would until hopefully he would see sense.




  ‘Let me go!’ Jiro pleaded, trying to look over his shoulder and meet Musashi’s eye. ‘I must have fish!’ And on and on he repeated this until he was actually

  weeping, tears streaming from his eyes. He spoke of fish but it was more than that, everything bared in this piteous, pathetic moment, everything mourned, and Musashi understood this, and the fact

  that someone older than he could be so thoroughly broken made him want to weep also.




  Thus they lay until Jiro’s struggles subsided. Musashi’s grip lessened. Jiro assured him that he was calm, and, when Musashi chose to believe him and released him entirely, he calmly

  went to sit with his back against a tree. There he sat cradling Hayato’s crest, staring dumbly at his own distorted reflection barely visible upon its surface for some time.




  Then he looked up at Musashi, smiled, and tossed the crest away as though it were nothing.




  They ate nought but boiled mushrooms that night in silence, and the next morning, when Musashi awoke, Jiro and the crest were gone.




  His longbow and his swords remained.




  Musashi knew what this meant, yet he spent the morning lying to himself that the man was only twenty heartbeats away from reappearing in the camp, and perhaps for a while such was his desire for

  this to be so that he even believed it. But he knew that ultimately he had no choice but to go and search for Jiro, if only to confirm. Guardedly, he brought both his and Jiro’s weapons with

  him and at the very edge of the town, on the wooded slope of the hill that led down to the paddy fields, he hid the four swords and the bow between the roots of a great dead oak tree.




  Musashi traversed the narrow paths that bisected the dry paddies and entered the town, trying the best he could to be inconspicuous. He wore a peasant’s straw sandals, a decrepit old

  kimono and a rough jacket of hemp. These things by themselves would attract no attention. Yet he had a full head of hair that hung loose to his chin, where peasants tended to keep theirs cropped

  close; his emaciated flesh was pale and dirty; and in this gauntness he stood a head taller than most.




  He was wary for any staring at him, but not a single eye followed him, for the town was silent and empty. He walked along the main thoroughfare, through all the things that had long since been

  relegated to memories – the smell of rice cooking, the curls of incense that warded insects and kept away stench, colours beyond pallid tones of earth, silk-threaded cushions, soft tatami

  mats, roofs, walls – and found not a single person.




  They were all gathered on the moor on the far side of the town, an expanse of rutted brush bordered by pine trees. Musashi joined the back of the crowd, and looked over their heads. At the fore

  of them all, he saw Jiro.




  Jiro was kneeling, bound by the wrists to a stake that had been driven into the ground behind him, his arms pinioned up in odd contortion. They had bled him to death by a score of deep cuts

  across his body and his back, and to make a fool of him they had cut his nose and his ears off.




  A samurai, swords at his side and a spear in his hands, stood nearby. The steward of the town, perhaps. An executioner from the hamlet of the corpsehandlers, his work completed, had been exiled

  some distance away, where he knelt with his bloody hands upon his thighs and his eyes upon the floor. Some swordless higherborn, the headman of the town or the minister whose jurisdiction it fell

  under or some other titled authority, was pronouncing final judgement.




  ‘Look, then, you all upon this enemy of civilization, and see justice enacted in the name of his most noble Lord Natsuka,’ said the minister, and then he realized his mistake of

  habit and corrected himself quickly: ‘The justice of the most noble Lord Tokugawa, may he reign ten thousand years hale and serene. In his authority, I hereby rule that the corpse of this

  degenerate shall stand for a week upon this moor that all passing on the road might heed its warning.’ He fumbled at his belt, and brought up a velvet bag noosed by a leather cord.

  ‘Where is the upstanding artisan known as Nobutsura?’




  From the crowd a man stepped forward. He was a hardy-looking fellow with hair cropped so short he all but resembled a monk, and he dropped to his knees and pressed his brow to the ground.

  ‘Here, most honourable one.’




  ‘Rise,’ said the minister, and the artisan did so. The minister pressed the bag into Nobutsura’s hands. ‘Here, your reward. One shu of gold. Let every man and woman know

  that bounties persist upon the wretched and vile masterless that served the vanquished coalition, and vigilance is a virtue upon which all the heavens shine.’




  The artisan murmured his thanks, dropped into a bow again and then returned to the crowd. The minister or whoever he was had pronounced all he wished to pronounce. He gave a formal farewell,

  bade the populace be about their business, and then he retired to the box of his lacquered palanquin. A dozen men bore the cabin aloft on its yoke, and the townspeople dropped to their knees in

  salute as it departed.




  The palanquin’s pace was ponderously slow, the six men who held the leading yoke walking backwards so that they might keep their eyes respectfully on the charge they bore aloft. The box of

  it was big enough for two, and Musashi, kneeling on the very edge of the crowd, heard the sound of a woman’s laughter as it passed.




  The congregation dispersed to return to the town in grim silence, save for Nobutsura, who was rattling his bounty in its pouch in satisfaction. The corpsehandler vanished unnoticed by any. The

  samurai steward remained by Jiro, stood guard to ensure that none tampered with the corpse.




  Musashi retreated to sit under the eaves of the wall of a smithy’s yard at the edge of the moor. He sat with his back against the stone foundations, rested his hands between his legs, sat

  there suddenly exhausted with the fatigue of years. He stared at Jiro, desecrated and destroyed. He stared at the samurai, upright and immutable.




  The man held a spear, wore two swords at his side. He seemed proud to be doing his duty, topknot immaculately oiled, silks upon his shoulders. At his sternum his jacket was joined by a tasselled

  soft cord ended in teased white horsehair. Frail accoutrement no doubt tied and cleaned by servants’ hands.




  Musashi stared at the samurai. Musashi stared at Jiro.




  Musashi marked the difference between himself and the samurai. The samurai’s nails well filed, Musashi’s blackened. The samurai’s belly full and contented, and Musashi’s

  lean with lack and want. One of them a torturous murderer, and the other an exile. Had that man been at Sekigahara also? What for him these two years?




  He stared for a long time, able to do no more, no less.




  A gate on the walls opened beside him. The smith came out, a man with a head like a rock. He was clutching his hand, burnt on a poker, and cursing to himself. He too cast his eyes over the

  spectacle on the moor, and then he became aware of Musashi.




  ‘No,’ the smith said, rounding on him. ‘No, no, no. Away with you. No vagrants here.’




  Musashi stared up at him.




  ‘Away with you!’ snarled the smith, slashed his hand towards that same vague distance to which he and Jiro had been condemned. ‘Away!’




  Musashi rose to his feet. The smith’s eyes were level with his chin.




  ‘You just watched?’ he said.




  The smith took a step back. Musashi followed.




  ‘Let them torture a man to death, for no crime at all?’




  The smith’s mouth flapped.




  ‘Just watched,’ said Musashi, and two years welled and he drew his hand back and slapped the man across his face.




  The smith yelped. Musashi slapped him again, again. Each blow considered and meant, realizing something. An inked brush flitting across fine paper, forming the outline of a long-envisioned

  image.




  The samurai saw the violence, abandoned his guard of Jiro and came over shouting some command. Musashi saw the man in his peripheral, and he saw this man too for everything he was, his arms, his

  legs, the authority he carried, the authority he assumed, the authority Musashi also had assumed and hidden from these past two years, and it was stark and clear now.




  The samurai did not expect Musashi to move with the speed or ability he did, thought him some drunk and rowdy malingerer. He barely managed to move the spear before Musashi had placed both hands

  on its shaft and wrenched it around. Musashi drove the samurai backwards and forced him up against the wall, pushed the spear shaft up against his throat.




  ‘Was it you who cut his ears away?’ Musashi hissed into his face. ‘Was it you who cut his back and bled him dry?’




  The samurai struggled but Musashi was taller and stronger and did not allow the spear’s pressure to relent, forced it onwards, began to truly choke the man. Eyes bulged and spittle flew,

  and Musashi began to strike at the man without releasing him, began to drive his knees into the samurai’s belly and his brow into the samurai’s nose again and again, and each blow was

  born of two years of agony and indignity.




  The samurai managed to wriggle out from beneath the throttling press of the spear, but Musashi continued to hit at him, and the man collapsed to the floor and Musashi kicked and stamped at him

  until he was no more than a cowering ball. Seething, he stepped back, looked at what he had wrought. He looked around and found that walls still stood and that the sky was still blue.




  Why stop here, when the outrage spiralled ever outwards?




  ‘Where’s the one who betrayed Jiro?’ Musashi demanded of the smith, who had watched him beat the samurai in cowed incomprehension and fear. ‘The one who claimed the

  bounty?’




  The smith stammered something, pointed towards town. Musashi commanded him to lead with a jerk of his chin. The smith staggered off. Before he followed, Musashi wrestled the samurai’s

  swords from his belt, carried them both clutched in one hand and retained the spear in the other.




  Through the streets they went. Musashi’s blood was running warm, his teeth clenched, eyes wide with a furious focus. Two years of nothing, when each day was formless and endless and asked

  the question of why it was even endured, and here and now the opposite, carried as a pulse, as a facet, as a thing of pure purpose, a thing that could achieve something, anything.




  The smith gestured to a storefront and fell to his knees in the dust like a supplicant pleading for mercy. Musashi threw the spear and the swords to the ground, parted the navy half-curtain that

  hung across the entrance and strode in. It was a bowyer’s. Three long unstrung staves were hung upon the walls.




  Nobutsura knelt upon tatami mats, varnishing a fourth. He turned and looked up into Musashi’s face.




  ‘All he wanted was a bowstring,’ said Musashi.




  Nobutsura began to say something, but Musashi stepped forward and kicked over the table of his tools. He hauled down the rack of bow staves from the wall. Nobutsura scrambled backwards on his

  arse and the heels of his hands. Musashi stamped on him, once, twice, then he picked up one of the fallen staves and began to strike at him. It was long and thin and flexible and lashed like a

  whip.




  ‘Turned him over to that torture, for what?’ he spat. ‘To keep yourself in rice for a month?’




  Nobutsura tried to rise at his feet, grabbing at a chest of drawers to pull himself up. His hands yanked them open, spilled their contents out onto floor, and there the golden crest that had

  once sat above Hayato Nakata’s eyes tumbled out. It fell at Musashi’s feet, and he looked down at it for a moment, and all within him flared hotter, and he looked at Nobutsura through a

  veil of perfect loathing.




  The bowyer fled out onto the street, whimpering and pleading. Musashi followed, slashing at his arms and his arse with the bow. A crowd had gathered now and they drew back in shock at the sight.

  Musashi threw the bow at Nobutsura, and then he bent down to retrieve the spear and the swords. The bowyer began to retreat, not running but rather caught in a great confusion, alternating moment

  by moment between begging Musashi for mercy and crying out for the steward who could not hear him, he lying beaten and senseless against the blacksmith’s walls.




  Musashi advanced after him steadily, watching him, observing each and every little thing he hated about the man, cataloguing them like piles of coals stacked before a furnace. He pursued him

  until they came to the river that bisected the town.




  The bowyer stopped on the banks.




  ‘Keep going,’ said Musashi.




  Nobutsura turned and looked down at the river. ‘But—’




  ‘Get in the water.’




  Nobutsura hesitated.




  ‘Get in the damned water!’ shouted Musashi, and he pointed with the tip of the spear.




  It was not a death sentence. The river was not deep and the current mild. Nobutsura jumped from the banks and stood looking up at Musashi. He commanded him to wade out into the centre, and there

  the bowyer stood with the waters up to his sternum. Musashi threw both scabbarded swords at him, and the weapons vanished beneath the surface, and still he was not sated.




  The outrage spiralled ever outwards: ‘Where’s the bastard in the palanquin?’




  He could have demanded anything and been granted it at that moment, so shocked were the witnesses at his rampage. He was led over the arch of a bridge that crossed the river, spear clutched in

  both hands, and the anger did not subside. He did not want it to. This all some wild improvisation on its behalf. He did not know why he had sent the man into the waters. He did not know why he had

  thrown the swords in after him. All he knew was that this had to be, that he could make this be, and he was carried and shielded, and how far could this take him? How far could he go?




  Ahead were the white plaster walls of a rich estate. The gates were oak and iron, studded and imposing. How many the men that had stood supplicant here, believed themselves supplicant? Musashi

  hauled on the handle but the gates would not open, locked or barred. He pounded on the gate, kicked at it, pried at it with the head of the spear. It held firm. Inside he heard roused voices.




  The walls were not high. He abandoned attempting to open the gates and instead threw the spear over the tiled eaves and then hauled himself over afterwards. There was a neat garden of grass that

  ringed a pond, and he saw that the minister and a woman half his age in a peach-coloured kimono had been sitting eating rice cakes beneath the shade of a wicker screen.




  A romantic little hideaway that Musashi had breached, and now the old man stared aghast, his pointed grey beard wavering.




  ‘You, that ordered such torture on another,’ Musashi said to him.




  The woven screen the pair of them had sheltered beneath was curved and beautiful, would no doubt stand up to anything shy of a gale, and Musashi saw this and snarled in his envy and his rage and

  picked it up and hurled it against the wall. The minister was not a samurai, had no swords to go for, and so he just stared. Musashi kicked the platter of rice cakes at him.




  ‘You can eat, after seeing that? After causing that to be? Choke on them!’




  The doors of the fine foreroom of the house were wide open to the fair weather. Musashi saw a styled copper kettle whorled with patterns, a plaster orb of the limbless saint Daruma and his

  benevolent scowl, the paper walls painted with a triptych view of Kyoto. Neat and beautiful things, gorgeous things, and what law was it that said such things should stand when in their shadow lay

  mutilation? He could not bear their existence suddenly, and he grabbed the minister and hauled him inside and sent him hurtling through the walls. Paper split, wood splintered, Kyoto was

  annihilated.




  He heard the sound of footfall, saw motion in the corner of his eye. The woman charged and threw herself at Musashi, dedicated as a samurai, perhaps even born samurai herself. She had a knife

  clutched in both hands and its edge cut across his forearm as he raised it to block. He hissed in pain and grabbed at her wrists, wrestled the knife away from her, and then he pushed her against a

  beam. She was much lighter than he was, and she bounced off the hard wood and fell to her knees and did not rise. He looked down at her. She looked up at him.




  He remembered the sound of a woman’s laughter from the palanquin.




  He spat at her, and then he went and picked the old man from out of the wreckage of the walls. The minister was moaning feebly, his body jarred. Musashi wrenched his arm behind his back and bent

  him double. He was helpless, and Musashi looked to the woman.




  ‘Do you see?’ he snarled at her, and to himself as well. ‘Do you see?’




  He forced the old man outside. In the garden, a servant was staring at the wreckage of the wicker screen in complete surprise. When Musashi emerged the young man turned and whimpered, dropped

  the shovel he had been holding and fled.




  One more tool. One more implement. Musashi picked the shovel up and entwined the old man’s arms around it, wrapped them around the wooden shaft. He cried out in pain, and Musashi forced

  him onwards. He unbarred the gates and walked back towards the town.




  ‘Please,’ the old man began to plead. ‘Don’t kill me. Don’t kill me.’




  They crossed over the bridge. The bowyer Nobutsura was hauling himself out of the river up onto the banks.




  ‘Get back in the river!’ shouted Musashi at him.




  The bowyer gaped.




  ‘Get back in there right now or I swear to the heavens I will gut you!’




  He obeyed.




  The minister was moaning, ‘Where are you taking me? What are you doing?’




  Musashi forced them through the town, until they were back at the moor once more. The beaten steward remained slumped against the wall of the smithy, face bloodied. A gaggle of concerned

  apprentices were crouched nearby, fearful to approach him. The man could barely discern his own hands before his face, let alone rise to stop Musashi.




  The minister moaned when he recognized where they were, and again when he saw Jiro’s corpse. Musashi released him, pushed him towards the body. The man stumbled, then rose as straight as

  he could. He looked at what the torturer had wrought, then at Musashi.




  ‘Cut him down, take up the body,’ said Musashi.




  The minister stood there. He was repulsed and disgusted, and nor did he want to bear the shame of acting as a lowly corpsehandler would. Yet he feared Musashi more, and so he untied the lashes

  and with great difficulty bore the ruined remains of Jiro up across his shoulders.




  ‘Walk,’ said Musashi.




  There was no destination. He simply made the minister march back and forth across the moor until he collapsed beneath Jiro’s weight, exhausted. Then he threw the shovel at the man’s

  feet.




  ‘Dig,’ he said.




  ‘What do you mean?’ panted the minister.




  ‘Dig,’ said Musashi.




  The man shuddered in a half-moan. ‘I’ll pay for the corpse’s cremation, if that is what you wish. A proper cremation, at the temple—’




  ‘Dig!’




  The minister rose and thrust the head of the shovel into the earth. Musashi watched as he worked. He realized he was bleeding, examined the knife-slash across his forearm. It was not deep. He

  demanded the minister’s jacket, and when the man relinquished it he tore it into silken bandages.




  It took time to dig a grave. A crowd drew near. It was late in the afternoon by the time the hole was dug to Musashi’s satisfaction. It was thigh-deep and Jiro’s body fitted neatly

  within it lengthways. He looked at the minister setting the corpse in the grave. The man made to get out of the hole.




  Musashi stopped him with the head of the shovel at his clavicle.




  The old man looked up at him, quivering, smeared with dirt. His hands, unused to labour, were bleeding from the palms. This man, this pathetic man, was the power he had rejected at Sekigahara.

  He was all Lords, all samurai, the Way. For two years Musashi had consented simply to hide from all this, agreed to a life apart, but now he looked and saw this man and his authority anew. Saw that

  it could be confronted. That it ought to be confronted.




  The anger told him this, made it truth, and how far could this take him? How far could he go?




  ‘Kneel,’ he said.




  ‘You cannot be serious,’ said the minister, sweating, hands bloody from the labour. ‘This is a crime of great magnitude. Reconsider. Do you know the power of my most noble

  Lord?’




  ‘Is your Lord here?’ asked Musashi. ‘Let him draw forth his own sword and lay me low. Let he himself give me evidence of his power.’




  The minister had no answer.




  ‘Kneel,’ said Musashi.




  The minister did so, legs astride Jiro’s chest. Musashi took up the shovel and filled the grave around him, buried him up to the neck until only his head remained above the earth. Musashi

  looked down at him and saw him for what he was. He placed his foot square upon the man’s crown and kept it there for some time.




  ‘I am going to go,’ he told the minister. ‘When I am gone, command these people watching to dig you free. See if they will. See how much true authority you hold over

  them.’




  He took his foot off. The minister’s head wriggled helplessly. He looked like a maggot issuing forth from a wound. Like a yellowed tooth in a rotting gum. Musashi raised his eyes to the

  watching crowd.




  ‘My name is Musashi Miyamoto,’ he said to them. ‘I will hide no more. Musashi Miyamoto! Thrall to no man!’




  It felt right to say. It felt as though it had to be said. The crowd heeded him in silence. He looked at them, he looked at the minister, he looked at what he had achieved. The anger had given

  him this.
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