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ANATOMY OF A KATANA







tsuka - hilt

mune - back edge

shinogi - middle (widest point if looking at a cross section)

ha - front edge (cutting edge)

kisaki - point of blade

saya - scabbard
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30th Day, 12th Moon, Cycle 1109 of the Rōjū Council
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THE SCREAM MADE Taka drop the snowball she had just been aiming at her best friend’s head and turn towards the gate to see what was happening. In a single heartbeat Mishi was by her side and crawling onto her shoulders to get a better view.

“Mishi-chan!” she hissed. “I can’t see when you do that!”

She brushed her younger friend’s hands from her face, where they had strayed to cover her eyes. Mishi was a cycle younger than she, but barely smaller. Still, the girl insisted that her two fingers’ width of height deficiency meant she could use Taka as a staircase whenever she pleased. Mostly Taka didn’t mind, but someone had just screamed. This was serious.

Once she had cleared her vision of her friend’s hands, she was able to see what was happening at the small gate that led into the snow covered garden. 

“Mishi-chan… is that… is that Rika-san?”

She didn’t give Mishi time to reply, for in a single breath they both recognized the older girl, and in one move Mishi had dismounted from Taka’s shoulders and they had both begun running in Rika’s direction. As they neared her, they saw that her face was streaked with dirt and tears, her clothes soaked with melting snow, and her body a mere shadow of what it had been when she had left them only two moons before. 

“Rika-san?” they both called, as they ran towards her. Why had the older girl screamed? She was stumbling now, through the small wooden gate and towards the door to the orphanage’s kitchen, which lay only a few tatami lengths away from her across the snow buried garden. Her breath faltered and her limbs shook, and Taka was sure that the girl would collapse at any moment. 

Taka and Mishi were rushing to help the older girl when they heard a deep voice shout from the gateway.

“Stop her! Stop that girl!”

They had no sooner heard the voice than they were nearly thrown to the ground by three grown men rushing forward to grab Rika. Just as the men reached her, the girl let out another yowl of despair. The noise was so awful that Taka would have covered her ears if her hands hadn’t been busy holding Mishi up from the packed snow that she and her friend had been flung down on. 

Taka couldn’t make sense of what she saw before her. The men appeared to be normal villagers, men she would have recognized from the town market if it had been a normal day. But these men were all grabbing Rika as though she were some sort of dangerous criminal and dragging her back towards the gate with them. They were forced to drag her, her legs flailing as she tried to free herself, her ragged clothing and jagged bones cutting an ugly scar in the snow as they pulled her towards the gate and the black clad man who had first shouted that she should be stopped.

Mishi regained her footing first and jumped forward as though to confront the men, but Taka grabbed her friend’s shoulder in order to hold her in check.

“But Taka-chan, she doesn’t want to go with them,” Mishi said, and Taka knew it was true. She didn’t need to read the girl’s emotions with her kisō to know that Rika wished to be anywhere but in the hands of the men who held her, a fact made clear enough by the way she thrashed with what little strength was left in her frail body. 

“I know Mishi-chan, but what are you going to do against three men and a Yukisō?” she asked, her grip firm on Mishi’s shoulder. “They’ll never let her go just because you punch someone in the knees.”

Mishi’s lips turned down at the reminder of how small she was, but Taka still held the younger girl’s shoulder. Taka was having a difficult time restraining herself from helping Rika too, but she was convinced that there was nothing that either of them could do except…

Mishi-chan, run and get Haha-san! she said without speaking, projecting her thoughts and emotions at her best friend instead. Mishi nodded, turned on her heel, and began running towards the kitchen door, but when she was still a full tatami length away from the door it opened on its own and out came Haha-san.

“What’s going on here?” the older woman demanded, as she hurried into the garden and wrapped herself more firmly in her winter shawl. Hope began to bloom in Taka’s chest. Haha-san wouldn’t let these men take Rika when she was so clearly upset. Haha-san took good care of the children in her orphanage. She would protect Rika. Taka was sure of it. 

The black clad man’s lips narrowed and his gaze fixed coldly on Haha-san’s face before he replied.

“This miscreant has run away from the Josankō and is to be punished,” he said.

Haha-san hesitated before replying, and stepped back from where the man stood with the three villagers encircling the now quietly sobbing girl. Taka’s hope began to waver.

“Has she done something wrong?” Haha-san asked, her voice now subservient and her gaze directed at the ground before her, rather than the man clad in black.

“Aside from being born a josanpu and disobeying her instructors, nothing at all.” The tone of the man’s voice suggested that either of those offenses were more than enough to condemn a woman. 

Taka’s hopes shattered then, as she watched Haha-san simply stand back and observe as the three villagers and the man clad in black walked away with a sobbing Rika carried between them. 

Taka had been sure that Haha-san would do something to protect the older girl. Were they really going to stand there and let her be dragged back to whatever place had left her looking like a shade? She had seemed half starved. Haha-san might occasionally treat her wards harshly, or punish them for breaking rules, but she had always done what she could to make sure that the children at the orphanage were healthy and well cared for. Taka didn’t think she was the kind of person to let a girl be so poorly treated, especially not one of her girls. 

“You two should get back inside before the cold gets to you,” Haha-san’s voice rang out from the door to the kitchen. Taka had been so focused on watching Rika’s procession away from the orphanage that she hadn’t even noticed the woman’s retreat. As she registered the older woman returning to the kitchen door, a small part of her world view shattered.

Taka turned to look at Mishi and saw that her friend was staring just as wide eyed at the procession of men and girl as she had been herself only moments ago.

“Taka-chan?” Mishi whispered. Even as Taka grabbed Mishi’s shoulder to turn them both back to the orphanage and what small warmth the place had to offer, she began to wonder if it could truly protect them from anything worse than the cold.

“Yes, Mishi-chan?” she replied at length.

“You’ll never let them take me away like that, will you?” Mishi’s voice was as small as the spots on a sparrow’s back.

“No, Mishi-chan,” Taka replied, hoping the words were the truth.

Rika had been the only other girl in the orphanage that Mishi and Taka had shared their secret with. Taka had been only three cycles old when Rika had caught her healing a small scrape on Mishi’s arm after the two cycle old toddler had fallen. She had warned her very sternly then that Taka should never allow anyone to see her using her powers, that she should hide her kisō as though her life depended on it.

Despite the initial warning and the occasional reminders, the older girl hadn’t been very close to either Taka or Mishi. She was three cycles older than Taka, four cycles older than Mishi, and much too old to care about what they did with themselves. But Taka had learned enough in the intervening cycles to know that Rika’s warning had saved her from a horrible fate, the same fate that had somehow found Rika now. Taka wondered how the girl had found herself exposed? Had she healed someone and been turned in because of it? Taka thought that the most likely answer. Was it impossible to hide who you really were forever? She already knew how difficult it was to know you could help someone, but have to sit by and watch instead because healing them would condemn you.

Taka swallowed then, her mouth suddenly much drier than it should have been, as she took in the silver grey gaze of her best friend. 

Mishi was a hundred times more powerful than Rika would ever be. Was there really any way that Taka could protect her from the people who would notice her abilities? She didn’t know what she could do to stop the people who would try to take Mishi away from her, but she was certain that she would do her best. 

She nodded then, more to assure herself than anything else.

“I’ll never let them take you away.”
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21st Day, 6th Moon, Cycle 1111 of the Rōjū Council

[image: Image]

MISHI STRUGGLED AGAINST Haha-san’s grip. She tried to sit down, tried to make herself as heavy as the sun; as heavy as the weight in her chest that told her that leaving Taka behind would never be alright, no matter what the adults told her. 

It didn’t do any good. The plain, white halls of the orphanage passed by in a tear blurred haze, despite her best efforts to burden Haha-san to the point where she would be unable to move forward. The only acknowledgment of her hollow sobs was their echo off the paper walls that enclosed them, and the tang of her sorrow on her lips. 

Mishi’s mind flipped through every scenario of a life without Taka and every thought left her feeling another slice of herself being torn away. No more Taka to share secrets with, no more Taka to heal her when she fell from the garden wall, no more Taka to tell her stories, no more Taka to show off her new fire tricks to. It was more than she could bear to think about. She didn’t know what she had done to anger the Kami, but she would do anything she could to appease them. She would light a hundred sticks of incense and meditate for a cycle if that’s what it took, but they couldn’t take her away from Taka!

A hand struck the side of her face then, and she realized she must have cried part of that last thought aloud because Haha-san was shaking her and saying, “Stupid girl. You’ll have a good life. You’ll be a servant to Kisōshi in training. It’s an honor most honest women would die for. I don’t know what you’ve done to please the Kami so, but you should be thankful, not crying about your worthless friend.”

Haha-san shook Mishi once more and then straightened her clothes and wiped the tears and snot from Mishi’s face with a cloth she pulled from her obi. 

“Don’t embarrass yourself with such a display, little idiot. You should be proud. If Taka-chan is any kind of friend at all she’ll be happy for you. Now stop blubbering and disturbing everyone’s wa.”

Mishi tried to take a deep breath, but she choked on a sob instead. Haha-san grabbed her and pulled her forward to push her out of the open doorway before she had a chance to drag in another shuddering breath.

“Here she is,” Haha-san said to a woman who stood next to a small cart drawn by a single, giant horse. The woman, who still looked young but had a streak of silver that ran the length of her thick, black hair, smiled at Mishi and bent down to talk to her.

“You look upset, child,” she said as she put a hand on Mishi’s shoulder. “Why is that?” 

Mishi tried to answer, but couldn’t get words to form without bringing forth all the tears once more. 

“She’s just frightened of the horse,” Haha-san said dismissively. 

That made the woman squatting before her raise an eyebrow, but Mishi was unable to utter any other explanation. The woman with the silver streak in her hair raised her hand to Mishi’s cheek and wiped away a tear. Somehow the gesture was much more tender than it had been when Haha-san had done it mere moments before, and something about the contact pulled some of the sadness from Mishi and lessened the emptiness that she thought might swallow her.

“Whatever is upsetting you, child, you should know that where you are going is not a bad place. You’ll be well looked after and be among friends.”

Mishi was about to explain how no number of ‘friends’ could make up for losing Taka, when a faint but familiar contact brushed against her mind.

An image of Mishi in her favorite hiding place in the vegetable garden filled her mind. A message with a clear meaning, one full of hope, that enabled Mishi to step forward and put her hand in the older woman’s outstretched one.

“My name is Tenshi,” the silver streaked woman said.

“My name is Mishiranu,” Mishi answered through the next sob.

I will always find you, said the image that Taka had sent to Mishi’s mind.
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Taka tried not to scream. She wouldn’t scream, because this couldn’t be happening. Haha-san wouldn’t do this to her, not really. Not in the same day she’d taken Mishi away. It was too cruel.

She denied the scroll that she’d seen Haha-san sign, the koku of rice—enough to feed her fellow orphans for the next mooncycle—that the man had unloaded from his cart. Her eyes had seen it all, but her mind refused to accept it.

The Kisōshi ran his hand from her kimono covered shoulder down to her exposed wrist and yanked her along by the arm. Taka bit her lip and tried to breathe through her nose. She wouldn’t cry. She’d cried all morning for the loss of her best friend. Now she didn’t need to cry, because this couldn’t be real.

She had seen it happen before, of course. She and Mishi had watched from the kitchen door, too stunned to move or help, as this same Kisōshi had bought another girl five moons ago. The way the man had laughed as he’d carried the screaming girl from the orphanage had been enough to terrify them both. But nothing he could have done that day would have frightened Taka more than seeing the same girl three moons later when she had wandered into the vegetable garden looking like a starved and broken doll, much the same way Rika-san had two cycles before, but with less fight in her. The emptiness behind the other girl’s eyes had given Taka nightmares for tendays afterwards. Haha-san had taken the empty-eyed girl across the village and Taka had never seen her again.

Her mind could not accept that this thing was happening to her, even as she was pulled from the hallway of the orphanage that had been her home since the time she was only a single cycle old and into the bright light of the afternoon sun. 

Then the smell of dirt and horse manure somehow made the whole scene real to her and, just a few arm spans from the man’s cart, Taka began to dig her heels into the earth beneath her. 

“No,” she said, trying to wrest her arm away from him, her voice finally emerging with the waking of her mind. “No!” she said more forcefully.

The Kisōshi didn’t speak. He barely turned to look at her. Without releasing her wrist with his right hand, his open left palm came across her face, making heat spring to her cheek and tears jump to her eyes.

Taka knew that screaming wouldn’t help, she knew that fighting back would only give him more reason to hurt her, and that since the man had bought her he could hurt, or even kill, her without anyone objecting. It didn’t matter that Kisōshi were supposed to be the protectors of all of Gensokai. It didn’t matter that he was supposed to represent justice and be a bringer of peace to the land they all lived in. He was Kisōshi and his word was law. He had bought her, and as far as anyone else was concerned, he had every right to kill her.

Taka knew all of this, had known it since she was old enough to know anything, but suddenly, she didn’t care. She didn’t care if he killed her here in the street, she didn’t care if no one thought she had the right to protest, to defend herself. She wanted to live but, more importantly, she didn’t want to end up with the empty gaze of the girl that Haha-san had sold to this man five moons before.

All of this coalesced in her mind in a single instant. She never made a conscious decision to scream, never made a conscious decision to claw at the man’s face with her free hand. She barely felt the blows he rained down on her as she did it. Barely noticed her lip split beneath his fist, barely felt the skin separate over her eyebrow, never felt the skin swell her right eye shut.

Yet she felt the arm that wrapped around her waist and pulled her away from the man, and she felt the voice rattle through the chest of the man that held her.

“Iizuna-san, I see that you are having some trouble,” said the voice. “Perhaps I can be of assistance?”

“Washi-san,” the Kisōshi who had bought her said with a slight bow of deference. “I did not know anyone was patrolling through our fair village.”

“Oh?” Washi-san asked. “It’s on the regular patrol schedule. Though I admit I might be moving a day or two ahead of schedule. The roads have been unseasonably dry. Can I help you resolve some dispute?”

Taka didn’t have to turn around and look at the man behind her to know that he was another Kisōshi. It was obvious in Iizuna’s face, and in the fact that the man hadn’t drawn his katana to ‘protect’ his property. Taka tried not to allow hope to surge through her. She reminded herself that another Kisōshi was the one who had just bloodied her face. 

“No, no, Washi-san,” Iizuna said, trying to sound casual. “I’m merely teaching some discipline to my new servant.”

“Ah, a new servant, is it? I see. So you’ll be paying her for her work then?” Washi-san’s voice sounded pleasant enough to the ear, but Taka could sense the anger rolling off of him.

“Paying? Yes, of course. She’ll have all the food and shelter she could want,” Iizuna muttered.

Washi-san said nothing for a moment and Taka wondered what he thought of the other man’s lie. Certainly, providing food, clothing and shelter to a servant was considered sufficient pay in many regions of Gensokai, but Taka was well aware that ‘all she could want’ was downright untruth, and she suspected that Washi-san knew it too. He was Kisōshi after all, and just as capable of detecting untruths as she was.

“Iizuna-san, this girl’s face is bleeding rather badly. Do you mind if I inspect her wounds for a moment?”

Taka took a deep breath to steady herself. If Washi-san didn’t take her away from Iizuna, she was fairly certain she would not survive the night, but she didn’t know what Washi-san could do that would be within his rights. He gently led her to the other side of the dirt road that formed the center of their small town and knelt down to look at her. Taka was so bewildered by a Kisōshi meeting her eyes that she saw nothing else of the man’s face, just earthy pools of light creased with gentle concern.

“Iya, child! That bastard has made a mess of your face,” Washi-san said in a low rumble, as she stared thoughtlessly at his earth colored eyes. She didn’t know what to say to that. She was already using her kisō to assess her wounds. She couldn’t heal herself with anyone else around to see it, she knew better than that, but her kisō reached out and assessed the damage almost automatically.

“Eh?” the man turned his head to one side and looked at her through half lidded eyes. Then Taka felt a soft wave of contact, the same as whenever Mishi extended her own kisō to Taka to see how she was doing. Taka had never experienced that touch from someone else, and it startled her enough to stop her assessment of her wounds.

“Josanpu?” he asked, though Taka wasn’t sure who he was asking. Taka simply stared at him. “Child, do you have a name?” he asked, and this time Taka was sure he expected an answer.

“Taka,” she said.

“Taka-chan, do you have some healing power?” he asked again, his eyes suddenly serious. “You’re very young for it, but… do you have some ability to close up cuts, or make pain go away?”

Taka nodded. Those were the least of her powers, but she didn’t think she should say that. In fact, she shook herself, and was horrified at what she’d just admitted. Had she learned nothing from Rika-chan’s capture from the garden all those cycles before? Baka! She’d never told anyone her secret before except Mishi. How had this man gotten it out of her? He must have tricked her, must have used his kisō to make her tell the truth. She started to shift out of his grasp.

“Taka-chan, hold still, please, just for a moment. Let me ask you another question. Do you want to go with Iizuna-san?”

She shook her head violently. That was an easy question to answer.

“I would rather die,” she said, and as the words left her mouth, she knew that they were true.

Washi-san’s eyes widened briefly and Taka wondered if he was surprised by the answer, or only by her willingness to say it out loud. Then he nodded.

“Well,” he said, taking a deep breath, “I’m afraid I can’t stop Iizuna-san from taking you.” 

He must have seen Taka’s eyes widen in horror, because he continued quickly.

“But, I can give you over to people who can.”

Taka’s eyebrows met in confusion above her nose.

“I’m not sure how much safer you’ll be with them,” the man said, and there was something in his voice that Taka couldn’t place. Was it sorrow? “But if you’d rather die than go with Iizuna-san, then they’re probably a decent alternative.”

Taka said nothing, but nodded once more. She didn’t trust her voice not to betray her at that moment. Was it possible that this man could actually save her?

“Iizuna-san!” Washi-san called from where they stood. “I’m afraid this girl cannot go with you today.”

“Eh!?” Iizuna bellowed from his cart as he stomped towards them. “I paid for her. She’s mine. I can show you the contract.”

“I understand, Iizuna-san,” Washi-san said, with mock formality. “However, I have discovered that the girl is a josanpu. I will be taking her to the Josankō immediately.”

Taka felt the blood drain from her face as the meaning of the words cascaded over her. She’d heard the man say josanpu earlier, but she hadn’t understood why until just now. If this man thought she was a josanpu, then he was obligated by Gensokai law to take her to the Josankō. Taka took a deep breath and tried to steady herself against the knowledge. She had meant it when she’d said she would rather die than go with Iizuna-san, but the Josankō was the very place that Rika-san had been attempting to escape on the day that she’d been captured in the garden.
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3rd Day, 7th Moon, Cycle 1111 of the Rōjū Council
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MISHI HAD BEEN trying not to let her hope be crushed under the weight of the thirteen days that she had spent in this Kami-forsaken cart. Tenshi had tried to speak with her, but Mishi had limited herself to one word replies and let her attention slip back to watching the green beauty of the mountains slip past her without appreciating any of it. All the rice fields they passed, and the mountains and rivers that lined their passage, were clouded by the knowledge that each day made it that much less likely that Taka would ever find her. Finally, on the afternoon of the thirteenth day, she was jarred from her sullen thoughts by the cart coming to a halt.

Mishi looked up and blinked as though waking from a dream, her senses returning to her as if she had been asleep since the moment she left the orphanage and only now could see and smell all that surrounded her. The air was suddenly hot and thick with the smell of wet, green life; the dirt so recently kicked up by the horse still hazed the world around her. The gate they had stopped in front of was massive; taller than a man, wider than a horse was long, and made entirely of iron. 

Mishi worked to keep her mouth from dropping open as Tenshi offered to help her climb down from the cart. She ignored the woman’s proffered hand and simply dropped to the ground.

“This is Kuma-sensei’s school for young Kisōshi,” Tenshi said, as she pushed open the large iron gate and led them through. “During the day, young Kisōshi train here to learn how to fight, and how to control their kisō, and you will be their servant.”

Mishi began to follow Tenshi, but paused briefly to wonder if it was safe to leave the horse in the street. Just as she hesitated, she saw a girl only a few cycles older than herself shuffle forward with a quick bow to Tenshi and go to meet the animal.

“One of your duties will also be to tend the horses,” Tenshi said, as she returned the bow and kept walking through the large gravel courtyard. The news made Mishi stumble briefly and Tenshi reached out a hand to steady her.

“You aren’t truly afraid of horses are you?” Tenshi asked, with sympathy in her eyes.

Mishi shook her head and was finally able to find words. “I don’t know. They’re very big. I’d never seen one so close until we rode behind the one that brought us here.”

Tenshi smiled and put a hand on Mishi’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, your duties will be explained in detail tomorrow. For now, I’m just to give you a brief tour and explain the generalities.”

Mishi nodded. She wasn’t sure what ‘generalities’ meant, but the idea that someone would explain her duties tomorrow helped to steady her breathing. 

“This is the main courtyard,” Tenshi explained, as they walked straight across it towards one of the three buildings that enclosed the gravel square.

“On your right are the classrooms for history, geography, mathematics, reading, and writing… scroll studies. The library is also in that building.”

Mishi followed the woman’s hand with her gaze and tried not to be overwhelmed by the idea of books, scrolls, and learning that many subjects. Would she be expected to take lessons and learn to read and write? The idea excited her, but she shook her head to deny the thought; surely there was no reason to teach a servant such things.

“On your left are the classrooms for kisō and budō, weapons classes, emptyhanded training, meditation rooms… all of those studies take place in that building, and in the courtyard on the other side of the residence hall.”

“Do the students live here?” she asked, before she could stop herself. She dropped her chin and hoped she wouldn’t be reprimanded for speaking out of turn. Tenshi did nothing but answer her question.

“Kuma-sensei and I, and the other servant girls, live here,” she said, gesturing to the building that they were directly in front of. “This will be your new home. The male Kisōshi who study here go home at night, or if they are from farther away they board at a nearby ryokan.”

Mishi was too awed by her surroundings to notice anything odd about Tenshi choosing the words ‘male Kisōshi.’ Mishi tried to take in the details of the building even as she attempted to keep up with Tenshi’s stride. The sheer size of everything, not to mention the covered walkways that surrounded all the buildings, almost made her stumble as she walked. The orphanage she’d lived in her whole life along with dozens of other children could have fit within the main courtyard alone. 

“I’ll show you to your room in just a moment, Mishiranu-san,” Tenshi said, as they entered the long low building that was the residence hall. “But, first I’m to take you into Kuma-sensei’s rooms. He likes to meet all new students as soon as they arrive.”

Mishi nodded again, but her brain tripped over Tenshi’s last statement. New students? The woman must be tired after the long trip.

Mishi didn’t correct her, worried that it would only earn her a scolding. Haha-san would have smacked her for correcting an elder.

Tenshi said nothing else as she led Mishi down the entire length of the sparingly decorated residential hall, dotted with sliding doors to the left and right, to the door farthest from the main entrance. Tenshi slid the shoji open and gestured for Mishi to enter. 

Inside Mishi found a nine tatami room that was sparsely decorated with scrolls containing landscapes that captured all the beauty Gensokai had to offer. The first breath she took within its walls smelled of the dried grass of the tatami mats and the steam of green tea. 

In the center of the room, a large man sat in seiza before a low table which held a small pot and two cups. The uwagi and hakama the man wore, along with the katana and wakizashi sticking out of his obi, marked him as a Kisōshi. As that truth dawned on Mishi, she threw her knees to the floor and pressed her forehead down to meet them.

“Get up, child,” said the gruff voice on the other side of the table, even as Mishi heard the shoji slide closed behind her. 

Mishi froze for a moment with her head still pressed to the tatami. Of course she should have known that the instructor at a school for Kisōshi would be a Kisōshi himself, but somehow she hadn’t made the connection between that obvious fact and the name of the man Tenshi had been bringing her to meet. 

Now, here she sat, frozen in obeisance to a man who could kill her simply for making eye contact with him, and he was insisting that she get up; an act that would require raising her head above the level of his own. An act punishable by death.

Was it a trick?

“It’s not a trick or trap, child,” Kuma-sensei said from his place behind the table. “I wish to see your face, and wish for you to see mine.”

Mishi cautiously raised her head, though she still knelt, and her eyes instantly began to scan the room, looking for anything to focus on other than the man who sat behind the low table.

“Come closer, child. You can’t drink tea from back there.”

The man’s voice was deep and gravelly, like a pile of rocks being pushed down the side of a mountain, but it was calm and kind. She could find no trace of anger in it.

“You need not fear me, Mishiranu-san. I have been searching for you for many cycles, and I wish you no harm.”

That statement was so startling that Mishi forgot her fear and confusion for a moment and looked directly into the man’s eyes. His eyes were the green of a deep forest, and shone with a light that Mishi thought she recognized. Was it mischief? His face was broad and open, golden from having spent cycles in the sun, and he had a few small scars on his brow and chin. His black hair was pulled into a tight knot on the top of his head, the style typical of most Kisōshi.

“Aha! There you are!” he said, as their eyes met. “This is much better, Mishiranu-san. I will not allow my students to hide their eyes from me. Yours are such a lovely grey. Haha-san informed me that that’s why they called you Mishiranu at the orphanage. Understandable, I suppose, but I think I prefer the name your mother gave you.”

Mishi’s vision blurred, though not from tears, and she found her eyes locked on Kuma-sensei’s even though she kept meaning to look away. Two thoughts warred in her mind and she couldn’t decide which required her more immediate attention. Kuma-sensei had called her his student, and he had mentioned her mother. She was still trying to decide which statement made less sense to her when Kuma-sensei continued.

“Mishiranu-san, you are my student, or you will be if you like, as you are a Kisōshi, just like your mother before you.”




~~~




Mishi sat on the tatami of her room–her room, no one else’s, just hers alone–and tried to force her mind to understand all that she had been told. 

“It doesn’t make sense,” she murmured to her hands in her lap. 

“I can answer your questions!” chimed a voice from the doorway, where her shoji stood open. Mishi looked up to see a girl quite a bit smaller than she was dressed in the same type of kimono that Mishi had found folded into her new dresser. The girl’s face was hidden behind a wide smile, but she had bright open eyes of a tawny shade and a wide forehead that made her face look pleasantly welcoming. 

“Who are you?” Mishi asked, before she could stop herself. Iyah! Haha-san would have smacked her for her rudeness.

“My name is Ami,” the other girl said, apparently taking the question as an invitation to enter, and folding herself onto the floor in front of Mishi.

“I’m Mishi,” she replied.

“Nice to meet you, Mishi-san! I’m your sister! Sachi-san is around here too somewhere, but she said she doesn’t want to meet you.”

Mishi didn’t know what to make of a statement like that so she stuck to the things that made sense to her.

“Nice to meet you, Ami-san. What do you mean you’re my sister? I’m an orphan, I don’t have any family.”

“Oh? What’s that like?” Ami smiled as she asked the question and then shook herself as though in scolding. “I’m sorry. You asked about being your sister. Well, all Kisōshi are considered brothers, so we are sisters.”

Mishi tried to make sense of that statement, but was struggling.

“The boys who train here are brothers, even if they come from different families,” Ami continued, as though she could sense Mishi’s confusion. “So we must be sisters! Ne?”

Mishi nodded, simply because she didn’t see any other way out of that particular point of conversation. Ami smiled again, and nodded enthusiastically. 

“See,” she said, still beaming, “I told you I could answer your questions. What else don’t you understand?”

Mishi didn’t think she could even list all of the things that she didn’t understand, even if she just limited herself to things she had learned today, but she tried to focus on something simple. Like how the school worked.

“How is it that we can train here and no one knows about us?” Kuma-sensei had focused mostly on how Mishi’s mother had come to be his student, but Mishi still didn’t understand how this school managed to exist in secret.

“Because to everyone else, this is a school for male Kisōshi. The normal kind. What everyone expects. No one thinks female Kisōshi exist, so they don’t look for us. The boys practice here during the day, which explains why Kuma-sensei has a school full of training equipment, and he even sends them off to test for rank when they reach their 17th cycles! They test with the Rōjū and everything.” The look on Ami’s face as she said this made it look as though she were envious of this distinction, but Mishi couldn’t imagine why.

“So everyone is convinced that this is just a normal school for Kisōshi?”

“Yes!” Ami beamed at her, her smile radiating approval that Mishi had picked up the idea so quickly.

“But we train here at night?” she asked.

“Yes! And on holidays, when the boys don’t come to train at all, we train all day.”

“But we act as servants normally?”

Ami shook her head, and that confused Mishi even more thoroughly until she said, “We don’t act as servants, Mishi-san. We are servants. We spend all day cleaning and mending, tending the horses. You will learn many useful skills here.” 

The way Ami said that last sentence made it seem as though it was something she’d been taught to repeat, but held little enthusiasm for.

“And after we spend all day working, we train?” Mishi asked, beginning to wonder when she was supposed to sleep.

“Oh yes!” Ami said, and the way her eyes lit up at the mention of training made Mishi suddenly more eager for it than she had been. “We learn everything that the boys do! History, math, geography, poetry… everything!”

Mishi’s heart felt like it was burrowing its way to her stomach. Her face must have fallen as well because Ami asked, “Mishi-san, what’s wrong?”

“I can’t read or write,” she admitted, before she thought to stop herself. She felt the blood run to her cheeks as she realized how stupid the other girl would think her now.

“Oh? Have you tried it before?” Ami asked, her face suddenly serious.

“No. No one has ever taught me.”

Ami’s face cleared and her grin spread wide.

“Silly, Mishi-san, if you haven’t tried it then you don’t know that you can’t!”

Mishi almost smiled then. Ami’s laugh was so infectious, but she couldn’t help but wonder how many times she would hear that same expression in the next few days, and how many times her ignorance would prove that she was in no way meant to be a Kisōshi.
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5th Day, 7th Moon, Cycle 1111 of the Rōjū Council
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“A WOMAN’S NATURAL tendency towards evil cannot be trusted with strong kisō,” said the black robed man at the front of the class. 

Taka could barely remember the sequence of events from the moment Washi-san had taken her from Iizuna-san and handed her over to the Yukisō who ran the Josankō. A handful of days traveling and a chain of strangers passing her along had lead to her arrival at a small collection of buildings whose high walls and stern visaged keepers had made her feel more like a criminal than a student.

This morning, after being herded into the room with a dozen other girls between the ages of nine and twelve cycles, Taka had barely had time to take in a breath of the dust and oil filled air before this man had introduced himself as an earth kisō and healer, though he hadn’t bothered to include his name. Then he had begun lecturing them the moment he had stepped in front of the rows of rigid desks that lined the room. 

“In addition,” he continued, “her body and mind are too weak to control kisō properly. Both of these factors contribute to a woman’s imminent corruption should she possess any greater kisō than that of a josanpu. Because of this danger, measures need to be taken to ensure that females with such abilities are never born. As you all know, no woman could be born a true Kisōshi, but a woman might be born with a lessened version of that kisō. This would inevitably corrupt her. Part of your training will be to learn to recognize any kisō present at birth and to act accordingly.”

Taka’s mouth went dry. The way the man had said ‘act accordingly’ had made her shiver. What could he mean? 

“What do you mean, act accordingly?” came a hesitant voice from the other side of the room. 

One of the girls had raised her hand to ask the question. Taka was startled, not by the question itself—after all, she had just been thinking the same thing—but by the reactions of the other girls in the room. They were all staring at the girl with white faces and widened eyes. Taka couldn’t fathom why they would react that way to a simple question.

“I meant that you will learn to take care of such situations as part of your training,” responded the black robed man, “NOT today.” 

Then he motioned his pointer at the door and a guard appeared in the doorway. 

“Take her to the cages,” said the instructor.

The girl who had asked the question jumped from her seat.

“What? Why? What did I do? It was just a question. What are you going to do to me?”

The girls around her did nothing, but paled even more than they had before. The guard came forward, grabbed her by the shoulders, and began taking her towards the door.

“What did I do? I don’t understand! What did I do?!” the girl screamed, as she was dragged from the room.

She struggled, but the guard was over twice her size and solid muscle. Nothing the girl did seemed to affect him. Before Taka could think about the repercussions she jumped to her feet. It was as though something inside her had broken on the day they had taken Mishi away. When before she would have stood still with fear, she now felt compelled to act. She didn't know where the screaming girl was being taken, but judging by the looks on the other girls' faces it couldn’t be a good place. She wanted to help, but she didn’t know what to do. She took a step towards the girl still struggling in the guard’s arms.

“What are you doing, girl?” the instructor had turned his chilling gaze on her and no one else in the room made a sound. 

“Where are you taking her?” Taka asked before she could stop herself.

“You’d like to know, would you?” the man asked, a cruel smile spreading across his lips. “Well, why don’t you join her then?”

Taka almost screamed when another guard came forward and grabbed her about the waist, but she managed to contain herself. They wouldn’t kill her for asking a simple question, would they? She tried to assure herself that it couldn’t be that bad, but she was too frightened to move, too frightened to fight back. All the bravery she had felt at seeing the other girl taken had fled from her and she was left frozen. She simply let the man carry her away; too stunned to do anything else, and all the while wondering about the answer the other girl had never gotten. What did they do to female babies born with more kisō than a josanpu?




~~~




Taka’s terror no longer gripped her like a talon. She and the other girl had been made to wait outside of the instructors’ offices for so long that her backside was sore from sitting. 

“Do you think we could escape?” the other girl asked. Taka had to blink to be sure she’d actually seen the other girl’s mouth move. They had been silent for so long that she thought it might be her imagination. She cleared her throat before answering.

“There was a girl from my village brought here who tried to run away,” she said, when she’d found her voice. “They came for her as soon as she returned to us, and after that we never saw her again.”

The other girl nodded as if that was what she had expected Taka to say. 

“So why are you here?” the other girl asked, after a long pause.

Taka felt color rush to her cheeks, though she wasn’t sure why she was embarrassed. “I stood up, when they dragged you out of the room,” she said, at length. “And I asked them where they were taking you.”

“Oh.” The other girl seemed to think about that for a while, but eventually she spoke again. “Thank you,” she said, “for caring what happened to me.” 

Taka shrugged. “I don’t understand why they would punish either of us for asking a simple question… at least, not in a way that made all the other girls so frightened.… Do you have any idea what they’ll do to us?”

The other girl shook her head.

“I’ve only been here a few moons, but one or two girls have been sent to the cages since I arrived. They’re not allowed to talk about it once they return though, so none of us know what it is. We only know we can hear the screaming all night long.” 

“Screaming?” Taka asked, but the other girl only shrugged.

“What’s your name?” Taka asked, after another long pause.

“Kiko. And you?”

“I’m Taka.”

“Nice to meet you Taka-san,” Kiko said. 

“And you, Kiko-san,” Taka replied.

They sat in silence for a few moments and then, finally, another man in black robes and two more guards came to escort them out of the building that housed their classrooms, the mess hall, and the dorms. Taka had only been at the Josankō for one night, but she had already seen most of what there was to see of the compound. 

As they were walked down a path that led to the far side of the grounds, the sky began to darken the edges of the horizon, catching starlight as it encroached on what was left of the day.  

Taka was surprised when she realized that she was being taken past the outer wall of the grounds themselves, and even more surprised when they continued deep into the woods that surrounded the complex. Hadn’t Kiko said that she had been able to hear the screams of the girls who were taken to the cages? How was that possible if they were so far away? 

Either they were being taken somewhere different than the other girls had been taken, or the instructors must use air kisō to amplify the sounds of the cries so that they still reached the dormitories even from this distance. Not long after they passed the outer wall, Kiko was taken down a path branching off to the left and Taka almost cried out at the separation. Somehow, knowing she was going into this punishment with company had made it less terrifying. Now her legs began to tremble despite her best efforts to reassure herself that she would be fine.

They had walked for a short candle burn when they finally reached a small clearing, which contained a small bamboo cage that Taka could just make out in the scarce light that the last rays of sun provided. It was a cube, only an arm-span wide on any side. Taka was unceremoniously shoved inside the cage and the door was latched and then locked with a steel clasp. The instructor said nothing as he turned with the guard and headed back the way they had come.




~~~




Taka sat. The cage was only big enough for her to sit cross legged or in seiza. She tried leaning against the back of the cage, but there was no comfort to be found there. The bamboo had raised ridges attached that made leaning against the bars almost painful. Was the instructors’ plan to torture her with discomfort? There had been barely enough light to see by when the instructor and guard had left her here, but at least what she had seen of the forest that surrounded her looked normal enough. Now, in the enveloping darkness, her mind came alive with all of the horrors that might lie in wait for her once the light was truly gone. 

Why hadn’t she asked Kiko more questions about the screaming?

The harder she wished for the light to hold, the faster it faded from the sky, and soon the darkness was complete. With the failing of the light every noise that emanated from the woods became ominous. What had earlier been the innocuous sounds of nature now became the hidden evil of the woods signaling its approach. She tried to calm herself, tried to remind herself that nothing about the woods had changed besides the lack of light, but her brain kept telling her that lack of light had never made a girl scream in a way that made other girls too afraid to ask a simple question. 

Her heart picked up and then skipped a beat as she heard a shuffling noise behind her. She tried to whip around in order to see behind her, but the cage was too small and she couldn’t turn around fully without rearranging her legs. As soon as she had succeeded in facing the other direction, she heard another branch snapping behind her. She turned again, still unable to see anything, and now there came the sound of breathing from the right. She whipped her head to the right and this time let out a sharp cry of surprise.

There was something huge in the darkness just beyond her cage. She could hear its ragged breathing, and she thought she saw the white glint of moonlight on teeth. Her impulse was to scream, but she took a deep breath and stifled the noise. She didn’t have to scream yet, nothing had happened to her yet.

She tried to take another deep breath, but her chest was tight and her throat was convulsing as sobs tried to come forth. Her rational thoughts told her not to panic, not to be frightened. Kiko had said that the other girls came back, which must mean that they didn’t get eaten… but that didn’t change the fact that she was terrified. Well and truly terrified, and the beast whose outline she could see was huge, and its stance was menacing, and she was sure that it was going to attack her, and she was trapped, TRAPPED, in a tiny bamboo box. 

She worked to ignore the panic, focusing her energy and breath the way she would if she were about to heal a cut. She was always calm when she healed herself or her friends, always. It was part of the practice; without calm she was unable to make her kisō do as she bid. As soon as she focused her breath and her energy, she found that some of the fear left her. 

The beast wasn’t going to be discouraged from killing her if she screamed her voice away into the night. Just breathe, she told herself, it can’t get to you while you’re in here, just try to stay calm. Her breath began to even out and she regained some composure. 

And then the thing in the night lunged at the cage and its giant maw snapped at her, barely restrained by the bamboo slats that surrounded her, and all her composure was lost.

She cried out despite herself, but managed to bite the sound off. Squeaky noises frighten animals, she told herself over and over, as the tears streamed down her face. She tried to calm herself, but the creature returned and snapped at her once more, this time from the other side of the cage. The animal was able to insert its snout into the cage almost a hand’s length and Taka had to keep herself centered in the cube in order keep a safe distance on all sides.  The animal came at her again and again from all sides, with only brief intervals between lunges.  

Taka fought the instinct to cry out, to scream, every time the creature lunged at her. The best she could do was keep to a low steady sob. She was sure her restraint would break, that she would start screaming soon and never stop, and that doing so would drive the creature into a frenzy that would give it the strength to destroy her little bamboo box… 

But then a cloud shifted and the creature stilled for a moment, its attention briefly elsewhere, and Taka caught a glimpse of it in the full moonlight. The moon had been slow to rise over the trees, and patches of moonlight had only just begun to illuminate the glade that held her cage. When a patch of silver light crossed the animal’s path, Taka’s breath was taken away. 

It was a wolf, and it was stunning. A sleek silver coat flecked with black covered its body, with particularly dark patches of fur around its tail, saddle, and a triangle between its ears coming down to a point just above its snout. 

Taka’s breathing stilled momentarily, but not with fear this time. The creature was magnificent, and for some reason, that caused Taka’s fear to dissipate. With her fear gone, she remembered that she could use her kisō to calm another creature. She’d never tried it on a wolf before, but it worked well enough on the stray dogs she’d tried to heal at the orphanage.

First, she focused inward and used her breath to find a quiet calm within. Then, she focused all her attention on the wolf and pushed her own ki towards the wolf’s, the way that she and Mishi had always done to each other when they wanted to know how the other was doing. The wolf’s mind was strange to her, very different from a human’s, but the emotional currents she could sense were much the same: fear, anger, frustration, a sense of urgency Taka couldn’t understand, and the fact that the wolf was a female.

The wolf had paused in her attacks the moment Taka had reached out to her with kisō. Perhaps it was confused by the contact. Deciding to take advantage of the wolf’s distraction, she refocused on her own inner calm and tried to send that feeling out towards the wolf. She had managed to keep stray dogs from biting her while she set a broken leg using this very tactic, and she hoped it would work now.

The wolf paced back and forth, as if trying to decide if she should attack again. Taka kept up her calming thoughts and found that if she wasn’t succeeding with the wolf, at least she was having some success on herself. She found that her breathing came much more easily and her mind was clearer than it had been since the sun had begun to set. Soon the effect seemed to spread to the beautiful animal that shared the clearing with her and she saw the wolf slow its frantic pace. Before too long, it stopped altogether and then sat in front of her a few arm spans away, studying her.

Taka likewise considered the sleek grey beauty before her. She wondered what could be making the animal so afraid. Certainly a human child trapped in a box was no threat to a full grown wolf? What was the cause of her fear then? Why was she determined to attack?

Taka had learned that cornered animals would attack due to fear, but this animal was far from cornered. The wolf had vast expanses of woods to explore and instead she attacked defenseless girls trapped in boxes. Was it simply preemptive? Did the animal assume that if she didn’t attack first that she would be attacked herself? Did she have something she was trying to protect? Was it her young? Taka couldn’t make sense of it. 

While Taka quietly pondered the wolf’s motivations, the animal appeared to calm even further. Eventually, the wolf lay down, her eyes and ears still pointing directly at Taka, quite clearly on watch, but she no longer seemed intent on attacking. 

Taka allowed herself to relax then, and she shifted her legs to a position that would enable her to rest her head against them. She and the wolf watched each other intently for a long time. The moon cast a beautiful silver light across the creature’s already elegant features and Taka found that she could not stop marveling at her.




~~~




Taka awoke to the sound of a distant howl. The clearing was empty. The predawn light shone through a layer of mist onto a sparkling layer of dew that covered everything, including her. 

The wolf was gone.

Taka wondered briefly if the whole thing had been a dream, but a quick glance at the deeply gouged bamboo slats that surrounded her proved that it was not. She wasn’t certain what had passed between her and the wolf that night, and she wasn’t certain what it meant for her future at the Josankō. 

She thought of Kiko and wondered if the girl had enjoyed a less troubled evening than Taka herself, and she thought of the wolf and wondered how the animal would treat her if she were ever sent to the cages again.

But mostly, she wondered if, despite the horrible night’s sleep she’d gotten, and the negative reputation she was sure to be gaining with the instructors, she hadn’t just made two new friends.
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“STOP!”

MISHI HALTED mid-punch, her feet shifting awkwardly on the tatami beneath her, and tried not to shrink away from Kuma-sensei as he came towards her in the soft lantern light of the weapons room. When she looked up, the anger on Kuma-sensei’s face made it clear that she had not succeeded.

“A Kisōshi does not shy away from anyone,” he growled. “Not even her sensei.”

Mishi nodded and tried to stand up straighter, even though all she wanted to do was run away. Her own nerves combined with the summer heat to send a trickle of sweat sliding down her back.

“Yes, sensei,” she said.

Kuma-sensei sighed.

“Do you know why I stopped you?” he asked, the anger gone from his voice.

“Because my punches are horrible?” she guessed.

Kuma-sensei chuckled.

“Not horrible, Mishi-san, but the motion must flow through the hips. Your feet are your foundation, and the power of your strikes comes from the earth beneath your feet. The whole motion is generated from the earth and flows up. Your hips transfer that power to your torso and your torso to your arms, and all of that power releases through your fist as you exhale. You need a stronger base.”

Kuma-sensei stepped back and addressed all three girls.

“You all do,” he announced. “So you will practice punches on the right side until Mishi-san executes one perfect punch. Then you will switch to the left side.”

Mishi could hear the other girls groan and she worked to hold back tears. They had already been practicing for most of the evening. Why was it so much harder for her than for the other two girls?

She could hear Sachi’s voice whisper to Ami even as they began the punches.

“I don’t see why we have to keep doing punches just because she’s terrible at everything. We’ll be here until winter if we have to wait for her to do it right.”

Mishi clenched her jaw, wiped away the tears collected at the corners of her eyes, and focused as hard as she could on executing the perfect punch.




~~~




Mishi sat before the low table in her room, her legs folded tightly beneath her, and tried to focus on the warm scent of melting wax and the slow motions of the brush she held to the parchment before her, rather than the memories of her recent practice, or her aching muscles. 

“Iya! You can’t write either,” said a voice over her shoulder. “You’re as dumb as a cow!”

Mishi cursed herself for leaving her sliding door open, but the summer night air was so stifling that she had wanted to allow any breeze that could be found into the room. Instead, Sachi had found her way in and Mishi hadn’t even heard her approach.

“Where did Sensei even find you? Were you hiding under a rock somewhere?”

Mishi bit back the words that she wanted to shout at the older girl, and focused on the parchment in front of her. If Sachi was too stupid to know that orphanages never bothered to teach their children to read and write, it wasn’t her job to correct her. 

“I asked you a question, Mishi-chan! Are you mute as well?”

Mishi took a deep breath, but before she could even gather enough air to speak, another voice chimed in from the hallway.

“Why don’t you leave her alone, Sachi-san? She’s only been here a moon. You’ve been here since you were a baby. We’re lucky. We were taught to read and write cycles ago. She’s only bad at everything because she just started. You’ve been doing it all for cycles, we both have.”

Sachi turned on Ami then and stalked towards the much smaller girl. Sachi was at least two cycles older than Mishi and Ami was at least a cycle younger than Mishi herself. The disparity in their sizes would have been laughable if Sachi hadn’t looked as though she were about to strike the much smaller girl.

“So, what’s your excuse then?” she asked, as she stalked closer. “Since we’ve both been here since we were babies, why are you so terrible at everything?”

Ami didn’t reply, but she’d already started backing towards the doorway behind her. Mishi understood why when she looked down at Sachi’s clenched fists. So far though, Sachi was still just talking.

“You’re just glad this stupid cow is here to make you look good, aren’t you?” Sachi continued, without waiting for a reply. “We used to have to stop a hundred times a day to fix your mistakes, but now Sensei has switched to fixing hers and you can finally look like you’re almost half decent at punches and front kicks.”

Ami’s cheeks reddened and her eyes filled with tears, and Mishi decided she’d had enough.

“Sachi-san,” Mishi said, as she stood up from her calligraphy practice, “I think it made more sense when you were being awful to me. At least I’m almost the same size as you.”

Mishi tried to summon a confidence she didn’t feel. It was true; she was quite tall for her age, and despite Sachi’s two cycle advantage she was practically the same height as the girl. But that didn’t change the fact that Sachi had been learning to fight since she was old enough to walk and Mishi had only started her training a moon ago.

The muscles all along Mishi’s spine tightened as Sachi turned around to glare at her, but before the older girl could do anything, Mishi held up her right hand.

“And I think you should know,” she said, as she met the older girl’s eyes, “I’m not bad at everything.” As she said the words she focused her kisō and brought forth a small ball of flame to sit on her hand. It was a trick she had practiced long and hard with Taka around to help in case the flame escaped her. She couldn’t do anything with it yet, aside from hold it, but Sachi didn’t know that.

Sachi’s eyes widened until her eyebrows met her hairline, and she took an inadvertent step backwards.
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