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    a story of another Japan




    by M. L. Buchman


  




  

    




    1




    “You must lock this memory away from your own sight.”




    Hitomi Yamada of the Mura clan knelt before the single tatami mat in the center of the vast training-temple courtyard beneath a blue sky. A hundred pairs of warriors could spar here without interfering with one another, as she had countless times. But now, there was only herself kneeling in the sand, her clan’s master, and an aged bluebird who had chosen to live its days in the courtyard. The vast expanse echoed with the silent energy of those many fighters, held within the temple’s outstretched arms of dark cypress wood walls.




    She knew that Master Tanka spoke truth, though Hitomi didn’t like to block pieces of her mind. But a Mura knew the warrior’s discipline better than any mere soldier of Japan. As with each of the clans of Japan in the five centuries since their country had been masked from the rest of the world, she was bred to her role, then trained from birth. The Mura were the dark fighters born to stealth and single combat. Her nervous system was faster, her patience greater, and her silences deeper.




    Even now at seventeen, it had been three years since she’d first dealt death in the night behind guarded walls, yet made it appear as if the target had died in their sleep.




    Now Master Tanka, the leader of the stealth warriors, ordered that she block a piece of her memory. With careful focus Hitomi sealed it where none, but one, could ever learn what she no longer knew.
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    Hitomi dropped to her knees before the Shinto shrine a week’s journey from the temple of the Mura to rest and to consider her dilemma. It was a nice shrine. The structure stood just the height of a woman, five shaku tall. A comfortable height, allowing Hitomi to rest on the trail passing by the kami’s feet and look up to its face without straining.




    The red-and-white paint on his scowling features were kept fresh by the local Buddhists who sought harmony with the whimsical Shinto spirits. The small shrine was clean, but in this remote location it had few offerings about its feet, a small bag of rice, a few coins. That was all that lay on the small step and she had scant more to add.




    Hitomi bowed until her forehead touched the earth and remained so until her breathing settled. Perhaps the spirit of the shrine would help her. Hitomi had crossed many ri these last days and had many more to travel before her journey would be complete. Returning to a kneeling position, she had to pull the katana killing sword and its sheath from her back to sit upon her heels.




    Japan had remained untouched in all of the years since the Great Massacre that had vanquished the foreigners who called themselves Portuguese. The founders of the Mura clan had made sure that not a single one of the round-eyed devils had returned to their ships to take word of the Japans out into the unwanted world.




    Twice since, the Chinese emperor had sent fleets of tall-masted ships and twice they had been defeated. Once by a mighty typhoon sent by the gods, may their years be blessed. And once by the great master Tiyama of the Musou, deceiving the chief steersman of the Chinese fleet in his dreams and leading their emperor’s entire fleet onto the rocky cliffs of Kyushu, may their sharp rocks and the fast swords of the Mura clan be blessed.




    None had come since.




    The Musou clan, the dreamers of Japan, had cast a dream-mask around the islands. It was whispered that Tiyama had spent all the power of the greatest mystic of the dreamer clan, Jun, to achieve this miracle. Ever since, the great land of Nippon showed on no maps, existed in no one’s memory beyond the mask, nor could the islands be seen from water or sky.




    A ship of the outside could enter from the east and sail out the west and never know they had crossed the heart of the world. They were now truly the Floating Kingdom.




    But the message Hitomi bore in her sworn-and-sealed memory struck at the balance of that heart. She remembered that much and no more. Not until she looked upon the face of the Japanese Emperor would the memory be released that had been locked away—the face of the Son of Heaven had been the key she had placed upon her own mind. Master Tanka had agreed that only the Son of Heaven, enthroned in far off Edo, would know what to do.




    The message was too important to trust to the walkers of the Musou clan. They traveled the country in great year-long circuits to maintain the dream. They were also the carriers of words. But this news could not take the risk of a year’s time to reach its destination.




    Nor the risk of it failing to arrive.




    At the temple gate Master Tanka had stopped her and called her, “Child of my eye.” Hitomi’s name meant, “she of the pretty eyes,” but he spoke to her as a father to a child grown.




    “This is a burden you shall carry. For it must move faster than the wind, lighter than the hawk, and above all, it must reach the Emperor.”




    According to the records, Hitomi, at seventeen summers old, was the youngest kunoichi, the youngest female ninja in the five-century history of the Mura clan. So she knew she must struggle twice as hard to be wise.




    She bowed again over her sword, praying to the shrine’s kami for guidance. If it heard, it didn’t answer. She’d never heard the answer of a Shinto spirit, but it seemed wise to ask anyway. Perhaps it would guide her feet onto the proper path without her knowing or perhaps it was off bedding a maiden to plant a phantom child. Hitomi smiled at the old story, remembering how many nights as a child she had bound her legs together before sleeping to ensure that she birthed no ghosts.




    She bowed once more wishing the kami good joy in his conquests and rose to her feet. She dare not rest long, especially not at a crossroads.




    Returning the sword to her back, she faced down the trail. Beneath the shining sun, a choice lay before her, one trail to the north, another to the east. They appeared almost identical. Each wide enough to allow two burdened men of the Ekichiku clan to pass with their great loads upon their backs. The earth beaten flat by the centuries of feet that had packed the dirt so hard that nothing would ever grow upon the path.
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