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    Everything was illuminated in stark, violet-tinged light for a sliver of a second. In that moment, all the chaos had briefly been frozen in place, as if the gods were taking a snapshot of this madness.  
 
    In the air, suspended a fraction of an inch in front of Andy’s face, an arrow hung in mid-flight. The projectile’s savagely barbed tip reflected the vein of lightning that split the sky.  
 
    Just behind the arrow, a steel throwing star gleamed menacingly. A few feet ahead of him, on the castle battlements, angry warriors in leather armor—glossy and painted in hues of black, red, and burgundy—brandished naginata, yari, and wakizashi, their faces twisted into grimaces of murder.  
 
    A hundred feet below, a city sprawled out across a river valley, but there were neither skyscrapers nor overpasses to be seen here. Instead, low buildings with curved tile roofs, bamboo structures, and tens of thousands of paper lanterns dominated this ancient city landscape. 
 
    Thunder crashed, and the dazzling lightning flare gave way to darkness. This brief moment of frozen time lapsed, and everything was moving with urgent speed again.  
 
    Arrows and throwing stars zipped past Andy, their flight paths ending impotently as they bit into the wall behind him. Breathing hard, but charged on the twin fires of adrenalin and combat, Andy raced along the brick battlements. In his right hand a lightning-enchanted nodachi crackled with eager power, while in his left a throwing star, also enchanted, sizzled. 
 
    An enemy warrior howled out a battle cry and came at him with a spear. With a deft flick of his wrist, Andy flung the throwing star. Unlike his adversaries, his aim was true, and the projectile slammed into his enemy’s throat. The warrior dropped his spear, coughing up blood as he staggered back, clutching at his throat. He toppled over the wall, plunging a hundred feet to his doom. 
 
    Like a magician palming cards, three more throwing stars appeared in Andy’s left hand. In a flurry of flicks, he shot these three projectiles into three more enemies’ throats. As he ran, he glanced over his shoulder. A shinobi, dressed in all black, his face covered with a zukin and fukumen—traditional ninja masks and hoods—was hot on his heels. 
 
    This was no enemy, though, for Andy was attired in the same black gear, wearing the same light, flexible armor and black hood and mask. Instead, this black-clad figure was his only ally against the hordes of enemy warriors charging along the walls. Despite the hammering of his heart, Andy felt no fear, no sense that this night would be his last.  
 
    A burly warrior wielding twin tanto burst out from a hidden trapdoor mere yards ahead of Andy. With no more throwing stars, Andy had no choice but to engage in hand-to-hand combat. He charged in eagerly, his nodachi slashing through the air with the deadly speed and force of the forked lightning bolts blazing across the storm-torn sky. 
 
    The warrior was fast, his twin tantos whirling in a blur of vicious speed. Andy, however, was faster. Even though he wielded the big, heavy blade, he was augmented with the strength of multiple beasts. A bear’s wild power coursed through his veins, bolstering his physical strength, while the reflexes and speed of a panther made him faster than any human could ever hope to be.  
 
    Without slowing down, Andy parried his opponent’s attack, flicked his blade, and slashed it in a downward arc with such force that it severed his opponent’s torso from his hips. Andy somersaulted over the grisly mound of split flesh and charged up a flight of stairs, hacking through another two warriors, before reaching the highest point of the battlements, at a corner of the castle. 
 
    His shinobi friend skidded to a halt behind him, and they paused. Warriors in their dozens raced along the battlements both ahead of them and behind them. Short of vaulting over the sheer walls and dropping a hundred feet onto the cobblestones below, there was no escape.  
 
    But still Andy felt no fear. 
 
    And then, as another boom of thunder tore across the heavens, a new enemy appeared. This one was no warrior, but he needed no steel weapons to be far deadlier than any fighter. He wore purple and white robes, like those of a Shinto monk. His  face was hidden in black shadow beneath a large straw mushroom-shaped ajirogasa hat. This evil priest came floating up through the air from the darkness below, levitating in mid-air like one of the thousands of gently glowing sky lanterns suspended over the city. 
 
    Andy’s shinobi ally nocked an arrow to his bowstring and took aim at the evil priest. Before he could loose his arrow, the levitating priest gave a soft, almost contemptuous flick of his fingers. A lightning bolt erupted from the black clouds above, striking the shinobi down in an ear-splitting explosion of light, heat, and sound. The bolt hurled the dead shinobi off the battlements and flung his limp body as if booted by the foot of a god. 
 
    Beneath the priest’s ajirogasa, his eyes shone with an eerie violet glow, crackling with lightning. Andy knew the next bolt would be coming for him—but he felt neither fear nor dread. Instead, lightning roared and sizzled in the nodachi in his hands. He aimed the blade at the priest and prepared to unleash its godlike power. The heavens tore open, and a cataclysmic explosion of thunder and lightning shot from Andy’s core… 
 
    And then he sat upright in his bed, panting and sweating, his heart racing. He swallowed slowly, his mouth sticky and dry. Morning light stabbed through his puffy eyelids. 
 
    It hadn’t been the first time he’d had a dream like this, but this had been one of the most vivid. It had felt more real than the reality into which he’d just awoken—achingly, perfectly real. He wanted to close his eyes and return to that mysterious world, but his alarm clock was two minutes away from 4:30 AM, at which point it would flood his crummy studio apartment with its annoying melody. 
 
    Groaning and yawning, he pulled off his covers and stumbled out of bed. He felt almost hungover, but that wasn’t from a boozing session. Rather, it was a simple lack of sleep. Working two jobs tended to have that effect, particularly when combined with time-consuming hobbies that Andy simply refused to give up. A man had to have his hobbies, after all.  
 
    Andy glanced at the date on the calendar, noting that he was mere weeks away from his twenty-fourth birthday.  
 
    “Twenty-four going on fifty,” he muttered as he shuffled over to the bathroom.  
 
    Mr. Tanaka, his godfather who’d raised him after his parents had died, told him once that short of a heavy drug addiction, nothing aged you faster than poverty. After many years of living hand-to-mouth, paycheck to paycheck, and barely scraping by, he could believe this.    
 
    He shaved listlessly, half-asleep, with one toe still dipped in the waters of dreamland. After shaving, he splashed his face with cold water to try to force himself to wake up. The face that stared back at him in the grubby mirror was a relatively good-looking one. He would never grace the covers of any men’s fitness magazines, nor would any Hollywood talent agents ever slip their business cards to him across the checkout counter of the small convenience store where he worked as a clerk, but he’d had no trouble with dating the fairer sex. His tanned skin, shaggy medium-length black hair and piercing blue eyes, as well as his athletic physique, gave him the look of a surfer. In saying that, he’d never once set foot on a surfboard. His build and height—six foot four—and his broad shoulders meant that guys usually gave him a healthy measure of respect. It wasn’t always that way; he’d been a small kid, and the other schoolkids had picked on him, but that’d changed as soon as he hit his growth spurt at fourteen.  
 
    Although plenty of women liked to look at him, most would have quickly changed their opinion of him had they seen the inside of his apartment. To call it cluttered would be like saying the Great Wall of China was a handful of bricks cemented together. However, as Andy wound his way through the piles of bric-a-brac, it was clear that the items were not pieces of junk, and that Andy was no hoarder. 
 
    Here was a homemade automatic repeating crossbow. There a functional flamethrower, constructed from scrap materials. Next to it was a fully working miniature replica of a medieval trebuchet. He stepped over a partially stripped Kawasaki Ninja motor. His large desk—held together with duct tape and wire—was strewn with gears, cogs, pistons, cranks, and all manner of tools, screws, bolts, cables, and other DIY materials. 
 
    After pouring himself a bowl of no-name cornflakes and hastily brewing some instant coffee, Andy navigated his way through the piles of interesting items. He plopped himself down on his ratty sofa, salvaged from a dumpster and stuffed with old clothes, patched liberally with duct tape. He was half-tempted to turn on his Xbox and play for a few minutes, but resisted the temptation, knowing that a few minutes would turn into a few hours. The way things were going at work, he couldn’t afford to be late again. Scattered on the floor next to the Xbox were games like Battletech, Europa Universalis IV, Mutant War Zero: Road to Eden, Shadow Tactics: Blades of the Shogun, and other strategy titles. Maybe a few minutes reading instead? He glanced up at his bookshelves, where there were many dog-eared, moth-eaten books (all from thrift stores, of course), almost exclusively history books. 
 
    As he chewed on his cornflakes, he turned on his phone and checked his messages. There were two voice messages: one from his boss at the convenience store, Ted, and one from his landlord Mr. Stavros. Neither were good options, but he decided to get the most unpleasant one out of the way.   
 
    “Here it goes,” Andy muttered through a mouthful of cornflakes as he played Mr. Stavros’s message. 
 
    “Andy, listen kid, I’ve been generous with you—way too generous. This is the last message I’m sending, after the last six or seven seem to have fallen on deaf ears. I know you’re having a tough time with your finances , but seriously, I’ve given you more than enough leeway now. If the rent isn’t under my door by the end of the week, you’re out next Monday. And yeah, I will get the cops to evict you. I’m sorry, this isn’t exactly pleasant for me either, but I gotta do what I gotta do. Nobody stays in my apartments rent-free. Sorry. Under my door by the end of the week or you’re out on your ass.” 
 
    He wanted to quit listening here, but there was still one more message, even if he really didn’t want to hear it. The previous evening Andy had dumped a Slushie over an unruly, aggressive customer’s head, and although he’d known there would be hell to pay, he simply hadn’t been able to stop himself. With a reluctant sigh, he leaned back and played Ted’s message. 
 
    “Andy you stupid, moronic, idiotic, selfish son of a bitch!” Ted roared, the cheap phone speaker distorting his voice. 
 
    “Sounds pretty metal, Ted,” Andy remarked to himself with a smirk, glancing over at his Black Sabbath, Metallica, and Iron Maiden LPs. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’d do something so, so, so completely brain-dead!” Ted Danzig spat. “Dumping Slushies over customer’s heads?! Are you kidding me, are you actually kidding me?! This is what I have to wake up to this morning?! And yeah, you smart-ass, I watched the security camera footage, and yeah, the guy was being a jerk, yeah, I know, he was harassing our female employees—but this doesn’t give you the right to go be, be, freakin’ Batman with a Slushie or whatever the hell you think you were doing! You ever heard the expression, ‘the customer is always right’, Knight?! The guy’s gonna try to sue me now, you idiot! I should fire your dumb ass! And I would if Sue wasn’t off sick and we had someone else to cover your shift today! Ugh, dammit, you moron, you total moron! This is your last warning, your very last warning! You ever pull a stunt like this, and I mean ever again, you’re out on your ass! This is your last warning! Ever! You’d best keep a low profile today, because if I even see your face, Andy Knight, if I have to look at your face…” 
 
    The message cut off there.  
 
    Andy sighed and shook his head as he got up from the sofa. This was his third so-called “final” warning in as many months, but this time he suspected it really was the final one. Except he wouldn’t hesitate to do exactly the same thing if the situation repeated itself. 
 
    Andy tossed the phone aside, and then dumped his cereal bowl into the sink. He chugged the rest of his instant coffee, and put on his convenience store shirt and some ripped jeans. Stepping over a stack of unpaid bills and late notices near the door, he slipped his feet into his comfy old sneakers, and grabbed his scuffed leather jacket, motorcycle gloves, and a helmet. After shoving his phone and empty wallet into his pockets, he locked up his apartment, jogged down the stairs, and finally started to feel somewhat alive now that the caffeine had kicked in. 
 
    He got to his garage in the parking basement. The space was just as cluttered with stuff—mostly half-stripped motors, dirt bikes, and an old, beat-up Jeep in pieces. He pushed out his only working vehicle: a ’91 Suzuki GSXR1100 crotch rocket, a beast of a motorcycle that Andy had restored from scrap. He hopped onto the bike and started it up. The big motor let out a rumbling roar. He grinned and gave it a few seconds to warm up, then clicked it into gear, spinning the rear wheel with a shriek of skidding rubber and smoke as he sped out of the basement. 
 
    Although he was doing his utmost to avoid thinking about being fired, for real this time, worry gnawed relentlessly at him. Even though he was working two jobs and being as frugal as humanly possible, the bills seemed to grow rather than shrink each month. On top of everything, he was behind on his rent too. It was an uphill battle, and he just didn’t seem to be getting anywhere. If Ted followed through on his threats to fire him, Andy would be sleeping on some cardboard in an alley in a week. 
 
    He slowed down and stopped for a red light, muttering to himself inside his helmet about how he was probably going to catch every red light, even though there wasn’t a single other vehicle on the road. He almost felt like blasting through the reds, knowing it would be pretty safe to do so, but figured that with the way his luck usually went, there’d be a cop hiding at every set of traffic lights. 
 
    As the light was about to turn green, a commotion to Andy’s right caught his attention. Half a block from the intersection, near an ATM, two young men were struggling with an elderly man. It took Andy all of two seconds to figure out what was going on: the two young men were mugging the old guy, who had just used the ATM. 
 
    “Not on my watch,” Andy whispered as he kicked out the kickstand and jumped off the bike. 
 
    Somewhere in the back of his mind, a voice was telling him that this was going to make him late for work and probably cost him his job, but he didn’t care. Andy Knight was simply incapable of witnessing an act of injustice and looking the other way. As he sprinted toward the muggers, he tore off his helmet. It wasn’t ideal, but it was hard and heavy and could serve as a vaguely effective weapon. 
 
    The muggers heard him coming and threw the old man to the ground. Both of them were big guys, around Andy’s size. The first turned to flee, but the other, brandishing a large hunting knife, stood his ground. “Turn around and run away, asshole!” the man snarled. “Run away, bitch, or you’re leaving this place in a body bag!” 
 
    Andy didn’t stop. He didn’t even slow down. Instead, as he got within a couple yards of the mugger with the knife, he made as if to take a swing at the man with his helmet. As the man instinctively twisted to duck under the coming blow, Andy switched his grip on the helmet and threw it in a soft underhand toss to the guy. The mugger’s natural instincts to catch a pass kicked in before his brain could register that this was a trick. He fumbled with his hands, trying to catch the flying helmet as Andy bore down on him. 
 
    While Andy had taken a handful of MMA classes, he was no professional fighter. He knew enough, though, to be able to throw a decent roundhouse kick, which he aimed at the mugger’s right hand, punting the hunting knife out of it. The knife went sailing through the air, and Andy ducked low and football-tackled the disarmed mugger, slamming him into the pavement. 
 
    They struggled on the ground, and Andy managed to get the guy pinned down for some ground-n-pound, smashing his fists into the man’s face. Then, however, a hot slash of pain tore across his left forearm. He yelped and jumped up off the man, spinning around to see the other mugger lunging for him with his knife—with which he’d just slashed a cut across Andy’s arm. The sharp blade had sliced right through his leather jacket.  
 
    Andy dodged a clumsy blow and tried to kick the knife out of the mugger’s hand, but this guy was faster than his friend and managed to dodge the kick. He was about to charge in and stab Andy when the wail of police sirens pierced the chilly morning silence. 
 
    “Damn it,” the mugger muttered. He helped his friend to his feet, and then, with Andy running after them for a few yards, both of the muggers hastily fled. 
 
    Andy didn’t bother to chase them down. He watched them go, then turned and jogged back to the old man to make sure he was okay. The old guy was bruised and shaken but not seriously injured, and he thanked Andy profusely. 
 
    “Thank you, son,” he said. “In this rotten world, few people would have done what you just did. Looks like one of those bastards got you on your arm there.” 
 
    Riding the buzz of adrenalin, Andy hadn’t noticed just how bad the cut on his forearm was. Now that the old guy had pointed it out, though, he saw that blood was trickling down his arm and dripping off his wrist, where his skin was exposed between his motorcycle gloves and his jacket. The cut was starting to hurt, but he shrugged off the pain. 
 
    “I’m more pissed about my jacket,” Andy said. And he was—this jacket had come from a thrift store, but even so, it had cost him twenty bucks. Right now, he couldn’t even shell out an extra twenty cents for unforeseen expenses. 
 
    “You’re lucky you had that jacket on,” the old man said. “That guy would have taken your arm off without it. I saw him, he really was hoping to slice your arm off. You’d better get that cut checked out. Go on, get outta here, the cops are pulling up, I’ll be okay. You need to take care of that wound.” 
 
    “You sure you’re okay?” Andy asked. 
 
    “A little shaken is all,” the old guy said, beaming out a grateful smile as the police approached them. “Hey, this kid saved me!” he said to the cops. “He’s a hero, you guys should give him a medal or something.” 
 
    “I’m no hero,” Andy said. “I just did what any decent person would do.” 
 
    The cops took a brief statement from Andy, which caused him far more anxiety than it should have—there was no way in hell he wouldn’t be late now. And the cops seemed entirely blasé about Andy’s wound, as the red liquid continued to drip off his wrist and pool in the fingers of his left glove. After what seemed like an eternity, they let him go. 
 
    He wasn’t about to head to hospital, even though the cut was a bad one. He couldn’t afford medical debt. No, some superglue would be his surgeon and the convenience store bathroom his operating theater. 
 
    As he expected, a familiar figure was standing outside the convenience store, tapping his right foot and scowling. Ted Danzig, Andy had always said, was what you’d find if you opened a dictionary and searched for “jerk boss”. Ted was in his fifties but looked a decade older. His poor attempt at a combover did little to disguise his baldness. If his downturned mouth, twisted into a permanent glower, had ever smiled, it had to have been decades ago. His teeth and fingers were yellow from the cigarettes he chain-smoked. His clothes—cheap suits in shades of pastel blue and gray, usually—reeked of tobacco. 
 
    “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the little boy on the big bike,” Ted sneered. “What time do you call this, Knight? You should have started working that cash register fifteen minutes ago! Because of your lazy slob ass, I’ve had to do it, looking like a chump in front of the customers! Dammit, Knight, get your ass off that bike and behind the cash register, now! Move it!” 
 
    Andy parked his bike and took off his helmet. He half-opened his mouth to begin telling Ted about the mugging, but the look on his manager’s face told him that it would just fall on deaf ears.  
 
    “Sorry Ted,” he mumbled, and then headed into the store. 
 
    When he got his jacket off behind the cash register, he was able to finally get a good look at the cut on his arm. It was deep, but not too bad, and thankfully no tendons had been severed. There weren’t any customers in the store, and Andy saw Ted lighting up a cigarette outside, so he had a couple minutes to take care of the wound. He grabbed a tube of superglue and ran to the employee’s bathroom, where he hastily washed the cut with soap and water, dried it off with paper towels, and then closed it up with superglue. It wasn’t exactly a professional surgical stitch-up, but it would at least keep the wound closed and stop the bleeding. 
 
    He got back to the cash register just as Ted stepped back into the store. The manager glowered at him, but then trudged off to his office and slammed the door, leaving Andy alone. 
 
    A couple customers came in, but it was mostly a quiet morning. It was so quiet, in fact, that his phone’s piercing tring tring almost made him jump. Geez, Andy thought. I get it, Mr. Stavros, I owe you god knows how many months’ rent…   
 
    But it wasn’t Mr. Stavros. Andy took his phone out of his pocket and saw it was his godmother, Mrs. Tanaka, calling. He glanced at Ted’s office door before answering.. 
 
    “Hi Mayumi,” he said. The Tanakas had always insisted that he refer to them by their first names. “It’s great to hear from you, but I can’t really talk now—” 
 
    “It’s Haruki!” she said, referring to her husband. From the urgency in her voice, this was something serious. “He’s… Andy, I think he’s dying. He wants you here before he… before he goes.” 
 
    “I’m coming,” Andy said, his heart racing. “I’ll be there right away.” 
 
    He shoved his phone in his pocket and started sprinting. He snatched his helmet, gloves, and jacket from inside the store and dashed back out to his bike. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Knight?” Ted yelled as Andy hopped onto the bike and started it up. “You leave now, you don’t ever come back here, you hear me!” 
 
    Andy ignored him and sped away.  
 
    Ted’s hoarse shouts of “you’re fired, Andy Knight!” were quickly drowned out by the potent roar of the motor as Andy raced against the clock to get to his dying godfather. 
 
    The world was a blur of speed as Andy carved through the winding mountain roads that led to the Tanaka’s residence and wildlife sanctuary. On the straights he took the bike up to 160 miles an hour, and through the curves he hung off the machine at extreme angles of lean. All he could think about was getting to Mr. Tanaka before it was too late.  
 
    He got to the familiar old wooden gates in record time, and left his bike there, tossing away his helmet and gloves before scrambling over the gate—he didn’t have time to fumble with the rusty combination lock. 
 
    Whenever he came here, he would usually go see the animal residents first—they all knew him well, and all of them had been here for many years. Now, however, he sprinted straight for the front door of the rickety wooden house he’d called home for a few years. “Mayumi! Haruki!” he yelled hoarsely as he barged into the house. “I’m here!”  
 
    “Hurry!” Mayumi called out from somewhere inside. “He’s here, in our bedroom!” 
 
    Andy raced through the house, a modest but tastefully minimalist space, decorated with traditional Japanese watercolor scrolls, ornamental fans, wooden sculptures, and bonsai trees. Both of the Tanakas were first generation immigrants, although they had been in America since their respective childhoods, and they wore their Japanese heritage proudly. 
 
    Andy, breathless, charged into the bedroom at the end of the hallway. There he saw Mr. Tanaka laying in bed, with his tearful wife sitting next to him, holding his hand. Mr. Tanaka looked older and frailer than Andy could have imagined, and the sight of this once proud and strong man like this broke his heart. He knew how much Mr. Tanaka valued stoicism and strength in the face of adversity, though, so he put on a brave face.  
 
    “Andy,” Mr. Tanaka croaked. “I’m glad you’re here. Please, Mayumi, leave Andy and I alone for a few minutes. There is something I must discuss with him.”  
 
    Mrs. Tanaka nodded, sniffing as she wiped away her tears, and got up and left the room. Mr. Tanaka patted the bed next to him, and Andy sat down. Andy took Mr. Tanaka’s hand, which felt cold and clammy. He gave it a gentle squeeze, and Mr. Tanaka squeezed back with what little strength remained in him.  
 
    “Haruki, I—” Andy began, but Mr. Tanaka held up a finger to silence him.  
 
    “Let me talk, Andy,” he rasped. “I have much to say… but so little time to say it.” 
 
    Andy nodded.  
 
    “I have no sons, no daughters,” Mr. Tanaka said. “The doctors said it was because of the aftereffects of radiation at Hiroshima, which is where I was born, a few years after the atomic bomb. It is one of my greatest regrets… but one which I could do nothing about, of course.”  
 
    Mr. Tanaka paused to breathe. “But even though I could not have children of my own, the universe sent me a son anyway, for a few wonderful years.” He smiled and gave Andy’s hand a squeeze. “Your father, he was a good man, Andy, even though he had his vices. His heart was good—as is yours. Mayumi and I… we were happy to take you in after the accident. You became, to us, like the child we could never have. You always thanked us so sincerely for what we did for you, but we never thanked you enough for what you gave us.”  
 
    A tight sob was forming a knot in Andy’s throat, and tears burned at the edges of his eyes. “Haruki, I—” he began, but again Mr. Tanaka cut him off. 
 
    “You don’t need to say anything, Andy,” he said softly. “I know what is in your heart. And that’s what counts. I… I wish I could leave you something of monetary value, now that I’m departing this world. Of course, you know you are always welcome here. But for now, I must leave the house and land to my wife; she still has many years of life left to live, unlike me.” 
 
    Andy looked down, barely stifling tears.  
 
    “I don’t have any money,” Mr. Tanaka continued. “We’ve poured everything we’ve made into this sanctuary, and I have no regrets about doing that. You know our residents well, and I’m sure you agree. Our lives are so much richer for what they’ve brought to us—and it’s something that no amount of money could have bought me. I will die with no regrets in my heart.”  
 
    He paused here, and a fit of coughing came on. He covered his mouth with a white handkerchief, and when he drew it away, it was red with blood, as were his lips. He was looking more pallid with every passing second.  
 
    “Even though I have no money to leave you, Andy,” Mr. Tanaka said when he’d recovered, “I do have something of immense value that I must pass on to you. Please, go to my wooden chest in the corner over there, and look for a white silk bag inside it. Get it and bring it here.”        
 
    Everything seemed surreal. Andy felt as if he was moving through a dream. A thousand different clashing thoughts careened around the inside his skull. He paused in front of the old wooden chest and turned around to face Mr. Tanaka.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Andy asked softly. “Why didn’t you tell me something was wrong? I saw you only a month ago, and you were fine…”  
 
    Mr. Tanaka smiled sadly. “I didn’t know anything was wrong then, Andy. It’s that back pain I’ve had for years. I always thought it was just a bad back, from hauling heavy bags of animal feed around. And I thought the feelings of weakness and extreme lethargy I’ve been having the last few months were just old age catching up with me. Last week I went to get some blood tests done for something else entirely… and they discovered I’ve got stage four pancreatic cancer. It’s gone far beyond the stage where they can do anything about it. The doctor suggested I go on a course of extreme chemotherapy, but even then it would only have had a one in fifty shot of working. I made peace with the hand the universe has dealt me, and decided I’d rather pass at home in my own bed. I’m sorry… I should have told you last week when I found out, but I didn’t think I’d go downhill this fast. I thought I’d have a few more weeks left, not days.”  
 
    Andy didn’t know what to say. “I’m … sorry,” was all he could murmur.  
 
    “It is what it is, Andy,” Mr. Tanaka said with a smile, stoic until the end. “I’ve lived a long, fulfilling life, and that’s more than any man can ask for. Now please, get the silk bag out of the chest. I don’t—” He stopped here as another fit of coughing racked his body. 
 
    Andy dug around in the chest and found the silk bag right at the bottom. There was something solid and fairly weighty in it. He carried it over to Mr. Tanaka, who took it from him with a smile. With trembling fingers, Mr. Tanaka opened the silk bag and removed the object.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Andy murmured, staring in awe at the item. He immediately felt entranced by the sight of it—this ornate hardwood box, its surface covered by intricate relief carvings of wild animals of all kinds. “It’s a true work of art…”  
 
    Mr. Tanaka chuckled, and then coughed some more. “Yes, yes it is quite beautiful, isn’t it? But this is no more ornament, Andy.” His tone became grave. “This is possibly the most valuable thing you will ever own. It took me a long time to decide that you would be the right person to pass this on to—your whole life, in fact. But when you came and lived here, and I really got to know you, I knew without a doubt that you were the right person to inherit this.”  
 
    “I… Well, thank you, Haruki, I’m honored—” Andy began, but Mr. Tanaka interrupted him.  
 
    “I don’t have much time left, my boy. Please, let me speak. You must listen very carefully to what I’m about to say. This is no mere ornament, Andy. It is a powerful, wondrous tool. I… I never unlocked its full potential myself.” 
 
    Andy noticed that when Mr. Tanaka said this, his forefinger drifted over to his left pinky finger. This finger was horrendously scarred, as if it had almost been severed long ago. Andy had noticed the scar as a child, but had always assumed that one of the sanctuary’s residents—perhaps the old lion or the tiger, or the grizzly bear—had tried to bite it off. Now, though, he had a feeling that somehow, this strange box had something to do with the deep scar on Mr. Tanaka’s pinky finger.  
 
    Mr. Tanaka stroked the old scar absentmindedly as he continued. “This box is not a family heirloom, if that’s what you were thinking,” he said. “It was given to me by a family friend in Japan, before I came to this country. He was one of my father’s friends from the war…”  Suddenly, his eyes grew wide and his body spasmed, and he burst into another fit of coughing. This time blood sprayed out of his mouth, splattering the sheets with bright red.  
 
    A sense of deep dread and unavoidable tragedy gripped Andy. He knew that he was witnessing his godfather’s final moments. Mr. Tanaka tried to speak after the coughing fit passed, but only an empty rasping emerged from his gasping mouth. This was it—the end was here.  
 
    “Mayumi!” Andy yelled hoarsely. “Mayumi, hurry!”  
 
    Mrs. Tanaka came running in. Tears streamed down her face, which had crumpled into an expression of inconsolable grief and sorrow. Andy knew she would want to be alone with her husband in these final precious moments.  
 
    With tears burning his eyes and his throat tight with a sob, he wrapped his arms around Mr. Tanaka and hugged him tightly.  
 
    “Goodbye Harumi,” he said, choking on sobs. “You were one of the best men I’ve ever known, and you were a true father to me, and a loving guardian to the many animals in your care. I’ll always love you… goodbye, I’ll see you on the other side one day.”  
 
    Mr. Tanaka smiled and gave Andy’s hand a weak squeeze. Then Andy took the ornate wooden box and strode swiftly out of the room, leaving the old couple alone for Mr. Tanaka’s final moments.  
 
    Andy walked out into the sprawling backyard. The huge property had been a farm long ago, in the early twentieth century, but it had been abandoned for decades before the Tanakas took it over. Now, where fields of crops had been there were spacious enclosures for various species of wild animals, all rescued from tragic situations of neglect and abuse by the caring Japanese couple.  
 
    Andy closed his eyes, feeling the sun on his face, and listened to the wild birds in the woods on the edge of the property singing their joyful songs, seemingly oblivious to the tragedy that was taking place inside the walls behind him. None of this felt real—but then again, neither had the deaths of his parents almost ten years ago. This day shared that same surreal feeling. He could still remember the school principal coming into his homeroom classroom that day. “Andy Knight, I need to speak to you in private. I’ve just had a phone call and… please, just come with me.” 
 
    That had been the day his entire world had been turned upside down. And now it felt as if it was happening all over again. He opened his eyes and examined the box in the bright midday sunlight. The carvings on it were truly exquisite. He wondered how old it was. Judging from the artwork, it seemed to be at least a few hundred years old, but it was neither worn nor weathered.  
 
    There was something else about this box, though, something that went far beyond its beauty. Andy couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but there seemed to be some sort of energy pulsing from within this football-sized object, almost as if it contained an active nuclear warhead.  
 
    Andy looked up from the box and noticed that he wasn’t the only one who seemed to feel that there was something strange and fascinating about the item. The wildlife sanctuary’s residents were all wandering up to the fences of their respective enclosures and staring intently at him.  
 
    Of course, they always came to greet Andy whenever he visited this place. They had all lived here for many years, and knew him well from when he had lived here. And in those lonely, difficult years following his parents’ death, these animals had been just as good to him as the Tanakas had.  
 
    There was Baloo, the grizzly bear, missing a paw that he had lost in an illegal bear trap. Fang, the blind wolf who had lost his eyes to a hunter’s poorly aimed blast of birdshot, left maimed by the cruel man. Rajah, the tiger rescued from the tiny cage she’d spent her first four years in as a roadside attraction at a truck stop. Simba, the old lion who’d been rescued from a circus. Pete, a bald eagle who could no longer fly after being hit by a speeding car. Gary and Glen, a gorilla and a chimp who had been rescued from a vivisection lab in which they’d had all manner of cruel experiments performed on them. They, like the Tanakas, were all elderly now, but they each lived life with just as much enthusiasm as their able-bodied brethren in the wild.  
 
    And now all of them were pressed against the fences of their enclosures, staring with utter fascination at the box in Andy’s hands. Having the rapt attention of these wild creatures served as a good distraction from the crushing tragedy of Mr. Tanaka’s final moments.  
 
    Andy walked over to the nearest of the wild beasts—Rajah the tiger—and put his hands through the fence to scratch her behind her ears.  
 
    If anyone but Andy or the Tanakas stuck their hand into her enclosure, the unlucky person would draw back a bloody stump, but Rajah knew Andy well, and like a very overgrown pussycat, she enjoyed a good scratch behind her ears.  
 
    Today, though, she didn’t let out her usual rumbling purr, as deep as the booming of a Harley. Instead, she simply stared with wonder at the box, completely ignoring Andy’s scratches behind her ears.  
 
    “What is it about this box, girl?” he asked. He moved it around, watching as her eyes followed it as if it were a tasty morsel of food. The look in the tiger’s eyes, however, was not one of hunger. It was one of wonder.  
 
    He went over to each of the animals, and they all reacted in exactly the same way, staring with fascination at the box, their attention absolutely locked on it. When he’d been to each of them, he turned around to head back to the house.  
 
    Mrs. Tanaka came stumbling out, weeping. He dropped the box and ran over to her, wrapping his arms around her as she wept.  
 
    “He’s gone, Andy,” she gasped as she sobbed. “He’s gone…”  
 
    The rest of the day was a blur, and Andy moved through it like a lost phantom. Eventually, he found himself back in his apartment, slugging on a bottle of cheap whisky. He wasn’t usually one to drink, but this day required it. As he sat on his sofa, sipping on the fiery liquid, he got his phone out. There were a number of angry messages from Ted, which he ignored. He needed to talk to someone, and the only person he could have a real heart to heart with was his friend Frank. They had been best friends all through high school, but Frank, who came from a wealthy family, and whose background was very different to Andy’s, had gone off to MIT after high school and now had a prestigious, high-paying job in software development on the East Coast. Even though they were now on opposite sides of the continent, and living very different lives, Frank and Andy stayed in touch and were still good friends.  
 
    Andy dialed his old friend.  
 
    “What’s up dude, how’s everything back home?” Frank said cheerfully when he picked up. “You ready to have another gaming session? It’s almost the weekend, bro, almost! I can’t wait! I’ve been handling this huge contract for a finance firm here, man. I mean, yeah, it’ll net me six figures at the end of the month, but these long hours are killing me dude, killing me. I need a good ten-hour gaming session with you to relax.”  
 
    “I’m not doing so well, buddy,” Andy said softly.  
 
    “What’s the matter? Girl trouble?” 
 
    “No, no… it’s Mr. Tanaka. He died today.”  
 
    “Ahh. Well that sucks, I’m sorry to hear that,” Frank said. “He was a good dude, from what I remember. And, like, your second dad, sort of. I’m sure you must be feeling down, man.” 
 
    “Yeah, to put it mildly,” Andy muttered, swigging on his whisky.  
 
    They talked for a while, reminiscing about the old days. The mysterious box was on the sofa next to Andy, but for some reason, he felt as if he shouldn’t tell Frank about it, so when talking about what had happened that day, he omitted that he’d inherited the box.  
 
    “So what’s Mrs. Tanaka gonna do with the property?” Frank asked when they got onto this topic.  
 
    “She’s going to stay there, and keep running the sanctuary on her own.”  
 
    “Sheesh, the Tanakas just can’t stop making bad financial decisions, can they?” Frank remarked. “She should just put all those mangy old critters down, sell the property to a developer, and invest the profits in crypto. She can live in a nice condo on the beach and retire on fat stacks of money in a few years.”  
 
    Andy shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Uh, yeah, I don’t think that Mrs. Tanaka really cares about money very much, Frank. Those animals are her world, and they’re not ‘mangy’. They live very good lives out there.”  
 
    “Meh. Still a giant waste of money if you ask me,” Frank said.  
 
    Andy changed topics, as Frank’s callousness was making his blood boil. After talking about some of the wacky teachers they’d had back in the day, though, he was smiling again. They chatted for another hour before ending the conversation.  
 
    After that, Andy figured he should probably take a listen to one of the messages Ted had sent him. He opened up the last message, tensing up as he listened to it.  
 
    “This is the last time you’ll ever hear my voice, you ungrateful, incompetent, selfish son of a bitch!” Ted yelled. “Don’t ever come to the store again! You’re fired! You understand me, Andy Knight! Fired! If I see you around the store ever again, I’m calling the cops. You’re officially banned from the premises too! Stupid jerk, you’re—”  
 
    Andy sighed and stopped playing the message. “So that’s it,” he said. “I’ve lost my godfather and my job today. What the hell else am I going to lose next?”  
 
    He tossed his phone aside and hung his head in his hands. However, Andy was never one to wallow in despair, no matter how dire the circumstances. After a few moments, he shook himself out of this feeling of self-pity, and instead focused his attention on the box again. With the whirlwind of the day’s events, Andy hadn’t even tried to open it yet. And Mr. Tanaka hadn’t gotten the chance to tell him how to open it, or what was inside it.  
 
    “It can’t be that hard to figure out,” Andy murmured as he turned the box over in his hands. “There’s gotta be a catch on here somewhere.”  
 
    Surprisingly, though, there didn’t seem to be a catch or opening mechanism anywhere on the box. In fact, Andy could even find a seam where the device might open. It was hollow; he could feel that from its weight. But how on earth could it be opened?  
 
    He got a magnifying glass to examine it in more detail. Even the most masterful craftsmen couldn’t create an absolutely undetectable seam, especially working hundreds of years ago without laser precision technology. Despite scrutinizing every square inch of the box under his magnifying glass, however, the seam remained frustratingly elusive. As unbelievable as it appeared to be, the box seemed to be completely sealed and unopenable.  
 
    A burning desire was growing with increasing potency within Andy. He had to open this box. He simply couldn’t leave it alone—every time he put it down it seemed to call out to him, with a yearning like a junkie’s for a fix.  
 
    He picked up a hammer from his work desk. “Alright, box,” he said, setting it down on his desk. “You wanna play hardball, cool, let’s play hardball.” He raised the hammer above his head, but paused before bringing it down. “What the hell am I doing?” he murmured, frowning deeply. “This thing is making me lose my mind!”  
 
    He set the hammer down and let out a long sigh, staring at the box. He couldn’t believe he’d been seconds away from smashing an immensely valuable and precious historical relic. The box, he reasoned, might be worth more than everything else in his apartment combined. However, even though he had had it for less than a day, he knew he could never sell it. It was something Mr. Tanaka had owned his whole life, and something that the old man had only decided to leave to him after many years of deep thought. He couldn’t sell it, and nor could he smash it open like a brute. There was a way to get it open without force … and Andy was determined to figure it out.  
 
    He spent a few hours examining every square inch of it with magnifying glass, and put in a few hours on Google too, searching for old Japanese boxes. There was plenty of information, but nothing related to this specific box. It appeared to be the only one of its kind in the world, at least if Google search results meant anything. None of the other hundreds, even thousands of images of antique Japanese boxes looked anything like this one. It was almost as if it came from out of this world.  
 
    Eventually, the combination of whisky and weariness became too potent to overcome, and Andy gave up on trying to work out the secret to opening the box. He flopped down on his bed and once again, his dreams were of the mysterious yet vividly real fantasy realm he visited so often.  
 
    The next morning, Andy woke up to a message on his phone from his landlord. He knew it would be about the overdue rent, so he didn’t bother opening it. He had no idea what he would do about the fact that his rent was due in a few days and he had absolutely no way of paying it, now that he’d been fired, but that was a problem that could wait.  
 
    First and foremost, he had to get the box open. Thoughts of the mysterious secrets that lay concealed in its innards consumed him. He chugged a glass of water after getting up, but didn’t bother with breakfast; instead, he went straight to the box. 
 
    “There’s gotta be evidence of how to open this thing somewhere on it,” he murmured to himself as he stared intently at the box. “No matter how well crafted it is, there’s a seam somewhere. It may be invisible to human eyes, but so were bacteria and cells until microscopes came along.”  
 
    He had a few magnifying glasses of various sizes lying around his apartment, as well as some cheap microscopes. “Should be easy enough to jerry-rig a little examination tool with all these lenses,” Andy said, gathering these items together.  
 
    A few hours later, he’d managed to put together a franken-scope, with which he could examine the surface of the box in greatly magnified detail. With a mounting sense of excitement and anticipation, he started to examine the box, its intricate carvings now magnified fiftyfold.  
 
    The detail was even more extraordinary under the microscope. Whatever tools the artist had used had barely left any marks; it was almost as if the wood itself had somehow grown organically into this work of art, which featured a dozen wild animals and birds.  
 
    But now, magnifying the details to this degree, Andy was finally able to make out a seam. It was immensely jagged, following the contours of the animals’ bodies, right down to individual strands of fur and whiskers. Andy was utterly astounded at the level of detail the cut followed—not even modern laser cutting techniques could attain this kind of precision.  
 
    Because the line was so jagged and fine, there was no way Andy could slip anything in to pry the box open. Not even a scalpel blade would fit into even the broadest area of the seam. However, another thing he soon noticed was that the animals’ eyes had seams of their own around them. “They’re buttons,” he murmured. “Each eye is a button. It’s a code lock—that’s how it opens!”  
 
    Buoyed with fresh inspiration, Andy started pressing each of the animals’ eyes. Sure enough, each eyeball sunk slightly into the wood and emitted a soft click when he pressed it. He pressed each of the animals’ eyes until all twelve were done, but the box still didn’t open.  
 
    He let out a sigh. With only one correct sequence, the number of possible combinations with twelve animals was staggering. It could take weeks—no, years—to attempt to guess the combination, if he was lucky. There must be a way to figure it out, he thought.  
 
    “Alright, let’s see,” he said, narrowing his eyes as he stared at the box. “Tiger, elephant, rhino, bear, lion, deer, eagle, fox, bat, orangutan, wolf, and wild horse. Why does this list of animals seem kinda familiar to me?”  
 
    Wondering if these animals could be the characters of a specific Japanese folktale, Andy did some googling. Nothing came up, though. He couldn’t shake the feeling that these animals did feature in a Japanese folktale though. Then he remembered. Long ago, when he’d been a young boy, Mr. Tanaka had given him an old book of Japanese folktales. It had all been in Japanese, so he hadn’t been able to read it as a child, but he’d enjoyed looking at the pictures.  
 
    “I’ve still got it,” he gasped, jumping up from his desk. “I’ve still got the book!”  
 
    He dashed out of his apartment and raced down to his garage. Wading through the half-stripped motors and piles of engine parts, he dug frantically through the stack of old, dusty boxes at the back of the small garage—the last remnants of the life he’d once had when his parents had been alive. In the boxes were a couple old toys and action figures, a few of his parents’ items, like his father’s Vietnam War medals and his mother’s cheap but pretty jewelry… and a few musty children’s books. One of them was that old book of Japanese folktales.  
 
    Andy flipped breathlessly through the pages, buzzing with a sense of excitement and eager anticipation. Sure enough, there was a folktale in the book featuring the animals depicted on the box. Andy had learned some Japanese by self-studying second-hand textbooks, and by watching YouTube videos and using free apps on his phone, but he couldn’t read the language fluently. Nonetheless, he was able to make out enough to get the gist of the folktale, which was about the twelve animals figuring out a way to cross a flooded river.  
 
    “This is it,” he whispered as he read through the story. “This has to be the correct order.”   
 
    He sprinted back to his apartment, clutching the book. In the story, the animals finally figured out how to cross the river, and they went one by one. Holding his breath, Andy pressed the animals’ eyes on the box in the order that they crossed the river in the folktale.  
 
    When Andy got to the final animal—the bat—he hovered his forefinger a sliver of an inch above its eye before pressing it. “Come on,” he said. “Please be correct, please…”  
 
    With a swift tap, he pressed on the bat’s eye. It clicked into place, and for a moment nothing happened. But then there were a series of clicks somewhere inside the box, and the lid popped open.  
 
    Punching a triumphant fist into the air, Andy sprang up from his chair. “Yes! Hell yeah!”  
 
    Buzzing with anticipation, he sat back down and peered into the open box. His exuberant joy, however, quickly collapsed into morose disappointment. “No,” he groaned. “No, no, no…”  
 
    Aside from some sort of cigar-cutter mechanism built into the inside of the box, there was nothing in it.  
 
    It was empty—completely empty.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Andy couldn’t believe it. All this effort, all this time, for nothing. For an empty box—a cigar box, judging by the look of the mechanism built into it. For a few moments, all Andy could do was sit and stare in disbelief at the empty box. He hadn’t been sure what he’d been expecting to find inside the box, but it certainly wasn’t this. 
 
    Even in the face of this initial disappointment, Andy quickly recovered. He remained tenacious and hopeful.  
 
    This box was no mere ornament; he knew this and understood it with every fiber of his being. This item was, somehow, the key to his future, a ticket out of the Mariana Trench-sized rut he’d been stuck in for years. He just had to figure out the secret. Getting the box open had simply been the first piece of the puzzle. 
 
    He picked up the box, and that was when he noticed that, aside from the cutting mechanism, it wasn’t entirely empty. The smooth interior walls were covered in Japanese kanji script that was only visible when the box was held at certain angles.  
 
    Andy’s pulse began to race.  
 
    As he examined the script, he realized that he recognized very few of the characters. They seemed to be archaic or obscure ones that he’d never seen in any Japanese dictionary. Although he couldn’t figure out anything of what was written in the box, he remained hopeful and optimistic about unlocking its secrets.  
 
    The buzz of his phone ringing on the coffee table snapped him out of his trance of deep thought. He didn’t feel like talking to anyone right now, but when he saw it was Mayumi calling, he picked it up. 
 
    “Hi Andy,” she said, and the sadness and weariness was plain to hear in her voice. “I hope you’re okay.” 
 
    “I’m doing alright,” he replied. “I hope you’re holding up okay. Remember what I said yesterday—if you need anything, and I do mean anything at all, I’m here for you.” 
 
    “I’m… surviving,” she said with a sad sigh. “Listen, we’re having a small wake for Haruki this evening at the house—” 
 
    “Say no more, just tell me what time I need to be there. You need any help setting things up or anything?” 
 
    “No, I’m okay with that. My sister and her family have come out to stay with me for a few days to help out. Just come at seven o’clock this evening.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Andy said. “I’ll see you then.” 
 
    At this point, Andy’s stomach grumbled. He realized that he’d been so preoccupied with the enigmatic box that he’d completely forgotten to eat anything. A quick rummage through his fridge and kitchen revealed that there wasn’t anything to eat anyway. As reluctant as he was to waste precious time that could be spent on solving the box’s puzzle, his body needed fuel. He grabbed his motorcycle gear and a backpack—into which he tossed the box, for he had a powerful urge to keep it close to him—and headed out to grab a quick breakfast of cheap coffee and donuts from a place a couple miles away. 
 
    When he returned home an hour later, he was greeted by Mr. Stavros glaring at him. Shit, Andy thought. He had no idea how he was going to get enough money to pay all the rent he owed.  
 
    “Rent, Mr. Knight,” Mr. Stavros said. “End of the week.”  
 
    “Mr. Stavros, I just need—” 
 
    “I just need my rent,” Mr. Stavros said. “End. Of. The. Week. Got it?”  
 
    Andy sighed. “Got it.” 
 
    Everything seemed to be collapsing. His entire life felt as if it were imploding: he was about to be evicted, he’d just blown up his job, and Mr. Tanaka…. Even so, however, he simply felt more compelled to unravel the secrets of the box. Now, he felt, his very life depended on solving it. If he could solve the box, it felt as if all his other problems would simply melt away. 
 
    That evening, he rode up to the Tanakas’ wildlife sanctuary, wearing the only suit he possessed—a ratty old charcoal gray suit Mr. Tanaka had given him to wear to his prom. Surprisingly, it still fit, but it was a little tight around the arms and shoulders. He took the box with him, not only because he didn’t want to leave it unattended in his apartment, but also because he wanted to ask Mrs. Tanaka about it. Perhaps, Andy thought, her husband had told her something about it. 
 
    The wake, held in the Tanakas’ living room, was a moving and emotional affair. There wasn’t a dry eye by the end of it. Mrs. Tanaka’s family had prepared a spread of snacks and drinks in the dining room, so everyone moved there after the initial proceedings were over. 
 
    Andy took Mrs. Tanaka aside and gave her a long, tight hug, and they consoled each other in this moment of grief. When the sensation of deep sadness had passed, Andy asked her about the box. 
 
    “I’ve never seen that before,” she said, looking mystified when Andy handed it to her. “Whatever that is, Haruki never showed it to me.” 
 
    “He never said anything about a box with animal carvings all over it?” 
 
    She shook her head as she passed it back to him. “No. He never mentioned anything about it, not in all the years we were together. It’s very beautiful, and I’m glad he gave it to you, but I’m afraid I don’t know anything about it. I can’t tell you what it is or where it comes from.” 
 
    While Andy knew the whole Tanaka family, there were a number of people at the wake he’d never seen before. One of these was a slender, elderly Japanese man. While Andy and Mrs. Tanaka were talking, he wandered over to them. 
 
    “Ah, Professor Yamamoto,” Mrs. Tanaka said. “This is Andy, the young man who lived with us for a while. Andy, this is Professor Hiro Yamamoto, an old friend of Haruki’s. He’s a professor of Japanese history, so perhaps he’ll be able to give you some answers about that box. I’ll leave you two to chat about it; I have to help my sister with the snacks.” 
 
    Andy and Professor Yamamoto shook hands. Andy took an immediate liking to the elderly man, whose grip was as firm and strong as that of a far younger man. Keen intelligence sparkled in the professor’s eyes, and there was a mischievousness to his smile that belied his age. 
 
    “What’s this box Mayumi was talking about?” Professor Yamamoto asked. 
 
    Andy handed him the box. “Haruki gave this to me before he died. He told me it was special, that it was important, but he didn’t get to explain much else about it.” 
 
    Professor Yamamoto slowly turned the box over in his hands, examining it with a gaze of sheer fascination. “This is quite extraordinary!” he exclaimed. “Did Haruki tell you how he ended up owning an artifact as rare and precious as this?” 
 
    “He only said that some guy in Japan, a family friend or something, gave it to him when he was a kid.” 
 
    “I see…” Professor Yamamoto murmured. His eyes never once left the box. He drank in its mysterious beauty with an almost voracious thirst. “This is… unlike anything I have seen in all my years of studying Japanese art and history, Andy. The artistic style seems superficially Japanese, yet it does not correspond with any artistic movement I know of in Japanese history.” 
 
    “There’s something else,” Andy said. “If you open it, you’ll see that the inside is covered with kanji characters. You have to kinda shift the box around in the light to make them out. I know a few characters, but I’ve never seen any like these before.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, yes, I see,” Professor Yamamoto said as he examined the interior of the box. “And this mechanism inside it is very strange.” 
 
    “I know, right? It looks like a cigar cutter, but I’m pretty sure cigars didn’t exist in feudal Japan.” 
 
    “No, no they didn’t,” Professor Yamamoto said, his eyes still locked on the box. “I don’t know what the purpose of this mechanism could be. And this script, it’s… I don’t know how to explain it, it’s like Japanese, but—” 
 
    “What do you mean it’s ‘like’ Japanese?” Andy asked. “Those kanji aren’t Japanese?” 
 
    “Well, it’s as if there was an offshoot of the Japanese language, one that evolved from it hundreds of years ago and became something different. That’s what I think I’m looking at.” 
 
    “You mean like a different dialect?” Andy asked. 
 
    Professor Yamamoto shook his head, frowning. “No, no, a different language entirely. Many of these kanji are, well, they’re completely alien. I’ve never seen them before. They are similar to certain arcane forms of Japanese kanji, but they’re definitely not Japanese.” 
 
    “So, if this language isn’t Japanese, what is it?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” Professor Yamamoto said. “I’m completely baffled. This artifact, Andy, could be far more important than Haruki may have realized. I must study it further. This object could rewrite Japanese history.” 
 
    Andy had known the box was special, but he certainly hadn’t known it was this special. “Can you read anything of what the script says?” he asked. 
 
    “There’s something about animals… giving willingly and… um, a great sacrifice,” Professor Haruki murmured, frowning deeply. “If my interpretations of the arcane kanji are correct, of course. It doesn’t seem to make any sense. Like I said, this will require further study. I’m aware that Haruki passed this on to you as an heirloom, but would you be prepared to part with it? The university would compensate you extremely generously, of course, I’d make sure of that. An artifact like this comes around perhaps once in one’s lifetime.” 
 
    A sudden sense of panic seized Andy. He couldn’t let go of the box—it felt as if someone was threatening to amputate one of his limbs. He restrained himself from snatching it back from the professor, however, and forced himself to think rationally.  
 
    If this box was indeed an artifact so valuable that it could rewrite history, then it was selfish to keep it to himself. Andy thought about how much he loved history, how much joy he’d gained over the years from learning about history and watching documentaries about ancient civilizations, reading history books and looking at pictures of ancient artifacts. He owed it to the world to share this discovery with everyone. 
 
    On the other hand, though, the pull this mysterious item exerted on him was visceral in its intensity, and he simply couldn’t bear to part with it, at least not until he had solved its mysteries himself. Part of him still felt that somehow this box was going to change his life—and not simply by getting a large sum of money by selling it to the university, regardless of how badly he needed cash now. 
 
    “What do you say, Andy?” Professor Yamamoto asked. “Are you willing to sell this artifact to the university, or perhaps a museum? As I said, I’ll take care of all the arrangements, and I’ll make sure you’re compensated very generously.” 
 
    Andy held his breath for a few moments, and then released the air in a long, slow sigh. “Sure. I’ll sell it. But could I keep it for just a few more days? I uh, I wanna take some pictures of it and stuff.” 
 
    Professor Yamamoto smiled benevolently and handed Andy a business card. “Of course. Here’s my card. Give me a call as soon as you’re ready to part with it.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do that.” 
 
    Andy had a few more conversations with various people, but at the back of his mind the box was always there, silently calling out to him. Whatever he did, whoever he spoke to, he couldn’t get his mind off it. He ended up having a few glasses of whisky, and Mrs. Tanaka insisted that he stay over in one of the spare rooms, which he did. He slept with the box under his pillow, and that night he had more incredibly vivid dreams of visiting the otherworldly yet utterly realistic fantasy world in which he was some sort of master shinobi.  
 
    He had a quiet breakfast with the Tanaka family, but he couldn’t concentrate on any of the conversations he had with them, for his thoughts were occupied entirely by the box. He had been thinking about the segment of the script Professor Yamamoto had deciphered, which had said something about animals giving willingly. He remembered when he had first received the box from Mr. Tanaka, and had gone out back to the animals, who had all been completely fascinated with the object. 
 
    “The animals give willingly,” he whispered to himself, musing over the enigma. 
 
    “What was that, Andy?” Mrs. Tanaka asked. 
 
    “Oh uh, nothing,” he said, getting up from the table. “Thanks so much for breakfast, Mayumi. It was delicious, as always. I need some fresh air, so I’m gonna go hang out with the animals for a bit. You want me to feed any of them or clean out their enclosures?” 
 
    “They’ve all had their breakfast already,” Mrs. Tanaka said with a smile. “Go see them and just enjoy their company. They miss you, Andy. We all do, here.” 
 
    Andy headed back to his room, grabbed the box, and then walked out to the animal enclosures. The old creatures were happy to see him, but there was something more than just the simple pleasure of seeing an old friend again that was making them so animated. It was the box—every pair of animal eyes followed the object as if it was the tastiest treat in all the world.  
 
    “So you guys are really interested in this box, huh?” Andy asked, strolling up to Rajah the tiger, who let out a deep, rumbling purr at his approach. “What do you think, Rajah, can you tell me what the secret of this box is?” 
 
    He set the box down at the bottom of the fence around Rajah’s enclosure, so that she could examine it. She bent down and sniffed it, then looked up at Andy, studying him intently. Then she looked down at the box again and sniffed at it, inhaling deeply. 
 
    “What are you doing, Rajah?” he asked. “You communicating with the box, somehow?” 
 
    It sounded crazy, but it almost did seem as if the tiger was somehow communicating with the box. Suddenly, she turned and started chewing on one of her claws on her forepaws. 
 
    “Hey, Rajah, what are you doing?” Andy asked. “Don’t do that, you might—” 
 
    The tiger pulled the claw off before Andy could say anything else, and she quietly deposited it at his feet through the fence, like a housecat bringing in a mouse she’d just caught.   
 
    “What the…” Andy murmured, staring with amazement at the claw. Weirdly enough, there was no blood on Rajah’s paw where she’d pulled her claw off, and it didn’t seem to have caused her any pain. 
 
    Rajah used her nose to push the claw through the fence to Andy. She couldn’t talk, but it was plain to see that she was giving it to him. 
 
    “The animals give willingly,” Andy whispered, his widening eyes locked on the claw.  
 
    Suddenly, he understood. For the box’s magic to work, he needed willing donations like this from the animals—and they too clearly understood this. 
 
    He thanked Rajah and put her claw in the box, and then went over to Baloo the grizzly bear, who gave him a tooth. Buzzing with a sense of excitement and anticipation, Andy went over to each of the animals’ enclosures, and each one did the same thing: they seemed to “communicate” with the box, and then handed Andy a piece of themselves. 
 
    He gathered all the animal parts, put them and the box in his backpack, and then said his farewells to the Tanaka family before heading back to his apartment. He didn’t care about the fact that he was about to be out on his ass, nor about the fact that he’d have to go looking for another mindless, dead-end job to waste his life on. All he could think about was the box, for he was now on the cusp of solving its enigma. 
 
    There was one more piece to this puzzle, and Andy knew it had something to do with the cigar cutter-type mechanism inside the box. What else had Professor Yamamoto translated from the script inside the box? It had been something about a sacrifice. The animals had given willingly, that much had been taken care of. Now, Andy thought, it was up to him to make the requisite sacrifice. But what kind of sacrifice was needed, exactly? 
 
    Mr. Tanaka himself had a bad scar on his pinkie finger… 
 
    Andy slipped his forefinger inside the cutting mechanism. It fit perfectly. Slowly, the understanding of exactly what kind of sacrifice was required dawned on him.  
 
    “Damn…” he murmured, staring at his finger inside the chopping device. 
 
    He sat down on his sofa and stared at the box in silence for a long time, with a million thoughts crashing and colliding in his head. He understood that this final step was all that lay between him and whatever treasure the box would provide. But was he really willing and able to sacrifice a literal piece of himself to obtain it? 
 
    Emptying out the contents of his backpack, he picked up each of the animals’ body parts he had been given and put them in the box. As soon as he closed its lid, there was a strange, subsonic pulsing. It was everywhere, almost as if the air itself had become charged with some sort of electrical power. 
 
    Veins of bright purple electricity crackling along every metallic item in his apartment, writhing and crawling along the surfaces like snakes made of pure lightning. All of the light bulbs exploded at once. His TV crackled and popped. The microwave sizzled with electricity. The floor and the walls began to tremble and shake, as if a massive earthquake was about to hit. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Andy gasped. “It’s real! Something totally out of this freakin’ world is about to happen!”  
 
    Joints on the water pipes started bursting, and jets of high-pressure water hissed out.  
 
    “I’ve gotta do this,” Andy said to himself. “I have to do this. I’ve got nothing left. This is it, this is my only ticket out of here.” 
 
    Curling his hands into fists, he clenched his jaw, gritted his teeth and did his best to psych himself up. “Come on,” he growled. “Come on, you can do this, you can do this!” 
 
    He opened the box, which felt as if it were humming with power, and slipped his left pinky finger into the cutting hole of the mechanism. As a right-handed person, he figured that that would be the digit he would miss least. Even so, going through with this and actually chopping off his own finger seemed like a monumentally grave undertaking. 
 
    It also seemed insane. Utterly insane. 
 
    Andy yanked his finger out, and his heart was drumming madly in his chest. He stared at the box, feeling as if he was losing his mind. He chewed on the knuckles of his right hand while staring at the fingers of his left. 
 
    “Holy crap, am I actually going to do this?” he whispered, his eyes locked on his left pinky. “Am I seriously going to chop my own finger off?” 
 
    Yes, yes he was. These words didn’t come from his lips—instead, they seemed to emanate soundlessly from the box, the vibrations in the air feeling as if they were creating words and thoughts in his mind. 
 
    “Screw it,” Andy growled, his faltering courage bolstered by a fresh boost of reckless determination. “I’ve got nothing to lose anymore. What’s losing a single finger if it means gaining the world?” 
 
    Andy was sure that this drastic action was what was needed to unlock the box’s full potential, but he wasn’t one hundred percent certain. And in the event that that one percent of doubt that lingered in his mind turned out to be correct, he needed to be prepared. He grabbed a bag of frozen peas out of the fridge, and got a bandage, disinfectant and medical dressings from the bathroom. Chopped-off fingers could be reattached, right? He typed 911 into his phone and put it on speaker, ready to dial in immediately if need be.  
 
    He drew in a deep breath, held it in his lungs and calmly stuck his pinky finger back in the cutting hole. Then he put his right hand on the mechanism lever and slowly exhaled. He closed his eyes and counted down. 
 
    “Five, four, three, two, one…” 
 
    He slammed his right hand down. A ferocious, searing pain blasted from his left hand all the way up his arm, burning agony through his entire being. It suddenly seemed as if the entire Earth was exploding in a tremendous boom of blinding light and deafening sound. 
 
     But then, everything was quiet, dark and still.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The smell was the first thing that clued Andy in to the fact that he was no longer in his crummy apartment. As he began to regain consciousness, his nostrils were flooded with a smorgasbord of rich smells: damp earth, the after-scent of a recent rainfall, a hint of pine sap, and cleaner, fresher air than he had inhaled in years. 
 
    His ears were also flooded. Birdsong sounded as if it came from hundreds of different species. The buzzing and whining of countless insects. This, Andy imagined, was what the deepest, most untouched parts of the Amazon rainforest had to sound like. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, they confirmed that he was most certainly no longer in his apartment. Cold seeped through his skin and chilled him to the bone. Glancing down, he noticed that he was totally naked. The box lay beside him. When he lifted up his left hand, he saw that his pinky finger was gone. Strangely enough, though, there was neither pain nor blood at the site of the wound. Instead, the stump had scarred over, as if the finger had been amputated years ago rather than seconds ago. 
 
    “What the hell?” Andy murmured, sitting up on the wet grass. 
 
    Confusion made his head spin. All his senses were telling him that he was sitting on his bare ass in some sort of primeval forest, but how on earth could this be possible? Unless, by some bizarre twist of fate, he was no longer on Earth… 
 
    With cautious fingers, Andy opened up the box, expecting to see the grisly sight of his severed pinky. However, the finger was gone, along with the animal body parts that he’d placed in there. The box was now as empty as it had been when he’d first opened it. There was no evidence that mere seconds earlier—or, what had felt like seconds, considering that he may just have broken through the boundaries of time and space—a finger had been lopped off in his box. There wasn’t even a single speck of blood. 
 
    Had he blacked out and somehow stumbled all the way to a park? Had he gotten so drunk he couldn’t remember walking here? No, no, that would be ridiculous. It had to be something else. As unbelievable as it seemed, the box appeared to have transported him somewhere. 
 
    The trees around Andy were enormous. The forest appeared to stretch on as far as the eye could see in all directions. Thick banks of mist hung low between the trees, blocking out the sight of anything at ground level up to around six or seven feet. The deep roar of waves pawing at a shore suggested that there was an ocean nearby, but Andy couldn’t see where it might be. It just sounded as if it was somewhere vaguely behind him. 
 
    Andy got up onto his feet and looked around. Now that the initial confusion was beginning to wear off, a different feeling was displacing it: fear. Andy was cold, naked, and unarmed. He had nothing but the box, not even a stitch of clothing. And being in this state in the middle of a vast, ancient forest, which was probably full of dangerous wildlife, was far from ideal. 
 
    “Alright, think Andy, think,” he said to himself, doing his best to bolster his courage. “First things first: shelter and clothing. Then a weapon. Then you can start thinking about food and water, and—” 
 
    A deep, booming bellow blasted through the chilly air. Its thunderous roar drowned out the birdsong and the chorus of insects.  
 
    Andy spun around, his heart racing. That sound was not good.  
 
    From the direction of where the ocean seemed to be, a huge shape was approaching him through the fog. He couldn’t make it out clearly yet. Was it a bear? No, it was bigger than a bear. A rhinoceros? No, bigger than that, he quickly saw as the shape began to take on a more discernible form. An elephant? The proportions were all wrong… 
 
    The creature burst out of the mist. The instant Andy took in the sight of it, the box dropped from his fingers and his jaw hung slack. His brain took a few moments to process what it was seeing. It didn’t seem real—it couldn’t be real. 
 
    But it was. As solid a physical presence as any of the huge, gnarled trees nearby, the ushi-oni was terrifyingly real. He’d defeated one in a video game once, but now it looked like he might have to take on one of these mythical beasts in real life. As large as an elephant, the ushi-oni had the body of a gigantic tarantula, while its huge horned head looked as if some mad scientist had melded the genes of a tiger and a bull. The hideous creature’s fur was shaggy and orange, dripping wet and covered with seaweed. It seemed to have come from the ocean. 
 
    The ushi-oni opened its fanged mouth and blasted out another deafening roar before it locked its red eyes on Andy. The thick saliva dripping from its huge jaws and the look of ravenous hunger in its eyes said one thing: Andy was on the dinner menu. 
 
    “Oh shit,” he murmured, paralyzed with terror. 
 
    Forcing himself to fight through the fear, Andy scooped up the box from the ground. As the ushi-oni advanced, with a mere dozen or so yards between them, he cocked his arm to throw the box at it. If he could hit it in the face, it might buy him a second or two to run, and if he could get into a tall enough tree, he might just be able to— 
 
    Thrum. 
 
    Something whizzed past Andy’s ear from behind him, and in the blink of an eye, there was an arrow embedded in the ushi-oni’s hideous face. The beast reared up on its eight spider legs, bellowing out an ear-splitting howl of rage and pain. Another arrow thrummed through the air from behind Andy and slammed into the ushi-oni’s underbelly. Then another flew past him, and another, all thudding home into the monster’s shaggy orange body. 
 
    With a final scream of wrath and pain, the ushi-oni turned and scuttled away, retreating into the dense mist. Too stunned to even think about covering up his nakedness, Andy spun around, his mouth hanging open with surprise.  
 
    Emerging from the trees was an elderly Asian-looking man, short and slender. He was bare-headed and bald, and the ends of his long white mustache hung from his upper lip all the way down to his collarbones. He was holding a short antique bow, but the detail that Andy found most interesting was the old man’s clothes. He was dressed in the black garb and light cloth armor of a shinobi. A sword was sheathed on his left hip, and throwing stars were tucked into his belt. He had a kindly face, but his eyes were hard as steel, and his lips were curled into a grimace rather than a smile. He looked Andy up and down, clearly sizing him up, and then let out a long sigh and shook his head. 
 
    “He must have been drunk,” the old man muttered, slipping his bow into a bow-holder on his back. 
 
    Andy was somehow aware that the old man was not speaking English, but he understood everything he was saying perfectly. And, even more bizarrely, when he opened his own mouth and spoke, he was aware that he was speaking in the man’s language, whatever it was, even though in his head he was thinking and comprehending everything in English. 
 
    “Uh, who was drunk?” Andy asked. “Hell, that doesn’t matter. Thank you for saving my life. I… who are you? Where am I? What is this place?” 
 
    “I suppose you at least look like a great warrior, even if you clearly aren’t one,” the old man said as he walked up to Andy. “You are strong, yes, and very tall, which will at least provide some visual intimidation, even if the most junior warrior could cut you down in seconds, which is obviously the case.” 
 
    Andy frowned. “What are you talking about? Who are you?” 
 
    “Hmm, and the fact that you’re a barbarian could provoke confusion among the enemy. You’ll be a useful distraction, if nothing else. I’m sure you could carry heavy loads with ease too, and pull a plow like an ox. I suppose you’re not a completely lost cause.” 
 
    “Wait a second, hold up,” Andy said.  
 
    He didn’t like where this was going. He towered over the old man, who was a hair over five feet tall and looked as if he weighed less than half of what Andy did. Then again, Andy was naked and unarmed, and this guy had a sword, throwing stars, daggers, a bow…. Even with the massive size difference, Andy wasn’t sure he could take the old man in a fight. If it came down to that, which he hoped it wouldn’t. It would be far wiser to attempt to talk his way out of whatever this was first.  
 
    “Could you please just stop and tell me who you are and what’s going on?” Andy asked.  
 
    “What’s going on,” the old man said gruffly, “is that I was promised a mighty warrior who would change the flagging fortunes of the Akai clan. Instead, I got you. A foolish barbarian oaf who doesn’t even seem to have the sense to wear clothes, and who hangs around unarmed in a known ushi-oni hunting ground.” 
 
    “Look, I’m not a ‘barbarian’, mister,” Andy said, “and I’d appreciate it if you’d stop calling me one. And I had clothes on before I came here. They just… it’s hard to explain, but they disappeared. You think I want to be standing here in the cold shivering like a leaf in a gale without a stitch of clothing on? And about the whole ushi-oni thing, I—” 
 
    “Yes, it will be back soon, and it will be even angrier when it returns,” the old man said coolly. “And now that it’s tasted my arrows, it will not fear them again. I won’t be able to stop it next time, so we need to get out of here quickly. Follow me.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question. Can you please tell me who you are and what on earth is going on!”  
 
    The old man, however, had already turned on his heels and was striding briskly away.  
 
    “Earth? What’s that? Never mind, you can tell me another time. Follow me and live, barbarian,” he said calmly, without looking over his shoulder, “or stay there and become ushi-oni food. It’s your choice.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Andy muttered. Shivering, he jogged away, following the old man. 
 
    He caught up with him quickly enough. “Mister, seriously, I don’t know—” 
 
    Without looking back, the old man held up a hand to silence Andy. “Don’t talk,” he said. “Ushi-oni have excellent hearing, and are attracted to the sound of human voices. We need to put a few miles between us and the water before it’s safe to speak again.” 
 
    “Can’t you—” 
 
    “Shh! No more talking, or I’ll remove your foolish tongue!” 
 
    Andy sighed and shook his head, but complied and kept his mouth shut. They continued to travel through the forest, which was truly immense, and more saturated with life than any place Andy had ever been. The place was alive with birdsong, and the grunts, roars, bellows, and howls of countless beasts—none of which seemed to worry the old man, who kept up a brisk pace, and paid no heed to the sounds of the animals. 
 
    While Andy’s head was still spinning with confusion, he couldn’t help but be absolutely fascinated and entranced with his surroundings. Colorful birds in their thousands flew from tree to tree, and strange looking reptiles slithered and crawled up the gnarled trunks. The mist still obscured much of what was at ground level, but he could make out shapes of large animals among the trees. This was what forests had to have looked like at the dawn of civilization, he imagined. 
 
    The trees were of many different kinds, but Andy didn’t recognize most of them. The largest of them looked vaguely like oaks, but with much more gnarled and twisted trunks. Then there were others that looked similar to pines and firs, and others that seemed like plane trees. They also passed a number of bamboo thickets. 
 
    Plenty of streams rushed through the forest too. In every one of them, the water was crystal clear, and not a single piece of litter or pollution was to be seen. Instead, the streams were as full of life as the rest of the forest was, home to many colorful little fish, amphibians, and water insects. 
 
    There were also no bridges to be seen, and they simply walked through the streams, which were no more than knee-deep. The water was chilly but refreshing. When Andy saw the old man pause to scoop up a mouthful of it to drink, he figured it would be safe to do the same. The water tasted as sweet and clean as it looked. 
 
    There was something else about this forest, though, something Andy had never experienced before—at least not with the intensity he was now feeling. Ever since he could remember, he had felt a strong bond with animals. It had started with his first dog, who had been his best friend and closest companion for the first ten years of his life. But in addition to domestic animals, Andy had shared a close kinship with wild animals too. The Tanakas had been very surprised at how quickly and closely Andy had bonded with all the animals at their sanctuary when he had first moved in. 
 
    Here, in this surreal forest, Andy could feel the wild animals all around him. It wasn’t simply a matter of sensing that they were nearby—it was as if he could feel each beast’s individual energy, its spirit, reaching out to him like a lightning bolt searching for a conductor to strike. It was an eerie feeling, difficult to comprehend or wrap his head around, but it was by no means unpleasant. Actually, it made him feel stronger and more at peace in this vast forest. 
 
    More than once he had guessed that this was all a dream. But after repeatedly pinching himself, he had soon realized that this, as utterly bizarre and surreal as it seemed, was real. 
 
    Finally, after a long trek into the depths of the forest, the old man broke his silence. “Alright, barbarian, we are safe from the ushi-oni now,” he said. “That is not to say, however, that we are safe. Far from it! Danger lurks in this forest.” 
 
    “Danger?” Andy asked. “Like tigers and bears? Or more monsters?” 
 
    The old man shook his head, and his face was grim. “If we do not trouble the beasts, they will not trouble us. And there are more monsters like the ushi-oni, but they are rare. No, the danger I am most worried about is posed by men. We must be extremely vigilant from this point on. There is still a long way to go before we get to the safety of the stronghold.” 
 
    “Okay, look,” Andy said, “I have no idea what’s going on here. None at all. Please, please, can you explain who you are, where I am, and what’s going on? And seriously, is there any way I could at least get a pair of pants to put on?” 
 
    “I have heard that barbarians are very comfortable with nudity,” the old man said. “Why are you complaining about it? Are your lands not cold and icy? Nobu-Teng must seem downright balmy to you, even though we are in the depths of fall and on the cusp of winter!” 
 
    Andy furrowed his brow and frowned. “Nobu-Teng? Where’s that? Is this part of Japan? Look, like I said, I’m not a barbarian, and I don’t know where you think I come from, but where I actually come from is America, and believe me, the part I’m from is warmer than this! I’m freezing here.” 
 
    The old man looked Andy up and down with a skeptical gaze, clearly not convinced that Andy was telling the truth. “Japan? America? I have never heard of these places. Are they beyond the barbarian kingdom? I suppose the world is far larger than any of us can imagine.” He shrugged. “After all, it takes years of sailing to reach the barbarian kingdom. You must tell me of this ‘Japan’ and this ‘America’ when we have the luxury of time—something we do not currently possess. I suppose I can fashion a loincloth for you out of some bandages I’m carrying. I’m afraid it won’t do much to stave off the cold, but it’s something, right?” 
 
    “Uh, sure, thank you, a loincloth is better than nothing,” Andy said. 
 
    The old man nodded and got out some tightly-wrapped bandages from a hidden pocket in the breast of his uwagi. “Stand still, barb—” 
 
    “Andy,” Andy said. “Andy Knight, that’s my name. Please could you call me that instead of ‘barbarian’?” 
 
    A hint of a smile appeared on the old man’s face, and he gave a subtle nod. “Very well, Andy Knight. I will call you by your given name from now on.”  
 
    He started wrapping the makeshift loincloth around Andy’s lower regions, which flooded him with a bizarre rush of discomfort, embarrassment, and the odd feeling that he was like a small child again. Of all the things he’d imagined would happen when he activated the power of the box, ending up naked and being wrapped up in a diaper-like garment by an elderly ninja had not been one of them.  
 
    Ozu, however, did not seem to be experiencing any sort of discomfort at this profoundly awkward moment. “My name is Ozu Akai. It is good to make your acquaintance… even though you are not at all what I’d hoped for.” 
 
    “What you’d hoped for? What does that mean? And uh, is Ozu your first name or your surname? I know in Japanese culture, that you say the surname first, and—” 
 
    “What is ‘Japanese’?” Ozu asked, frowning. “Ozu is the name my father gave me at birth. Akai is my clan name. It’s quite simple, really.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s good to know,” Andy said as Ozu finished wrapping the loincloth. “But what about the whole thing about you ‘expecting me’? You knew I was going to be there, back where the ushi-oni was. How did you know that? And who exactly were you expecting, since it clearly wasn’t me?” 
 
    “The monk, he is a known prophet, a seer of the future. I paid a lot of gold to that drunken fool,” Ozu said, sighing and shaking his head. “He told me that in that spot, on this day, a great warrior would appear. This warrior would change the fortunes of my clan, which have been dire of late, and help us to rise from the depths of misery and despair and weakness in which we have been mired for years. But you, Andy, and I mean no offense to you, but you are very obviously no warrior. The monk either lied to me, or he was drunk when he prophesied your arrival. Still, the gods work in strange ways, and I must trust them. Even though you are not the mighty warrior I was hoping for, I sense that you will have some part to play in my clan’s unfolding story. What that part will be and how significant it will be I cannot say… but your fate is now intertwined with ours.” 
 
    Andy had no idea how to respond to this, but even if he had planned to say something, there was no time in which to say it. Ozu’s body suddenly tensed up, and he dropped to the ground and pressed his ear to the earth. Andy was surprised by how agile the old man was; he looked like he had to be close to eighty years old. 
 
    When Ozu sprang back to his feet, the subtle smile was gone from his face. In its place was an expression of dire urgency. 
 
    “Do exactly what I say right now, Andy Knight, exactly what I say,” Ozu hissed, “or I guarantee that you’ll be nothing more than a headless corpse in the next two minutes. Move, hurry!” 
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Another ushi-oni?” Andy asked. He couldn’t hear anything or detect any movement nearby, and he wondered how the old man had noticed the presence of something unfriendly. 
 
    “Worse,” Ozu said darkly. “There’s no time to explain. Move!” 
 
    Without saying another word, Ozu took off into the undergrowth. The old man moved like a fox, with great speed and stealth, barely disturbing a leaf or a twig with his passage. Andy, however, crashed through the vegetation with all the grace and subtlety of a drunk buffalo. 
 
    He knew that Ozu had to be cursing him for all the noise he was making, but the old man’s attention wasn’t on him—instead, it was on the trees. From what Andy could gather, Ozu was frantically seeking out a very specific species of tree, and with every passing moment, his search only grew more urgent. 
 
    Andy soon heard what Ozu had detected minutes earlier: the drumming of horse hooves on the ground. From the sound of it, there were a lot of them, and there was no question that they were coming this way.  
 
    Between the trees in the distance, Andy caught sight of a great mass of horsemen galloping through the forest. They were too far away for him to make out any details, but if Ozu said they were dangerous, he had no doubt they were. Andy’s pulse began to quicken. The trees were spread far apart in this section of the forest, and the undergrowth was thin, and hiding places were few and far between. 
 
    “Not good,” Andy murmured, “not good at all.” 
 
    Ozu, still darting from tree to tree like an agitated ferret, abruptly stopped in front of one very gnarled and twisted old tree. The bulbous trunk was covered in a thick carpet of moss. Andy watched as Ozu whipped out his ninjatō and slashed at the moss. Andy expected the blade to rebound off the hard trunk beneath, but instead the sword disappeared into the tree. There’s a hollow in the trunk, Andy realized. Under the moss.  
 
    With a quick horizontal slash, Ozu opened up a makeshift doorway in the curtain of moss—which remained perfectly intact, despite the sword cuts—and he peeled this open to reveal a hollow large enough for two men to squeeze into. 
 
    When Andy saw what was in that hollow, however, his eyes almost popped out of their sockets. 
 
    “Get in!” Ozu hissed, pointing into the dark, closet-like space. 
 
    “Uh, no thanks, I think I’ll take my chances with the horsemen,” Andy said, his eyes locked on the shadowy space, his face contorted into an expression of horror.   
 
    “Their bite is painful, but not venomous,” Ozu said. “Which is a lot more favorable to your long-term survival than the bite of a sharp katana. Get in!” 
 
    The dark hollow inside the tree was not empty. Instead, it looked like something straight out of an arachnophobe’s worst nightmare; the entire space was taken up by thick tunnels of cobwebs, and it was crawling with hand-sized tarantula-like spiders, whose bulky bodies were covered in fur in shimmering tones of purple and bright green. 
 
    “No way, I’m—” Andy began, but Ozu was not about to take no for an answer. Moving with incredible speed, he gripped Andy’s wrist in a powerful lock, twisted his arm, and practically hurled him into the spider-filled hollow before he could finish his sentence. 
 
    Ozu darted in behind Andy and closed the moss-door—which, Andy saw, was held together by a thick mesh of sticky spiderwebs—effectively sealing the two of them into this horror of a living tomb. The spiders were not happy about this invasion of their nest, and they immediately swarmed over Andy and Ozu. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Andy gasped as the massive spiders scuttled across his bare skin. It didn’t take long for a string of far more vehement curses to explode from his mouth as the first of them sank its fangs into his skin. It felt as if someone had just stabbed two red-hot needles into his flesh. 
 
    “Shut your mouth!” Ozu hissed. “Endure the pain, for it is but a trifle compared to what our enemies will do to you if they find you in here!” 
 
    “Ow!” Andy yelped as another spider sank its searing hot fangs into his flesh. 
 
    He couldn’t see much in the gloom, but he spotted a spider on Ozu’s neck. He watched, horrified, as the spider bit into Ozu’s exposed flesh, but was surprised to see that the old man didn’t even flinch. 
 
    “Ow, oh my God this hurts, ow!” Andy howled as he was bitten again and again.  
 
    “You are as tall as an oak, and you look like you’re as strong as an ox, but you’re clearly as weak and as timid as a mouse!” Ozu growled. “Use your ki to combat the pain!” 
 
    “Ki? What the—ow!—hell is that?!” 
 
    “Don’t you barbarians know anything?” Ozu muttered. “Your ki is your lifeforce, your spirit energy. If you can master control of your ki, you can move mountains.” 
 
    “I don’t—ow!—need to move—ow, ow dammit, ow!—mountains! I just need—ow, oh man, ow!—this pain to stop!” 
 
    Outside, the drumming of hooves was like rolling thunder, and Andy could feel the ground trembling beneath his feet. The horsemen were almost upon them. 
 
    “Take my hand,” Ozu said. “Quickly.” 
 
    He and Andy were pressed together in the claustrophobic space of the hollow, with Ozu’s back against Andy’s front. Ozu slipped one of his hands behind him, and Andy gripped it. Immediately, a jolt of what felt like liquefied electricity flowed from Ozu’s hand to Andy’s. Andy felt as if his blood was being passed through some sort of filter, and on the way out was being charged with a chemical infusion that spread both calm serenity and powerful resilience through his entire being. At once, he felt calmer, more relaxed, stronger and more vital, charged with an incredible sense of energy. His senses felt as if they had just been enhanced too, as if he could see, hear, and smell everything around him far more vividly. 
 
    The sharp, burning agony of the spiders’ relentless bites quickly faded to a mere annoyance—their vicious attacks now seemed as trivial as mosquito bites. With the pain thus reduced, Andy was able to control his involuntary cursing and keep his mouth shut as the horsemen approached, their hooves thundering across the forest floor. 
 
    However, when he caught sight of them through a gap in the moss-door, no amount of ki in his system could have prevented him from gasping with sheer awe and wonder. Beyond in the woods were over a hundred horsemen, all attired in the most terrifyingly beautiful samurai armor Andy had ever seen. 
 
    The samurai were all armed with yumi bows and long lances on which colorful pennants fluttered. They all wore katanas and wakizashi in scabbards on their hips too. Their armor, made from overlapping plates of steel, boiled leather, and iron worn over sections of padded cloth armor and chainmail, was painted in tones of red, purple, burgundy, and black. Their elaborate, crested helms were molded in the shapes of demonic faces, or of grotesque human-like faces with beards of fur. 
 
    Near the tree, the leader of this army—a big man in red armor whose helm was shaped like the face of a particularly ferocious demon with huge tusks sticking out of the cheeks—held up a hand and reined in his horse, calling a halt to the gallop. 
 
    He stopped and peered all around, gazing through the trees. 
 
    “The old man is in these woods somewhere,” he growled, his voice muffled by his magnificent helm. “The monk swore to me that the Akai scum would be here on this day, at this time. One hundred gold pieces to whoever brings me his head!” 
 
    The other samurai let out an aggressive, eager shout, and they spread out and began searching through the woods. 
 
    “Don’t utter a word,” Ozu whispered. “Don’t even breathe.” 
 
    Andy would have been unable to comply with this request a few moments earlier, but now, with the ki flowing through him, he was able to hold his breath and not make a sound, even with the spiders’ repeated bites puncturing his skin. 
 
    One of the samurai on horseback approached the tree. Both Ozu and Andy held their breath as the man got closer. He stared right at them, right at the tree. Andy prayed that the man couldn’t see through the mossy door.  
 
    Despite the ki flowing through him, Andy’s heart thumped and cold fear flowed through his veins as the samurai dismounted and approached the tree. Ozu quietly reached for his dagger and curled his fingers around its hilt as the samurai half-drew his katana from its sheath and stepped up to the moss-door. 
 
    Just as the man started to reach for the moss, however, a shout from the leader echoed through the woods. “Get back in formation! This area is clear, we’re moving on!” 
 
    The samurai turned around, mere inches from the door, and remounted his horse and galloped back to join the others. Both Andy and Ozu let out a sigh of relief, and Ozu’s fingers slid off the hilt of his dagger. 
 
    They waited until the samurai were long gone before they spoke.  
 
    “Alright,” Ozu said, “enough of these cursed spiders. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Abruptly, the flow of ki through Andy’s body stopped, and when it did, he felt everything again. He howled with agony as another spider sank its fangs into his skin. He shoved past Ozu, bursting out of the hollow, and jumped around like a man on fire, frantically flinging and swatting the tarantula-like spiders off his body. 
 
    Ozu, meanwhile, walked out calmly, brushing the biting beasts off him as if they were mere dust balls. 
 
    “Ow, oh man, oh, that was terrible, that was awful, I can’t believe I was just in some sort of crazy spider nest, pretty much naked, with those things swarming all over me,” Andy groaned. His entire body was covered with red bite marks. Little trickles of blood were oozing from each of the puncture wounds the fangs had left in his skin. 
 
    “Like I said, they’re not venomous,” Ozu said. “You’ll be fine. The pain will fade quickly, and the bites will merely itch for an hour or two. Come, we must leave this area. It seems that the monk has betrayed me.” 
 
    “Who is this monk?” Andy asked, grimacing with pain. “And who were those guys? And that whole ki thing, that was amazing! How the hell did you do that? Can you… can you show me how to do that?”  
 
    “First, we move,” Ozu said. “We have to stick to the deeper forest now, where horses cannot go. I’ll answer your questions when we get to a place of safety. For now, remain quiet, do as I do, and move as I move.” 
 
    Ozu led Andy deeper into the forest, where the trees were more closely packed, and the undergrowth too thick for horses. Andy felt like a clumsy bull blundering through the dense shrubs, but Ozu moved through them as silently as a ghost. After an hour or two, they reached a large river, which tumbled over a cliff in a magnificent waterfall that dropped into an enormous valley, covered in lush forest as far as the eye could see. In the distance, on the horizon, loomed a range of towering mountains with jagged peaks. 
 
    “Be careful where you step, Andy Knight,” Ozu said as he hopped agilely from rock to rock, crossing the river. “The current is swift and powerful here. If you fall in, you’ll almost certainly be swept over that waterfall. The drop is hundreds of feet, and the rocks at the bottom are hard and cruel.” 
 
    Andy took care as he followed in Ozu’s footsteps, leaping from rock to rock. The old man made it look easy, but Andy had to concentrate deeply on each jump, and he almost slipped and fell into the roaring river on a number of occasions. He eventually made it safely across, though. Once they were on the other side, Ozu began to speak. 
 
    “Andy Knight, you appear to know nothing of Nobu-Teng, so I suppose I should explain a few things. It is a mystery to me how you could have arrived here like a newborn child, deposited in the middle of an ushi-oni hunting ground wearing nothing but what the gods gave you at birth, but you can tell me about your undoubtedly strange journey later. As for me, I am the leader of the Akai clan, an ancient and honorable shinobi family.” 
 
    “So you are a shinobi then, a real one,” Andy said. “A ninja… and you’re the head of a clan of ninjas?” 
 
    “Of course I’m a ‘real’ shinobi!” Ozu exclaimed. “What other sort is there?” 
 
    Andy opened his mouth, about to explain to the old man about cosplayers, but he stopped himself. In this world, everything from both his world’s historical and fantasy realms was evidently quite real—samurai, shinobi, oni, ki—and the concept of someone dressing up as these things for fun would undoubtedly seem preposterous to someone for whom these were lived realities.  
 
    “Uh, nothing, Ozu, forget I said that,” Andy said. “Go on.” 
 
    “My ancient clan,” Ozu said with a deep sigh that made his whole form seem as if it was deflating, “is in trouble. Deep trouble. We are in our twilight years, and the night that is coming for us will swallow us whole and smother us with darkness forever.” 
 
    “What kind of trouble?” Andy asked. “Something to do with those samurai?” 
 
    “That’s only a small part of it,” Ozu said. “We have many enemies, and Itzu and his samurai are only one of those. Another shinobi clan, the Hushaki clan, led by the dishonest, treacherous cur Nago Hushaki, they have plotted our downfall for decades. And now they have almost succeeded in bringing it about. Never in my ancestors’ long history has the Akai clan been this weak, this crippled. One more solid strike from our enemies, and we will be irreparably shattered.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Andy said, with genuine sympathy.    
 
    “I came to seek you out—well not you specifically, Andy Knight, but rather the great warrior whom the monk promised. This great warrior would supposedly turn the tide of this war for me. I sought out this monk out of sheer desperation, as a last resort. And in this task, as in so many others in recent days, it appears that I have failed.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Andy said, feeling the sting of indignation. “You keep saying that I’m clearly no warrior, but how do you know that I’m not secretly some powerful fighter, huh?” 
 
    Ozu chuckled, stopped walking, and turned to face Andy. “Attack me then, Andy Knight,” he said calmly. “Go on, do it.” 
 
    Andy swallowed slowly. The old man’s confidence, despite being half his size, was unnerving. And he remembered how effortlessly Ozu had manhandled him when shoving him into the hollow in the tree. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Ozu asked. “Here, perhaps a weapon would give you a little more confidence?” He unsheathed his ninjatō and tossed it to Andy, who caught it and gripped it how he thought a sword should be held. 
 
    Andy wasn’t about to attack Ozu with a sword, though. Not only because the old man was his only friend and ally in this strange new world. He was absolutely certain that no matter how furiously he attacked the shinobi, he would end up with his ass on the ground, a blade pressed against his throat. He sheepishly handed the ninjatō back to Ozu. 
 
    “Okay, okay, so you’re right, I’m no great warrior,” Andy said. “Just a regular guy from California.” 
 
    “California?” Ozu asked with a quizzical expression on his face as he slammed the ninjatō back into its sheath. I’ve heard the barbarian kingdoms called by a few names, but never that one. Is that what you call your kingdom?” 
 
    Andy had no idea how to even begin to explain that he didn’t simply come from some other land across the ocean, but that instead, he seemed to have crossed the boundaries of space and time. He decided to keep his story a little simpler for the time being. 
 
    “Uh yeah, that’s what we call my kingdom,” he said. “But never mind about that, tell me more about this place. Who’s the monk?” 
 
    “California. Interesting… Well, the monk is a renowned seer of the Grand Temple,” Ozu said. “He is able to catch glimpses of the future, and his prophecies usually come to pass. And of course, if one knows the future, or can at least see some of it, one has an advantage over those who cannot see such things. This is a gift of immense power, thus he does not provide these services for free. I would not usually spend valuable gold on things like this, but in times of desperation…” 
 
    He stopped here and muttered a curse under his breath before he spit on the ground. “And for all that gold I spent, I still have no great warrior. Although I must say, when I linked my ki to yours, I did sense a great spirit within you, Andy Knight. I must apologize for my initial lack of respect. You must understand that when one is expecting a mighty shinobi, but then what is actually delivered is a naked, confused barbarian who has clearly never swung a sword in his life, one is bound to express some disappointment.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I get it,” Andy said with a self-deprecating grin. “If I’d been expecting Conan the Barbarian or Aragorn or Naruto Uzumaki or something, and instead I got… well, me, I’d be a little pissed too.”    
 
    Ozu let out a resounding belly laugh. His laughter was melodious and filled with mirth, but there was no mockery in it. Andy couldn’t help but laugh along with him, so infectious was the old man’s chuckling. 
 
    “It is good that you have a sense of humor, Andy Knight,” Ozu said, still chuckling, “but in all seriousness, I must apologize for judging you prematurely. As I said, my ki transfer allowed me to catch a glimpse of the spirit within you, and it is a mighty and honorable one. There is a definite and undeniable power in you—it just needs to be trained, honed and shaped. Perhaps the monk was right after all, simply not in the blatantly obvious way I was so foolishly expecting him to be.” 
 
    A feeling of pride and confidence swelled within Andy, and a broad grin spread across his face. He was really starting to like Ozu. “Any chance you could show me some of that ki stuff now?” he asked. 
 
    “Hmm, why not?” Ozu said. They stopped walking, finding themselves in a clearing in the forest. “First, Andy Knight, before you can begin to utilize your ki, you must understand what ki is. Look around you, tell me what you see.” 
 
    “I see… trees, lots of trees. Plenty other plants too. Ferns, shrubs, vines, grass, moss, fungi and stuff too. Birds, insects, reptiles… and animals. I can’t see ‘em, but I know they’re out there.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ozu said, “you are correct, but your observations are merely superficial. A young toddler could have told me the same thing you just did. What do you really see? Go beyond what your eyes, ears, and nose are telling you. Any fool can use those senses. Look at the forest with your spirit and tell me what you see.” 
 
    “With my spirit? How do I—” Andy began. 
 
    “Don’t ask so many questions! Close your eyes, see the forest as if you were a blind man. Tell me what you really see when the sensation of sight has been taken away from you. We shinobi operate in the shadows, in darkness. You must learn to rely on senses other than your eyes to guide you. Now tell me, what do you really see?” 
 
    Andy closed his eyes and concentrated. As he had before, he could sense the animals all around him, and he could feel the energy of each of their spirits. Somewhere in the distance was a tiger, and he could feel its ferocity charging his courage and fighting spirit, as if he’d plugged his soul into an electrical outlet. There was a forest rhinoceros somewhere nearby, and its brute strength swelled the power of his own muscles. A fox was stalking a rodent, and he could feel his entire body becoming lighter and more agile when he tuned his spirit into the fox’s frequency, and he felt as if he could move just as swiftly and stealthily as Ozu had earlier. 
 
    But more than any of these individual sensations, he felt the energy of everything here.  There was so much life surrounding him that it was almost overwhelming in its intensity. Every living thing in this forest, from the tiniest insects to the most massive, ancient trees, was buzzing with the energy of a universal lifeforce. 
 
    “Ki… is life,” Andy murmured, his eyes still closed, drinking in the splendor of this vast ocean of crackling energy. 
 
    “Yes, yes!” Ozu said eagerly. “You’re getting there now, Andy Knight! But you haven’t quite unlocked the secret yet. For that, you need to invert what you’re doing now. You’re experiencing the ki of everything, which is a truly magnificent sensation, but to use your ki, you must flip your senses on their heads, and look deep within.”  
 
    Andy slowly filled his lungs with the clean, pure air of the forest, and then held his breath. 
 
    “The same ki you are feeling from everything around you is also within you,” Ozu said. “It’s there, trust me. Seek it out, but do not stop at simply finding it. Realize that it is a part of you that can be used and worked as any muscle or limb can be used. And when your mind begins to truly comprehend this truth, then, Andy Knight, then you can begin to utilize your ki.” 
 
    Doing his best to focus on what was at the core of his being, Andy kept his eyes tightly shut and tried to feel the ki—the lifeforce—that burned within him, as it burned within the bodies and spirits of every living thing around him. It was strange, trying to do this. Andy had never been religious or even spiritual, really. His parents hadn’t been religious, nor had the Tanakas, so trying to connect to the inner core of his soul was a brand-new experience for him. 
 
    Despite his inexperience, though, he found himself reaching into a part of himself that he had never before accessed. And just as he had “seen” with the animals, there was a potent energy vibrating through the entirety of his being. And it was a strong energy. An energy possessed of courage, stoicism, determination, compassion, and justice. It felt as if it was a bright, multicolored light that could blaze through any darkness, no matter how dense. 
 
    “I… I’ve found it, Ozu!” Andy exclaimed. “I’ve found it, I’ve found the ki within me!” 
 
    “I know you have,” Ozu said, chuckling warmly. “I can sense it. Well done, Andy Knight, well done! It would have taken an average novice shinobi far longer to learn this lesson. You are a fast learner, I’ll give you that. But this lesson is not yet over. Now that you’ve found your ki, you have to practice using it. This will be difficult at first, but as with most things, the more you practice, the better you’ll get at it.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll give it a shot,” Andy said. “What do I do next?” 
 
    “Open your eyes, but maintain your focus on your ki. And while you’re doing this, I want you to think about the following concept: what happens when you throw a ball into a net?” 
 
    “What?” Andy asked, confused. He opened his eyes and saw that Ozu was now right in front of him. He hadn’t even sensed the old man moving. 
 
    Ozu grinned, and then slammed a swift, sharp punch into Andy’s midriff. The old man was small and slender, but Andy felt as if he’d just been slugged by Mike Tyson. Pain rocketed through his abdomen. He doubled over and dropped to his knees, gasping and groaning. 
 
    “Ugh… ow… oh man, why did you… do that?!” Andy gasped as wave after wave of pain tore through this lower body. 
 
    “You did not use your ki!” Ozu said sternly. “That’s why the blow hurt so much. I told you to think about a ball being thrown into a net—that’s how you use your ki in a situation like this. When a boy throws a ball into a net, what do the strands of string that make up the net do? Do only a few strands absorb the impact, while the vast majority of the strands stay slack? No. If they did that, the net would break. Each strand of string is weak on its own. But when they all work together, in unison, they are immensely strong. When a boy throws a ball into a net, every single strand of string in that net takes the force of the impact and distributes it through the net. Of course, the strings where the ball strikes will take more of an impact, but not nearly as much as if the other strings did nothing. Now, stand up, and we’ll try this again. This time, you’re going to use your ki like a net, and my punch is the ball that’s being thrown into it.” 
 
    “Can we… do this without me… being punched?” Andy gasped, still trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “No,” Ozu said. “Pain is an excellent accelerator of learning. Now stand up, Andy Knight, and use your ki.” 
 
    Andy struggled to his feet, gritting his teeth and clenching his jaw as he prepared to take another punch. 
 
    “No, no, not like that!” Ozu said. “You are tensing your muscles—this won’t work. Ki! That is what’s needed! Relax your muscles, and fill them with ki. Visualize a ball striking a net. The strands of this ki-net are connected to every part of your body, from your fingers to your toes to the hair on your head. Use this net to absorb the blow. Are you ready?” 
 
    Andy relaxed his body, and focused on the ki within him, and visualized the multicolored light filling up every cubic inch of his body, from the top of his scalp all the way down to the ends of his toes. 
 
    “I’m ready,” he said. 
 
    There was a thump in Andy’s stomach, and the force of the blow almost knocked him off his feet, but the pain was mild—it had been absorbed through the entirety of his body instead of being concentrated in one small area. Now it felt as if he’d been hit by a young child instead of by a heavyweight boxing champion. 
 
    “Okay Ozu, no need for a trial blow, you can hit me for real now, I’m ready,” Andy said. 
 
    Ozu laughed. “I just did! I hit you harder than I did the first time!” 
 
    Andy opened his eyes and beamed an ear-to-ear grin at the old man. “Are you serious?!” 
 
    “You are learning very quickly, Andy Knight,” Ozu said, a glimmer of pride and respect sparkling in his eyes. “Well done.” 
 
    Andy was buzzing with excitement. “That was awesome! I can’t believe I just did that! Teach me more, Ozu!” 
 
    “I will, in time,” Ozu said. “But no more lessons for now. The hour grows late, and we must move. There are rumors of a great and terrible evil that moves through the forest at night. They are simply rumors, yes, but I would rather not take my chances with them. And you need to get some clothes on you. The coming night will be a cold one, I can feel its approach in my bones.” 
 
    They set off again. In the distance, the sun edged ever closer to the horizon, and the shadows between trees grew darker and denser. 
 
    “Tell me more about being a shinobi,” Andy said as they walked. “What do you guys do?” 
 
    “It is an ancient and venerable caste of Nobu-Teng society,” Ozu said. “We are a warrior caste, of sorts, but are, in a strange way, simultaneously part of and outside the caste system. This is why we must live apart from the rest of society. We are beings of the shadows, we shinobi, but just as bats and owls and all the other creatures of the night are as essential to the balance of life as those birds and beasts who are active during the day, so too are we essential to the balance of society in Nobu-Teng. We are assassins, first and foremost, but we are not like the crude thugs of the mercenary caste, who will wreak their violence on anyone they are paid to. Instead, we work only for the nobility, taking out high-profile targets. The strategic killing of a single daimyo or shogun can spare the lives of thousands of soldiers and peasants who would have died in a needless war. As much as we are practitioners of violence in our own way, we strive to minimize conflict in society. Well, that’s how it used to be, anyway,” he added with a sigh. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Andy asked. 
 
    “My clan, the Akai, we follow the old ways. The traditions of our caste are sacred to us. But they are no longer sacrosanct to clans like the Hushaki.” Ozu spat, as if their name had left a sour taste in his mouth. “They have dragged the name of all shinobi through the mud by using their elite skills to become like common mercenary thugs. They kill anyone—men, women, children, the elderly—innocent or guilty, for whoever pays them enough gold. There is no honor, no strategy in what the Hushaki now do. They are motivated solely by greed.” Ozu paused, his jaw clenched. “They are dishonorable thugs! A disgrace to everything the old shinobi masters stood for. And there is nothing we traditionalists can do about it. They’ve almost crushed us, almost ground us into dust. I, Ozu Akai, am the last of my name… and when I die, my clan will die with me. And then there will only be dishonorable clans like the Hushaki. The old ways of the shinobi will die with the passing of the Akai clan into the mists of history.” 
 
    “There’s gotta be something you can do to stop these Hushaki guys,” Andy said.  
 
    “I have tried everything,” Ozu said sadly. “Even as desperate an act as coming to seek out a prophesied warrior—you—as I did today. And I pray, Andy Knight, that somehow the gods work through you to turn things around. But hope, it is something that is a rapidly diminishing commodity for me. It is better to accept reality and deal with it bravely and stoically than it is to foolishly hope for miracles.” Ozu’s face hardened, and his body stiffened. “If you do not mind,” he said softly, “I do not wish to speak any more of these things. I would appreciate it if we could pass the rest of the journey in silence.” 
 
    “Okay,” Andy said, not wanting to push the old man to speak when he clearly didn’t want to. 
 
    They journeyed through the growing dusk, and the landscape changed, becoming hillier and steeper. In the thickening darkness of the forest, thousands of little lights began to glow in hues of pink, purple, red, and orange—fireflies. Andy was awed at the beauty of them. 
 
    Up ahead, the density of trees began to grow thinner, and soon Andy was able to see the vastness of the sky, in which he saw an incredible sight: not one but two full moons rising above the horizon, huge and yellow. The smaller of the two was the same size as the moon back on earth, but the other one, about a third of the way higher in the sky, was three times that size. 
 
    They came to the edge of a cliff that looked out over a vast valley in which sheer-sided karst mountains jutted up like thousands of pillars. Atop one of these towers of rock was a fortress, built in what looked like the old Japanese style—a dozen or so low buildings with curved roofs, with courtyards between them. Fires and flaming torches burned in the settlement, making the rock tower look like a single burning candle shining in the dark valley. 
 
    “We are almost there, Andy Knight,” Ozu said, pointing at the settlement atop the enormous pillar of rock in the valley below. “What stands before you is the Akai stronghold, home of my clan for over a thousand years.” 
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    A steep, treacherous trail led down into the valley, and it would have been impassable in the darkness if it hadn’t been for the swarms of colorful fireflies drifting through the forest. They provided enough gentle illumination to light the way, although there were many patches of inky blackness. Even so, Ozu strode on through the shadows as if he were a cat who could see in the dark. Andy guessed he had traversed this path so many times that he could do it with his eyes closed. 
 
    After an hour or two of scrambling, slipping, and sliding down the steep single-track path, Andy was relieved when the ground leveled out and they found themselves on the valley floor. The forest was lush and humid here, and the whine of insects was almost deafening in its intensity. 
 
    They followed the trail to a broad, fast-flowing river, spanned by an elegant wooden arched bridge—one of the first signs of civilization Andy had touched since arriving in this new, strange world. Here over the river, where there was no tree cover, the gentle silvery light of the twin full moons illuminated the landscape. 
 
    The bridge was around fifty yards in length, and when Ozu and Andy were halfway across, a flurry of motion came from the other side. Two shinobi appeared to have materialized out of thin air, and they aimed their bows at Andy. 
 
    “Lower your weapons—he’s with me,” Ozu said gruffly, and immediately the shinobi obeyed. 
 
    They stepped aside when Ozu and Andy reached the other side of the bridge, and allowed Andy to pass between them. The men said nothing, but he could feel their hard eyes burning into the back of his head. He had a feeling that they would have cut him down without a second’s hesitation if Ozu hadn’t vouched for him. 
 
    After another ten minutes of walking through the dark forest, they arrived at the base of the enormous karst rock upon which the stronghold was perched. The walls were sheer and absolutely vertical, and the rock was around two hundred feet tall—it was, essentially, a solid skyscraper in the middle of the jungle. 
 
    “How do we get up top?” Andy asked. “I don’t see any ropes or ladders anywhere.” 
 
    “Follow me,” Ozu said. “And be careful; a single misstep could be your last.” 
 
    He walked around to the back of the rock. Andy couldn’t see any other shinobi in the shadows, but he was quite sure they were there. The feeling of hostile eyes locked on his body was impossible to shake. He found it odd that he could so strongly sense the ki of various wild animals in the darkness, but did not seem to be able to do the same with humans—it was almost as if he shared a far stronger bond with animals than he did with members of his own species. 
 
    Around the back of the rock, an extremely narrow stairway had been cut into the huge rock. The stairway spiraled, all the way to the top. There was no guardrail or guard rope, and the stone steps were a mere handful of inches in breadth. 
 
    “Holy crap, that’s how we have to go up?” Andy said nervously. 
 
    “Follow me, you’ll be fine,” Ozu said. He turned and grinned at Andy, with mischief sparkling in his eyes in the moonlight. “After all, if an eighty-year-old geriatric can do it, it can’t be that difficult for you, surely?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I guess,” Andy said, trying to disguise his fear with a weak smile. 
 
    Ozu led the way, walking up the terrifyingly steep and narrow staircase with the easy, fearless agility of a feline. Andy followed behind him, keeping his back pressed against the rock, his heart drumming madly in his chest as he did everything in his power to avoid looking down at the increasingly massive gulf below, which pulled at him relentlessly with a horrifying sense of vertigo. 
 
    The ascent felt as if it were taking hours, and every step was an exercise in overcoming debilitating terror. In reality, however, it took around twenty minutes to reach the top. Andy practically dropped to his knees and kissed the dirt when he finally had solid ground beneath his feet again. 
 
    He didn’t have much time to enjoy this sense of relief, however, for he found himself standing in front of a tall stone wall—around twenty feet in height—with an ornate set of oaken gates, painted red, in the center. Armed men with bows and spears patrolled the crenelated battlements atop the wall. They were not shinobi; despite his inexperience in such things, Andy realized this quite quickly. These soldiers, who wore iron skullcaps and brown tunics enhanced with items of boiled leather armor, did not move with the effortless fluidity of Ozu or the other shinobi he’d seen on the bridge, and they did not exude that same sense of deadly confidence. 
 
    Memories of Andy’s ultra-vivid dreams had been lingering at the back of his mind ever since he’d first arrived in this strange new world. He kept half-expecting to stumble across the castle and landscapes he had seen with such mesmerising clarity in those dreams. Thus far, though, he had experienced no sense of dejavu, and nothing he had seen had seemed familiar, including this place and these people.  
 
    He looked up at the guards again, wondering what fighting skills they possessed.  
 
    “The guards are ordinary men, hired from the guild in town,” Ozu said, as if reading Andy’s mind. “In better times, this entire stronghold would have been protected solely by shinobi, but there are so few of us Akai shinobi left that we have had to restrict our placements to the most vulnerable areas, and plug the gaps with these men. They are all good, honorable men—I vetted each of them personally—but they simply do not possess the speed, skill, strength, and spirit necessary to become shinobi.” 
 
    “How did you know I was even thinking that?” Andy asked. 
 
    Ozu smiled knowingly. “The power of keen observation, practiced and honed over a lifetime, can give any man ‘mind-reading’ powers that seem to the uninformed as if they are rooted in magic. I assure you, though, that what I just did has nothing to do with magic, Andy Knight. It was a simple matter of picking up on subtle cues that are invisible to the uninitiated. You will learn all these things in time. Come, I am hungry and weary after a long day.” 
 
    He walked up to the gates that the guards opened from within. The world that was revealed to Andy by the removal of this barrier was like something out of one of his favorite animes, and he couldn’t help but let out a gasp of wonder. 
 
    Within the walls of the stronghold, lit up by hundreds of tiki torches, shinobi trained in the courtyard with wooden weapons. Servants hurried along covered passageways between the beautiful low buildings, with their curved roofs and rice paper walls. A magnificently sculpted Zen garden, complete with bonsai trees, koi ponds, statues, pagodas, and exotic plants looked utterly magical, illuminated in the soft glow of hundreds of paper lanterns strung across its length and breadth. 
 
    Andy walked into this mystical space behind Ozu, and a crashing wave of self-consciousness smashed into him like a thousand fists. He was still wearing nothing but a makeshift loincloth, and he towered over Ozu—who he now saw was not short at a mere five feet, but instead was of above average height when compared to everyone else here. Andy felt like a giant among these people, something that made him stick out just as uncomfortably as his Caucasian features did. 
 
    This feeling was magnified tenfold when everyone stopped what they were doing to gawk at him. Servants, guards, shinobi—each one of them stopped and stared at Andy, who felt as if he might as well be a sasquatch stumbling into a summer camp picnic at Yellowstone. 
 
    The only person who didn’t stop and gawk at Andy was one of the nearby shinobi, engaged in a swordfight with another shinobi. He used the opportunity of distraction provided by Andy’s arrival to smash his rival’s bokken out of his hands, and then wallop the other shinobi’s bōgu helm, knocking him to the ground. 
 
    “The barbarian is with me!” Ozu barked. “Ignore him and go about your business!” 
 
    This order was obeyed immediately and without question. Every pair of eyes left Andy right away. Everyone went straight back to what they’d been doing prior to Andy’s arrival, acting as if he had somehow dematerialized in a puff of smoke. 
 
    Two pairs of eyes did not, however, obey this command. The two shinobi who had been dueling nearby pulled off their bōgu helms. Andy was surprised to see that the winner of the bout was a young woman. Her hair was cut short in a pixie cut. While she had a tomboyish air to her, there was an undeniable femininity to the structure of her face. An undeniable stirring of attraction simmered in Andy as he took in the sight of her large, pretty eyes.  
 
    He could not enjoy this visual feast for too long, though, for the eyes of the defeated swordsman were burning holes into his face with the searing heat of their naked hatred. The man the young woman had beaten was a powerfully built man in his thirties with a broad, strong-jawed face. His small eyes, sitting beneath thick, dark brows, blazed with fury and contempt. He wore long mustaches like Ozu’s, but his were jet black, as was his long hair, which was pulled back into a tight ponytail. 
 
    “You made me lose, you ugly, stinking heap of dung!” he snarled at Andy as he sprang agilely back up onto his feet and snatched up his bokken. “I’ll give you the thrashing of your life, you filthy—” 
 
    “You’ll do no such thing,” Ozu said firmly. “You lost that bout because you threw your concentration out of the window to stop and gawk, like a fool.” 
 
    “Why have you brought this ugly oaf here?!” the man demanded. “We don’t need slaves, uncle, we need warriors! If this half-man, half-ape creature is the object of today’s quest, then you have surely failed miserably. This dim-witted pile of excrement looks as if he’s not even fit to be a pit slave in the mines, and—” 
 
    “How dare you speak to Master Ozu like that?!” the young woman gasped. Her shock was clearly not at the various insults leveled at Andy, though, but instead appeared to be solely motivated by the tone in which the man addressed Ozu. 
 
    Ozu, however, held up a hand to silence her. “I do not need you to speak for me, granddaughter,” he said sternly. “Sabazaki, if you utter one more word of disrespect to me, I swear by all the gods that you’ll be scrubbing out the latrines with a toothpick for the next month. Get out of my sight, and do not utter any of your disgraceful insults to Andy Knight again—for that is his name, and you will address him as such in future.” 
 
    “But uncle—” Sabazaki protested. 
 
    “Go! Now!” Ozu snapped.   
 
    Grumbling and muttering under his breath, Sabazaki turned on his heels and stormed off. 
 
    “All these years of training, and Sabazaki has still never learned to control his temper,” Ozu said, shaking his head and sighing. “There is too much of his father in him, and not enough of my sister’s blood. He is too much of a hothead to ever become a master shinobi. Unlike you, Yasami. You did well to exploit his moment of weakness. Sabazaki may be a superior swordsman, but as you have just proved, it is not pure skill with a sword that wins a duel.” 
 
    The young woman, Yasami—who looked to be about Andy’s age—gave a respectful bow. “Thank you, grandfather,” she said in a tone of reverence. “Your compliments honor me greatly, but I still have much to learn.” 
 
    “As do I, as do I,” Ozu said with a chuckle. “Even at my ripe old age, I still have much to learn. It is a never-ending journey. Come, let us dine, we three. It has been a long and difficult day, and our bellies burn with hunger, do they not, Andy Knight?” 
 
    “Yeah, I could do with a meal,” Andy said. “I’m Andy,” he said to Yasami, offering her his hand. 
 
    She stared coolly at his hand but did not shake it, and then glanced up at him. She wore no expression on her face, but Andy could see that there was a measure of fascination in her eyes, despite her efforts to conceal this. “Yasami,” she said, giving him a simple nod, and leaving him to awkwardly lower his unshaken hand. 
 
    They walked through the Zen garden to one of the pagodas, and there Ozu and Yasami took a seat on the stone floor, sitting cross-legged. Andy, unsure of protocol, did the same. 
 
    “Forgive me, Andy Knight,” Ozu said. “Dining in this manner, like uncivilized peasants, is not our custom at all, but owing to the late hour and my weariness, we will eat out here like children instead of dining formally, as is our usual custom.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers and two servants—who were dressed in baggy black and white kimonos—hurried across the garden and bowed low before Ozu. They did not straighten up completely, but kept their heads bowed and their eyes averted as he spoke to them. “Bring us four portions of whatever was had for dinner, and a flagon of rice wine.” 
 
    “Yes, Master Ozu,” they murmured softly, and they hurried away. 
 
    “Four portions?” Yasami asked. “I’ve already had dinner, and there are only three of us here.” 
 
    Ozu grinned. “Look at the size of Andy Knight! He’ll need two portions to fill his belly, and I’m sure he’ll also devour whatever you leave behind.” 
 
    Yasami’s lips did not move, but a glimmer of amusement, which she tried—unsuccessfully—to disguise, sparkled in her eyes. However, this look quickly faded as the discussion turned to more serious affairs. 
 
    “Uncle, are you sure that you went to the right place?” Yasami asked. “The monk assured us that a great warrior would appear… and clearly this is not what happened. I mean no offence to you, Andy Knight,” she added hastily, “but you are not at all what we had hoped for. I cannot help but feel that there has been some sort of mistake.” 
 
    “I went to the right place, I assure you,” Ozu said to her. “And this box he is carrying, have a look at it. Andy Knight, show her your box.” 
 
    Andy handed the box to Yasami, who gasped as soon as it was in her hands. “This item has immense power,” she murmured. “I can sense it.” She looked up at Andy, transfixing him with an intense stare. “What does it do?” 
 
    Andy didn’t even know how to begin to explain what the box did. Furthermore, despite the fact that it had brought him across time and space to another dimension, another world, he wasn’t even sure that that was the extent of the item’s powers. He wondered if he should mention that using it required the lopping off of a finger. Nobody had so much as glanced at the stump where his pinky had been on his left hand, but he figured that in this world, as a warrior class, such things were common. Ozu had plenty of scars, and even Yasami had a large blade scar across her right hand, and another on the side of her neck. 
 
    “I’m not really sure what it does,” Andy admitted. “Aside from allowing one to travel great distances in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    “This is how you arrived here from your barbarian lands?” she asked. 
 
    “His land is called California,” Ozu interjected. 
 
    Andy paused here to chuckle at the notion of California being some sort of barbarian kingdom, which caused Ozu and Yasami to frown. 
 
    “What do you find amusing?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “Uh, nothing, never mind,” Andy answered. “To answer your question, yes, this box is how I traveled here. But like I said, I don’t know anything else about what it can do.” 
 
    “And you are not a powerful monk or mage?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Andy said. “I’m just a regular guy and nothing more, I’m afraid.”  
 
    “He is the one whose arrival the monk prophesied,” Ozu said. “I too was doubtful at first, but now I am certain of it.” 
 
    Yasami let out a long sigh, and her face crumpled into an expression of bitter disappointment and sorrow. “Then that is the end, then. Our last hope is gone. The Akai clan will be no more. We will not even survive long enough to see another New Harvest. All hope is lost.” 
 
    Before either Ozu or Andy could respond, three servants arrived bearing platters of sushi and sashimi, bowls of rice, and a flagon of rice wine. One of them laid down a silk blanket on the stone floor between the three seated people, and then handed each of them a bamboo tray, chopsticks, and a small china cup. They placed the platter on a small folding bamboo table in the center of the silk blanket. 
 
    “Fresh fish, caught from the river this afternoon, Master Ozu,” one of the servants said, presenting Ozu with the food. “I pray it is to your liking.” 
 
    Ozu dismissed the servants with a flick of his hand, and they scurried off. “Let us eat,” he said. 
 
    “I can’t wait, I’m freakin’ starving,” Andy said, reaching for a bowl of rice. 
 
    Yasami lunged forward and swatted his hand away, her face contorted into such an expression of horror that Andy may as well have dropped his pants and taken a dump right there in front of her. 
 
    Ozu, however, chuckled with amusement. “He does not know our customs, granddaughter,” he said to her. “You meant no offence, did you, Andy Knight? I’m sure that you dine in your own manner with your own customs in California, but here, you must learn to observe our customs. You may only reach for your food after the master of the household has taken his bowl of rice, and after he has then eaten his first morsel of food. Before that happens, you must remain absolutely motionless.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” Andy said. “But rest assured, now that I do, it won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Regardless of how quickly you adopt our customs and learn to behave in our society,” Yasami said to Andy, “it’s all for nothing. You can’t save the Akai clan from destruction. Our end is now inevitable.” 
 
    “Do not simply dismiss him because he is not the great warrior we were promised,” Ozu said to Yasami. “He has more potential than you may realize. To be sure, I cannot tell exactly how this potential will materialize, but I connected my ki with his, and there is a deep well of power and courage within him. And he is already learning to use his ki, faster than many shinobi I have instructed in the past, I may add.” 
 
    Yasami was clearly not convinced, and her tone remained cool and distant when she addressed Andy. “Be that as it may, it does not change the fact that our enemies are closing in for the kill. You could be the fastest-learning shinobi in history, but it wouldn’t make a difference. Short of a true miracle, it’s all over.” 
 
    “Enough talk of doom and gloom,” Ozu said firmly. “Maybe Andy Knight will be the miracle we need, in some manner. Maybe he won’t.” He shrugged and picked up a piece of sashimi with his chopsticks. “Our fate is in the gods’ hands now. We must trust in them and have faith. The beginning and the end of the Akai clan was written in the Great Scroll long before time itself began, and we can do nothing to change this.” 
 
     “And this is why I don’t believe in your gods,” Yasami responded bitterly. “My gods give power to us to choose our own fate, unlike your gods who seem to command you to bury your head in the sand as a tsunami approaches.” 
 
    Ozu slowly chewed his food and swallowed it. He glared at Yasami with a look that could have burned through solid stone. “Enough,” he hissed. “This topic of conversation is over.” 
 
    All of Yasami’s feistiness was immediately suppressed. Andy was astonished at how abruptly her attitude changed. She seemed as if she’d been on the verge of exploding, of springing up and flipping over the small bamboo table. Yet in an instant, all of the defiance and anger melted off her face, replaced with a demureness that seemed completely out of character for her. Andy saw quite clearly that Ozu’s word was law here. 
 
    “Forgive me, grandfather,” Yasami murmured softly, averting her eyes. 
 
    Ozu grunted wordlessly and continued eating. They finished the meal in uncomfortable silence. Andy was bursting with questions about, well, everything, but he sensed that now was not the time to ask them. 
 
    Just as they were finishing the meal, a servant approached. This was not one of the servants who had served them the meal, though, even though she was dressed in the same black and white kimono uniform. Andy gasped when he saw her, but not simply because she was one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen—there was something else about her, something he could sense with his spirit. There was an undeniable power within this young, slender woman, who was in her early twenties, with dark, cascading hair like silk, and a face that wouldn’t have looked out of place on the cover of any fashion magazine back home. Her big, hazel eyes glowed beneath perfectly arched eyebrows, her lips full and rosy below her high cheekbones. 
 
    Andy wondered why someone like her was a mere servant. He couldn’t explain how he could sense the power within her, he just could. The young woman was clearly aware that Andy was staring at her, but she acted as if he was invisible. She bowed low before Ozu and kept her head bowed and her eyes averted. “Master Ozu, it is time for your evening massage,” she said. 
 
    Ozu grinned, clapped his hands together and then rubbed them eagerly. “Ah, Kishiko, my healer,” he said. “Your deft hands will be most welcome. My tired muscles and old bones are stiff and sore after today’s long journey.” He turned to face Andy. “Andy Knight, Yasami will show you to your quarters after the meal, and she will assist you with whatever you need. As for me, I must bid you goodnight. I will see you in the morning.” He gave a small bow, which Andy returned, guessing that this was the custom. 
 
    “Goodnight, Master Ozu,” Andy said, keeping his head bowed, hoping he’d got this custom right. 
 
    The gorgeous servant Kishiko helped Ozu up from his cross-legged position on the floor and then led him away. After that, the other servants came and cleared away the bowls, utensils and tables. 
 
    “Come, Andy Knight,” Yasami said, springing up into a standing position. “I’ll take you to your quarters. For now, you’ll be staying in a spare room in the servants’ compound at the far end of the stronghold.” 
 
    “You don’t have to keep calling me ‘Andy Knight’,” Andy said, getting up into a standing position in a far less graceful or acrobatic manner than Yasami had. “Just ‘Andy’ is good.” 
 
    “Very well… Andy,” she said. “Follow me. Is there anything you require before you retire?” 
 
    “Uh yeah, actually there is,” he said as they strolled through the Zen garden. “Some clothes would be amazing. Walking around in nothing more than what’s essentially a diaper doesn’t exactly make me feel too comfortable, especially when I stick out like a sore thumb already.” 
 
    “I heard that barbarians are very comfortable with nudity, or near-nudity, in your case,” Yasami said. “And your people can supposedly withstand great extremes of cold. Is this not true of your customs?” 
 
    “Uh… not really,” Andy said. “Maybe in, uh, other barbarian kingdoms, but not mine. We wear clothes … and it’s actually pretty warm where I come from.” 
 
    “I suppose there is much we folk of Nobu-Teng do not know about the lands and peoples of the continents that lie across the Ocean of Storms. I’ll see what I can do,” she said, “but there is a problem.” 
 
    “A problem?” 
 
    “You’re a giant, Andy. None of the servant uniforms, guard uniforms, or shinobi uniforms will fit you. You may have noticed that Master Ozu is tall among our people, yet you tower like an ancient oak over him. Are all of your people tall and strong like you?” 
 
    Andy chuckled. “Some are even bigger! There are guys in the NBA who are well over seven feet tall, and some dudes in WWE are like three hundred and fifty pounds of pure muscle. I’m a pipsqueak next to guys like that!” 
 
    Yasami looked at him with a quizzical expression. “NBA? WWE? Are these temples?” 
 
    Andy’s grin broadened. “You could say people worship ‘em, yeah,” he said. “But it’s a little more complicated than that. Don’t worry about it. I’ll tell you more about it another time.” 
 
    “Actually, we may have some clothes that will just about fit you,” Yasami said. “One of the servants’ fathers was a farmer. He died last year, and she still has his possessions. He was a huge man, one of the biggest in this prefecture, supposedly. Let’s go see her and ask about those clothes, since we’re going to the servants’ quarters anyway.” 
 
    Yasami led Andy through the compound to an area right at the back, with its own simple, dusty courtyard. The buildings here were of the same design—low, with curved, tiled roofs, and rice-paper walls that glowed orange from the lanterns within—and they surrounded the courtyard on three sides. The fourth side of the courtyard was the perimeter wall. A few trees draped their branches over the tall wall from the outside, but beyond these trees and the narrow patch of earth to which their roots were anchored was a sheer drop of two hundred feet. 
 
    They entered the servants’ quarters via a small wooden door at one end, which was covered in ornate carvings; even the lowliest part of the stronghold looked beautiful. Andy had to duck low to get through the door, which was only a hair over five feet in height. The ceiling was a little higher, so he could at least stand upright inside the servants’ quarters, but even so, his hair brushed the ceiling. 
 
    Yasami led him through a series of passages, and they stopped in front of one of the doors. She knocked on the door, which was opened from within by a rotund middle-aged woman. All of the servants wore their hair bound up in tight buns while on duty, but here they let it hang loose, and her gray-streaked hair hung down to her waist. Like everyone appeared to do, the servant completely ignored Andy, acting as if he was invisible. She bowed low to Yasami and kept her head bowed and eyes averted. 
 
    “Reshiki, I need to borrow some of your father’s clothes for the barbarian,” she said. “They’ll be laundered and returned as soon as I’ve been to the tailor in town to get him something more suitable.” 
 
    “Of course, Mistress Yasami,” Reshiki said, keeping her head bowed. She scurried off into her little room, opened a wooden chest, and rummaged around in it. She pulled out some crude brown clothes that looked as if they were made from sackcloth, and hurried back to the door, where she handed the bundle to Andy. 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Andy said, smiling. “I really appreciate this.” 
 
    Reshiki, however, said nothing in response, and there was not even a hint of a smile on her face. Andy may as well have been a ghost. 
 
    “Thank you, Reshiki,” Yasami said. “Goodnight.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Mistress Yasami,” Reshiki said, closing the door. 
 
    “This way, Andy,” Yasami said, leading Andy through the compound to a small room at the very end of the building. She opened the door and stepped aside, beckoning to him to enter, and he slipped past her into the room. 
 
    It was a very basic space, around nine feet by nine feet, with rice paper walls and a small window that looked out over the courtyard. There was a simple bedroll on the polished wooden floor, a pitcher of water, an oil lamp, a chamber pot, and not much else. 
 
    “Everything you may need is here,” Yasami said. “Here, your clothes. I hope they fit; if not, don’t worry, I’ll get the tailor in town to make something for you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Andy said, taking the bundle of clothes from her. “I really appreciate all the help.” 
 
    There was a glimmer of a smile on Yasami’s face, but she was doing her best to suppress it and maintain an expression of cool neutrality. “I must go now,” she said. “Goodnight.” 
 
    “Goodnight, I hope you—” Andy began, but Yasami was already striding away. “—sleep well,” Andy muttered to himself. 
 
    He didn’t bother trying on the clothes just yet. It was warm enough in the room, and now that the prospect of sleep was imminent, the full force of everything that had happened on this momentous day hit him like a raging tsunami wave. He set his box down, then chugged the contents of the water pitcher, unrolled the bedroll, and flopped down on it and stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    Everything still felt beyond surreal, and part of him still couldn’t accept the fact that he had somehow broken through the barriers of time and space in the blink of an eye. He held up his left hand and stared at the scarred-over stump at the end of it, where his pinky had been. 
 
    As crazy as this all was, it was real. He was here, in another time, another world, another universe. Whether he could even get back home he had no idea. He could chop off another finger, but that was only part of the equation. He needed animal parts, willingly given, and he suspected that the wild tigers and bears that inhabited this world were not quite as docile and friendly as the elderly residents of the Tanakas’ sanctuary. 
 
    “Man, what do I even have to go back to anyway?” Andy murmured to himself. “A landlord who’s about to evict me and toss my ass out onto the street, no money, no career, no job and no prospects of a new job… hell, maybe I should just stay here.” 
 
    Exhaustion draped its gentle yet ponderous weight over him like a heavy blanket. He reached over to the oil lamp and extinguished it, plunging the room into darkness. He closed his eyes and turned over on the bedroll, which despite being quite thin, was surprisingly comfortable. Sleep came to him in mere seconds. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he’d been asleep for. It’d felt like only a couple minutes, but it had more likely been a few hours. It wasn’t the rising sun that woke him, however; instead, it was a surge of adrenalin, accompanied by a sensation of deep dread and anxiety.  
 
    Andy sat bolt upright on the bedroll, his pulse racing, his breathing shallow and fast. Something was terribly wrong, and he was gripped by a feeling of imminent and mortal danger, but he had no idea what the problem was. Everything in the room was still and quiet, and there was certainly nobody else in there. 
 
    However, he could feel a presence nearby—not a ghostly presence, but the potent, savage presence of a ferocious killing machine. Its heart seemed to beat in time to Andy’s, and thoughts of an imminent kill felt as if they were flowing from the killer’s mind to his.  
 
    He scrambled up from the bedroll and hurried over to the window. The sight that greeted him, illuminated by the silvery blue light of the twin full moons above, was almost enough to knock him to his feet like a sucker punch from a heavyweight. Outside in the courtyard, a black panther gripped a limp human form in its jaws, dragging its hapless prey toward the perimeter wall. 
 
    And the beast’s prey was Ozu. 
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    Andy sprang into action immediately. There was no time to run all the way through the servants’ quarters and get out via the door. The panther would be long gone with Ozu by then.  
 
    “Just like the freakin’ Kool Aid Man,” Andy growled, and charged straight at the rice paper wall, plowing through it. “Hey!” he yelled, hoping to frighten the big cat into dropping Ozu and fleeing. “Hey! Get the hell away from him!”  
 
    He charged at the panther and launched himself into a clumsy, twin-legged flying kick, more out of sheer survival instinct and desperation than anything else. The agile cat dropped Ozu and sprang out of the way, and Andy sailed through the air where the panther had been and hit the ground hard, rolling in the dust. Pumped up on adrenalin, he felt no pain, even though the heavy landing had driven the air from his lungs. He scrambled to his feet, standing over Ozu’s prone form to protect him.  
 
    Andy had hoped that the beast would flee, but instead it crouched low and taut, facing him. Its ears were flattened against its head, its claws and fangs bared. Baleful eyes glowed with a ferocious gleam in the moonlight. But before the panther pounced, a very curious thing happened: the beast spoke to Andy.  
 
    Of course, human words and syllables did not emerge from the panther’s lips. Andy could feel the meaning of its intent inside his mind, as if he and the panther were communicating telepathically.  
 
    “Back off, human,” the beast seemed to say. “I’m starving, and this meal is the difference between life and death for me.”  
 
    “No,” Andy said firmly. He did not speak this out loud. He responded with his thoughts, projecting them into the panther’s mind. He had no idea how he was able to do this, but it appeared to work. “This man is not your next meal. Go find a goat or a deer or something. You want him, you have to get through me, and I’ll fight to the death, I promise you that.”  
 
    “Don’t you think I wouldn’t rather be eating a deer, you fool?” the panther responded. “One of your kind kept me imprisoned here for weeks, deliberately starving me until I was at the point of death! Well, now I have my chance to live, and I’m not giving up on my own life. Fine, to the death then, human. You’ll be my meal.”  
 
    Andy tensed his muscles, shifting into an MMA stance he’d learned, although he wasn’t too hopeful about his extremely limited fighting skills against a wild panther.  
 
    As the beast was about to pounce, a spear whistled through the air. It flew past Andy’s ear and impaled the panther. The beast screamed in pain and rolled on the ground in a frenzy, trying to kick and paw at the spear stuck through its torso. Shouts echoed from all around. Arrows rained down into the panther from the battlements as guards arrived.  
 
    The panther thrashed and howled, but death soon took the beast, and its writhing body slackened as it breathed its last with a weak, gurgling growl.  
 
    Sabazaki, Yasami, and some guards ran over to the panther and ensured it was dead. Andy, in a state of semi-shock, could only watch as all the madness played out. Yasami crouched over Ozu, checked his pulse, and held up her tanto blade to his nostrils. A light haze of vapor appeared on the gleaming blade; Ozu was still breathing, but only weakly.  
 
    The upper part of the old man’s cream-colored jinbei was dark crimson, soaked with blood.  
 
    “He’s still breathing and he has a pulse, but both are very weak!” Yasami said breathlessly. “We have to get him to a healer!”  
 
    “Didn’t he say that that servant girl, Kishiko, was a healer?” Andy asked. “Can’t she do something?”  
 
    “Shut your mouth, you overgrown ape!” Sabazaki snarled. “If it weren’t for your cowardice, he wouldn’t have been so badly injured! If Ozu dies, it will be on your head!”  
 
    Andy was too pumped up on adrenalin to let a baseless accusation like this go unchallenged. “Are you insane?!” he yelled. “I was the one who alerted everyone. If I hadn’t raised the alarm, right now most of him would already be inside the panther’s stomach.” 
 
    “You could have fought the beast off before it had the chance to do such mortal damage!” Sabazaki growled, murder blazing in his eyes. “And if your cowardice has cost Ozu his life—”  
 
    “Cowardice?” Andy roared. “I’d like to see you take on a panther empty-handed!”  
 
    “I’ll take on a rabid ogre empty-handed right now,” Sabazaki snarled, tossing his weapons aside and coming at Andy with his fists clenched. “I’ll rip you to pieces with my bare hands.”  
 
    Yasami sprang agilely between Sabazaki and Andy, gripping the angry shinobi’s wrist and twisting it rapidly into a lock. “Stop it!” she screamed at him. “This has nothing to do with the barbarian! Forget about blame, you hotheaded fool, if Ozu doesn’t get to a healer soon he will die.”  
 
    “Get the winch ready and saddle some horses,” Sabazaki growled, yanking his wrist out of her grasp. “We’ll take him to the physician in town.”  
 
    “There’s no time,” Yasami said. “It’ll take an hour to get the horses lowered to the ground, and another three hours to get to town. He’s got an hour left, and even that’s pushing it, I believe. He has to go to Oshiki—it’s the only way.”   
 
    “That heathen drunkard?” Sabazaki spat. “He’ll only hasten Ozu’s death with his quackery.” 
 
    “With Ozu in this condition, authority has passed to me, Sabazaki,” Yasami said coldly, her jaw tight and her eyes as hard as flint. “I’m in command now, and I say he goes to Oshiki. You can either help me get him there, or get out of my way if you refuse to do so. But either way, this discussion is over.” 
 
    Andy was expecting Sabazaki to hit her with a caustic comeback, but surprisingly, he submitted to Yasami’s authority.  
 
    Even so, every one of the man’s muscles was taut with barely suppressed wrath.  
 
    “Your authority only stands as long as the old man continues to draw breath,” Sabazaki muttered. “Go on then, take him to your wine-sot and hasten his demise. I’m going to go and pack my belongings. The Akai clan will be dissolved before the sun rises.” 
 
    Sabazaki stormed off, making sure to shoulder barge Andy as he strode past him. The blow almost knocked Andy off his feet, but he was able to regain his balance and stay standing.  
 
    “Andy, get your clothes on,” Yasami said. “You’re big and strong. I need your help to get Ozu to Oshiki.” 
 
    “Can’t Kishiko help?” he asked.  
 
    “This is far beyond her ability to heal,” Yasami said. “No more questions. Please, just do as I say.”  
 
    “I’m on it,” Andy said. He turned and raced back into his room—which was easy enough to get into now that he had smashed an Andy-sized hole through the rice paper wall—and pulled on the farmer’s simple, rough kimono and cotton pants. Despite the former owner apparently being one of the biggest men in this prefecture, the clothes were still too small for Andy, but they were at least not horrendously uncomfortable.  
 
    After getting the clothes on, he dashed back out to the courtyard and scooped Ozu up in his arms. The old man’s limp body felt like that of a large child, and seeing the formerly cheerful, charismatic man in this state, at death’s door, stabbed a spear of grief and sadness deep into Andy’s core. The sight of Ozu looking like this also brought back painful memories of Mr. Tanaka’s final moments, which only intensified the crushing cocktail of emotions swirling around inside Andy.  
 
    There was no time to dwell on such things, though. Yasami was ready for action, and she was focused and in control. “This way, Andy,” she said, running ahead. Andy hurried after her with Ozu in his arms.  
 
    The dark, starry sky was beginning to give way to blue just beyond the distant mountain peaks, and the thick darkness of the night was crumbling slowly into the gray of the approaching dawn.  
 
    “Oh my God,” Andy gasped as they got to the main gates, which the guards opened for them. “Are we going to have to run down those crazy narrow steps down the rock in the dark? If I fall, I’ll kill us both.”  
 
    “If we use the platform and the winch, it’ll take too long,” Yasami said. “You have to do this, Andy. Didn’t Ozu show you how to use your ki? Use it now! Do what he taught you, and use your ki to help you navigate the path! Stay close behind me, don’t look down, just concentrate on each step, and you’ll make it. Quickly! The less you think about it, the easier it’ll be. Let your instincts and your ki guide you.”  
 
    Without another word, Yasami took off, heading down the steep, treacherous stone stairs that spiraled around the outside of the skyscraper-like rock.  
 
    “Oh, man, here we go,” Andy murmured, staring at the gulf of darkness beneath him and the sleeping forest valley hundreds of feet below. It had been hard enough to do this in the daytime, but now he had to do it in the gloomy half-light of the predawn, carrying a dying man in his arms. It was all very well and good for Yasami to tell him to simply use his ki to help guide him, but that was easy enough for someone like her to say. He’d barely scratched the surface of what truly tapping into one’s ki entailed, and all Ozu had really shown him was how to use it to dull pain.  
 
    “Meow.”  
 
    Andy sensed the cat before he saw or heard its meow of friendly curiosity. He sensed it the same way he had detected the panther. He felt a powerful linking of his spirit to the little feline’s, and could feel the cat’s graceful agility and effortless acrobatic skill as if it were his own. It felt almost as if the little feline’s powers were reaching out to him, extending a hand whose fingers he could grasp. 
 
    Suddenly, a revelation hit him like a glorious bolt out of the blue.  
 
    “I’ve done this before… in my dreams,” Andy whispered to himself. In some of the vivid dreams he’d had about castles, shinobi, samurai warriors and magic-wielding monks, he had also dreamed of himself using various animals’ natural attributes to give himself almost superhuman powers - the strength of a rhinoceros, the ferocity of a lion, the agility of a monkey, and many other such examples.  
 
    If in this moment he could feel the cat this intensely, almost as if the natural skills it possessed were his own, then surely he could somehow make the cat’s abilities his own, could he not? It seemed absolutely insane, but then again, so had cutting off his own finger in an antique Japanese box to transport himself to another world. And a mere day ago he would have scoffed at the idea of using ki to transform the impact of knockout blow into a playful love-tap, yet he had done that too.  
 
    Andy glanced up at the battlements behind him and saw the little tabby looking down at him with amicable curiosity in its big green eyes. “You’re gonna help me get down these stairs, little buddy,” Andy whispered to the cat. As crazy as it seemed, he knew he had to at least give it a shot.  
 
    He closed his eyes, searching for the glowing orb of ki that pulsed deep within him. Simultaneously, he focused on how intensely he could sense and experience the cat’s innate skills.  
 
    As he began to concentrate more deeply, he could feel a curious and wondrous thing happening within him. The orb of ki began to unravel, like a ball of yarn, splitting into countless strands. And these strands flowed, like hungry roots seeking sustenance, through his entire nervous system, through every bone, every muscle, every tendon, and joint in his body. And like a tree’s root system, these strands of ki drank in nutrients and swelled with new energy—but these nutrients did not come from Andy. Instead, they came from the cat.  
 
    Andy opened his eyes, feeling as if he’d just chugged an entire bucket of Red Bull. The new energy that filled him was by no means manic, though. It was calm and almost languid—just like a cat. Andy felt immensely agile and supple, and suddenly the treacherous descent down the steep, narrow rock stairs seemed no more challenging than a stroll along a beachfront promenade. Most astonishing, however, was the fact that the gloom of the dying night was gone entirely. It seemed that the night had crashed out, skipping dawn and morning, and had jumped straight into the bright light of a cloudless midday.  
 
    “I can see in the dark,” Andy gasped. “I can see in the freakin’ dark!”  
 
    But that wasn’t all. He had never needed glasses, but his cat-augmented vision was blurry, as if he was suddenly nearsighted. The distant forest valley below was a blurred mush of green as it swayed in the wind, but the steps in front of him were still sharp—sharper than his normal vision, despite the dark. 
 
    Huh, he thought. Cats must be nearsighted. News to me.  
 
    “Andy!” Yasami called out from somewhere down below. “Where are you?!”  
 
    “Coming!” he shouted back.  
 
    He set off at a run down the stairway. Unlike his earlier ascent of the treacherous passage, this traversing of it was not dogged by terror and vertigo. Instead, Andy bounded down the stairs as confidently as a master acrobat, seeing the predawn world as if it were illuminated by bright daylight and feeling an unflappable confidence with every leap he took. It didn’t take him long to catch up to Yasami.  
 
    “Come on, move it!” he said to her. “We can go faster, I’m fine!”  
 
    “I’m going as fast as I can!” Yasami said. “I may be a shinobi, but I’m not a cat!”  
 
    “I am!” Andy said with a grin.  
 
    They got down to the bottom of the rock a few minutes later. Yasami stared at Andy with a look of surprise and awe. “How did you do that?!” she gasped. “I’ve been going up and down those stairs my entire life, but this was only your second time on them, and it was dark, yet you were faster than me!”  
 
    “A cat helped me,” Andy said. “I can’t really explain it… I’ll try later. Let’s get Ozu to wherever he needs to go first, though.”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” she said. “Quickly, this way. It’s not going to be easy, because the forest route is dense, thick, and almost impassable. Stay close to me and you won’t get tangled in any thorny shrubs or fall into any hidden gullies.”  
 
    “Lead the way,” Andy said.  
 
    They raced through the dark forest. Initially, the going was easy for Andy, the cat’s powers still flowing through him. As they got farther away from the Akai stronghold, though, Andy’s link with the cat weakened, and as it did, his command of its powers dwindled. Soon enough, he was once again limited to his human senses. When this happened, Yasami began to surge ahead, leaving Andy floundering and struggling.  
 
    “Dammit,” he muttered, breathing hard from all the exertion. He closed his eyes, seeing if he could sense another animal nearby whose skills he could harness. Thankfully, the forest was bursting with life, and Andy detected a leopard within a few hundred yards. Once again he linked his ki to the beast’s—which was full of potent ferocity, incredible agility, savage strength and, of course, the ability to see in the dark—and as soon as Andy did this, he felt as if he’d plugged his nervous system into some sort of supercharged generator.  
 
    However, this initial boost of energy quickly faded, and Andy felt right away that the connection was weaker than it had been with the cat. He felt as if his store of ki was being used up, just as the normal energy that powered his muscles was being used up, and exhaustion was beginning to creep slowly but inexorably into his tiring muscles.  
 
    Knowing that his ability to harness the power of animals was finite, and running out at this very moment, Andy gritted his teeth and drew on his deepest energy and ki reserves, racing through the forest, leaping agilely over shrubs and fallen trees.  
 
    When he initially connected his spirit with the leopard’s, the burden of Ozu’s limp body in his arms barely even registered as extra weight. Andy remembered Mr. Tanaka telling him that a leopard was so strong that it could easily drag prey far heavier than itself up into a tree. Now that he could feel this, now that he was quite literally living it, he knew it was true. With every step he took, however, his connection with the leopard weakened, and Ozu’s body felt heavier in his arms, while a persistent weakness gnawed relentlessly at his muscles.   
 
    Yasami and Andy tore through the woods, and as they drew closer to their destination, Andy noticed that the vibrant variety of life in this dense, thick part of the forest was growing even more abundant. He could also sense that they were getting closer to some sort of deeply pounding heart of power. Andy was starting to feel as if he couldn’t go on much longer, but he knew that he just had to push on a little more. They were almost there. 
 
    Yasami hadn’t had any time to explain to Andy exactly where they were going or who Oshiki was, but Andy imagined the man was some sort of renowned healer or physician, who perhaps lived in some sort of magnificent temple, visited by all sorts of pilgrims. Thus, when they burst into a clearing in front of a dilapidated, ramshackle wooden cabin in the gray light of dawn, Andy couldn’t help but be underwhelmed. However, he was so exhausted at this point that he didn’t care.   
 
    The place reeked of animal dung. The curved wooden roof of the crude dwelling was white and green—not because this was the color of the tiles, but because every square inch of the roof was covered in a thick crust of bird droppings. An entire flock of what seemed to be hundreds of different species of birds flew from the roof, squawking with alarm as soon as Yasami and Andy skidded into the clearing outside the shack. 
 
    Yasami raced up to the rotting front door, which looked as if it was about to fall off its hinges, and pounded on it. “Oshiki! Oshiki, come out, hurry, I need your help!”  
 
    “Go shove a horseradish up your ass!” came a gruff, slurry voice from within. “I’m trying to get some sleep!”  
 
    “It’s me, Yasami! Please Oshiki, Ozu has been attacked by a panther, he’s dying!”  
 
    “Ugh, why did that buffoon have to go get attacked by a panther tonight?” Oshiki grumbled. “Man, I’ve barely even passed out and already I can feel a hangover from the ninth circle of hell coming on. Alright, alright, calm yourself, I’m coming out.”  
 
    The door opened, and the wave of beer-breath that came blasting out was so potent it almost knocked Andy and Yasami off their feet. The man who emerged from the shadows within was not at all who Andy had expected. He looked more like a homeless man from back in California than anything else.  
 
    Oshiki was a short, rotund man in his fifties, who was about as wide as he was tall. He stood barefoot and shirtless before Yasami and Andy, dressed only in crude, oft-patched brown pants that were in far worse condition than even Andy’s old peasant clothes. A bushy, unkempt beard, half gray, half black, exploded from his jowls, but the top of his round head was shiny with baldness. His long, greasy gray hair—which only grew from the back and sides of his head—was pulled back in an untidy ponytail. An enormous gut extended from his midsection and hung over the front of his pants. Despite this wild appearance, though, his face was a kindly one, and it reminded Andy of a laughing Buddha statue that the Tanakas had had in their house.  
 
    What’s more, Andy could sense power radiating from this unlikely figure—immense power.  
 
    Interestingly enough, Oshiki seemed to notice that there was something unusual about Andy—beyond the fact that he was clearly a foreigner—for his bleary, bloodshot eyes widened with surprise when he took in the sight of him, and he let out a soft gasp. “Beast tongue,” he murmured, his gaze of awe locked on Andy.  
 
    “Hurry Oshiki, please,” Yasami pleaded.  
 
    “Get Ozu inside my hut and lay him down on the table, quickly,” Oshiki said in his gravelly voice to Andy, who hurriedly complied.  
 
    The interior of the shack was just about as messy as Andy had expected it to be. It was crammed full of scrolls, tomes, jars of strange herbs, and other such things—and plenty of bottles, jars, and flagons of alcohol. A large, crudely made table occupied the center of the room. Andy swept the dirty bowls and half-drunk bottles of wine off it and gently laid Ozu down.  
 
    “Good, good, leave us now,” Oshiki instructed as he shuffled back into his hut behind Andy.  
 
    Andy nodded and exited the hut. Oshiki closed the door and started chanting in a strange language. Yasami, meanwhile, flopped down on the ground at the base of a large tree, leaning back against the trunk and sighing. Andy walked over and took a seat on the ground opposite her, while Oshiki’s chanting grew louder and more frantic in the background.  
 
    “Do you think he’ll be able to save him?” Andy asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Yasami said sadly. “My grandfather is on death’s door, if he hasn’t crossed the threshold already. But if anyone can save his life at this point, it’s Oshiki.”  
 
    “Who is he? What is he?” Andy asked. “He, uh, he looks kinda like a beggar. I don’t mean to insult him, but he definitely wasn’t what I was expecting.”  
 
    Despite the state she was in, Yasami managed to crack a smile. “Oshiki certainly doesn’t look like a renowned healer or a man of great power, but trust me, he is. He’s a shaman of the Old Way—one of the few who still draw breath. The Grand Temple banned the Old Way hundreds of years ago, officially declaring any who follow the Old Way’s ways heretics, but despite their efforts to crush it, some of us defy the ban and keep the Old Way alive.”  
 
    “Some of us, you said,” Andy said. “You’re a follower of the Old Way?”  
 
    Yasami nodded. “I am. My grandfather isn’t too happy about it, but he allows me to practice my beliefs as long as I keep quiet about it. I was born with the Old Gift, and Ozu knows this. It is a rare thing, these days, to possess such an ability. He didn’t want to deny me the chance to develop this gift.”  
 
    “So Ozu, he believes in the Grand Temple?” Andy asked. “What’s the difference between the two religions? And what’s this gift you’re talking about? Sorry that I’m piling all these questions onto you, but I can’t help being curious. Everything here is brand new to me.” 
 
    Yasami smiled. In the background, Oshiki’s chanting grew louder and hoarser. It sounded as if he was bellowing at the top of his lungs.  
 
    Yasami had to raise her voice to clear the racket. “It’s perfectly normal to be curious about new situations, and I’ll try to explain things as best as I can. The Grand Temple is the official state religion of Nobu-Teng. They build grandiose temples all over this land. Each town and city is required to have one, by decree of the Emperor himself. All citizens of Nobu-Teng are required to pay an annual tithe to the Temple.”  
 
    “I bet the peasants just love this Grand Temple, then,” Andy said, rolling his eyes.  
 
    “Most of them are too terrified of the Temple to say anything against its policies,” Yasami said. “The Grand Temple commands armies of fighting monks, and if needed, they can bolster their strength even further by calling on the Emperor for assistance with his enormous army of samurai, archers, foot soldiers, and machines of war. Everyone pays their annual tithe, whether daimyo or beggar, no matter how much they might grumble about it behind closed doors. Even we shinobi must pay. My grandfather has faith in the Temple’s gods, but that doesn’t stop him from complaining about the sack of gold he has to hand over to the Temple every year.”  
 
    “What kind of gods does the Grand Temple believe in?”  
 
    “There are many gods, the priests claim, and each individual temple is dedicated to a particular god. There are the over-gods—gods of the basic elements, like air, water, fire, earth, and ether—and then less powerful gods who serve under them in the lower level of the Heavens. These are gods of more worldly things; everything from the God of Farming and the Goddess of Fertility to the God of Banking and the Goddess of Coins. There are hundreds of them; we’d be here all day if I were to list them all.”  
 
    “I see,” Andy murmured. “It sounds a little like Taoism, mixed with a hefty dose of Catholicism, weirdly enough.”  
 
    “What are those? Are those the religions of your people?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “Sort of,” Andy said. “It’s… complicated. Like you just said, it’d take me hours to explain it all. Tell me more about the Old Way now, and this gift you have.”  
 
    “So, the Old Way is what people believed in before we lived in a society like this. I don’t know how things used to be, because the Grand Temple controls how much the general population is allowed to read about history, but some say that thousands of years ago, there were no towns, cities, or even villages, and not even any farms. We human beings lived off the land like beasts, hunting and foraging and constantly moving. And in those days, we followed the Old Way: being one with the natural world and communing with the spirits of animals.”  
 
     A shiver scuttled down Andy’s spine as soon as Yasami said these words. Goosebumps tingled all across the surface of his skin, and every hair on his body stood on end.  
 
    Yasami noticed his eyes widening and his lips parting with surprise, and she cocked her head and frowned. “What’s wrong?” she asked.  
 
    “Does the gift you have,” he asked slowly, “this gift of the Old Way, does it allow you to feel and sense animal spirits, and maybe even… talk to them and understand what they’re thinking?”   
 
    “Yes, that’s it!” she answered excitedly. “My gift is not particularly strong, but I can communicate with birds and bats, and utilize their senses, in a manner.” 
 
    “Like, you could sort of link your ki to a bird’s and use it to fly?” Andy asked.  
 
    Yasami shook her head. “No, not exactly, my gift isn’t nearly that powerful. I can use their abilities to be lighter and more agile on my feet. I can jump much higher and further than any normal human being, and I can drop from greater heights and land without breaking bones. And in the case of bats, I can move in complete darkness and sense where objects are. Oshiki has the gift too, but his is far more potent than mine. He has been cultivating and developing it his entire life. He’s got to the point where he can actually shift into animal forms.”  
 
    Andy let out a gasp of awe. “Holy crap… like a werewolf?”  
 
    “What’s a werewolf?”  
 
    “Uh, like, he can literally change his body into that of, say, a wolf?”  
 
    Yasami nodded. “Oh yes. He can shift into the form of a wolf, a bear, a tiger, a fox, a crocodile… just about any animal form he pleases, really. I hope to get to that level one day, but it may take many more decades of meditation, practice, and study, if it even happens at all. There’s no guarantee one will ever get to that level.”  
 
    “Damn,” Andy murmured. “This is crazy. Oshiki, can he also talk to animals?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. And if he doesn’t wish to shift forms, he can utilize their senses while he’s in his human form. He can take on the ferocity of a tiger in a fight, or the agility of a monkey while climbing something, or the speed of a cheetah while running—anything like that.”  
 
    Andy breathed in deeply, filling his lungs with air. His head was spinning with the implications of everything that he had just learned. It was difficult to process—he was almost completely overwhelmed. Yet he had experienced these things firsthand, so he could not deny the truth of them.  
 
    Finally, he exhaled slowly, and fixed an intense stare into Yasami’s eyes as he spoke. “Would you believe me if I told you that I had this gift? I can’t shift into a cat or a leopard form, but I can communicate with them and sense their ki. And I can link my ki with theirs and use their abilities. I don’t know if I can do this with any other animals, but I did it with these two.”  
 
    Yasami raised an eyebrow. “You, Andy Knight, a barbarian who has just arrived in our land… you’re saying you not only possess this rare gift, but that you have mastered abilities that take years of meditation, training, and practice to achieve? I don’t mean to offend you, but no, I don’t believe you have the gift. Well, okay, maybe you do in a very crude and undeveloped form, but there’s no way you could simply do everything you just claimed, not without years of training.” 
 
    “It’s true, though, everything I just said!” Andy exclaimed. “How else do you think I made it down the stairs down the rock in the dark so fast and so effortlessly, all while carrying Ozu? You said yourself that you couldn’t believe how quickly I was moving on only my second try. I was only able to do that because I was using a cat’s abilities—this tabby who was sitting on the battlements above the gate when we left. I linked my ki to his, and I was able to move with a cat’s speed and agility, and I was also able to see in the dark as clearly as if it were midday. I know it sounds crazy, but—”  
 
    “Fluffy-san,” Yasami murmured.  
 
    Andy couldn’t help but laugh. “Uh, yeah, ‘Fluffy-san’ helped me to get down those stairs! There’s no way I could have done it without her abilities.”  
 
    “By the gods,” Yasami said softly, staring at Andy with a look of new wonder in her eyes. “Could it be true? Could a foreign barbarian not only possess the gift, but possess it at a degree of intensity as great as Oshiki’s?”  
 
    “I can’t explain it,” Andy said. “I’m just telling you what happened. I’ve always had a way with animals, ever since I was a kid. But after I came here, it’s like that innate talent has been amplified by, like, a thousandfold or something.” 
 
    “If this is true, you could become a great shaman,” Yasami murmured. “Greater even than Oshiki. You could develop powers like those of the Beast Warriors of legend.”  
 
    “Beast Warriors?”  
 
    “Mighty fighting shamans of old who were able to take on entire armies. They not only used their own Beast Magic to shift into animal forms, they commanded legions of beasts to fight for them. And they could even use their magic to enable other people—who do not possess the gift—to shift into animal forms or utilize animal abilities.”  
 
    “Damn, that sounds awesome!” Andy said, grinning broadly.  
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up, Andy Knight. There hasn’t been a Beast Warrior in Nobu-Teng for thousands of years, and I’m finding it a little difficult to believe that one is just going to show up now, especially since the Old Way is in its final death throes.”  
 
    “Hey, you never know,” Andy said. “And didn’t that famous prophet monk say I was supposed to be some great warrior?” 
 
    “He’s known for often twisting the truth to make it more palatable, and telling people what they would like to hear rather than what they need to hear,” Yasami countered. “Like I said, don’t get your hopes up. I’m certainly not going to get mine up. And what’s more, I’d advise you to keep quiet about your gift. Tell Ozu and Oshiki, but nobody else. If word gets out, you could be arrested, tried, and executed for heresy.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “I told you, the Grand Temple officially banned the Old Way, and heresy is a crime punishable by death in Nobu-Teng,” Yasami said gravely.  
 
    “Alright, I guess I’d better keep it on the low-down,” Andy said. “Is that why Oshiki lives out here in this shack in the middle of nowhere? Because he’ll be arrested and tried for heresy otherwise?”  
 
    “It’s part of the reason he lives out here,” Yasami said. “But it’s more because he can commune with nature here. Of course, like anyone who follows the Old Way, he is always in danger of being arrested by the Grand Temple. He keeps his gift a secret, and when he goes into any towns or settlements, he’s content to let people think he’s nothing more than a beggar or a peasant.”  
 
    “I see,” Andy said. “I’ll make sure this stays a secret then.” He paused for a few moments before continuing. “Yasami, listen, there’s one more thing I need to tell you about my gift.” 
 
    “Go on.”  
 
    “My gift is how I was able to raise the alarm when the panther was dragging Ozu out of the stronghold. I sensed its presence and woke up. But that’s not all. When I confronted the panther, it spoke to me. It wasn’t like it opened its mouth and words came spewing out—” 
 
    “I understand what you mean. Tell me what it said to you,” Yasami said.  
 
    “I yelled at it to drop Ozu, basically, and that it would have to take me out to get to him,” Andy said. “The panther told me it would rather be snacking on a deer, and it was only dragging Ozu away because someone—some human in the stronghold—had trapped it, kept it locked up for weeks, and starved it.” 
 
    “Are you certain about this?” Yasami said, her tone grave and her eyes narrowed. “It’s not common at all, but we have had leopards and panthers raiding the stronghold in the past. They’ve killed a few goats, and once they even took a servant’s child. But that’s only happened maybe four or five times in my entire life.”  
 
    “I know what that panther said to me, and I can’t think it would have any reason to lie,” Andy said. “It definitely said that a human in the stronghold had kept it imprisoned and starved for weeks before releasing it.”  
 
    All the blood drained from Yasami’s face and her mouth dropped open. “Then this was no random attack,” she whispered. “It was an assassination attempt.”  
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    Andy nodded grimly. “That’s what I thought right away. But I didn’t say anything because I figured you might think I was crazy. But now, after learning about the whole gift and Beast Magic thing…” 
 
    “Yes,” Yasami said. “I believe you. And while it’s a very unorthodox way to try to assassinate someone, I have no doubts whatsoever that it was indeed an assassination attempt.” 
 
    “It’s a weird way to assassinate someone for sure,” Andy said. “But if you wanted the death to look like an accident, without any suspicion of murder… I mean, you just said yourself that leopards and panthers have raided the stronghold before. It seems like a pretty watertight way to kill someone without anyone knowing it was deliberate, if you could set it up right.” 
 
    “There’s no way that it could be set up right without using the Beast Magic gift,” Yasami said. “So that’s even more reason for you to keep quiet about your gift.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” Andy gasped. “You don’t think people would think that I was involved?” 
 
    “Think about it from our perspective,” Yasami said. “A strange barbarian shows up out of the blue. He has strong Beast Magic. That very night, a wild panther appears and almost kills the head of the Akai clan. This whole scenario makes you the prime suspect.” 
 
    Now the blood drained from Andy’s face, and the implications of what this could mean hit him with all the force of a charging rhinoceros. “Oh God… I didn’t even think about it like that. Hey, wait a sec, hold up, you don’t think that—” 
 
    “That you had something to do with this attempt on my grandfather’s life?” Yasami asked coolly. There was a hint of a sardonic smile on her lips, and her eyes were hard as polished obsidian. “I don’t know, Andy Knight… if that’s even your real name…” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Andy said, jumping to his feet. “No, no, no way, you can’t be serious! Look at me, Yasami, seriously, look into my eyes when I tell you that I had nothing to do with this. You gotta believe me!” 
 
    “I want to believe you, but I don’t know if I can believe you,” Yasami said. “you have to understand that the evidence all points to—” 
 
    “No, no, it doesn’t!” Andy yelled. “It can’t! I didn’t have anything at all to do with this, Ozu saved my life, why would I even want to kill him?” 
 
    Before either of them could say anything else, Oshiki’s chanting stopped. Yasami sprang to her feet, staring intently at the shack, waiting with tense anticipation to see whether her grandfather had lived or died. 
 
    The door burst open, and Oshiki staggered out. He was breathing raggedly and he was drenched in sweat. He looked a few shades paler than he had been prior to starting the ceremony. His hands were trembling violently, and his face was wan. “Ozu… lives,” he croaked, swaying on his legs like a tree in a hurricane. 
 
    A great smile of relief broke across Yasami’s face, and she ran over to Oshiki and threw her arms around him, sobbing tears of joy. “By the gods, Oshiki, you saved him, you saved him! Thank you, thank, thank you so much, thank you!” 
 
    “He is… a good man… who deserved… to live,” Oshiki rasped. “Now… I must… rest.” 
 
    Yasami disengaged from the embrace and stepped back. “Wait, Oshiki,” she said. “There is one more thing I need to ask of you. The barbarian—ask him if he is telling the truth about Ozu and the panther.” 
 
    “Ugh, rancid hippopotamus dung!” Oshiki muttered. “Must this be done now?!” 
 
    “Please Oshiki,” Yasami pleaded. 
 
    Grumbling under his breath, Oshiki stumbled over to Andy. “Take my hands,” he grunted, presenting his own stubby appendages to Andy. “Do it.” 
 
    Andy swallowed nervously and took the shaman’s hands. The instant his skin touched Oshiki’s, a jolt ripped through him, as if he’d just been shocked by a spark of static electricity. 
 
    “Are you… telling the truth… about Ozu… and the panther?” Oshiki muttered, staring intensely into Andy’s eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Andy said confidently. “I had nothing at all to do with it.” 
 
    Immediately, Oshiki dropped Andy’s hands from his and broke off eye contact. “He’s telling the truth,” he declared flatly. “Can I please bloody well rest now?!” 
 
    “Rest, dear friend, rest, you’ve earned it,” Yasami said. “And thank you again, Oshiki, for saving my grandfather’s life.” 
 
    Oshiki waved his hand dismissively in her direction as he staggered back into the darkness of his shack. “Women… always chattering like monkeys in a mango orchard,” he muttered. 
 
    As soon as he’d gone back into his shack, Yasami got down on her hands and knees and bowed down low before Andy. “Andy Knight, I must apologize most sincerely for insulting your honor like that. I feel great shame that I—” 
 
    “Get up, come on, get back on your feet,” Andy said. “You don’t need to do that. Seriously, no harm done at all. The way you put it, it made perfect sense for me to be the prime suspect, and if I were in your shoes, I’d have suspected me of being involved too. Hell, the assassin could have been waiting for my arrival, knowing that I’d be the ideal scapegoat if anyone figured out that it was no random panther attack. How long ago did that so-called prophet monk predict my arrival?” 
 
    “Ozu visited him a few months ago, and since then he’s been telling pretty much everyone in the stronghold how excited he was for your arrival. So it’s been common knowledge that a stranger would arrive—but nobody expected that stranger to be a huge, half-naked barbarian from the other side of the world!”   
 
    Andy furrowed his brow and frowned. “Someone who wanted Ozu dead could have been waiting for the day of my arrival,” he said, “knowing that they could pull off the panther assassination without any hitches. If it all went well, nobody would even suspect it had been an assassination—but then even if someone did get suspicious, I, as the strange newcomer, would take the blame.” 
 
    “And many would have immediately believed you guilty without a shred of evidence,” Yasami said. “While some people in this land find foreigners fascinating, many are extremely prejudiced against them. You must understand, Andy, that ours is a very closed and conservative society. Traditions and family bonds are everything here. Change and radical ideas are viewed not only with contempt, but as being outright dangerous. And someone who comes from outside this society, who does not conform to our many rigid rules—someone like you—is immediately viewed with suspicion.” 
 
    “It sounds like a lot of societies from where I come from,” Andy said. 
 
    “I suppose it is like that everywhere,” Yasami said sadly. “And those of us who dream of change, who believe that things do not have to be this way, we are and always will be outcasts.” 
 
    “So you, you’re not down with the whole tradition thing?” Andy asked. “I mean, it seems like you’re already breaking a few pretty serious rules just by following the Old Way.” 
 
    A shy smile came across Yasami’s face. “I suppose I am something of a rebel, in some ways. After all, the fact that I am both a female shinobi and a follower of the Old Way does mean that I have made very radical choices in my life compared to those made by the vast majority of women in this society. But despite this, I do value many of our traditions and societal rules.” 
 
    “Is that why the Akai Clan will cease to exist when Ozu dies?” Andy asked. “Because he has no male heir?” 
 
    Yasami nodded. “That’s right. The title of clan leader cannot be passed down to a woman, and a clan without a leader, well, it simply cannot exist. When Ozu dies, it will be the end of a thousand-year dynasty. It is a tragedy, and even worse is that it is a tragedy that cannot be averted.” 
 
    “What about Sabazaki? As much of a jerk as he seems to be, couldn’t he lead the clan? Isn’t he Ozu’s nephew or something? Couldn’t the title pass to him?” 
 
    Yasami shook her head. “No, because he is not of the male bloodline. He is Ozu’s sister’s son, and should have been raised elsewhere, in another clan. That is what happens when a woman is married off—she loses her official ties to her father’s clan, and becomes part of her husband’s clan. This will be my fate too, when I eventually marry. I will no longer be part of the Akai clan when that happens. Anyway, Sabazaki should have been raised in the Shiro clan, his father’s clan, which used to exist in a neighboring prefecture. They were a samurai clan, by the way, not a shinobi clan.” 
 
    “Used to exist?” Andy asked. 
 
    “The entire Shiro clan was wiped out by a terrible plague that devastated their prefecture around twenty years ago. The illness was a death sentence for any adult who caught it. A handful of children survived, though, and Sabazaki was one of them. It was against the laws of our society to take in an orphan like him, but Ozu has a soft heart and did not want to see his sister’s only surviving child end up in a Grand Temple orphanage, where he would likely be purchased by someone who would simply use him as a lowly servant or, worse, a slave for the rest of his life, so he abducted the young Sabazaki from the Grand Temple and raised him here. Sabazaki, though, has never shown my grandfather much gratitude for taking such a huge risk and making such an enormous sacrifice for him. I often tell Ozu that he should have just left Sabazaki with the Grand Temple; it would certainly have saved us a lot of trouble over the years. But Ozu has said that, regardless of the many issues he has had with Sabazaki over the years, he has never regretted his decision.” 
 
    After hearing this story, Andy had a little more sympathy for the surly, combative Sabazaki. He had firsthand experience of the intense and crushing pain of losing one’s parents at a young age, and knew all too well that this could easily spiral into fits of rage and hatred of the world and everyone else.  
 
    “Sounds like Sabazaki had a pretty rough childhood,” he said. 
 
    “So did I,” Yasami said, “and like him, I lost my parents at a young age, but I do not take out my anger at the world on innocent people.” 
 
    “I know what it’s like,” Andy said gently. “My parents died in a car—” He abruptly stopped mid-sentence, realizing that Yasami would have no idea what he was talking about. “In a cart accident, when I was a teenager,” he hastily continued. “Yeah, a farm cart.” 
 
    A cold, hard expression came across Yasami’s face, and it looked as if every one of her muscles had tensed up. “Well, Andy Knight, there was nothing accidental about my parents’ deaths. They were murdered in cold blood.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Andy murmured. “I’m sorry to hear that. I—” 
 
    “It’s not something I wish to discuss,” Yasami said, every word as hard and sharp as forged iron. “I need some rest now, and I suggest that you get some too.” Without another word, she turned and strode briskly away to the other side of the shack, where a crude hammock was strung up between two trees. She climbed into it, wrapped herself up in her cloak, and was soon snoring softly. 
 
    Now that all the drama was over and the urgency of everything had passed, Andy felt a heavy weariness coming over him. He stretched his jaw in a protracted yawn, and then found a soft, mossy spot near the base of the tree and lay down, using one of its protruding roots as a pillow. It wasn’t the most comfortable place to sleep, but he was tired enough that it didn’t matter, and he slipped quite quickly into a restful slumber. 
 
    Warmth from the midday sun a few hours later made for a pleasant wakeup. Andy felt well rested but thirsty, so the first thing on his mind was finding something to drink. Yasami was still asleep in the hammock, so he didn’t want to disturb her rest by asking for water, and he guessed that Ozu and Oshiki were still sound asleep inside the shack. He could hear the gurgling of a small brook nearby, so he followed the sound and soon found it. 
 
    A bucket and some cups sat on a flat rock near the water’s edge, and just downstream a deer was drinking from the stream. In a forest as pristine as this, Andy was certain that the water was potable, and he and Ozu had drunk from a stream just like this one the day before. Feeling convinced that the water was safe, Andy crouched down at the water’s edge, cupped his hands and began drinking the sweet, crystalline liquid. However, he didn’t have much time to savor the slaking of this thirst, for the cool, deadly sharpness of a long blade was pressed abruptly against his throat. 
 
    Andy froze mid-sip, and the water drained from his cupped palms. He couldn’t see who was pressing the sword against his throat, but he could feel their presence right behind him. In desperation, Andy cast out his Beast Magic sense, seeking an animal ally who could help him out of this predicament. 
 
    “Your first lesson as a shinobi is to always be aware of your surroundings, Andy Knight,” a familiar voice said from behind him. “Danger could be lurking anywhere, and you often find it where you very least expect it.” 
 
    Andy breathed out a sigh of relief and got to his feet, smiling. “Ozu! What are you doing up?! I thought you’d be passed out for the rest of the day!” 
 
    Ozu withdrew the blade—Yasami’s ninjatō—from Andy’s throat and grinned broadly, with mischief and delight twinkling in his eyes. “I feel fantastic!” he exclaimed. 
 
    He was shirtless, clad only in his sleeping pants, and Andy saw right away that the gaping wounds the panther’s fangs and claws had left in his torso had not only closed up, they were in an advanced stage of healing, as if they had been dealt weeks ago rather than hours ago. 
 
    “Looking at you, there’s no way I would have believed you were attacked by a hungry panther just a couple hours ago!” Ago exclaimed. “Oshiki really patched you up well!” 
 
    A frown came over Ozu’s face. “Yes, the panther attack… I do not remember much of it. It feels like a nightmare, like something that did not happen in this world, but rather, in the world of dreams. But the scars on my chest are irrefutable proof that a wild beast did somehow get into the stronghold and attempt to make me into its dinner last night. It is strange, though, is it not? It’s been years since a panther or leopard raided the stronghold, and usually they only take goats. I don’t understand why the creature would have come into my chambers, which are very secure.” 
 
    Andy breathed in deeply before speaking. “That’s because it wasn’t a random raid by a wild beast, Ozu. It was a deliberate attempt on your life. Someone tried to use that panther to assassinate you.” 
 
    Ozu’s eyes widened with surprise. “How do you know this, Andy Knight?” 
 
    “I have the same gift that Oshiki and Yasami have. I can communicate with animals.” It still felt tremendously bizarre to be saying this out loud to another human being, but even stranger was the fact that this was Andy’s new reality: a world in which he truly could talk to animals, and not only talk to them, but utilize their skills and strengths—and potentially shift forms into one. “I charged out of my room when I detected the panther dragging you through the courtyard by the servant’s quarters. I confronted the beast, and it told me that a human had kept it locked up and starved for weeks prior to releasing it near you.” 
 
    “Is this true?” Ozu gasped. 
 
    “I swear on everything that’s dear to me,” Andy said. 
 
    “You really possess the Beast Magic?” 
 
    Andy gave a confident nod. “I do. I mean, I didn’t know I did until very recently, but yeah, now that I know more about what it is, I know that I have it. And, what’s more, I believe that my gift is a pretty strong one. Yasami told me I’m capable of doing things now that have taken her years to learn and perfect.” 
 
    Ozu’s frown crumbled, and his features rearranged themselves into a broadening smile that blazed shining delight from both his eyes and his lips. He chuckled softly, nodding to himself. “Well, well, well… perhaps the prophet monk was not so wrong about you after all, Andy Knight. Maybe it was simply our expectations of what you would be that were so grossly incorrect. Yes, I thought there was great potential within you, and now I’m starting to see it as it reveals itself.” 
 
    Andy wasn’t sure what to say in response to this, so he merely murmured a somewhat awkward thanks. 
 
    What Ozu did next, though, took him by even greater surprise. The old man dropped down onto his hands and knees and bowed low before Andy. “You saved my life, Andy Knight, and I am now in your debt.” 
 
    “Ozu, please, get up,” Andy said, feeling embarrassed. “There’s no need to bow to me—and remember, you saved my life yesterday, so I’d say we’re square now.” 
 
    Ozu sprang to his feet. “That is true, but even so, I feel as if you may have been able to save yourself yesterday, with some quick footwork and quicker thinking. As for me, I would be in pieces in a panther’s full belly right now if it hadn’t been for you.” 
 
    Andy couldn’t help but crack a smile. “I appreciate you saying that, but I still say we’re square. You don’t owe me anything.” 
 
    “No, perhaps I don’t,” Ozu said, “but I am going to offer you something anyway: the chance to become a great shinobi.” 
 
    At this, Andy let out a gasp, and his jaw hung wide open. “Are you… are you serious? You’re going to train me in the ways of the shinobi?!” 
 
    Ozu gave him a nod. “If you wish to stay in Nobu-Teng and not return to California, then yes, I wish to train you in the ways of the shinobi and adopt you as an honorary member of the Akai clan. Of course, this is entirely up to you. I will understand if you wish to go home, and I will not stop you. But if you do wish to stay here, please consider my offer.” 
 
    Andy didn’t have to think about this for very long. He missed his friends back home—Frank, Mrs. Tanaka, and one or two other people—but that was about the only thing he missed. What else was there for him back there? A landlord preparing to throw him out on the street, another dead-end job, endless poverty and hopelessness from which there seemed to be no escape. 
 
    Now it was Andy’s turn to drop down onto his hands and knees, mimicking the bow Ozu had given him moments earlier. “I am honored that you would take me on as a student, Master Ozu, and it is an offer I accept most graciously. I will stay in Nobu-Teng.” Andy raised his head, his eyes meeting Ozu’s intently. “And I will train to become a master shinobi.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I had a feeling you would stay, Andy,” Ozu said, smiling. “Rise now… novice.” 
 
    Andy got to his feet. “Novice shinobi, Master Ozu?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, you are now officially a novice shinobi. And I see you have already picked up on the correct nomenclature. Good. You are a fast learner, it would seem.” 
 
    “I always have been,” Andy said. “So when do we start?” he asked eagerly. “Are you gonna teach me more about using my ki? And the sword skills, and, and other weapon skills! What about how to move like you do? I didn’t even hear you approaching, I had no idea! I can’t wait to—” 
 
    Ozu held up a hand to silence Andy. “Patience, novice, patience. This is your second lesson in the way of the shinobi, and you must not underestimate its importance: patience is one of the most crucial skills a shinobi must possess. We move like shadows. Sometimes as fast as the shadow of an arrow shooting across the sky beneath the sun, but other times like the imperceptible but gradual movement of a tree’s shadow on the ground as the sun creeps across the sky. Sometimes we must wait completely motionless for hours, days even, for the precise moment to strike—no sooner, no later. And for this, patience is key.” 
 
    “Uh, okay, okay,” Andy said. “Sure, I can be patient. But what about—” 
 
    “Are you being patient right now, with all these questions?” Ozu asked sternly. 
 
    “Uh, I guess I’m not,” Andy admitted. 
 
    “Then keep trying,” Ozu said, turning around and heading back through the forest toward Oshiki’s shack. “It is a virtue that requires much cultivation!” he called out without turning to look back at Andy, who hurried along behind him. “Make sure you put in the necessary hours!”  
 
    Excitement and eager anticipation surged through Andy’s veins like electrically charged blood. One of his favorite areas of history was Japanese history, and while he had always fantasized about somehow time-traveling to feudal Japan and training under a master samurai or shinobi, he had never dreamed that such a thing could actually happen. 
 
    Not until now, at least.  
 
    As he followed Ozu back to the shack, all sorts of wondrous scenarios played out in his mind. He pictured himself, with glorious vividness in his mind’s eye, training with bo staffs or bokken in Ozu’s dojo, trading flurries of blows with the master shinobi, or learning to scale sheer vertical walls with his bare hands, or practicing astounding feats of acrobatics—running up walls, triple somersaults, parkour-like leaps from roof to roof.  
 
    This was incredible, literally a dream come true, and it still didn’t quite seem as if it could truly be real. Andy kept pinching himself to see if he would wake up from this surreal world and open his eyes in his crummy, run-down apartment. No amount of self-inflicted pain seemed able to teleport him out of this place, though—and this was a good thing, a very, very good thing. Or at least so Andy thought in this moment of anticipatory joy. 
 
    When they got back to the shack, Yasami was up, as was Oshiki, although he still looked far more asleep than awake. 
 
    “Grandfather!” Yasami exclaimed, dashing across the clearing in front of the shack and throwing her arms around Ozu. “When I woke up and found my ninjatō missing, I knew you were awake. I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you. After what happened last night, I didn’t know if you were going to make it.” 
 
    “But I did, dear granddaughter, I did—all thanks to you and Andy Knight.” 
 
    Oshiki coughed conspicuously in the background, frowning.  
 
    Ozu turned around to face him and gave a low bow, although the smile had vanished from his face, replaced by a stiff and forced expression of formal amicability. “And thanks to you, Oshiki. I owe you my life.” 
 
    Andy observed this exchange with a frown. Oshiki was the main reason that Ozu was not only alive, but strong and healthy, yet the old man seemed to be very reluctant to express genuine gratitude to the shaman. The relationship between the two of them was clearly somewhat strained, even though Oshiki obviously respected Ozu. 
 
    Oshiki shrugged. “I do not turn away any man or beast who comes to me for healing. It is my sacred duty to preserve the gift of life.” It looked as if he wanted to say something else, but he kept his mouth shut. He turned to Yasami and spoke, but his gaze was locked on Andy. “You have found quite an interesting barbarian here, Yasami. How did you know he had the gift?” 
 
    “I didn’t, and I didn’t find him,” Yasami admitted. “Grandfather did.” 
 
    Oshiki raised both eyebrows in an expression of surprise. “Ozu, you found him? And you willingly admitted another soul ‘tainted’ by the Beast Magic into your household, after everything you’ve been through with your granddaughter? Today truly is a day of surprises, isn’t it? I think I’m going to have to have a drink to process all of this!” 
 
    “His coming was prophesied by the seer monk,” Ozu said, looking uncharacteristically sheepish, “but I was expecting a great warrior, a master shinobi, not… someone with this particular ability.” 
 
    “And you will keep him on, despite what ‘taints’ him?” Oshiki asked. “You will harbor two heretics in your stronghold?” 
 
    “He saved my life with the Beast Magic, and you used it to bring me back from within the very throat of death, Oshiki,” Ozu said humbly. “I will have to reconsider much of what I thought I knew about the Old Way. Regardless of my opinion of your and my granddaughter’s beliefs, though, Andy Knight will be staying on as part of the Akai clan. I intend to train him as a shinobi.” 
 
    “I do not know whether or not he has the makings of a shinobi,” Oshiki said, “but I do know what I felt when I peered into the depths of his soul. He has an immense gift in terms of the Beast Magic, indeed, it is truly staggering in its scope. You would be doing him—and me—a great injustice if you did not allow me to teach him to develop this latent talent to its full potential. And since I have just given you the gift of life, this is what I request as payment: permission to train Andy Knight in the Old Way.” 
 
    A look of annoyance came across Ozu’s face, almost as if he had been slighted, but this quickly faded, replaced by an expression of cool neutrality. He gave Oshiki a curt bow. “Permission granted.” He then turned to face Andy. “If, of course, this is something you wish to pursue, Andy Knight. And before you fall over yourself like an overeager pup to say ‘yes’, I think it is only fair that you are warned of the dangers that come with meddling in such affairs.” 
 
    Oshiki rolled his eyes and muttered a curse under his breath, but Yasami stepped to her grandfather’s defense.  
 
    “It’s true, Andy, and I say this as a follower of the Old Way. I’m not going to tell you not to do this, because that would be completely hypocritical of me, but remember what I told you about the law of the land viewing the Old Way as heresy and anyone who practices it as a heretic and an outlaw. You need to be aware that you’re going to be involved in something that is seen by the Emperor, the Grand Temple, and most citizens of Nobu-Teng as a heinous crime. And seeing as you’re already markedly different just by virtue of the way you look and where you come from, many people, I’m sad to say, will be looking for any excuse to throw you into a dungeon cell or string you up from the gallows. And the charge of heresy is one that not even a powerful daimyo can save you from—this law comes directly from the Emperor himself, and only he can overturn such a charge. If you want to immerse yourself in the Old Way, you must be very secretive about it. Never use your powers in public or tell anyone about them. As my grandfather has just said, you need to be fully aware of the risks that come with this.” 
 
    “Thank you for explaining that to me,” Andy said. “But the connection I feel with animals, this strange power that’s in me… I feel like it would be a crime against myself to not explore it. So, Oshiki, if you’ll have me as a student, I’ll gladly come to you for training.” 
 
    Ozu, expressionless, gave a nod, but Oshiki beamed out a gigantic smile and rushed over to throw his arms around Andy, squeezing and lifting him off the ground in an enthusiastic bear hug. Surprised but amused, Andy smiled and returned the hug to this strange but fascinating man he barely knew. 
 
    “It is so good to meet another of us,” Oshiki exclaimed, unable to wipe the enormous grin from his face. “It is so very, very good! Aside from Yasami, I have not had a student in many years. And not just any student, Andy Knight, but one with the most potent gift I have seen for a very long time. How much do you already know? What have your teachers in your barbarian homeland already taught you?” 
 
    “Uh, nothing much,” Andy said. “I figured some stuff out on my own, but nobody’s ever taught me anything. And until today, I really had no idea I even had this gift.” 
 
    Oshiki belted out a booming belly laugh that was as loud and joyous as it was infectious, and soon everyone was laughing along with him, even Ozu.  
 
    Oshiki clapped one of his hands enthusiastically on Andy’s back, grinning with mirth. “You are a strange one, my new barbarian friend, you are a strange one indeed!” he said. “If I didn’t know better, after everything that’s happened in the last few hours, I’d be thinking that I’d eaten some of those fairy mushrooms from the cave! Hahaha! But sometimes reality is stranger than anything our imaginations can conjure up. Well, Andy Knight, you know where to find me now. When Ozu gives you some time off from your shinobi training, come to my shack, and I will teach you how to use this truly wondrous gift you have been given.” 
 
    “I will, don’t worry,” Andy said, smiling broadly. He was itching to ask Oshiki if he could indeed shift forms and transform himself into a bear or a tiger, but he decided to restrain himself to avoid looking too overeager. 
 
    “Come, let’s get drunk to celebrate!” Oshiki bellowed. “I’ve got a few more jugs of wine in my shack, and—” 
 
    “No, thank you for your kind offer, Oshiki, but we must be going,” Ozu said, kindly but firmly. “There is much work to be done at the stronghold.” 
 
    “Pfft, you’re no fun,” Oshiki grumbled. “What’s all this work, eh? Life’s for living, not working!” 
 
    “Perhaps in your world,” Ozu said stiffly, “but not in mine. Come, Yasami and Andy Knight, we must return to the stronghold now. Too much of the day has already passed us by. Andy Knight and Yasami will return to you when they are able.” 
 
     They said their farewells to Oshiki and began the journey back to the stronghold. Andy, doubly keen to begin his training both in the Old Way and as a shinobi, fired a barrage of questions about shinobi training at Ozu as soon as they set off on the long trek back. 
 
    Ozu, however, held up a hand to silence Andy as the words tumbled out of his mouth. “What was the second lesson I taught you, Andy Knight?” he asked, with a glimmer of a smile both on his lips and in his eyes. 
 
    “Uh, patience?” Andy said. 
 
    “And are you cultivating that virtue by vomiting a torrent of questions all over me?” 
 
    “Er, no, I guess I’m not,” Andy said sheepishly. 
 
    “Then cultivate it actively,” Ozu said. “And let us journey in peaceful silence. I may have mostly recovered from what that panther did to me, but I have not yet fully recovered, and I would appreciate some peace and quiet.” 
 
    “Got it,” Andy said, feeling a little like an overgrown child. 
 
    Although he managed to bottle up all the questions he had been so excited to blurt out, he couldn’t stop his imagination from running riot as they journeyed through this lush forest, in which an immense richness of life was so widespread. In his mind’s eye, he could see them with tantalizing vividness: scenes like those out of his favorite movies and shows, montages of shinobi training. He could visualize himself fighting with training bokken and staves, learning to shoot bows and crossbows and fling throwing knives and throwing stars with deadly accuracy. All he had to do was close his eyes, and he could immerse himself with delectable clarity in scenes of unarmed combat in Ozu’s dojo, learning the secret throws, strikes, and chokeholds that could disable and cripple an enemy in an instant. He could picture himself somersaulting, leaping from rooftop to rooftop, running up walls, or disappearing in a sudden explosion of flash powder and smoke. It was all so exciting that it didn’t seem as if it could possibly be reality—his new reality. Yet somehow, it was. 
 
    Andy entertained himself with these scenes in his head as they journeyed back, and indeed, he was so preoccupied with them that he ignored the fact that the sensation of connectedness he felt with all the wild spirits of the animals that surrounded him seemed to have completely faded away for some reason. As the stronghold came into view, atop its imposing tower of sheer rock, his mounting sense of excitement and eagerness began to swell to almost uncontainable levels. This was it, this was his destiny, his purpose in life. He could just feel it—and he simply couldn’t wait to get started. It took every ounce of self-control he possessed to avoid blurting out a barrage of questions. 
 
    The shinobi guarding the bridge were excited to see Ozu alive and well. They were restrained and formal in the bows they gave him as he, Yasami, and Andy passed them, but they could not mask the excitement and thankfulness that danced in their eyes. 
 
    They approached the treacherous rock stairway up the tower, and Andy sought out the spirit of the cat that had aided him in his descent. However, he quickly discovered that not only could he no longer sense the cat or connect his ki to the feline’s, he couldn’t sense any animals nearby, not even the goats who were grazing a few feet from the base of the rock. Now, without the cat’s assistance to traverse the steep stairway, the ascent suddenly seemed like a terrifying prospect once again. 
 
    Feeling a wave of unease crashing against him, Andy pulled Yasami aside while Ozu calmly and agilely began his ascent of the stairs ahead of them. “Yasami, I’ve got a problem,” Andy whispered. “A serious one.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “I … I can’t do it!” he hissed. “My link to the animals, my ability to use their powers to enhance mine… it’s gone! There’s nothing left!” 
 
    “That’s because you used all your ki up on getting Ozu out of the stronghold, down the stairway, and through the forest,” Yasami said. “Did you not know that you cannot simply do these things infinitely? Every time you link yourself to the spirit of a beast, you begin draining your ki. And the more powerful the ability you use, the faster your ki drains. And since you linked your spirit to the cat’s and then the leopard’s with such intensity, you quickly burned out your store of ki. Without ki, you cannot access your Beast Magic abilities.” 
 
    “Oh no, oh crap,” Andy gasped. “Is it… is it gone for good? Have I blown it all forever?”  
 
    Yasami chuckled and shook her head. “No, Andy Knight. When you are tired at the end of a long day, is your energy gone forever? Of course not. It is replenished while you sleep, and you feel refreshed when you wake up in the morning. Ki is the same; you have burned it all up now, but it will return in time.” 
 
    “Is there, uh, is there any way I could boost it right now, without sleeping or resting? Like, uh, how if you’re real tired but you drink some coffee, you get a boost of energy?” 
 
    “Coffee? What’s that?” Yasami asked with a quizzical expression. “Anyway, yes, there are of course ways to replenish ki without waiting for time and rest to do it naturally. I could give you some of my ki, that’s one way, but another is to use a magic item to boost your ki. Here, take this,” she said, removing one of the necklaces she was wearing. “I’ll let you borrow this for the ascent. This will give you a little boost in ki—enough to link your spirit to Fluffy-san’s and utilize his skills to climb the stairs.” 
 
    Andy couldn’t help but chuckle at the mention of the cat’s name. “Thank you, Yasami,” he said, taking the necklace, a simple item of gold jewelry with a single purple gem as a pendant. “I’ll have to get myself something like this.” 
 
    As soon as he put the necklace on, a surge of energy ripped through his core. “Whoa, I feel like I just chugged ten Red Bulls!” he exclaimed. Immediately, the formerly dulled sensation of connecting to the vast array of animal life all around him came rushing back. 
 
    “A red bull… is that a kind of cow in California?” Yasami asked. 
 
    Andy laughed. “Not exactly,” he said. “I’ll tell you about it while we go up, that and coffee. I can’t believe you guys don’t have that here. I guess it is a New World plant, though…” 
 
    “New World?” 
 
    “Ah, yeah… uh, never mind that,” Andy said. “It’s a bit too complicated to get into now. Let’s talk about coffee and Red Bull instead.” He closed his eyes, sought out the spirit of Fluffy-san and linked his ki to the cat’s, imbuing himself with the feline’s agility and disregard for heights. 
 
    They set off up the stairway, and Andy ascended the treacherous passage with just as much agility and confidence as the two experienced shinobi. Even so, though, as he got higher up, he could feel the last of his ki ebbing away, even with the assistance of the magic pendant. By the time he got to the last few stairs, his link with Fluffy-san was almost broken, and it took a great deal of plain old willpower and grit to force himself up the final few yards of the passage. When the ascent was over, he was greatly relieved to have solid ground beneath his feet once again. 
 
    “Thanks for lending me this,” he said to Yasami as he handed her back the necklace. “It would have been a lot harder to get up to the top of this rock without it. I’ll have to be a lot more careful using my ki in future.” 
 
    “You will, but as you grow more experienced and skilled, the more efficiently you will be able to use your ki,” she said. “Think of your ki as a cup of water. Now, as one who is untrained and inexperienced in the art of the Old Way, linking your ki to Fluffy-san’s spirit and using his abilities to help you get up or down the staircase might cause you to use, say, half the glass of water. However, in a few months, the exact same thing might only cost you a small sip of the water. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do,” Andy said. “And it makes sense, just like getting fitter physically. When I first started jogging, I couldn’t run two miles without being out of breath. A few months later, I could run five miles and still feel like I had enough in the tank to go another five miles.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Yasami said. “Anyway, thank you for helping me to get my grandfather to Oshiki. I will forever be in your gratitude for saving his life. I wouldn’t have had the strength to carry him there on my own.” 
 
    “It was nothing,” Andy replied with a smile. “I know you or Ozu would have done exactly the same for me.” 
 
    “We would have tried!” she exclaimed with a laugh, “but I don’t think that even the two of us, using all our ki, could have carried your dead weight all that way!” 
 
    “At least you would have tried, and that’s what counts!” Andy said. 
 
    “We would certainly have, I can promise you that. I must go now, Andy Knight. I have my own training to undertake. Go with my grandfather, he will tell you what to do next. I will see you later in the day.” 
 
    “See you later, Yasami,” Andy said. He walked over to Ozu, who was talking to one of the guards at the main gate. 
 
    “Ah, Andy Knight, are you ready to begin your shinobi training?” Ozu asked. 
 
    “I’ve been ready since the day I was born!” Andy exclaimed, buzzing with excitement. “Are we going straight to the dojo or what?” 
 
    Wearing a subtle smile, Ozu let out a soft chortle and shook his head. “No, no, Andy Knight. I have another place in mind—the perfect place to begin your training. Follow me.” 
 
    “Ooh, ooh, are we uh, going to a climbing wall?” Andy asked eagerly. “Or an obstacle course, maybe?” 
 
    “You will see soon enough, Andy Knight,” Ozu said, his smile gently broadening. “Remember what I told you about patience. It truly is a key component of the way of the shinobi.” 
 
    He led Andy through the stronghold to a section he hadn’t yet been to, behind the servant’s quarters. They arrived in a courtyard, where there were a great number of logs and bamboo poles. Ozu walked over to one of the piles of lumber and retrieved a large axe. He walked over to Andy and tossed it to him. 
 
    “An axe huh?” Andy said, turning the somewhat crude looking weapon over in his hands. “It’s not a traditional shinobi weapon, but I guess you know best when it comes to which weapons to begin with.” 
 
    Amusement sparkled in Ozu’s eyes. “I do indeed, Andy Knight. You see those logs? We need them for firewood. They must be chopped into smaller sections, the size of this one here on the chopping block, and then those sections must be split into smaller pieces of firewood. Start chopping.” 
 
    “Oh uh, I’m not going to learn some moves with this axe?” Andy asked, doing his best, but ultimately failing, to disguise his disappointment. 
 
    “You will,” Ozu said, “learn some very valuable ‘moves’ indeed, as soon as you start chopping. So you’d best get started, if you want to learn the ways of the shinobi.” 
 
    “Alright, alright, no problem,” Andy said, preparing to split the section of the log that was already on the chopping block. “So uh, how many logs should I split? Maybe this one, and a few more?” 
 
    Ozu started walking away, chuckling as he went. “Every single log in this courtyard, Andy Knight! I expect them all to be turned into firewood before nightfall! It’s going to be a busy afternoon for you, so you’d best get started!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Seriously? Chopping up logs like some hick in the woods, this is my first day of shinobi training?” Andy muttered to himself as he trudged over to the chopping block, a large chunk of an extremely dense type of hardwood, which he soon discovered was nearly impervious to axe blows. 
 
    Although he was disappointed, Andy was not one to whine or complain, and neither was he one to shirk responsibility or do a half-assed job when he’d been given a task to perform. He got the first of the chopped logs on the chopping block, gripped the axe loosely, and hoisted it above his head, then brought it down with a burst of speed and strength. The log split in half.  
 
    “Not bad, not bad,” Andy said to himself.  
 
    The effort required to split the log had not been too strenuous, and he was already able to tell that splitting a log effectively required more in the way of correct technique than sheer brute strength. However, he knew that when it came to chopping the long logs into smaller sections, the balance would shift. There was no getting around the fact that the task would require more in the way of plain old strength and endurance than technique. As he always did when he tackled long and arduous tasks, though, Andy focused only on the present and getting things done in manageable increments, rather than constantly worrying about the enormity of the marathon that lay ahead. 
 
    It took around half an hour to split the smaller log sections into firewood. By the end of this task, he had worked up a sweat but still had plenty of energy left. However, simply looking at the stack of long, uncut logs that would now have to be chopped up into smaller sections was enough to begin sapping his precious energy. 
 
    He refused to allow himself to become discouraged, annoyed, or despondent, and instead he put his head down and got to work. As he’d suspected, cutting up the logs into smaller sections proved to be a far more strenuous task than splitting already cut sections into chunks of firewood. His arms, back, and shoulders were soon aching and burning with exertion, and sweat was dripping off him in bucketloads. 
 
    After half an hour of relentless chopping, which seemed to accomplish precious little relative to the tortuously slow progress he was making, he was ready to take a break. Just before he was about to take his final axe swing, though, his spirit sensed someone approaching him from behind, even though his other senses had not detected any hint of a presence. 
 
    “Yasami?” he said as he lowered his axe and turned around, for he was certain it was her. He wasn’t sure just how he had managed to feel the presence of someone he had neither seen nor heard, but guessed it may have had something to do with his ki.  
 
    It was not Yasami, though. Approaching him was Ozu’s gorgeous young personal servant, Kishiko. Again, as he had the first time he had laid his eyes on her, Andy sensed something special about this young woman that went beyond her exquisite physical beauty. He couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was, and the neutral but tightly guarded expression she wore on his face shut down any notion that he might be able to talk to her about herself long before either of them opened their mouths. 
 
    She was carrying a tray with a pot of tea and some fruit. Bowing low before Andy and keeping her eyes averted, she presented him with the tray of refreshments. “From Master Ozu,” she said, every syllable from her honeyed lips deliciously melodious. “He advises that you take a short break from your task. Also, he requests that you finish all of the tea. It is a medicinal tea, and its powers will assist you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Andy said, grinning somewhat goofily. Like any red-blooded young man, he couldn’t help but feel quite beguiled by this stunning woman’s model-perfect looks. She was so hypnotically attractive that he forgot about the other, indefinable energy she had given off that had allowed him to preemptively sense her presence. 
 
    Before he could say anything else to Kishiko, she turned and glided off, every movement as graceful and swift as a ballerina’s. Andy watched her go, hypnotized by the swishing of her long, silky hair and the swaying of her hips beneath her kimono. He quickly snapped himself out of this trance, though, and focused on the much-needed food and drink. 
 
    Given how hot and sweaty he was, he would have preferred some ice-cold water to scalding tea, but if Ozu wanted him to drink this, he resolved to do just that. The tea had a strange smell to it that verged on unpleasant, so Andy figured he would leave the fruit until after he’d had the tea, in case it tasted as bad or worse than it smelled. 
 
    Kishiko had given Andy one small teacup along with the pot, so he filled this up with the steaming liquid and took a tentative sip. The taste that filled his mouth was beyond disgusting, and his first instinct was to spit the vile tasting liquid out. It tasted if someone had mixed bitters and battery acid, and perhaps dumped a bit of rancid milk in there for extra-nauseating flavor. 
 
    Retching, with his face contorted into an expression of sheer revulsion, Andy swallowed the gulp of tea. Drinking it down, however, did nothing to remove the taste from his mouth, and it lingered there like an unwelcome guest. 
 
    “Oh God,” Andy gasped, coughing, retching, and spluttering. “Is this one of your pranks, Ozu?!” He opened the top of the teapot to see just how much more of this liquid he would have to imbibe, and groaned when he saw that the pot was full to the brim. “No, oh man, hell no!” he muttered. 
 
    Kishiko had said that the tea had powers that would aid him, but he wasn’t feeling anything yet—nothing except an overwhelming urge to take the teapot over to the stronghold wall and fling it and its revolting contents down into the valley below.  
 
    Was this some sort of test, he wondered? Perhaps it was a test of obedience, seeing if he would drink this rancid liquid, which maybe had no powers whatsoever, down to the last drop. Whatever it was, though, Andy was determined to comply with Ozu’s request and finish the vile tea. 
 
    “Screw this,” he said, tossing the small teacup aside and picking up the teapot. “Let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    He stuck the spout in his mouth and prepared to down the entire teapot. Andy had never been much of a drinker, but he had taught himself to chug a beer in a few seconds as a party trick. 
 
    “Three, two, one,” he whispered, then tilted the teapot and started gulping. 
 
    For a few seconds, as the tea went down, the sense of disgust was utterly overwhelming and almost crippling, but Andy managed to chug every last drop of it. As soon as it was all finished, he grabbed some berries and started shoveling them into his mouth, chewing on them desperately in an attempt to displace the nauseatingly bitter aftertaste of the tea. 
 
    After polishing off the fruit in record time, he succeeded in getting most of the taste out of his mouth, even though a remnant of the bitterness continued to linger. Then, however, a curious thing began to happen: energy crackled deep within him. It was like the warmth that came from taking a shot of brandy. It spread out from his belly all through his body.  
 
    It was not merely pleasant warmth, though, it was something more—it was ki. 
 
    Andy’s depleted ki reserves now felt as if they were filling up again. The medicinal tea was not, of course, enough to completely refill them, but it certainly gave him enough of a boost that he felt as if they’d been topped up by at least a quarter. 
 
    And this refilling of his ki gave him an idea on how to make the long, grueling task ahead a lot easier. “If I used a cat’s and a leopard’s powers to enhance my abilities to climb with agility, see in the dark, and lighten the carrying of a heavy load,” he muttered to himself, “then surely I could use another animal’s powers to help me with this task.” 
 
    He had seen a team of oxen near the front gates. They were harnessed to a simple winch mechanism which lowered and lifted the platform used to get horses, carts, and other heavy items up and down between the stronghold and the valley floor. Their immense strength and tireless endurance would certainly make the task of chopping up logs a lot easier. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Andy sought out the spirit of an ox. It did not take long to find. As he had done with the cat and the leopard, he fused his ki with the ox. His muscles swelled with the ox’s strength. A grin spread across his face—the task ahead no longer seemed nearly as difficult or strenuous. 
 
    He stepped over to a log and lifted the big axe—which now felt as light as a thin bamboo wand—above his head. He brought it whistling down in a savage blow, and the incredible force of it sheared through the log in a single strike. 
 
    “Whoa!” Andy gasped. This one blow had done what had previously taken perhaps twenty or thirty strikes. 
 
    However, striking at this level of power was not sustainable. With this single blow, he had felt a significant dip in his ki level. A handful more blows like this, and his ki would but totally drained. 
 
    “I need to ease off on the power and ration out the ki,” he said to himself. 
 
    He hadn’t yet experimented with levels of animal-assisted power, but figured that now was the ideal time to start. He closed his eyes and focused on the link between his ki and the ox’s spirit. He found that the more he concentrated, the more vividly he could visualize the link as a glowing rope of crackling electric light, snaking across the space between him and the ox like a horizontal lightning bolt. The light was dazzlingly bright, and when Andy examined it more closely, he saw that it was not one single, thick cord of electricity, but instead was composed of hundreds of much thinner electrical fibers, like a rope. 
 
    He focused on each of the fibers, and thought about cutting them one by one. And with these thoughts, each individual fiber went dark and crumbled to dust, thinning the overall cord of power. With this thinning, he could feel his link to the ox weakening, and the power it gave his muscles lessening. 
 
    After dialing the power down to around a quarter of what it had been with that first mighty blow, Andy decided to try again. He opened his eyes, stepping out of his mind, and raised the axe for another blow.  
 
    The axe still felt lighter in his hands than it had before, but it certainly felt nowhere near as light as it had that first time. When he brought the axe down on the log, it cut deeply, but now hit with the equivalent of five or six normal blows instead of twenty or thirty. Most importantly, though, Andy felt that the drain on his ki was greatly lessened; he would be able to maintain his store of ki for at least an hour or so by doing it this way, instead of burning it all up with a handful of full-power strikes. 
 
    He got busy with the task, chopping up logs with far greater speed and efficiency than he had previously. He was just starting to get into a solid rhythmic flow, however, when a bout of harsh, mocking laughter broke his focus. 
 
    “Look at the stone oni chopping wood like a slave!” a familiar voice called out in a mocking tone. This was followed by a cackle of laughter from a handful of other voices, all of them male. 
 
    Andy wiped the sweat from his brow and turned around slowly. He already knew who was standing behind him. “What do you want, Sabazaki?” he asked coldly. 
 
    “I want to see if you’re more man or more stone oni,” Sabazaki said, his lips twisted into a sneer. “We have a bet going on, my friends and I, and I was hoping you could help us settle it.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Sabazaki chuckled mockingly, and his eyes shone with the ugly light of malice and hatred. “My friends say that maybe only your mother was a stone oni, while I, on the other hand, wagered that both your parents were—you just somehow came out of your mother’s diseased womb with pale pink skin instead of gray skin. So, Andy Knight, which is it?” 
 
    Andy let out a soft chuckle devoid of humor. “Go away, Sabazaki,” he muttered. “Shouldn’t you be busy torturing small animals or something?”  
 
    “Ooh,” Sabazaki mocked, “fighting words from the stone oni! I’m trembling in my boots!” 
 
    “Seriously, I’m busy, and Ozu asked me to do this,” Andy said. “Just get out of here and go harass someone else.” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me what to do in my stronghold, slave?!” Sabazaki snarled, reaching for his ninjatō. “I think you need a lesson in respect, you mannerless barbarian oaf!” 
 
     “Since when is anything in the Akai stronghold yours, Sabazaki?” a new voice said, cutting through the fog-thick tension with icy sharpness. “When I last checked, you weren’t a blood relative to Ozu. You weren’t even born into any shinobi clan. Nothing here is yours, and no matter how desperately you wish it, it never will be.” 
 
    Both Andy and Sabazaki spun around as Yasami strode toward them. “What exactly are you planning to do, huh?” she demanded, her glacial glare scything through Sabazaki with the sharpness of a scalpel. “Attack a brand-new novice with live steel for no good reason? I don’t think I need to remind you that that’s an offence that will get you permanently expelled and exiled from this clan. Get your hand off your ninjatō and get out of here with your stupid lackeys before I decide to tell my grandfather about this idiocy.” 
 
    “Traitor heretic,” Sabazaki hissed, glaring with murderous fury at Yasami. “You’re a disgrace to the Akai clan and an embarrassment to the memory of your father with that evil superstition you dabble in. And now you come here to defend this foreign scum who probably had a hand in trying to kill your grandfather with that panther! And this barbarian, a novice shinobi?! Impossible! Don’t insult all shinobi by uttering such blasphemy. In fact, don’t worry about telling Ozu about this—I’ll go tell him myself, and I’ll make sure to mention how you defended the man who tried to assassinate him, and how you’re defiling the shinobi tradition by claiming that this ape is a novice.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with that and you know it!” Andy yelled. “Hell, it was probably you who set the whole thing up, Sabazaki—” 
 
    “You dare accuse me of plotting my own uncle’s murder!” Sabazaki roared, taking his ninjatō in two hands. “You pile of festering filth, I’ll cut you limb from limb, and—“ 
 
    “Enough!” Yasami yelled, whipping out her own ninjatō. “Stop it, both of you! Sheathe your blade at once, Sabazaki, or I’ll make you regret even thinking about drawing it, I swear on all the gods!” 
 
    “You, I’ll make sure you pay for this,” Sabazaki hissed at Yasami, slamming his sword back into its sheath, his eyes bright with fury. “And you,” he continued, turning to Andy, “just let me catch you on your own, without this traitorous wench to protect you, and I’ll carve you into pieces like a New Harvest roast.” 
 
    “Get out of here, Sabazaki,” Yasami growled. “Go!” 
 
    Sabazaki muttered something to his companions, and they all turned and stalked off.  
 
    Yasami watched them go with a cold gaze. When she turned to face Andy, though, this expression was replaced by one of sympathy. “I’m sorry about that. Sabazaki can be—” 
 
    “A real asshole,” Andy muttered. “A grade-A asshole.” 
 
    “Yes, you could say that,” she said. “He often acts like a spoiled child, and for some reason, your presence here greatly threatens him.” 
 
    “Why did his friends find it so funny when he called me a ‘stone oni’?” Andy asked. “That’s, uh, not much of an insult where I come from.” 
 
    “Here in Nobu-Teng, stone onis are a type of ogre, summoned by unscrupulous sorcerers from another realm. They are very large, around ten feet tall, and immensely strong, with gray skin as hard as stone. They are enslaved as soon as they are summoned, by means of a magic collar, and the sorcerers who summon them sell them as slaves to work in positions of demanding menial labor, like in quarries and mines. They are known for being ugly, dim-witted, and stupid… hence the insult. Because you are tall, well-built, and strong, and are currently performing labor that is usually done by slaves, Sabazaki and his friends thought it appropriate to call you a stone oni.” 
 
    Andy shrugged. “Whatever. I’d rather be a stone oni than an insecure jerk of a bully like Sabazaki.” 
 
    Yasami chuckled. “You’re no stone oni, Andy. You’re far too intelligent for that.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m glad you think so. I do feel like a real manual laborer doing this, though. Did you have to do this whole log chopping thing when you first started training as a shinobi?” 
 
    “I was given similar sorts of tasks,” she said. “Not this, exactly. I don’t have the upper-body strength to chop wood nearly as quickly and efficiently as a strong man like you. But rest assured, Ozu did not assign this task for you for no reason. You will understand why you had to do this as your training continues.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Andy said. “Because it sure as hell isn’t the most exciting form of training, I can tell you that. How much more of this sort of ‘training’ will I have to do?” 
 
    Yasami shrugged and shook her head. “I have no idea. It could be another day, or it could be another month of this. That is up to Ozu.” 
 
    Andy groaned. “Oh man, I hope it’s not the latter. But even just one more day of this doesn’t sound that great, if only for the reason that these peasant clothes are all I’ve got, and they barely fit me. Look at ‘em, they’re drenched with sweat. They’re going to be smelling like a rancid dumpster in a day or two. Then what do I do?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Yasami said. “That, at least, is a problem I have a solution for. I’m going to go into town tomorrow and get some clothes made for you. My grandfather has suggested two formal kimonos, two field work suits, similar to what you’re wearing now, two training gis, and two sets of shinobi shozoku, with armor. And a few pairs of underwear, of course.”    
 
    This news brought a smile to Andy’s face. Also, the prospect of visiting town, which was no doubt filled with wondrous sights and the potential for all sorts of intriguing experiences, filled him with excitement. “Awesome!” he exclaimed. “What time are we leaving? I can be up and ready to go at dawn, earlier if need be.” 
 
    A look of distinct discomfort darkened Yasami’s features. “That’s the thing, Andy,” she said, breaking off eye contact with him and staring at the ground. “You won’t be going. I’ll take your measurements now and pass them on to the tailor. You need to stay here in the stronghold.” 
 
    “What? But… but I want to go to town, I want to see more of this world!” Andy protested. “Why can’t I go?” 
 
    “Because of who—what—you are,” Yasami said, and a blush of embarrassment reddened her cheeks. 
 
    “Huh? ‘What’ I am? What’s that supposed to mean?” Andy asked. 
 
    “Look, Andy, you need to understand that Nobu-Teng is nothing at all like California. Um, not that I know anything about California, but I imagine that there are perhaps people from Nobu-Teng there, as you do not stare at us with any sort of wonder or amazement, as if you had never seen people who look like us before. Here, it is very different. I’m sure you have already noticed that in the little you’ve seen of Nobu-Teng, everyone looks the same. We’re all the same race, is what I mean.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, obviously I’ve noticed that,” Andy said. “And you’re right, the place I come from has a lot of racial diversity, which I’m guessing isn’t the case here. Okay, so I look different from everyone else, so what? I’m still a fellow human being, like all of you Nobu-Tengese… is that what you call yourselves?” 
 
    “Yes, Nobu-Tengese,” Yasami said, shifting her feet on the ground, at which she continued to stare, her discomfort rising. “And you barbarians—” 
 
    “Good God, could everyone stop calling me a ‘barbarian’?” Andy muttered, shaking his head. “Where I come from, it’s actually pretty offensive to say that about someone. And look, I liked Conan the Barbarian as much as the next guy, and I did enjoy playing as a barbarian in the Diablo games, but seriously, just because I look like this, it doesn’t mean I walk around half-naked in furs and a horned helm, and piss in public and eat raw meat and get drunk till I puke and kill anyone who looks at me the wrong way… or whatever it is that you think ‘barbarians’ do. Where I come from, and I’m guessing it’s similar here, the word doesn’t exactly have positive connotations. It means someone who’s uncivilized, uncouth, rude, violent, and who probably bathes once a year and generally smells like a music festival porta-potty.” 
 
    “Conan? Diablo? Are these famous barbarian—oh, sorry, um, Californian emperors or heroes or something?” 
 
    Andy had to pause and chuckle here. “Well, as a matter of fact, Conan the Barbarian did, in a sense, end up becoming governor of California for a while. The ol’ Governator, they called him… but that’s beside the point,” he said hastily, his features shifting back into a serious expression. “The point is, I’d prefer to not be called a ‘barbarian’ anymore. And I don’t see why being a foreigner here means that I’m not allowed to go to town.” 
 
    “I understand your point, Andy,” Yasami said, “and I didn’t realize you took offence at being called a ‘barbarian’, so I won’t say that anymore. But the point I was trying to make is that your people, people who look like you, they’re exceedingly rare here in Nobu-Teng. The vast ocean that lies between my land and yours can take years to cross in a ship—and that’s if the ship even survives the perilous journey. People from your land do not visit these shores and vice versa, not for trade, not for war or conquest, not for any reason. Those few people of your kind who do end up here are usually survivors of shipwrecks. Mostly they arrive dead and bloated and half-decayed after floating at sea for weeks—and even those are rare. Even rarer is for one to arrive alive. And those few who arrive alive, well, they are outside our society. Do you understand what I mean?” 
 
    Andy shook his head. “No, I’m not entirely sure that I do.” 
 
    “As you’ve probably started to see, society in Nobu-Teng is extremely rigidly structured. There is caste for everything, for everyone. We in this clan, the Akai clan, are shinobi. We are one of the few classes who have a modicum of freedom, but even that freedom is severely limited. One is born into a caste, and they stay in that caste from birth to death, except for very rare and unusual circumstances. There is the peasant caste, the farmer caste, the merchant caste, the warrior caste, the scribe caste, and so on. Everything in our society is structured around this caste system. But those who are outside this caste system—outlaws and foreigners—they belong to a caste too, even though they are not of this society.” 
 
    “And what caste is that?” Andy asked warily. 
 
    “The… slave caste,” she said softly. 
 
    “What?!” Andy gasped. “You mean just by coming here as an outsider, I automatically enter the slave caste? Is that another reason why Sabazaki and his buddies thought it was so funny to call me a ‘stone oni’?” 
 
    “Yes, that is part of it,” she said. “Look, I’m sorry, but I don’t make these rules. In many ways I despise the caste system myself… but I cannot change its rules. The system is what it is, and if I could change it, believe me, I would, but that is simply impossible.” 
 
    “So I can’t go to town because I’m part of the slave caste? Wait, just tell me straight—am I a slave? Why would Ozu tell me I’m a novice shinobi if I’m nothing but a slave, hell, a slave by default in this world?” 
 
    “You are a novice shinobi, and you’re not a slave, I assure you,” Yasami said. “Ozu, he believes in the power of tradition and our society’s rules and laws, but he is much more open to bending these rules and traditions than most people are. That’s why he has allowed me to dabble in the Old Way, and to defer my marriage age for a few years. And he has never once considered making you a slave, I promise you that. When he says that you are a novice shinobi, he is telling the truth.” 
 
    “Alright,” Andy said, “so if I’m definitely not a slave, even though most people would think I’m one just by looking at me. Why can’t I go to town? I don’t see what the problem is.” 
 
    Yasami shook her head. “I’m sorry, Andy, but this is what Ozu has said, and his word is final. There’s no point in arguing about it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No. And please, don’t ask again,” Yasami pleaded. “There’s nothing I can do. Now, please let me take your measurements, and then you need to get back to work. Ozu says you’re not to leave this courtyard until every log has been turned into firewood.” 
 
    “Every single one?” Andy gasped. 
 
    Yasami nodded. “Every last one. Ozu’s orders. Stand still please, I need to get your measurements.” 
 
    Andy let out a long sigh and slumped his shoulders. Yasami, meanwhile, took out a leather measuring string and quietly began taking Andy’s measurements. Under any other circumstances, he would likely have felt a stirring of attraction. This was the closest he had been to Yasami, and he could smell the flowery scent of her hair and sense the warmth of her skin as she came in close to measure him. His mind, however, was on other things. His excitement and optimism about this new world had been dealt a major blow by the news that he would not be allowed to go to town, and that many people would automatically assign him to the slave caste merely by looking at him. 
 
    Of course, there were still many places within the stronghold that he had not yet seen, and there was plenty here to keep him occupied, but this wouldn’t be enough for his hungry mind and his voracious appetite for accumulating both knowledge and new experiences. And, of course, the news that most people would immediately assume he was a slave just by looking at him had dealt a major blow to his confidence and hope for the future in this new world. 
 
    “Alright, that’s all done,” Yasami announced. “You’ll soon have some fresh new clothes that’ll fit you perfectly.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Andy muttered, that lone word dripping with disappointment and sarcasm. 
 
    Yasami picked up on this—it would have been impossible not to—but she refused to take the bait. “I must go,” she said, turning swiftly on her heel. “You’d best get back to work, Andy. There is still plenty of chopping to be done, and the sun is getting lower in the sky.” 
 
    “Yeah… chopping,” Andy grumbled. 
 
    Yasami strode off, and Andy’s eyes tracked her as she walked, but he wasn’t watching or observing, really—instead, he was lost in his thoughts, which were not of a particularly positive nature. Perhaps, he began to think, he had dived headfirst into this new world too quickly, without adequately assessing exactly what he was getting himself into. 
 
    He linked his ki with the ox’s again and resumed chopping, but he no longer had much motivation to drive him, and his progress slowed down drastically. 
 
    “Have I come all this way,” he murmured to himself, “have I broken through the barriers of time and space… only to be seen as a slave, as a second-class citizen? Have I simply jumped from one crappy situation into another?” 
 
    Then, however, a flame of determination and stubborn pride flared with sudden brightness within him. It felt as if his flagging ki was beginning to shine bright with a fresh boost of energy. Growling, with every muscle taut with grim tension, he brought his axe down in a mighty blow that sheared through half of the thick log beneath him. 
 
    “No,” he hissed through clenched teeth, burning with a new determination that was almost feverish in its intensity. “No, I refuse to accept this situation. I’m not going to be some passive pawn in this new world, drifting across this ocean like a rudderless ship at the mercy of currents, winds and tides. This may not be my world now, but dammit I’m going to make it mine. Screw convention, screw the rules, and screw traditions. My past is behind me—it’s literally in another world. I can be whoever the hell I want in this new world, whatever the hell I want. I’ve got a rare gift here, and there’s no way I’m not going to absolutely max out its potential.” 
 
    Andy grunted as he heaved the axe down, splitting another log. “This new world… is going to be my world.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was low in the sky when Andy finished chopping the logs into firewood, but his ki was even lower. In fact, after the toil of all this strenuous exercise, there was barely any ki left. Just as he set the axe down, wiped the sweat from his brow, and exhaled a long sigh of relief, a servant came hurrying over to him. 
 
    “Andy Knight,” said the servant, a reed-thin, soft-spoken man in his fifties, who bowed low before Andy. “Master Ozu requests that you assist with gathering water for the evening. The usual servant who does this has injured his hand.” 
 
    Andy groaned, but stopped himself from uttering any complaints. He was determined to make a success of himself in this new world, and complaining and whining wouldn’t contribute in any way to that goal. Instead, he planned to do whatever was asked of him in the only way he knew how: by simply putting his head down, regardless of the circumstances, and powering through whatever needed to be done. 
 
    “Lead the way,” he said to the servant. 
 
    The servant led him out of the courtyard, through the storage areas—round buildings of stone in which stores of grains and rice were kept—and through to another small courtyard where there was a large wooden water tank, like a gigantic wine barrel. Connected to this water tower was a crude system of buckets and pulleys. The ropes of the bucket and pulley went from the top of the battlements—which were level with the top of the water tank—all the way down to the river in the valley, hundreds of feet below. 
 
    “Alright, how do we do this?” Andy asked. 
 
    “You need to turn that crank, Andy Knight,” the servant said, pointing at a large hand crank at the base of the giant barrel. “I will go up top on the battlements and tip each full bucket into the tank as it comes along.” 
 
    Andy frowned as he examined the mechanism. It was an extremely basic system, one that he felt he could streamline greatly and perhaps even automate with a set of weights and counterbalances. The prospect of doing this excited him. He was an engineer at heart, and building, improving, and inventing mechanical objects and designs had always been in his blood. He felt that if he could achieve this, Ozu would greatly appreciate it. As the servant climbed the ladder and Andy began turning the hand crank, he started to analyze the system and devise improvements to its design and operational mechanisms in his head. 
 
    Dusk fell, and then shortly after it, darkness. Servants came and lit up lamps and torches, illuminating both the interior and exterior of the stronghold.  
 
    Andy was beyond exhausted after an hour or two of repetitively turning the crank, but still the servant atop the battlements gave no indication that the task was anywhere near complete. Despite his burning arms, wrists, back, and shoulders, however, Andy remained determined to not utter a single word of a complaint. 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, with the twin moons high in the deep night sky and countless glittering galaxies of stars untainted by light pollution, the servant finally gave a nod. 
 
    “We are done, Andy Knight,” he said. “Thank you for your assistance.” 
 
    Andy breathed out a sigh of relief and staggered away from the crank, shaking his weary arms out. All he wanted now was to shovel down a decent dinner and flop into bed—but he wasn’t about to do this just yet, as badly as he needed it. There was something he was determined to do first. 
 
    “Hey, hold up,” he said to the departing servant, who turned and looked at Andy with a single raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, Andy Knight?” 
 
    “I want to talk to Ozu. Take me to him, please.” 
 
    “I, er, I cannot simply—” the man began. 
 
    “I insist,” Andy said, his arms crossed menacingly as he stepped up to the servant, towering over him.   
 
    “Alright, alright,” the man said nervously. “Follow me. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. Ozu will not be pleased with this breach of protocol.” 
 
    “It’ll be on my head, not yours, so don’t worry about it,” Andy said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The servant gave a stiff, quick bow then led Andy into the main building of the stronghold, which he hadn’t been in before. The interior of this building was far more luxurious than the servant’s quarters, but it was by no means ostentatious or opulent. The beauty of the hardwood pillars and gleaming, dark wooden floors with perfectly flat rice paper interior walls, along with intricately patterned wooden lattice walls, was subtle and understated. Andy felt a little out of place here in his grimy, sweaty peasant gear, but he remained determined to speak to Ozu. 
 
    There were elaborately carved wooden statues of gods on marble plinths, scrolls and paintings in traditional, elegant watercolor styles hanging on the walls, and perfectly sculpted bonsai trees in gorgeous ceramic pots. A water feature created an indoor stream that flowed over a bed of smooth black river stones through an intricately manicured indoor Zen garden. Andy and the servant crossed an ornate miniature arched wooden bridge over this stream and then walked over to a set of twin wooden doors, covered in complex artistic carvings. 
 
    The servant knocked on this door and immediately got onto his hands and knees in a deep bow, his head tucked in, facing the floor, as he waited for Ozu to answer. A few seconds later, Ozu, wearing an all-black kimono, opened the door. 
 
    “Forgive me, Master Ozu, he refused to—” the servant began, his nose still hovering an inch or two from the floor. 
 
    “Get up, get up,” Ozu said, rolling his eyes. “Go make yourself useful and brew us some tea.” 
 
    “Of course, Master Ozu,” the servant spluttered, scrambling to his feet. He bowed again to Ozu before scurrying away.   
 
    Ozu’s lips curved into a smile, and delight sparkled in his eyes when he turned to face Andy. “Novice Andy Knight, I trust you completed this afternoon’s training successfully?” 
 
    “I did, Master Ozu,” Andy said, quickly adding a hurried bow. 
 
    “I knew you would,” Ozu said. “Come, enter my chambers. Sit here on the floor with me. We will share some tea together. I trust you enjoyed the tea I sent you earlier? It does have a rather… unique flavor, does it not?” Mischief gleamed in his eyes when he said this. 
 
    Andy chuckled. “Yeah, uh, ‘unique’ is certainly a word I would use to describe it… maybe along with some other, less pleasant terms.” 
 
    Ozu chuckled. “It is true, that particular combination of herbs is not the most delicious, but it helped your ki, did it not?” 
 
    “It did. I felt as if my ki was given a turbocharge.” 
 
    “And you did use your ki to assist you in your task, yes?” Ozu asked. 
 
    Andy nodded. “It would have taken me a lot longer and been a lot more difficult if I hadn’t.” He hesitated, wondering if he should tell Ozu that not only had he used his ki to enhance his abilities, he had used Beast Magic. He decided that even if Ozu disapproved, owing to his ambivalent feelings about the Old Way, honesty was the best policy. “I also used my Beast Magic,” Andy admitted. “I linked my ki to an ox and used his strength and endurance to bolster my own.” 
 
    To Andy’s surprise, Ozu smiled and gave a satisfied nod. “Then you learned a crucial shinobi lesson that I did not even teach you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Before Ozu could answer, the servant returned, bearing a tray with a teapot and cups. Ozu thanked him, and poured himself and Andy some tea. This time, Andy knew the protocol: he waited for Ozu to take a sip before picking up his own cup. He pressed the rim tentatively to his lips, and was relieved when he found that this brew was quite pleasant tasting. 
 
    “An effective shinobi uses every tool he has at his disposal,” Ozu said. “He must be innovative, sometimes even unorthodox. In other warrior castes, such as the samurai caste, their fighting style is rigid, and there are many rules of combat and honor that cannot be broken. To be sure, a samurai is a fearsome swordsman on the battlefield—but they are limited by their rules. They live and die by an honor code that cannot be broken. We shinobi, yes, we are a kind of a warrior caste, but we are not only fighters, like the samurai. We are spies, thieves, assassins. We are masters of the shadows. 
 
    We have our own code of honor, but it has nothing to do with rules of combat, like those the samurai live and die by. We aim to get a job done as quickly, quietly, and efficiently as possible, using whatever tool we have at our disposal. Yes, we have traditional weapons, but if you find a more effective one for a particular situation, use it! We are not bound by rigid rules in that sense.” 
 
    Ozu paused to sip his tea. “And you learned as much this afternoon. The Old Way is completely outside of the shinobi tradition, and indeed, most of us regard it as heresy and blasphemy, but you know that my views on this are not so rigid as those of many others. You have the gift of Beast Magic. And you saw that it would make your handling of the task far more efficient, so you used it. That, Andy Knight, is what makes an effective shinobi: using the best tool for the job, with maximum efficiency. Well done.” 
 
    Andy was taken aback by this; he had half been expecting Ozu to scold him.  
 
    “I didn’t think of it like that,” Andy admitted. “I thought I might actually get in trouble for using my Beast Magic like that.” 
 
    “You will get in trouble if other people realize you are doing it, people whose views are not as tolerant and open as mine,” Ozu cautioned, “so you must be subtle when you use these powers. But as for me, if you use the most effective tool at your disposal and you do it well, I consider this a success.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure I keep my Beast Magic on the down low,” Andy said. “Alright, so I got that right. But say I hadn’t figured out the stuff with the Beast Magic and the ki, was there still a point in chopping all those logs, beyond the obvious exercise and fitness factor?” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Ozu said, nodding enthusiastically. “My ninjatō, there in the corner of my room, pick it up and draw it from its sheath.” 
 
    Andy got up and walked over to the sword, which he unsheathed. 
 
    “Give it a few swings,” Ozu said. 
 
    Andy did as Ozu said, giving the ninjatō a few test swings. The blade felt light and agile in his hands, perfectly balanced and fluid. 
 
    “After swinging an axe all day, how does the ninjatō feel in your hands?” Ozu asked. 
 
    “It feels like… nothing,” Andy said, smiling. “As light as air.” 
 
    “Yet if you had not been cutting with the axe, it would have felt heavier and more cumbersome to you now,” Ozu said. “The techniques of using an axe to chop wood and a sword to cut at an enemy’s body are, of course, wildly different, but the muscles we use to perform both actions are the same. By strengthening them with the use of a heavy weapon like an axe, you became able to wield a sword with far more speed and strength. Also, because you used your ki in this exercise, your muscles have already grown stronger and developed far greater endurance in a much shorter space of time than they would have under normal circumstances. Using ki in physical training allows one’s muscles to both grow faster and heal much faster than normal. Do you now understand just how important this afternoon’s log chopping session was?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah I can see that now,” Andy said. “So, when do I get to learn how to use a sword?” 
 
    Ozu chuckled. “Soon. That is all I will say. Do not obsess over the whens and hows of your training—just trust in me, and do what I say. Come, sit down again. I sense that your real purpose in coming here was not to discuss today’s training, so go on, tell me what you came here to tell me.” 
 
    Andy put the sword down and seated himself cross-legged on the floor again opposite Ozu. “I’d like to ask you to reconsider your position on me being allowed to go to town tomorrow.” 
 
    Ozu smiled. “No,” he said bluntly. “Is there anything else you wish to discuss?” 
 
    “Wait, Master Ozu, please just hear me out. Yasami explained why you don’t want me to go to town, and I do understand your reasoning, but there’s an angle you might not have thought of, one that might work to your benefit. Barbarian slaves are really rare here, aren’t they?” 
 
    “They are, yes.” 
 
    “So I’m guessing that they’re pretty valuable?” Andy asked. 
 
    “This is true,” Ozu answered. “Generally, only people with power and prestige are able to afford such a rare slave.” 
 
    “Then I’ll pretend to be a slave. You told me yourself, the Akai clan is in trouble. You’re at the weakest you’ve ever been, that’s what you said to me. I’m guessing your enemies know this too, or at least suspect it. But what if you showed up in town with a really valuable, rare slave like me. Wouldn’t that suggest to your enemies that perhaps you weren’t as weak as they were hoping you were? Wouldn’t it make it look like you’d bolstered your position with a new boost of wealth and power?” 
 
    Ozu nodded slowly. “Andy Knight, I must admit that I had not thought of it like this. But are you willing to debase yourself in this manner, by pretending to be a slave in front of the whole world?” 
 
    “Yasami told me a lot of people would automatically assume I’m a slave anyway,” Andy said, shrugging. “I’ll prove them all wrong later, of course, but for now, I’m using the available tools and methods to get the result I need, and that’s the shinobi way, right?” 
 
    Ozu couldn’t help but chuckle and give an appreciative nod. “Yes, yes, this is true, this is the shinobi way. And one of the key arts of being a shinobi is the art of disguise, and sometimes the best sorts of disguises are those in which the shinobi moves in plain sight. And you are right. My enemies would be confused by the addition of a rare and valuable slave to my household. They may indeed assume that I have come across a new source of wealth and power. Very well, I have changed my mind. Disguised as a slave, you may journey to town with Yasami and the others tomorrow.” 
 
    “Awesome!” Andy exclaimed. “Uh, not really so awesome on the whole ‘pretending to be a slave’ thing, but definitely awesome on the ‘going to town’ thing.” 
 
    “I understand that you are enthusiastic about this,” Ozu said, “but you must also be cautious and be on your guard. You will generally be safe in town, as long as you do not break the laws—which Yasami will explain to you in detail on the journey tomorrow—but outside of town, our enemies may strike at any time.” 
 
    “Those samurai who were looking for you when I first got here, those were your enemies, right?” 
 
    A deep scowl darkened Ozu’s face. “Yes, their leader is an enemy of this clan. Our greatest enemy, along with Nago Hushaki, the leader of the Hushaki shinobi clan.” 
 
    “I guess I get why different shinobi clans might be enemies,” Andy said, “but who’s this samurai guy, and why is he your enemy?” 
 
    As soon as Andy asked this question, a look of deep, old pain opened like a suppurating wound in the old man’s eyes, and his face fell. He released a long, slow, sad sigh, and closed his eyes for a while. When he opened them again, the rims of his eyes glistened with tears. “He is my son,” Ozu said softly. 
 
    Andy was silent for a few moments, hit by the shock of this statement as if impaled by an assassin’s spear from the shadows. It was so shocking, in fact, that he couldn’t help but wonder if he hadn’t misheard Ozu. “Your… son?” he asked slowly. “That samurai guy who was hunting you down to kill you… is your son?” 
 
    Ozu nodded. “My second son, yes. His name is Itzu. But he is no longer a son of mine, and he never will be again. He is dead to me, as I am to him.” His expression hardened when he said this, and the muscles of his jaw clenched tight. “He is the reason the Akai clan is in this position. He is a traitor, a self-serving traitor of the worst kind. He betrayed us, and murdered my eldest son, Yizu—Yasami’s father.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Andy gasped. “That’s awful. I’m so sorry to hear that, Master Ozu.” 
 
    “It was a terrible tragedy,” Ozu said with a sigh. “Yizu was everything his brother was not: honorable, intelligent, kind and noble. He was the apple of my eye, and he would have been the greatest leader of the Akai clan in many generations. But Itzu, with his greedy ambition and toxic envy, he took that away from me. From all of us, with his betrayal. All he cares about is wealth and power, nothing else. The Hushaki arranged for him to be accepted as the spiritual successor to a powerful samurai lord who would have died without a male heir. Itzu always dreamed of being a samurai, not a shinobi. In exchange for this, Itzu betrayed our secrets to the Hushaki, who launched a devastating attack on us that almost wiped us out. And he murdered his own brother, striking him down from behind like a coward.” 
 
    “Damn,” Andy murmured. “That’s cold. Ice-cold. I’m so sorry, Master Ozu.” 
 
    Ozu shrugged. “It is in the past, and we cannot change the past. All we can do is learn from it and move on.” 
 
    “I know this must be a sensitive topic, but you said that Itzu became the ‘spiritual successor’ to a samurai lord. How does that work?” 
 
    “If the leader of a clan does not have a male heir, he can appoint another suitable male, not necessarily a blood relation, to inherit the title of clan leader and continue the clan. This is how Itzu, who was born in this clan and thus had no connection to any samurai clan, became the leader of the Kazako samurai clan.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you do the same thing?” Andy asked. “I mean, appoint a spiritual successor to the Akai clan, to keep it going.” 
 
    “I could, but who?” Ozu asked. “There is nobody worthy of the title in my eyes. Certainly not Sabazaki or any of his friends, who are all my distant cousins’ grandchildren. If only Yasami had been born a boy. By the way, I heard what happened with you and Sabazaki this afternoon. He truly is a hotheaded fool. Don’t worry, I gave him an earful, and he won’t be troubling you again.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Ozu,” Andy said. “I appreciate that, but I can stand up for myself.” 
 
    “I do not mean any offence, Andy Knight, but against someone like Sabazaki, you cannot. You do not know the first thing about armed combat, and he is a master of it. Of course, he knows he will be expelled and exiled from this clan if he ever dares to use live steel against a novice. But he is such a foolish hothead that his temper and ego may make him forget the dire consequences of such an action. Be on your guard around him, Andy Knight, and do not let him goad you into a fight. Regardless of what consequences would later befall him, the immediate consequence for you may well be death.” 
 
    “I’ll stay out of his way,” Andy said, trying to approach the issue with rational detachment. Despite this, he couldn’t deny that his pride felt a sharp sting at Ozu’s confidence that a fight between him and Sabazaki would end up being so one-sided. He knew, however, that this was likely true—at least at this point in time when he had no experience with fighting with weapons, and very little in fighting without them. This only increased the urgency of his desire to get into the meat of shinobi training, but he knew not to push Ozu on this. 
 
    “That is the wisest thing to do,” Ozu said. “Remember, when a tiger is a cub, he fears the panther and it is wise for him to hide from the panther. But when the tiger cub is fully grown, this situation is reversed.” 
 
    Andy smiled, feeling a boost of confidence from this little metaphor. “Thank you, Master Ozu, I’ll remember that. There’s one more thing I want to ask you about, by the way.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Your system of drawing water from the river, I believe I can improve it and make it much more efficient if you’ll give me permission to redesign it. With a system of weights, counterweights, and pulleys, I can—” 
 
    Frowning, Ozu held up a hand. “Andy Knight, the water transport system works fine as it is. It does not need to be improved.” 
 
    “But the process could be so much more streamlined,” Andy protested. “And with the design I have in mind, it would require much less effort from the person turning the crank, and you’d get much more water into the tank, much more quickly. In fact, if my theory is correct, we could automate the whole thing so that just one turn of the crank at the start of the day would get water flowing automatically for the rest of the day, and—” 
 
    Ozu shook his head. “Such a project would be a waste of time and resources, especially for something that already works just fine as it is. I’m sorry, Andy Knight, but there is no reason for you to do this. It is completely unnecessary. I cannot give you permission to take valuable time away from your training for this. That will be the end of this topic. Now, is there anything else you wish to discuss?” 
 
    Andy felt quite crestfallen that Ozu had been so quick to shoot down this idea, despite its immense potential. He sensed that a staunch resistance to change of any kind was going to be something of a recurring theme here in Nobu-Teng, with its rigid caste system and strict adherence to traditions.  
 
    “Uh, no, I guess there isn’t anything else, Master Ozu,” he said.  
 
    Ozu gave a nod and smiled. The tension and bottled-up grief and anger from earlier had melted from his wrinkled face. He looked as if he was about to say something, but just as he opened his mouth, there was a knock at the door. 
 
    Andy sensed who it was before he heard her voice: it was Kishiko, Ozu’s gorgeous young servant. 
 
    “Master Ozu, it is time for your bath,” she said, opening the door. A look of surprise briefly flickered across her face when she saw Andy in the room. Andy noticed this, and it intrigued him; he could sense her presence, yet she did not seem to be able to sense his. He still couldn’t put his finger on what it was that was unusual about her, but there was definitely something out of the ordinary. 
 
    “Novice Andy Knight,” Ozu said, “I must take my leave of you now. It has been good talking to you. A servant will take you to your room and will serve you your dinner there. Be ready to depart for town before sunrise tomorrow. The journey is a long one.” 
 
    Andy got up and bowed deeply to Ozu. “I’ll do that, Master Ozu. Have a good evening.” 
 
    “You too, Andy Knight.” 
 
    Kishiko stared at Andy with a cool, inscrutable expression as he walked past her. Outside, the same nervous servant as before was waiting for Andy, and he led him out of Ozu’s quarters and back to the servant’s quarters at the other end of the stronghold. 
 
    “Any chance I could take a shower or a bath or something?” Andy asked when they got to the servant’s quarters. 
 
    “This way,” the servant said, leading Andy to a bathing chamber in a far corner of the servant’s quarters.  
 
    As they entered the chamber, which, unlike many of the structures in the stronghold, had a floor and walls of solid gray stone, the servant handed Andy a clean towel, a washcloth, and a bar of soap.  
 
    “There is cold water for you to wash with,” the servant said stiffly. “If you wish to wash with hot water, you know where the firewood is. It will take around an hour and a half to heat enough—” 
 
    “Uh, don’t worry, cold water will be fine,” Andy said. At this point, the temperature of the water was the last thing he cared about. As long as he could wash the day’s sweat and grime off himself, and get this task done quickly, he would be able to sleep comfortably and soundly. 
 
    “As you wish, Andy Knight.” The servant gave a hurried bow and then scurried away, leaving Andy alone in the bathing chamber. 
 
    He got himself a wooden pail, filled it up with water from the huge vat in the center of the room, and then stripped down, sat down on one of the stone seats and gave himself a quick scrub-down. He thought about giving the peasant clothes a wash as well, but then he wouldn’t have anything to wear, so he squeezed himself reluctantly back into the smelly, sweat-damp clothes and headed back to his room, where a meal was waiting for him.  
 
    He ripped the uncomfortable clothes off again as soon as he had shut his door and hung them up by the window to dry. Upon entering his room, he noticed that the wall he had burst through the previous night had already been repaired. This was a relief, for the night was a chilly one. 
 
    After he had eaten his dinner, he picked up Mr. Tanaka’s mysterious box—his only possession in this new world aside from the sweaty rags he wore. He turned the item over in his hands, staring at the beautiful, intricate carvings, and marveling at how this little item had utterly turned his life upside down, and had quite literally transported him to another world. 
 
    Some of the day’s events had made him question his decision to stay in this new, strange world, but after having spoken to Ozu, he felt reassured that his decision to remain here was the correct one, even if he would have to overcome significant obstacles in his journey into the vast and fascinating unknown that lay ahead. 
 
    He set the box down, extinguished his lamp, and lay down on his bedroll. As physically exhausted as he was from the tiring day, his mind simply refused to rest. 
 
    “Come on,” he muttered into the quiet darkness. “Not tonight, I have to be up before freakin’ dawn!” 
 
    Then, however, an idea sprang into his head—a way of falling asleep despite his stubborn mind. There was one animal that could sleep anytime, anywhere, regardless of situation or circumstance. Andy closed his eyes and sought out the ki connection that would help him fall asleep. 
 
    “Come on Fluffy-san, I know you can help me out with this,” he murmured. 
 
    He found the cat quickly enough and linked his ki to the animal’s spirit. The more frequently he did this, Andy was beginning to find, the more quickly, easily, and effectively he was able to do it—just like working out a muscle. This time, instead of focusing on the cat’s natural abilities to move swiftly and agilely and see in the dark, Andy sought out the creature’s innate affinity for laziness and effortless relaxation. 
 
    He quickly felt a soothing balm spreading its gentle warmth throughout his entire being. All of the clashing thoughts careening through his mind melted away, displaced by a calm, easy serenity. He stretched himself out, catlike, yawned, and was sound asleep in seconds. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Andy’s sleep was long and sound, blissfully free of dreams. When the servant woke him an hour before dawn, Andy stretched and yawned. He felt magnificently well-rested. His joy at waking up and feeling energized, though, was to be short-lived. While his clothes were dry, they reeked of stale sweat, and to add further indignity to having to wear these smelly, too-small clothes, the servant walked in holding a rusty iron collar that Andy would have to wear around his throat. 
 
    “I hope that it is not too uncomfortable, Andy Knight,” the servant said as he fastened and locked the collar around Andy’s neck. 
 
    “Comfortable or not, I have to wear it,” Andy said. “Hopefully it won’t be for too long.” 
 
    Another servant brought Andy breakfast. After he had eaten, he headed out to the courtyard, where Yasami, some servants, and three of the shinobi were waiting. Yasami and the servants were armed with both bows and various melee weapons. They were wearing armor along with their black shozoku. Only their eyes were visible; the rest of their faces were concealed by their zukin and fukumen. A team of horses attached to a large cart had also been prepared. They were being led onto the winch-powered platform that would lower them to the valley floor far below. 
 
    The three shinobi snickered and muttered snide comments among themselves about Andy’s slave collar. They were clearly friends of Sabazaki and had no love for the foreigner in their midst. Yasami, however, silenced them with a sharp word and a steely gaze, and they immediately obeyed. 
 
    “Did you sleep well, Andy?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “Like a lazy cat,” he answered, grinning. “You?” 
 
    “I am well-rested, yes,” she answered. “Do you want to go down to the valley floor via the platform with the cart and the servants, or down the stairway with us?” 
 
    Andy’s first instinct was to pick the former, but he knew that there was no way he would win the respect of the other shinobi by doing this. “I’ll go down the stairs with you guys,” he said. 
 
    “Are you sure? It is still dark, and you have very little experience navigating the stairway, unlike us, so—” 
 
    “Trust me, I’ll be fine,” Andy said. He knew he could rely on Fluffy-san to help him get down the stairway in the dark, and this did wonders for his confidence when it came to tackling a task like this. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Yasami and the other shinobi headed out of the gates and began to descend the steep and treacherous stairway beneath the sea of stars in the black velvet sky above.  
 
    Andy, bringing up the rear, rubbed his hands together and closed his eyes before he began his descent. “Alright Fluffy-san, let’s do this,” he said, casting out his spiritual feelers to link up with his feline ally. 
 
    He found the cat right away, but there was a problem: Fluffy-san appeared to be refusing to allow him to link his ki to his. Andy hadn’t even considered this as an issue until now—he’d simply assumed that the animals he was linking himself to were unaware of their little arrangement. Now, however, he realized that not only did they know, they also had an opinion about it. And Fluffy-san’s present opinion was that Andy’s continued use of his abilities was starting to piss him off. 
 
    “Come on, Fluffy-san,” Andy pleaded. “Don’t leave me hanging like this. I need your help right now!” He did his best to transform these words into telepathic thoughts, in the same manner in which he had communicated with the panther who had almost eaten Ozu. 
 
    “I’ve given you enough help, human,” came the cat’s snarky reply.  
 
    Andy was surprised to hear the cat’s voice in his head, but he wasn’t completely floored, since he had already “spoken” to the panther previously.  
 
    “And what have you given me in return for everything I’ve done for you?” Fluffy-san asked. “Not even a scratch behind the ears or a belly-rub. When you don’t need anything from me, you act like I don’t even exist. Now I get to return the favor. Go away and leave me alone. Find someone else to help you get down those stairs.” 
 
    Panic flooded through Andy’s mind. The platform had already departed, so there was now no chance of getting down that way. And to attempt to tackle these stairs in the dark, without animal assistance, seemed like a suicidal undertaking. 
 
    “Come on Fluffy-san, I’ll get you the tastiest kitty treats from town, and you can have all the ear-scratches and belly rubs you want when I get back.” 
 
    There was no response but cold silence. Fluffy-san’s patience and generosity, it seemed, had been exhausted. 
 
    Andy looked down at the first few steps, which were quickly engulfed by thick darkness after a few yards. He swallowed slowly, doing his best to push his fear aside.  
 
    “I can do this,” he said to himself, trying to will some courage into his reluctant limbs. “I did this once before, without any help from a cat.” 
 
    On that occasion, however, he had been ascending the stairs in full daylight, not going down them in near blindness in the dark. And even then it had been a terrifying and tortuously slow journey. 
 
    “I could barely do this in bright daylight,” Andy muttered. “How the hell am I going to do it blind?” 
 
    As he said this, a flicker of movement in the dark caught his eye. A large bat swooped past him, catching a moth in mid-flight. At that moment, it hit Andy: Fluffy-san wasn’t the only creature who could help him get down the stairs in the dark. He closed his eyes and sought out the bat with his ki, and he found it quickly enough. 
 
    Now that he knew that creatures could detect when he was trying to link his ki to theirs, he was a little more cautious and gentle. The bat didn’t seem to mind, though, and Andy successfully linked his ki to the tiny animal’s spirit. Come to think of it, the leopard hadn’t objected when he had linked his ki to it and used its strength and endurance to carry Ozu through the forest. Andy realized that while animals were initially happy to help him, he couldn’t—as with human friends and allies—continually take without giving something in return. Otherwise, he would quickly exhaust their patience and goodwill, as he had done with Fluffy-san. 
 
    “Don’t worry Mr. Bat,” Andy whispered. “I’m only going to do this once. And this time, I’ve learned my lesson. I’m going to send some profound gratitude your way. In fact, I’ll make sure I leave a candle out here for you tonight. The light will attract a whole bunch of moths and other tasty insects for you to feast on.” 
 
    As soon as Andy established a link to the bat via his ki, it felt as if he had plunged into a pool of water. He had been snorkeling once or twice before, and on those occasions, he had marveled at how experiencing the underwater world of the ocean was like stepping onto another planet—and this was exactly how he felt now as he used the bat’s senses. 
 
    Instead of using the sense of sight, like most animals, bats used sonar echolocation to navigate their way through the world. Being able to do this was so delightfully alien that it almost blew a fuse in his mind. He felt his diaphragm rumble within him, pulsing out deep waves of wordless sound that came echoing back and somehow allowed him to see everything around in perfect clarity—with his eyes closed. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, the world was dark and muted. He would be blind if not for the echolocation painting a vivid mental image of the world in his mind. 
 
    The world around him was now no longer the rich canvas of vivid colors he was used to seeing. Instead, it had become a completely monochromatic landscape, in which everything was painted over in shades of the same hue of gray. Despite this, Andy was able to see everything with perfect clarity, as if it had been 3D-rendered inside his brain. 
 
    Linking himself to the bat’s spirit had given him something else, too.  He now felt as light as a feather and tremendously agile—his acrobatic abilities boosted by the tiny creature’s incredible ability to maneuver with extreme rapidity in flight. 
 
     With every ounce of fear and doubt now scrubbed from his system, Andy began his descent of the steep, narrow stairway, heading down it so fast and with such confidence that he quickly caught up to Yasami and the other shinobi. Soon, he was nearly pushing them down with his own eagerness and speed. 
 
    He felt almost as if he could fly—almost—but he knew that if he pushed things too far, gravity would soon teach him that there were limits to what he could do with his powers, and the lesson would no doubt be extremely painful, if not fatal. 
 
    As soon as he reached the valley floor, he disconnected himself from the bat, but not before sending a profoundly sincere telepathic message of thanks its way. 
 
    “You got down way faster than I thought you would, Andy,” Yasami said. “It’s almost as if you had a little help,” she added, flashing him a subtle wink. Although her face was covered by her fukumen, Andy could see the cheeky smile in her eyes. 
 
    He knew that he had to keep his Beast Magic a secret—at least for now—from everyone but Yasami and Ozu, so he simply chuckled in response to this. The other shinobi looked at him with grudging respect in their eyes, but they said nothing. 
 
    “Now we wait,” Yasami said with a sigh. “I told the servants to get that cart ready two hours before dawn, but the stablemaster got drunk last night and it was impossible to get him up in time.” 
 
    “Can’t we go on ahead?” Andy asked. “Surely the cart could catch up with us later.” 
 
    “I’d like to,” Yasami said, “but my grandfather gave strict instructions that the cart and servants be guarded at all times. Even here, so close to the stronghold, danger could lurk in the shadows.” 
 
    “What kind of danger are we talking about, exactly?” Andy asked. “I know about Itzu and his samurai friends now—” 
 
    At the mention of Itzu’s name, rage flashed across Yasami’s eyes. That same rage entered the eyes of the other shinobi, who muttered curses under their breath and clenched their hands into tight fists. 
 
    “Ah, my traitorous, backstabbing murderer of an uncle,” Yasami hissed. “Every time I hear that name, a little part of me dies. And another part of me grows into an ever more ferocious killer, hungry for his blood.” 
 
    “That pile of rancid donkey dung wouldn’t dare to come so close to the stronghold, even with all his samurai behind him,” another shinobi added. “You don’t have to worry about him, at least not in this valley.” 
 
    “So what are you guys worried about? What are these dangers that are supposedly lurking in every shadow?” Andy asked. 
 
    “It is not only our clan that has suffered in recent times,” Yasami said. “Everywhere, people are suffering. There have been plagues, floods, and last year there was a long drought that caused a terrible famine. People have lost everything, and many of them have turned to banditry. We’re taking a lot of gold to town to purchase food to last us through the winter, and that gold is going to make us a target for any bandits in the area. In fact, any wagon that passes through the forest is a target, no matter how much or how little it is carrying.” 
 
    “These bandits wouldn’t think twice about taking on a couple of shinobi?” Andy asked. 
 
    “If there were enough of them to heavily outnumber us, they would certainly take that risk,” Yasami answered. “These are desperate times.” 
 
    “There are other things, though,” another shinobi said. “Things to fear in the shadows…” 
 
    “Those are nothing but rumors,” Yasami said. 
 
    “Maybe they are, but maybe they’re not,” the shinobi countered. “I don’t fear any man, but I’d rather not fight a monster.” 
 
    “Monster?” Andy asked. “Like the ushi-oni that almost turned me into its dinner when I first arrived here?” 
 
    “Worse than that,” the man muttered. “You can kill an ushi-oni if you’ve got the right weapons. These monsters that people are talking about… they can’t be killed. They appear out of nowhere and kill like a rabid fox that’s gotten into a chicken coop: with a frenzied fury, tearing everyone they come across to shreds, whether man, woman, or child, starving beggar or mighty warrior.” 
 
    “Baseless rumors,” Yasami said dismissively. “Ignore him, Andy. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He’s repeating the tall tales slurred out by drunks in low-class taverns as if they’re facts,” she scoffed. “No, the main thing I’m worried about is bandits, but as long as we keep our eyes open and our wits about us, we should be able to get to town safely enough. Now, enough talk about monsters that can’t be killed and other fanciful rumors. I think you all should go and scout the road ahead while we wait for the wagon to get to the ground. Establish yourself at secure points one, two, and three miles down the road.” 
 
    The shinobi gave a curt nod and dashed off, leaving Yasami and Andy alone. 
 
    “So are you, like, second in command here or something?” Andy asked. “They seem to obey you as readily and obediently as they would Ozu.” 
 
    “I am Ozu’s only direct descendent who still draws breath,” she answered. “While I cannot inherit the title of clan leader, I do command some authority in the clan while Ozu still lives.” 
 
    “And what about when he dies?” Andy asked. 
 
    Yasami did her best to conceal her emotions, but Andy nonetheless picked up on the subtle tightening of the muscles around her eyes—the only visible part of her face—and the brief glint of both sadness and anger that flashed across them. “Then I am nobody,” she sighed. “Someone’s wife-to-be, nothing more.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Andy said. “I mean, come on, you’re Ozu’s flesh and blood, you’re a damn good shinobi, and you’re a great leader, at least from what I’ve seen. You should just say ‘screw tradition’ and become Nobu-Teng’s first female clan leader. Everyone in the stronghold—well, uh, maybe with the exception of Sabazaki and his buddies—would surely support you.” 
 
    Yasami chuckled and shook her head—and there was not a drop of mirth in either her laughter or her eyes. “Andy Knight … you know so little of Nobu-Teng. Truly, you do. But thank you—I really do appreciate the compliments. I’m glad that at least you believe me to be a great leader, one with the potential to lead the Akai clan. In another world, perhaps, but not this one. Especially not with Sabazaki around.” 
 
    “Speaking of Sabazaki,” Andy said, “do you think he might be linked in some way to the attempt on Ozu’s life? He’s clearly a power-hungry asshole, but do you think he’d go that far?” 
 
    Yasami breathed in deeply and thought for a while. “I can’t say I haven’t had my own suspicions. It’s true that while Sabazaki lacks in many other qualities, he certainly isn’t deficient in ambition. And for all the kindness that Ozu has shown him over the years, Sabazaki has never shown much gratitude in return. I know from trusted sources, though, that he’s tried to get Ozu to consider naming him the spiritual successor to the Akai clan.” 
 
    “That seems seriously suspicious to me,” Andy said. 
 
    “And to me,” Yasami said. “Especially with the assassin going to such immense lengths to make Ozu’s death look like a completely natural one. But I feel like as conniving and ambitious as he is, Sabazaki would surely have waited until Ozu had publicly named him as the spiritual successor to the title before attempting to assassinate him. And that will never happen. Ozu will never name Sabazaki as his successor.” 
 
    “Maybe my arrival forced his hand?” Andy suggested. “And while Ozu might never have agreed to name Sabazaki as his spiritual successor, surely Sabazaki could have forged some document saying so, and used his goon buddies as witnesses? If Ozu was dead, it’d simply be their word against yours. Then how do you stop Sabazaki from simply taking power?” 
 
    Yasami frowned. “I see what you mean. I never imagined that Sabazaki would stoop so low as to attempt a coup in that manner, but as I said, he doesn’t lack ambition…” 
 
    “Watch your back around him is all I’m saying,” Andy said. “He’s already made it clear that he’d like to kill me and will do so the first chance he gets. I have a feeling he’s got his eye on the title of clan leader. Who knows what lengths he’ll go to in order to get it.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Yasami said. 
 
    “And you should suggest to your grandfather that perhaps it’s time to break with tradition and pass down the title of leader of the clan to you,” Andy said. “You’d be a damn sight better than Sabazaki, I can tell you that. I’m sure almost everyone would support you instead of him—he doesn’t seem to be very well-liked in the stronghold.”  
 
    She shook her head. “It’ll never happen.” 
 
    “Never say ‘never’,” Andy said. “I may not know anything about history, society, culture, and tradition in Nobu-Teng, but where I come from, I know a lot about it. And throughout the history of my world, the majority of people have always said that this change or that change was utterly impossible. But when the time came to change society and kings and emperors all resisted… inevitably a renegade would come along and not only break all the rules, but they would also flip the whole system on its head. And because of those renegades, we now have a society with, well, with immense freedom for everyone, no matter who you are.”    
 
    “So if I lived in California, I could become the Akai clan leader, even though I’m a woman?” Yasami asked. 
 
    Andy chuckled. “I’m not sure that any of the things shinobi do would be legal in California, but if they were, you sure as hell could be a leader. And you could marry whoever you wanted. There’s no such thing as a caste system where I come from.” 
 
    “Your land sounds a lot freer than mine,” Yasami said with a sigh. “Don’t tell me too much more about it, though. You might just tempt me into attempting the long and dangerous journey across the ocean to get there. But why do you say that the activities of a shinobi clan would not be legal there? You do not have shinobi in California?” 
 
    “Hoo boy,” Andy said. “Let’s see, a group of people who basically dedicate their entire lives to being the best assassins, spies, and thieves in the world… that’s a real big ‘nope’ from the government where I come from, trust me on that.” 
 
    “Not even honorable shinobi like we Akai?” 
 
    Andy shook his head. “No way. What’s the deal with that, though? Why are you Akai honorable and another clan, like the Hushaki, are not? I mean, I believe you, but I’m just curious as to how you guys differentiate yourselves, seeing as you both do pretty much the same thing.” 
 
    Yasami let out a gasp of indignation. “How dare you suggest that we Akai are anything like the Hushaki, Andy Knight?!” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, I’m not suggesting anything—I just said I didn’t know the difference!” Andy protested. “Nobody’s explained it to me yet.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Yasami said as she glanced at her feet. “I suppose I’m a little worked up from everything we’ve been talking about, and I sometimes forget just how new you are in this land. We Akai shinobi operate on a strict code of honor, one which goes back thousands of years. We are assassins, thieves, spies, yes—but we pick our targets according to our honor system. We shinobi have been used by the noble houses of Nobu-Teng for thousands of years to settle disputes, acquire information, and eliminate political targets that would otherwise require the waging of wars to achieve. Sometimes, by killing one person or stealing one object, you save the lives of thousands of others who would have died needlessly in battles and wars.” 
 
    “Okay, I get that,” Andy said. “But what about the Hushaki, what do they do that breaks this honor code?” 
 
    “We never kill children or infants,” Yasami answered. “And it is rare that we kill women; only particularly evil women, if the rule is to be broken. And we do not kill commoners, unless they themselves are murderers who are killing innocent people. Indeed, we Akai only take on a small fraction of the jobs we are offered. If the proposed job is at odds with our honor code, we do not take it on—it’s as simple as that. The Hushaki, though, have shunned the sacred rules of our caste. They have become little more than common mercenary thugs, albeit with far deadlier skills than any mercenary goon possesses.” 
 
    Yasami paused. Andy could see the disgust bubbling like caustic acid in her eyes.   
 
    “They will steal anything,” Yasami continued, “and kill anyone—including children and even infants—as long as they are paid. They have no scruples, no honor code, and they care only about one thing: gold. While we reject most job offers, they never reject an offer. They are vile thugs playing at being shinobi, and their activities have dragged the name of the shinobi caste through the mud in our society.” 
 
    “They sound like serious jerks,” Andy said. 
 
    “They are,” Yasami said, “and worse. But enough about them. Just speaking about them leaves a vile taste in my mouth. Since you are now a shinobi novice, I may as well give you a little training while we wait for the cart.” 
 
    Excitement blazed in Andy’s core. “Awesome!” he exclaimed. “Uh, but I hope this isn’t going to involve more woodchopping...” 
 
    Yasami laughed. “No, Andy, my methods are a little more straightforward than my grandfather’s. I think we should do a little weapons training basics, just in case we do come across any bandits. As a novice, you’re not permitted to carry a ninjatō, wakizashi, tanto, or any other blade. However, there are other weapons you’re allowed to use. You’ll need a ranged weapon and a melee weapon. There are basic crossbows on the cart. A crossbow is a basic weapon that doesn’t require much in the way of skill to master, unlike a bow—even the servants are trained to use them. In the event that we run into any trouble, a crossbow will serve you well.” 
 
    “That’s cool, because I already know how to use a crossbow,” Andy said. “What about melee weapons, though? What do I get to carry?” 
 
    Yasami reached behind her and pulled a heavy wooden rod from a sheath on her back. She tossed it to Andy and he caught it. It was as thick as a toilet roll tube, and about twenty inches long. It felt far heavier than it looked, though. 
 
    “What is this thing, some sort of club?” he asked. 
 
    “Flick the switch on the underside of it,” Yasami said. “First make sure that the ends of the tube are pointing away from you, though!” 
 
    Andy found the small button on the underside of the tube and pressed it. Two long iron rods sprang out of either end of the tube, extending the weapon’s length to around six feet. “Alright!” Andy exclaimed, grinning. “A collapsible bo staff!” 
 
    “Exactly. A bo staff isn’t, strictly speaking, a traditional shinobi weapon,” Yasami said, “but mastering the bo staff forms a good, solid foundation for other weapons training. And as humble a weapon as it is, it can be incredibly effective and devastating in the right hands. Especially if one adds a little ki to the staff.” 
 
    “Ozu has already shown me a little about how to use ki,” Andy said, “so I think I could do that.”  
 
    “This will be a little different to what he showed you,” Yasami said, and although Andy couldn’t see the grin on her lips, he could see it plainly enough in her eyes. “He already gave you the ‘ball in the net’ lesson, right?” 
 
    Andy laughed. “He did. And I had no idea an eighty-year-old man could hit so hard.” 
 
    “Ozu may look and act like a warm, harmless old man,” Yasami said, “but he’s still a deadly shinobi master who has lost very little speed and strength over the years. Anyway, let’s focus on getting you familiar with some basic bo staff skills. We’ll look at adding ki a little later. For the sake of training, let’s pretend that my ninjatō is a bo staff.” She drew her sword and gripped the blade midway down, holding the ninjatō as if it were a staff. “Now, I want you to do what I do, Andy,” she continued, shifting into a combat stance. “This is the basic stance for both attack and defense, when it comes to using a bo staff. There are other stances and offensive and defensive positions, of course, but this one is good for both.” 
 
    Andy gripped the staff and mimicked her stance. 
 
    “Make sure your knees are bent a little, and you’re on the balls of your feet,” Yasami instructed. “You want to be light, bouncy, and springy, ready to shift either into a solid, planted defensive pose or spring into a lightning-fast attack.” 
 
    Yasami went over a few basic strikes, blocks, and easy combos. Although Andy was a complete novice when it came to armed combat, the limited experience he had with MMA training, plus his natural talent when it came to fighting, meant that he picked up the basics of fighting with a bo staff quite quickly, and Yasami was impressed. 
 
    “You have both speed and power, Andy,” she said, after around half an hour of practicing. “Which is, of course, an excellent combination for a fighter. You’re not linking up to any nearby animals’ spirits to assist you, are you?” 
 
    “Nope, this is all me,” Andy said, and he couldn’t help but swell with pride. 
 
    “Alright, now let’s add some spice to these basics,” Yasami said. “There’s no way beyond simply pouring hours of training in to perfect these moves, but we can add even more speed and power to them by using your ki. To start off, I want you to tap into your ki and activate it. Do this in the manner that Ozu showed you.” 
 
    Andy closed his eyes, sought out the center of his core, and activated his ki. It quickly flowed through his nervous system and charged his blood like particles of crackling lightning. 
 
    “I can sense that you’re ready,” Yasami said. “Now, I need you to visualize something, and you must do this vividly and intensely. Picture your body, limbs, and appendages as the branches of a tree.” 
 
    “A tree? What does a slow, unmoving tree have to do with intensifying the speed and power I can fight with?” Andy asked. 
 
    Yasami rolled her eyes. “Are you going to do what I say and learn this skill, or waste time with your silly questions?” 
 
    “Sorry, go on.” 
 
    “Now, what I was going to say before you interrupted me, Andy, was that you need to visualize yourself and your body as a tree, yes, but with time immensely accelerated. So, with decades passing in mere seconds. What happens when a tree and its trunk, limbs, or roots encounter an obstacle like a large boulder or a piece of steel or wood?” 
 
    “They grow around it, it almost becomes part of the tree,” Andy answered. 
 
    “Exactly. It is not fused with the being of the tree,” Yasami said, “but the foreign object nonetheless becomes part of the tree, even though they do not share the same life force. But in ‘swallowing’ this object and making it a part of the tree, the object attains a ‘life’ of its own. It is not alive, but it is almost alive. Feel the staff becoming like such an object in your hands, as if your fingers are the limbs of a tree, moving decades and centuries in seconds. Feel the staff coming alive, as much as an inanimate object can, in your hands… and let the ki flow out of your body and into the staff, as the weapon becomes ‘alive’, in a sense.” 
 
    Andy closed his eyes and concentrated hard, doing his best to achieve this. It was difficult at first to visualize his fingers and indeed his whole being as a tree, but the more intensely he focused, the easier this became. Soon enough, the staff was feeling both alive in his hands and as if it were a part of his body—yet, like a stone or a piece of steel swallowed by a tree over a century, simultaneously retaining its foreignness. 
 
    “I think it’s working!” Andy said excitedly. “The staff feels light in my hands … light and dynamic, almost like a living thing.” 
 
    “Focus on pouring your ki into it,” Yasami said. “Keep thinking of the staff as something that could be alive, and your inner core, the home of your ki, as the provider of this life.” 
 
    Andy squeezed the staff tighter and did his best to focus on filling it to the brim with his ki. He was about to say he was sure it was working—the staff felt feather-light yet dynamically powerful in his hands, but Yasami beat him to it. 
 
    “You’ve got it, Andy!” she exclaimed. “Open your eyes and see!” 
 
    Andy opened his eyes and gasped with awe. “Whoa! Are you seeing what I’m seeing? Am I seriously doing this?” 
 
    “You’re doing it,” Yasami affirmed. 
 
    In Andy’s hands, the staff was shining with a gentle red glow, pulsing with power. “It’s like a lightsaber!” he gasped. “Or a light staff, whatever you call it.” 
 
    “Try and strike something with it, using one of the moves I showed you,” Yasami said. “Not me! How about that large boulder over there? Give it a whack.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how much damage I can do to a boulder with a simple staff,” Andy said, “but I’ll give it a shot.” 
 
    “When you strike it, visualize all the ki in the weapon being released at once in one mighty blow, like a lightning bolt exploding out of a black thundercloud,” Yasami said. “This is the key to unleashing the full power of this method.” 
 
    “A lightning bolt, huh?” Andy asked, preparing to unload all of the ki in the staff in one mighty blow. “I can do that.” 
 
    Using one of the whipping downward diagonal strikes Yasami had shown him, driving the force of his twisting hips and upper body into the blow, Andy let out a shout and slammed the glowing red staff into the boulder. He visualized a lightning strike crashing home at the moment of impact. As the staff smashed into the rock, there was a boom like a shotgun blast. A shock wave that radiated with such force that it almost knocked Andy off his feet. Dust billowed up in a cloud, and a shower of stone fragments shot up into the air and then came down in a brief rain over Andy and Yasami. 
 
    And when the dust cloud cleared, Andy’s jaw dropped, for he saw that the blow had split the boulder in half and blasted a football-sized chunk out of it. 
 
    “Damn…” Andy murmured. “I did that?!” 
 
    Yasami let out a chuckle. “You did! I must admit, I wasn’t quite expecting you to do so well with your first attempt, but you certainly are full of surprises, Andy. When you charge a weapon like this, though, you must be careful not to use too much ki. It’s easy to get carried away and dump all your ki into one strike. And if that strike misses or fails, you could find yourself in serious trouble.” 
 
    “I definitely used more ki than I should have,” Andy said. He was feeling a little drained now, but had no regrets about expending so much ki; it wasn’t every day that one got to whack a boulder with a staff that had the power of a 12-gauge shotgun. 
 
    “If you have to use this method in a fight, be sure to conserve your ki, unless it’s a life-and-death situation,” Yasami said. 
 
    Before she could continue, some voices called out from the other side of the huge rock. 
 
    “Ah, the cart is finally on the ground,” Yasami said. “Time to get going.” 
 
    Excitement and anticipation surged within Andy. Even though the iron slave collar was uncomfortable around his neck—and the thought of having to pretend to be a slave was even more uncomfortable—the feeling of joy at being able to see and discover more of this strange new world was exhilarating. 
 
    He and Yasami joined the cart and its crew of servants, and they set off on the long, bumpy road through the forest, which was waking as the world grew lighter and the first golden sliver of sun crested the mountain peaks in the distance.  
 
    They were joined by the other shinobi, who all took turns rotating between walking alongside the wagon to protect it and scouting a mile or two up the road ahead, so that there were always a few shinobi with the wagon to protect Ozu’s gold.  
 
    As they journeyed through the forest, Yasami showed Andy the basics of how to use a crossbow. Unlike the bo staff, this was a weapon with which he’d already had plenty of experience, since he had been building crossbows since his teenage years. When Yasami handed him a crossbow to take a few practice shots, the first thing he considered was how he could improve its design. Yasami told him that these were among the best crossbows in all of Nobu-Teng, but even so, the design was quite primitive compared to the crossbows he had constructed in his apartment. These crossbows were powerful and decently accurate, but they were difficult and time-consuming to load. 
 
    “What if I could make a crossbow that was a lot easier and faster to load, and that you could shoot multiple bolts with just by cocking a simple lever?” Andy said to Yasami. 
 
    “Ha!” one of the shinobi scoffed before Yasami could answer. “The barbarian is as crazy as he is ugly! He thinks he can outdo the greatest crossbow smiths in Nobu-Teng with his idiotic barbarian ideas!” 
 
    The other shinobi all chortled, but Yasami shut them up quickly with an icy glare. This menacing look vanished from her eyes when she turned and spoke to Andy. “Could you really do that?” she asked. 
 
    “I made a repeating crossbow back home that was just as powerful as these crossbows,” Andy said, “and it could squeeze off six bolts in as many seconds, once I became proficient enough with the reloading lever.” 
 
    “That kind of weapon could revolutionize the way we use crossbows,” Yasami said. “I’ll tell Ozu about your idea, and see if I can get him to organize some smithing equipment for you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t hold your breath about that,” Andy muttered. “I already approached him about improving the water collection system from the river, and he didn’t want to hear about it.” 
 
    “Ozu can be stubborn about things like that, sometimes,” Yasami said, “but if I talk to—” 
 
    She was cut off by an arrow streaking through the air and slamming into the cart next to her. Andy scrambled for his crossbow, his heart racing, for he believed that they were under attack. Yasami, however, simply pulled the arrow out of the wood and examined it more closely. The shaft had a few daubs of fresh paint on it in different colors, and Andy lowered his crossbow when he noticed that nobody else was preparing for combat. 
 
    “Uh, isn’t anyone else a little worried that someone just shot an arrow at us?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s not an attack; it’s a message from the scouts ahead,” Yasami said. “The paint daubs are a code.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Andy said, breathing a sigh of relief. “Well, uh, what does this code say?” 
 
    “It’s not good news,” Yasami said, and Andy suddenly wanted to take back his sigh of relief. “There are dead peasants on the road ahead, freshly killed. There are bandits nearby. Bandits … or something worse. Everyone, prepare to fight!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The wagon continued down the forest track. The woods were especially gloomy, the thick, gnarled trees clustered close together, the shadows heavy and dense. Andy could sense the presence of many animals nearby, but he refrained from linking his ki to any of them for the moment. He kept his senses open for the presence in particular of any large, fierce animals like bears, tigers, or panthers, whose abilities would aid him greatly if a fight was to go down. 
 
    On the open-top wagon, the servants sat in grim silence, gripping their crossbows with jaws set and knuckles white. Unlike the shinobi, who were alert but calm and collected, the servants were clearly unaccustomed to combat. 
 
    They came across the aftermath of the bandit raid soon enough, but Andy heard it before he saw it: the piteous wailing of women and children cut with damning volume through the birdsong and animal sounds of the forest. 
 
    The scene of the crime was a grim one—a small wagon lay overturned on the side of the road, one side riddled with arrows, sticking out of it like porcupine quills. Far more horrifying to see, though, were the bodies of two men lying on the track. Both had their throats cut, and the dirt beneath them was dark and moist with their blood. Standing over them was a middle-aged peasant woman, weeping and wailing. Beside her huddled girls, who looked to be around eight and ten years old. They were also crying. 
 
    “Let’s get those bodies out of the way and keep moving,” said one of the shinobi as he and the others strode over to the dead men. 
 
    “They… they killed my husband and my son,” the woman gasped. “We didn’t even resist… they just murdered them… and they took my eldest daughter! They took her, they stole her, along with everything we own!” 
 
    “Out of the way, peasant,” one of the shinobi grunted coldly. “Do your grieving next to the road, not on it.” 
 
    “Are you guys freakin’ psychopaths?!” Andy yelled, unable to believe what he was witnessing. “These innocent people just had their family members massacred and another one kidnapped, and you’re telling them to just get out of the way?! Screw your damn heads on straight—we have to help these people!” 
 
    “Andy, I know that their plight is a tragic one,” Yasami said, “but what’s done is done. There’s nothing we can do for them.” 
 
    “Like hell there isn’t!” Andy snapped. “You guys are elite fighters, we’ve got all these weapons on us, and the bandits can’t have gone far. They abducted a teenage girl, for God’s sake! We can’t just keep going as if nothing’s wrong! We have to rescue her!” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be pretending to be a slave, barbarian,” one of the shinobi muttered. “I suggest you learn to act like one, and keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    “If you people aren’t going to help, screw you,” Andy said, grabbing his crossbow and bo staff and making a beeline for the peasant family with purpose in his stride. “I’ll do it on my own.” 
 
    “Thank you, thank you, kind barbarian,” the woman sobbed. “If you can return my daughter to me, I will forever be in your debt. The bandits took her that way,” she said, pointing into the forest, where a small deer trail led into the shadows. 
 
    “Nice knowing you, barbarian!” one of the shinobi called out from behind Andy. “I hope you at least take out one or two of those scumbag bandits before they kill you!” 
 
    “Shut up!” Yasami snapped. “He’s right! We can’t just ignore this act of injustice. We’re going after the bandits!” 
 
    “But—” the shinobi protested. 
 
    “You stay here and guard the wagon, since you’re clearly the most cowardly of all of us,” Yasami hissed. “The rest of you, ready your weapons and follow me! That’s an order, and Master Ozu will hear about anyone who utters another word of complaint or disobedience! Move it!”   
 
    The shinobi grumbled and muttered, but they obeyed their orders and followed Yasami and Andy into the forest. 
 
    “I appreciated your enthusiasm, Andy,” Yasami said as she caught up to him, “but you need to let me take over from here. These bandits are no crude tavern brawlers; from the look of those arrows, they’re likely former mercenaries, and they will certainly have battle experience.” 
 
    “Alright, whatever, let’s just get this done,” Andy grunted. He was still bristling with annoyance at the other shinobis’ reluctance to help the peasants. He was quickly learning to develop a thick skin, and he was able to brush off the many casual insults and instances of disrespect flung his way, but letting injustice slide was something that he would not and could not ever tolerate.   
 
    The deer trail began to fade away and disappear into the leaf-strewn forest floor. When they reached a broad, clear stream that gurgled and danced over a bed of smooth multicolored stones, the trail disappeared altogether and did not reappear on the other bank. 
 
    “Dammit, where have they gone?” Andy muttered. 
 
    Yasami dropped down onto her haunches and examined the damp brown leaves underfoot, and then checked out some twigs and leaves on nearby plants. After this, she examined the bank of the stream. She crossed the stream and scanned the opposite bank and a few plants there, then returned to Andy and the others. 
 
    “They entered the stream but did not come out on the other side,” she said. “There’s no way of telling whether they went upstream or downstream—they’re clearly covering their tracks.” 
 
    “Then it’s a waste of time to pursue them any further,” one of the shinobi said. “We could be traipsing through this forest all day chasing down ghosts.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Andy said. “I can find them.” 
 
    “You?!” the shinobi scoffed. “What are you now, an expert tracker as well as a genius inventor, huh?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Andy said. He could feel Yasami’s eyes boring into the back of his skull. He knew that he was not supposed to say anything about his Beast Magic to anyone but her and Ozu, and he certainly wasn’t supposed to use it—at least in an overt manner—in front of anyone. However, he figured that he could get away with a subtle use of this gift without giving away his secret. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Andy?” Yasami asked, and the undertone of her question was plain for him to hear. 
 
    “Some tracking techniques I learned in the forests of California,” Andy said with a little shrug. “Maybe you guys aren’t aware of how to read some of the more subtle signs that humans leave behind, but I am.” 
 
    He put his staff and his crossbow down, got on his hands and knees, and pretended to examine some of the plants. What he was doing instead was actually sending his spiritual feelers out, seeking an animal with extraordinary senses to which he could connect. He found one soon enough: a fox, a few hundred yards away. Now he had learned that he could not simply take from animals without giving something in return, so he communicated telepathically with it.  
 
    “My friend,” he said to the fox, “I would greatly appreciate some help with finding a group of bandits who passed this way.”  
 
    “Those cursed humans thought it was fun to shoot arrows at me yesterday!” the fox replied. “If you’re going to kill them, I’ll give you all the help you need.”  
 
    “We’re going to kick their asses,” Andy said. “Trust me on that.”  
 
    As soon as he linked his ki to the fox’s spirit, his senses were inundated with a glut of information. Suddenly, he was able to experience the world through the incredible enhancements to his own senses provided by the fox’s senses of sight, hearing, and smell.  
 
    Everything felt immediately larger and vaster, as well as filled with so many more lifeforms than his dull human senses were capable of detecting. There was only one class of lifeform he was interested in finding now, though, and he located their presence quickly.  
 
    While his human ears weren’t sharp enough to pick up the sound of distant conversation on the breeze, the bandits’ words were as clear as day when filtered through the ears of the fox—as were the muffled screams of terror the kidnapped girl was howling out. 
 
    “They’ve gone downstream,” Andy declared, standing up. 
 
    “Are you certain of this?” Yasami asked. She knew how he had discovered this, but she had to play along. 
 
    “My tracking skills don’t lie,” he said. “They went downstream.” 
 
    The shinobi followed the course of the stream, their senses on full alert and their weapons at the ready. Andy maintained his link with the fox as they tracked the bandits down, but he intended to sever it when they got closer in order to create a new link with a creature more suited to the ferocity of battle. He didn’t want to use up all his ki before they encountered the bandits, for he would certainly need it when it came to taking them down. 
 
    Soon enough, the shinobi were able to hear the bandits’ coarse talk and harsh laughter with their own ears. They got within sight of the bandits’ camp, which was located in a clearing at the bottom of a steep, thickly wooded bank. Yasami switched to a form of sign language to communicate with the other shinobi, who were now in complete stealth mode and moving as slickly and silently as cats through the shadowy forest. 
 
    Andy had no idea what Yasami and the other shinobi were saying to each other via their sign language, but the conversation seemed quite animated. He guessed that they were discussing tactics and formulating a plan of attack. When they were done speaking, the shinobi all split up and dispersed into the forest, vanishing like ghosts into the shadows.  
 
    Yasami crept over to Andy. “You need to wait here,” she whispered. “We’ll handle this on our own—this is no place for a novice, especially since we’re outnumbered five to one.” 
 
    “I’ll use my ki and my Beast Magic,” Andy said. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll be—” 
 
    “I’m sorry Andy, but that’s an order. As a novice, you have to obey me. If you don’t, I’m afraid I’m going to have to tell Ozu about it. Stay here and observe.”  
 
    Without waiting for another word of protest from him, Yasami slipped away. She had her bow in her hands with an arrow nocked, her ninjatō loosened in its sheath, ready to be whipped out in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Andy’s heart was pounding in his chest. Even though he had been forbidden from joining in the battle, he wasn’t sure if he could comply with this order once the arrows started flying and the swords began slashing. In preparation for this eventuality, he sought out a suitable animal to link his spirit to, and found one: a tiger.  
 
    He tried linking his spirit to the tiger’s but found that it was nowhere near as smooth and easy a process as it had been with other animals. In fact, it appeared that the tiger was actively resisting his attempt to connect to it.  
 
    Suddenly, a deep and aggressive voice echoed inside Andy’s head. “Keep trying your tricks, human, and I promise I’ll make a meal out of you. Leave me alone now. This is the one and only warning I’ll give you.”   
 
    The tone of the tiger’s voice made it obvious that the beast was not prepared to bargain or negotiate on this, so Andy mumbled a hasty apology and severed his connection to the beast. He kept searching, and found another animal that he thought could be suitable: a forest rhinoceros.  
 
    This beast was by no means as fierce and agile as a leopard or tiger, for example, but it was tremendously powerful and would fight with ferocity if threatened. And it possessed one more attribute that would be very useful to Andy, dressed only in his peasant rags: an immensely strong hide, like armor. 
 
    “My friend,” he said to the rhino when he created a telepathic link to it, “I would greatly appreciate your help with something.”  
 
    “Do as you will, human,” the rhino said, sounding disinterested. “As long as you and your friends physically stay away from me and don’t disturb my feeding, I don’t care what you do.”  
 
    “Thank you very kindly, uh, Mr. Rhinoceros,” Andy said. “I promise I won’t take long, and then we’ll steer well clear of you.”  
 
    As he linked his ki to the rhino’s, he felt his skin hardening, as if his flesh were turning to iron. His muscles swelled with power, and he felt as if he could literally take someone’s head off their shoulders with a single punch. 
 
    Not everything about linking himself to the rhinoceros was advantageous, though: the creature’s poor eyesight meant that his own vision became blurry and hazy, and he had to creep closer through the forest to the edge of the trees at the top of the bank to get a clearer view of the bandits’ camp below. 
 
    The bandits themselves were a motley bunch. They were dressed in ragged clothing and mismatched items of leather armor, along with pieces of mail. Most wore skullcaps of leather, with a few wearing crude iron helms. The bandits were grubby and coarse looking, with long, greasy hair and missing teeth. Their eyes were the cold, hard eyes of seasoned killers, though. Their bodies were lean and muscular, and the way they gripped their weapons—bows, yari, flails, maces, and axes—indicated that they knew how to use them with deadly efficiency. None wore or carried swords of any kind, Andy noticed, and he wondered if this was a caste thing. 
 
    The peasant girl they had kidnapped was tied to a tree stump in the middle of the camp, with a rag shoved in her mouth as a makeshift gag. She was still clothed and unharmed, but the men’s crude comments and leering stares clearly indicated that this wouldn’t be the case for long. 
 
    One bandit in the center of the sprawling camp was older and better dressed than the others. The swagger in his stride suggested that he commanded some authority here.  
 
    A ball of nausea and cold dread formed in Andy’s stomach as he watched the leader approaching the girl, who started writhing and struggling with futile terror as he drew closer to her.  
 
    “Come on Yasami, come on, move your ass,” Andy whispered. “Where are you? Where are the other shinobi?!” 
 
    Other bandits, grinning lecherously, had seen that the leader was about to have his fun, and they began moving toward the girl as well. 
 
    “Dammit, I’m gonna have to do this myself,” Andy whispered, taking aim at the leader with his crossbow. Even though he was only around fifty or sixty yards from the man, his vision was still a little blurry, which made it difficult to take aim accurately. Andy’s palms were clammy and sweaty, and his whole being was churning with intense emotion.  
 
    Yes, the bandit was about to commit a horrific crime, but Andy had never killed anyone before. He had never even thought about killing anyone until now. The weight of this immense decision kept his finger off his trigger, even when he finally managed to get the leader lined up in his sights. 
 
    Below him, the leader pulled the gag out of the girl’s mouth. She started to scream, but he slammed a swift, brutal right cross across her jaw that cut off her cry and left her dazed, her head lolling on her neck. He then grabbed at her blouse to tear it off. 
 
    “I have to stop him,” Andy whispered, preparing to squeeze the trigger. “This is it, I have to do this—” 
 
    The girl’s face suddenly turned bright red with a spray of blood—but it was not hers. The bandit leader staggered back, grabbing with rapidly weakening hands at the arrow that had appeared out of nowhere and impaled his throat. The men’s harsh laughter and jeers were abruptly cut short as they watched their leader drop to his knees, feebly trying to pull the arrow out of his throat, drowning in his own blood. They grabbed their weapons and spun around, facing the forest. 
 
    And that was when the shinobi attacked. 
 
    Andy lowered his crossbow, and his jaw dropped with awe. He had seen the shinobi perform impressive feats during training, but nothing could have prepared him for just how incredibly effective they were in real life-or-death combat. They seemed to simply appear out of nowhere. Unlike conventional warriors, who would likely have charged in formation into the camp, roaring battle cries, the shinobi were already in the camp when they attacked. They popped up from behind tents, from under wagons, from behind barrels and chests. One even dropped out of the lone tree in the middle of the camp. 
 
    There were no battle cries when Yasami and the shinobi attacked. They moved like phantoms given physical form, in utter silence and with such speed and acrobatic agility that it was as if they were not of this world. 
 
    While all of the shinobi were performing feats of speed and combat prowess that would have made any warrior green with envy, Andy’s eyes were drawn to Yasami. As fast as the other shinobi were, she was faster. He could hardly believe what he was seeing when he watched her spin on her heel and loose three arrows in three different directions—all of which slammed home into their targets’ skulls with deadly accuracy—before completing the full 360 degrees of her turn. 
 
    She dropped her bow as a bandit rushed her with his yari and slid under his thrust, entwining her legs with his as part of her slide, and then rolling and twisting her body in a sharp whipping maneuver that brought him crashing to the ground. Before the man even registered that he’d been trip-slammed, she planted a dagger in his heart and used the force of this blow to springboard herself up into a leap that had her on her feet again. 
 
    Two men came charging at her from both flanks. With each hand, she casually flicked out a throwing star. Each of these deadly projectiles buried themselves in one of her assailants’ respective eyes. Yasami didn’t wait for the men to drop their weapons and clutch at their eyes. Instead, she ducked with a full-body bend, arching her spine so deeply that the top of her head brushed the ground as a spear sailed over her. The spear passed harmlessly through the space her torso had occupied a second earlier. Yasami snapped herself back into an upright position and whipped out her ninjatō, charging in with silent deadliness to take on two bandits simultaneously. 
 
    As Andy watched her engage them with a blurred flurry of rapid cuts, slashes, and parries, the sharp crack of a twig snapping nearby yanked him back to his own surroundings. He spun and saw two bandits mere yards from him. Both were wiry, hard-muscled men in leather armor. The plethora of scars on their heads, arms, and faces indicated that neither was a stranger to armed combat. One carried a mace, the other an axe. 
 
    “Die, barbarian scum!” one of them roared, and both charged simultaneously at Andy. 
 
    Now there was no time to think, no time to contemplate the consequences of pulling the trigger—there was only time to react or die. 
 
    Andy reacted. He spun around, whipped the crossbow up and fired it from the hip. At this range, it was hard to miss, though. The crossbow bolt slammed home into the axe-wielding bandit’s chest, punching him off his feet mid-charge.   
 
    There was zero possibility of reloading the crossbow in the mere second that remained before the other bandit engaged with him, so all Andy could do was toss the weapon aside and whip up the bo staff as the man swung his flanged mace toward Andy’s head. 
 
    Andy had no time to infuse the weapon with ki—everything he was doing now was purely instinctual. His ki was, however, still linked to the spirit of the rhinoceros, and this beast’s innate defensive rage became his own. As he parried the bandit’s first strike with his bo staff, he roared out a wordless howl of such murderous intensity that the bandit, combat hardened as he was, sprang back a little. 
 
    Andy found that he could barely control himself, the rhinoceros’s red-mist fury coursing through his body. He charged in with his bo staff, flipping the tables in this encounter. 
 
    Although the bandit had been startled initially by Andy’s surprising aggression, his own fighting instincts quickly kicked in. He was a coarse thug, but he hadn’t survived this long in his world of violence without a decent amount of skill in armed combat. Andy’s slashing diagonal swipe with the bo staff was powerful and focused, but it was a beginner’s move and the bandit knew exactly how to counter and neutralize this. The bandit parried the blow with the shaft of his mace, then simultaneously spun to the side and ducked. Before Andy could react, the bandit jabbed his mace under Andy’s staff and hooked the weapon. With a sharp tug, he sent the staff flying out of Andy’s hands, leaving him unarmed. 
 
    “Now you die, barbarian,” the bandit growled as he darted in with a downward chopping blow of his mace, intending to cave in Andy’s skull. 
 
    Andy reacted on a purely instinctual level, raising his left forearm to shield his head from the lethal blow. The heavy flanged head of the mace, whipping down with such speed and power, should have shattered every bone in Andy’s arm. But, instead, it was as if the man had struck a rhino’s armored hide. The mace bounced off Andy’s arm, but before either man could react with shocked disbelief, Andy again acted on instinct, smashing an uppercut into his surprised opponent’s chin. 
 
    Andy knew how to throw a decent uppercut from his MMA training, and his strike was planted with precision and power. However, it was not only his human strength that gave the punch its force, for behind the blow was also the full, savage power of the rhinoceros. 
 
    The uppercut didn’t simply knock the bandit out. It caved in the entire lower half of his face and ripped his head clean off his shoulders, sending it sailing up into the air to disappear into the depths of the forest like a punted soccer ball. Andy stared in horrified disbelief at the headless, blood-spurting cadaver as it sank to its knees and flopped limply at his feet. With his eyes almost popping out of their sockets, he slowly held up his fist in front of his face, scarcely able to believe what he had just done with this appendage. 
 
     “Andy!” a familiar voice cried out from behind him, snapping him out of his trance. 
 
    With eyes as wide as saucers and his jaw hanging, Andy slowly turned to face Yasami as she rushed over to him. 
 
    “Andy, are you hurt?! I saw them attacking you, but I was all out of arrows, throwing knives and throwing stars…” 
 
    “I’m… fine,” he said slowly. “I think.” 
 
    He held up his left arm, across which a dull ache was slowly spreading. There was a deep bruise on his forearm where the mace had struck him, but aside from this, he was fine—there were definitely no broken bones, at least. As for his right fist, which had struck the man’s head with a wall-destroying force, his knuckles were bruised and sore, but there was no serious damage.  
 
    “How did you do all that?” Yasami gasped. “That mace should have destroyed your arm, and that uppercut… I know you’re big and strong, but no man can do that with a punch.” 
 
    “I linked my ki to a rhino before the battle,” Andy admitted. “I know, I know, I have to keep these powers secret, but I didn’t think they’d manifest themselves in a way that would be this crazy. I was acting on pure instinct.” 
 
    “Well now you do know,” Yasami said sternly. “And you’re very lucky that I was the only one who saw that. If any of the others ask, say you did it by charging your bo staff with ki.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Yasami,” Andy said. “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “There’s no need to apologize,” she said, her tone softening. “As you just said, you were going on pure instinct. Without doing what you just did, you’d be dead right now. By using your Beast Magic, you survived in a moment of life-or-death peril. But you’re going to have to do your best to keep these abilities more subtle from now on. In the next few days, you need to go to Oshiki and learn how to gain better control over these powers. Also, beyond being astounded at what you just did, I’m a little jealous. I’ve been studying the Old Way for years, and I can’t pull off anything close to what you just did.” 
 
    “I really don’t know how I did it,” Andy admitted. “Or, rather, how I did it with such intensity. Jeez … I literally punched a man’s head off his shoulders. Damn … I killed a man. I killed two men…” 
 
    Yasami placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “The first time you kill is always the hardest. It gets easier, but it never really gets easy. Even though it may have looked like I was killing those bandits in the camp without a second thought, I’ll see each of their faces in my dreams. It’s true that we killed these people to save an innocent victim from a horrendous crime, but even so, it doesn’t mean we are entirely without conscience.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Andy murmured, feeling as if he was drifting through some strange dream instead of reality. “I get that.” 
 
    Yasami gave his shoulder another squeeze. “Come, let’s go. It’s best in such circumstances to keep moving and keep yourself busy, so as to not allow your mind too much space to drive itself crazy. Let’s get the girl back to her mother and recover their stolen goods, and then we can get back to our own mission.” 
 
    The girl was tearful and traumatized but thankful. Yasami comforted her, while the other shinobi grudgingly gave Andy a few compliments on how well he had handled himself. They hadn’t seen him in action like Yasami had, but the aftermath of his encounter with the two bandits spoke for itself. As Yasami had suggested, Andy told them he had charged his staff with ki, and that was how he had taken the man’s head off. 
 
    The peasant family, although grieving for the loss of their father and eldest brother, were overjoyed when they were reunited with their abducted daughter and stolen possessions. They thanked Andy, Yasami, and the shinobi profusely for helping them. Although Andy was still in something of a state of shock from his fight, the heartfelt gratitude from the peasants and the sense of justice that came from righting this wrong played a significant role in getting his mind back to normal. 
 
    Andy and the Akai servants assisted the family with burying their dead father and brother on the side of the road while Yasami and the other shinobi used their minor healing skills to heal the injuries the girl and the other peasants had suffered at the hands of the bandits. After this, they bade them farewell and continued on toward the distant town. 
 
    As they set off on the journey again, one of the shinobi, a middle-aged man named Akazitu, walked over to Andy, who was walking at the very rear of the train, as an actual slave would. “Novice Andy Knight,” he said, giving a brief bow, “I must apologize to you.” 
 
    Andy was taken aback by this, and he couldn’t disguise this in either his voice or on his face. “Oh, uh, wow, okay Akazitu,” he said. “Thanks, but there’s no need to—” 
 
    “No, no, there is a need to apologize,” Akazitu said solemnly. “I have not only been a fool in the manner in which I have treated you, I have been downright dishonorable and disrespectful. I allowed myself to be too easily influenced by Sabazaki and his crass attitude. He wrote you off as an ignorant, useless barbarian without knowing a thing about who you really were and what qualities you genuinely possessed, even though your coming was prophesied by the seer monk. Truth be told, I believe that there is an element of envy in his hatred of you. Ozu has been talking of your coming for months now, and in that time Sabazaki has become increasingly envious and bitter. 
 
    “But at the back of all our minds is something else, too… the knowledge that the Akai clan will soon be no more. Most of us were expecting you to be a great shinobi master—and yes, a native of Nobu-Teng too, not a barbarian. So when you arrived, and it became clear that the prophesied one was… you… well, many of us were overcome with a deep sense of disappointment. This is not your fault at all, and has nothing to do with you as a person, but we couldn’t help directing that disappointment at you, encouraged and fueled by Sabazaki’s hatred of you. Today, though, you have revealed the truth of who you are. None of us, I am ashamed to say, considered helping those peasants. Yet you, a mere novice in terms of ability and a complete stranger to them, and not even of the same nation, were prepared to sacrifice your life for them. And I think all the grumbling we did was because of the shame we felt that it was you and not us experienced shinobi who chose to act with selflessness and righteousness. Today, Andy Knight, you proved your worth in my eyes. Perhaps you are not the great prophesied shinobi who will ultimately save the Akai clan from destruction, but you are a man of courage, selflessness, and honor—and those are qualities for which you deserve respect. Please, accept my humble apology for how the other shinobi and I have treated you.” 
 
    This sincere, heartfelt apology truly floored Andy, and he was at a loss for words when it came to what to say in response.  
 
    “Thank you, Akazitu,” he said finally. “I mean that from the bottom of my heart. That’s all I can say, really.” 
 
    Akazitu’s face was covered by his fukumen mask, but there was no mistaking the smile in the shinobi’s eyes. He gave Andy one more quick bow and then returned to his comrades. 
 
    As Andy walked along and did what he could to process everything that had happened, he noticed the terrain changing; the forest was thinning out and more sunlight was beginning to penetrate the dense shadows. They rounded a corner of the road, and Andy was presented with a magnificent vista. The road dropped down into a series of switchbacks as it undulated down the steep sides of a valley, into which they were about to descend. 
 
    This valley was not, however, like the rest of the wild landscape, or indeed like any landscape he had seen in Nobu-Teng thus far. Before him was civilization—his first glimpse of an entirely new civilization since he had first arrived in this thrilling new world.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Andy had to stop to take in the wondrous sight before him. What he was experiencing at this moment could only have been paralleled by the first ever European explorers who set foot in Japan. Nobu-Teng was not exactly like ancient Japan, though—there were some key differences in flora and fauna, and not to mention that magic existed here. But despite their differences, Nobu-Teng sure looked like Japan. Rice paddies and farms stretched out as far as the eye could see in the vast valley, which was split in half by a huge river. In the center of the valley, to the left of the river that snaked around it, was an enormous hill, and on the slopes of this hill was a massive city. 
 
    The city was a ragged pyramid of white, red, yellow, and orange in the center of the lush green valley. Crowning the top of the hill was an imposing castle, built in the Japanese style. Its turrets and towers and central keep all had curved roofs of blood-red tiles, while high walls and battlements, painted white, like the rest of the castle, surrounded it. Sprawling out below the castle on the slopes of the hill was the rest of the town, which consisted of thousands of stone buildings, also with curved roofs with tiles of red, yellow, or orange, jumbled together in a crowded mass. 
 
    Surrounding the entire town, at the base of the hill, was a gigantic city wall, fifty feet high, with archers patrolling the battlements. 
 
    “The city of Ragashimo,” Yasami said. She had walked back from the head of the train to talk to Andy. 
 
    “It’s… it’s… like something out of a dream,” Andy said.  
 
    On the one hand, he used this phrase because he had never imagined that he would ever behold anything like this with his own eyes—but on the other, he meant it quite literally, for the instant he had first laid eyes on at the castle of Ragashimo, as well as certain landmarks in the city, a powerful sense of déjà vu had struck him like a fist out of the dark. He had seen this place in his dreams—he was beyond certain of this. Indeed, it felt so familiar to him that he imagined he would be able to navigate his way through Ragashimo without the use of a guide, even though he had never set foot in this place. 
 
    “Your cities in California are different to ours?” Yasami asked. 
 
    Andy chuckled and shook his head, smiling. “You wouldn’t believe how different they are, trust me.” 
 
    “I hope I can see them one day,” she said. “I’ve always been curious about the lands across the sea.” 
 
    Andy briefly wondered whether the magic box was capable of transporting more than one person across worlds. He had no idea how Yasami would react to the world he came from, but he knew without a doubt that her mind would be blown. He doubted, though, that she would ever see it. He didn’t even know if he could get back, let alone bring another person with him. Right now, though, going back was the last thing on his mind. He felt as if he had only just dipped a toe into this wondrous new world, and he wanted to submerge himself completely in it. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll see it one day,” he murmured, talking to Yasami but still staring in spellbound awe at the sight before him. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. “Come, Andy, the others are getting ahead of us. Let’s keep moving. Remember, though, from this point on, you’re to act like a slave. Don’t make direct eye contact with anyone, even peasants, don’t touch anything, and don’t speak unless spoken to. I’m sorry, I know it will feel… humiliating and shameful, but we have to put this act on for your safety.” 
 
    “And to give the illusion that the Akai clan has more power and prestige than it actually does,” Andy said. “I’m also helping you guys out by doing this.” 
 
    “I realize that, and I’m grateful for your help. Come, let’s go.” 
 
    As humiliating as it was to have to pretend to be a slave, Andy didn’t mind. If putting on such an act was the passport to seeing a sight like this and gaining access to an experience like the one he was about to have, he considered it a very minor sacrifice to make. 
 
    They got down into the farmland after an hour of navigating the series of switchbacks that led down into the valley from the wooded heights. Peasants were working their fields. As Yasami had instructed him to, Andy avoided making direct eye contact with any of them, but this didn’t prevent him from sensing their stares. Every single person they passed stopped whatever they were doing to gawk at him, and he guessed that, as people had told him, foreigners were an extremely rare sight in this land. 
 
    They finally arrived at the gates of Ragashimo at around midday. Here, in front of a pair of enormous twin oaken gates, painted bright red, with gigantic, ornate brass knockers in the sculpted forms of dragons’ heads, they joined a large group of people who were all waiting to be allowed into the city. 
 
    Dozens of guards were stationed at the gates. They were attired in white and red uniforms, with boiled leather breastplates, forearm bracers, and boots—all painted red—along with bronze skullcaps. They carried yari and other polearms, and wore long daggers and maces on their hips. Above them, on the battlements, archers in similar attire kept an eye on the crowd. 
 
    Andy walked over to Yasami. “What’s the holdup?” he asked. “There’s a bit of a bottleneck here.” 
 
    “No weapons are allowed to be brought into the city,” Yasami said. “Only the City Watch and the Daimyo’s guards are allowed to be armed within these walls.” 
 
    “The guards are going to have a field day when they pat you guys down,” Andy said with a grin. 
 
    Yasami chuckled. “They know well that each of us shinobi usually has at least a dozen weapons hidden on us. They always grumble when they see us coming.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    “Alright, it’s almost our turn,” Yasami said. “Be careful with these guards—they’re weak little men with big egos, and they love lording their authority over everyone. Whatever insults they throw your way, ignore them and say nothing, as difficult as it may be. It is an offence of the highest order to attack a member of the City Watch.” 
 
    “I’ll keep my head down,” Andy said. 
 
    The cart ahead of them—a peasant’s ox-drawn cart carrying sacks of rice—was finally allowed in after the guards had satisfied themselves that there were no hidden weapons or other contraband in the rice. 
 
    “Next!” one of the guards snapped. He was an especially short, rotund man with a patchy beard. Small, close-set eyes nestled above round cheeks. Within those eyes, a deep-seated anger about his lot in life continuously sizzled. “Come on, move it you cretins!” 
 
    He and a few of his companions surrounded the shinobi, their servants, and their cart. Predictably, the guards’ attention was immediately drawn to Andy. The short, angry guard waddled over to him and stood in front of him. He placed his hands on his hips, looking Andy up and down as if he were some exotic creature in a zoo. 
 
    “Well, well, well, look at this, boys!” the guard exclaimed. “A real live barbarian! Where did you Akai scum steal this big, stupid ape from, huh? I know there’s no way you could afford to pay for a slave like this.” 
 
    “You clearly don’t know as much about us as you think you do,” Yasami said coldly. “Ignore the slave, we purchased him the legitimate way. Just get on with your job so we can get into town, please.” 
 
    “By the gods, I’ve never seen one of these in the flesh,” the guard said as he walked slowly around Andy. “Are they all this ugly? Does it speak? Can it speak?” 
 
    The guard was literally half of Andy’s height, and Andy had to dig deep into his willpower and resolve to restrain himself from lashing out with a kick or a knee strike that would get the guard’s head spinning on his shoulders. He bit his tongue, stared at the ground, and said nothing. 
 
    “He speaks and understands our tongue perfectly,” Yasami said. “Leave him alone and get on with your job.” 
 
    “Oh, so he can understand what I’m saying about him, then?” the guard sneered. “Then he must be truly cowardly and pathetic, if he just sits there like a scared little mute while I insult him. What’s the matter, you big yeti, you afraid of a real man?” 
 
    “Please, we are in a hurry.” This time it was Akazitu who spoke, and the undertone of a threat in his voice as he growled was far from subtle. 
 
    “What’s taking so long?!” someone called out from somewhere behind them in the queue. “Why has this queue stopped moving?! Come on!” 
 
    “Yeah, hurry up!” someone else yelled out. “My fruits are spoiling in the sun!” 
 
    The short guard clenched his jaw with anger, but realized that he had to quit taunting Andy and get on with his job. “Come on boys, let’s go, let’s go,” he said, clapping his hands and striding away from Andy. “Get these scumbags’ weapons off of ‘em and let’s keep this queue moving.” 
 
    The shinobi handed over their weapons, which were put in one of hundreds of crates that were stacked up outside the wall, then the guards waved them through the gates into the city. 
 
    Andy knew he was supposed to keep his eyes on the ground, but when he was inside Ragashimo, he simply couldn’t resist staring. The broad streets of cobblestone wound around both magnificent and shabby buildings, and narrow alleys and wide carriageways alike were crowded with people. Vendors had stalls set up in every available space, selling everything from food to clothing to jewelry and trinkets. Paper lanterns in their thousands were suspended above every street, strung between the close-packed buildings. Andy imagined that the city looked quite magical at night.  
 
    There were people of all castes and classes. Peasants, in their drab, simple clothing formed the majority, but there were plenty of what Andy assumed were members of the merchant class, who wore colorful kimonos. There were clearly members of a wealthy, landed class whose ornate, shimmering kimonos of silk, excessive displays of jewelry and flamboyant hairstyles and makeup made even the wealthier merchants look plain. 
 
    Then there were the ever-present City Watch guards, a pair of whom seemed to be stationed on every corner. In addition, though, there was another class of people Andy immediately noticed, one who seemed to form a sizable chunk of the city’s population: beggars in rags. 
 
    The beggars’ emaciated bodies, along with the raggedness of their filthy clothing and the dullness in their hollow eyes indicated a great degree of suffering. What Andy found most shocking about the vast numbers of beggars, though, was the percentage of them who were children, some as young as just three or four years old. Some beggars even fought over dirty crusts of discarded bread, and others huddled in the shadows, passing a wineskin and drowning their sorrows together.  
 
    It quickly became apparent that despite its external façade of prosperity, Ragashimo was a deeply divided city of haves and have-nots, and there was as much crushing poverty as there was ostentatious wealth. 
 
    Andy paused, squinting at the crowd of beggars. He could have sworn one of them looked familiar.  
 
    “Andy, come with me,” Yasami said, snapping him out of it. “You and I are going to go see the tailor. The others will go with the wagon to the Central Market to pick up supplies for the winter.” 
 
    “Sure, yeah,” Andy mumbled, paying little attention to Yasami, for he was still utterly absorbed in taking in the amazing sights, sounds, and smells of this place. He could feel everyone’s eyes on him, but despite the discomfort that came with being an object of the entire city’s curiosity, he was too fascinated with everything around him to really care. 
 
    He followed Yasami down one of the nearby alleys. In a sense, it was a relief to get away from the main street, with its thousands of jostling people who all gawked and stared, but Andy still felt like there was so much to take in, and he felt the street, with all its awes and wonders, pulling relentlessly at him like a magnet. 
 
     As they headed along the alley, which consisted of rows of specialty stores, like armorers, jewelers, herbalists, and others, Andy began to feel a profound sense of terror. There was nothing nearby that could explain this feeling, but it hit him nonetheless. With each step he took, the sense of overwhelming fear grew ever greater, and it was compounded by intense feelings of claustrophobia and a desperate urge to flee. 
 
    “Yasami… wait,” he gasped, feeling as if he was on the verge of having a full-blown panic attack. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I… don’t know,” Andy gasped, trembling. “Fear… terrible, terrible fear.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to be afraid of here,” Yasami said, frowning. “You’re perfectly safe. There’s a liquor merchant just up ahead—I can grab you a sample of some very strong shōchū, if you think that will help.” 
 
    Andy nodded. “Uh, sure… maybe it’ll help. What the… hell is doing this?!” 
 
    He felt greatly embarrassed about being hit by such a potent sense of terror and panic, especially seeing as there appeared to be no rational reason for it. As hard as he tried to push through it, though, he couldn’t fight it off. He felt as if he could barely take another step, and his chest felt as if it were closing up, and he was struggling to breathe. 
 
    Yasami hurried off to the liquor merchant and returned with a shot of clear liquor. Andy knocked it back and grunted as the strong, fiery liquid burned a passage down his throat. It left an unpleasant aftertaste in his mouth, but it did what it was intended to. Andy’s symptoms eased somewhat and he could keep moving. 
 
    “Damn, what was that stuff?” he asked. 
 
    “They call it ‘fire shōchū’,” Yasami answered. “It’s the strongest liquor in Nobu-Teng. We have to pick up a few casks of it on our way out of town. Ozu likes to have a nip of it every now and then.” 
 
    “I can see why they call it fire shōchū! Man, it tastes like gasoline!” 
 
    “Gasoline?” Yasami asked, puzzled. “Is that a Californian liquor?” 
 
    Andy chuckled. “It’s something you can start a fire with… like this stuff, I bet.” 
 
    They came to a crossroads. As soon as Andy glanced down the alley, he understood why he had been overcome with such a crushing and overwhelming sense of fear, claustrophobia, and panic: these weren’t his own emotions he was feeling—they were theirs. 
 
    This alley was some sort of live animal market, where live birds and animals of all kinds were trapped in tiny cages, stacked up on top of each other. Andy understood at once that it was his Beast Magic that had picked up on these trapped creatures’ terror and misery.  
 
    He tapped Yasami’s shoulder and pointed at the market. “This is why I felt what I just felt… what I’m feeling,” he said, for although the strong liquor had dulled the sensation of fear somewhat, it had by no means quelled it. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “The caged birds and animals,” he said. “I can feel what they’re feeling… hell, I can’t stop myself from feeling what they’re feeling. I wasn’t afraid—they were, but their fear is so potent, it’s kind of bled out from them and, I guess, ‘infected’ me.” 
 
    Yasami stared at Andy with an expression of awe. “Oshiki claims he can feel such things sometimes. And he’s been studying the Old Way his entire life. You’ve just arrived here, yet you are already capable of such a connection! The Beast Magic truly is powerful in you, Andy. We have to get you back to Oshiki as soon as we can to begin your training.” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Andy said. “This market is seriously bumming me out. I’ll have to learn to shut out emotional ‘infections’ like this, or else this Beast Magic of mine could turn into as much of a curse as it is a blessing.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Oshiki will help you with that,” Yasami said. “He knows more about the Old Way than any living man. Come on, let’s get you away from this. I never liked the animal market either. It upsets me to see all of those creatures crammed in tiny cages.” 
 
    They hurried away and walked down a few more alleys. The more distance Andy put between himself and the animal market, the better he felt, and the more the sense of panic, terror, and claustrophobia left him. Finally, when they had traveled a few blocks, the sensation evaporated completely. 
 
    “One day I’m gonna go back there and free all those birds and animals,” Andy muttered. 
 
    “We’re here,” Yasami said, pointing to a tailor’s store. “This is Master Yekashi’s shop—he’s been our tailor for decades now.” 
 
    Andy and Yasami headed into the tailor’s. Andy had to duck to get through the door, and had to stay ducked inside the store to avoid bumping his head on the low ceiling. The store was a broad room with a variety of garments—everything from high-end silk kimonos to basic peasant clothing—hanging from racks. 
 
    “Mistress Yasami!” came a cheerful, husky voice from the back of the store. “It is good to see you! And who’s this wondrous creature you’ve brought with you? I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man so tall in all my years!” 
 
    Yasami smiled as Yekashi approached. He was a slender, elderly man with a long, thin face, kindly eyes, and a grandfatherly smile. His long, wispy white hair was tied up in a bun, and while he had a pair of long white mustaches that reached down to his chest, his jaw was clean-shaven. He was wearing a beautiful red kimono that shimmered as he walked. 
 
    “This is Andy Knight,” Yasami said. “The Akai clan’s new, um, slave.” 
 
    “Welcome to Nobu-Teng, Andy Knight,” Yekashi said, smiling and clasping his liver-spotted hands together. “I hope the Akai clan are treating you well; you will find that they are kind and generous masters. If you serve them loyally, you will surely earn your freedom in a few years.” 
 
    “Uh, thank you, Master Yekashi,” Andy said, making sure to keep his eyes averted, as he’d been told to. 
 
    “I take it Andy Knight will be needing more clothes in this style—except items that actually fit him?” Yekashi asked Yasami. 
 
    “Actually, he’ll be needing a lot more than simple peasant clothes,” Yasami said, lowering her voice and glancing behind her at the door to make sure nobody else was about to enter the store. “I need you to swear on your venerable ancestors’ honor, Master Yekashi, that you can keep what I’m about to tell you to yourself, otherwise the Akai clan will be taking their business elsewhere in future.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about me, Yasami,” Yekashi said. “Your grandfather and I have known each other since we were boys. You can trust me to keep a secret.” 
 
    “Alright. Andy Knight is not actually a slave. He’s a novice shinobi in our clan.” 
 
    Yekashi gasped. “A barbarian shinobi! My, my, the world is becoming stranger by the day. He does look like he’ll make a formidable warrior, but being as big as he is, I imagine that stealth might be a bit of a challenge for him. You don’t think he’d be better as a samurai? Now that... that I could see. This sort of man would scatter foes like rats on the battlefield!” 
 
    “We’re a shinobi clan, and he came to us, so he’s going to be a shinobi,” Yasami said. “So, he’s going to need everything a novice shinobi would need, as well as an extra set of peasant clothes and a few kimonos.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Yekashi said. “I have everything he’ll need in stock, but it’ll take me a few hours to alter the items to fit him.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Yasami said. “We can wait a few hours, we still have plenty of other things to take care of here in Ragashimo.” 
 
    “Then let’s get measuring!” Yekashi said, grinning and rubbing his hands eagerly together. “Andy Knight, stand over here please and put your arms out to their sides.” 
 
    Andy did as Yekashi asked, and the old man got his tape measure and took a bunch of measurements. When he was done, he assured them that everything would be ready in a few hours, and they left his store. 
 
    “Where are we heading next?” Andy asked. 
 
    “The armorer,” Yasami answered as they walked down the alley. “You’ll be needing some padded cloth armor like mine to go with your shinobi outfits. Because it’s not time-consuming to create like boiled leather armor, or horrendously expensive like mail or steel armor pieces, the armorer will be able to make something in a couple of hours, like—” 
 
    “I knew I could smell dung,” a deep, gravelly voice growled, interrupting Yasami as she and Andy rounded a corner. “And now my eyes have proved my nose correct. What I didn’t expect, though, was that it would be such an especially large piece of dung! Where did you steal this slave from, you thieving whore?” 
 
    Standing in front of Andy and Yasami was a group of around a dozen samurai, attired in their magnificent armor, but without swords or any other weapons. Andy recognized both the armor and the voice of the man who had just spoken—he was the man who had led the samurai that were hunting Ozu on the day of Andy’s arrival: this was Itzu, Ozu’s traitorous son, betrayer of the Akai clan and murderer of Yasami’s father. 
 
    Itzu was tall, muscular, and broad-shouldered—at least for a Nobu-Tengese. Andy, however, towered over him. Itzu’s broad face was a handsome one, and his thick beard and dark, angular eyebrows added potency to the air of masculinity he exuded, but there was a cold cruelty in his eyes and malice in the curl of his lips. His long hair was tied up in an elaborate bun, held in place by sharp steel pins. 
 
    “Let us pass in peace, Gobazu,” Yasami hissed through clenched teeth. Andy could feel her hatred, rage, and disgust shimmering off her like heat from a red-hot blade pulled fresh from a blacksmith’s forge. “We both know what the penalty is for brawling in town—and even though you're so deep up the Daimyo’s rear-end you can see the back of his teeth, there are plenty of witnesses all around us who will shut down whatever lies you conjure up to justify a fight. The court will have no choice but to sentence both of us.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, my little gutter tramp, there’s no need to be scared,” Itzu sneered. “I don’t intend to break the Daimyo’s peace here in Ragashimo. Be on your way, rats, go on, scurry off with your tails between your legs, as you should. But remember, outside the walls of this city, the Daimyo’s peace no longer applies. We’ll see you on the road, scum. I look forward to it.” 
 
    “As do I, traitorous coward,” Yasami snarled. She spit on the ground in front of Itzu and then stormed off. 
 
    Andy hurried off behind her. His fists were clenched, and his muscles were tense. It had taken every ounce of self-control he possessed to avoid laying into Itzu with a few vicious punches, but he knew that any attack on the man would have resulted in imprisonment and likely execution, judging from what Yasami had told him about the laws of Ragashimo. 
 
    “Man, that guy is a major asshole,” Andy muttered when he caught up to Yasami. 
 
    “He is pure evil, a disgusting pile of feces,” Yasami growled. “Ugh, and now that he and his friends know that we’re here, it’s going to make our journey back to the stronghold a lot more difficult.” 
 
    “You think they’ll try to jump us outside town?” 
 
    “Think they will? I know they will, Andy. We’re going to have to take the backroads to avoid them.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just take them on and kick their asses?” Andy said. “I’ve seen what you guys can do in battle.” 
 
    “Out there, Gobazu won’t simply be accompanied by those mere dozen samurai,” she said. “He commands a hundred men. And furthermore, ambushing some poorly trained bandits in a surprise attack is very different to facing highly disciplined samurai in a battle in the open. Gobazu is a vile human being, but he also happens to be a mighty warrior and a master swordsman. It pains me to admit it, but they would slaughter us. We’re going to have to do everything we can to avoid them on the way home.” 
 
    “Why do you keep calling him ‘Gobazu’, by the way?” Andy asked. “I thought his name was Itzu.” 
 
    “Itzu was his name in his former life, yes,” Yasami said. “Before he betrayed our clan and murdered my father. Now we consider the old Itzu dead and buried. That sack of feces we spoke to back there is Gobazu—and that word, in the Old Tongue, is pretty much a literal translation of what I just said: it combines the Old words for traitor and pile of dung.” 
 
    “That seems appropriate,” Andy said. 
 
    “Very. I couldn’t think of a better word to describe him.” 
 
    “You said he was close to the Daimyo,” Andy said, “well, uh, in slightly more colorful terms. Is that going to be a problem for us? I mean, he said the Daimyo’s peace didn’t apply outside of the walls of Ragashimo—does that mean he and his men could just attack us with impunity out there?” 
 
    “He’s lied and bribed his way into the Daimyo’s inner circle, yes,” Yasami said as they continued through the crowded alleys. “But that doesn’t mean he’s above the law… although he’s about as close as someone could be to being above the law, unfortunately. Thankfully, we still have a system of independent judges who answer only to the Emperor directly. There’s one in Ragashimo, and he has the power to convict and punish even the Daimyo if the Daimyo were to break one of the Emperor’s laws. But the Daimyo and his inner circle of scumbags have been doing their best to force this judge out so that they can get one of their own in his seat. When that happens, the Daimyo, Itzu, and all the other filth who surround the Daimyo will pretty much be above the law.” 
 
    “Damn, it sounds like politics is just as messy here as it is back where I come from,” Andy murmured. 
 
    Yasami shrugged. “Positions of power almost always attract a certain type of person. And that type of person is rarely the sort who deserves to wield any power. Ozu always called that the ‘power paradox’: those who lead us are often the worst of us, and the least qualified to do any sort of leading. I’m sure you’ve noticed how many beggars and homeless people there are here in Ragashimo.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did notice that. Man, there are so many homeless kids, it’s really sad,” Andy said. “I didn’t want to say anything, though, you know… being a foreigner here, and everything.” 
 
    “It’s the shame of Ragashimo, the grotesque inequality and the divide between the few who are very wealthy and the many who have nothing but the decaying rags they beg in. And this wealth gap has only increased under the ‘leadership’ of the current daimyo. Under his watch, the homeless population has doubled, or, more likely, tripled. He and his cronies embezzle public funds and gold from the Grand Temple that’s supposed to go to feeding, clothing, and housing the poor. My grandfather suspects that some of the High Priests of the Grand Temple are in on this corruption too.” 
 
    “What do you think about that?” Andy asked. 
 
    Yasami chuckled dryly and humorlessly. “I don’t think it,” she said. “I know it. The Grand Temple is rife with corruption. And many of the High Priests are just as power-hungry, dishonest, and rapacious as the Daimyo and his cronies. Why else would they be so threatened by the Old Way that they’ve declared it a heresy so severe that it’s punishable by death?” 
 
    “Why exactly are they so threatened by the Old Way?” Andy asked. “It doesn’t seem like there’s anything harmful in it at all, from what little I’ve seen of it. I mean, hell, discovering this Beast Magic is the coolest thing that’s ever happened to me! What could be so bad about communicating with animals, making use of their powers and stuff like that? To me, it seems like that could only make the world a better place.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Yasami hissed. “You think people like the Daimyo and the High Priests want peace, harmony, and equality? They can only lord themselves over others and feel like kings if others are downtrodden. They can only amass vast sums of wealth by taking it from others. For their status in society to exist, an underclass needs to exist, for them to compare themselves to. They have to keep their caste protected, exclusive and sealed off by upholding the laws that say one has to be born into it. The Old Way teaches that there should be no born kings, emperors, high priests, or anything like that. It teaches that all men and women, regardless of the caste of their birth, have the potential to be anything their hearts desire. A man born a beggar could be a king if he worked hard enough to make himself one—this is what the Old Way teaches. There’s no caste system in it, and the circumstances of one’s birth counts for nothing. All that truly matters is how hard you work and how good of a person you are. You can see why the parasites in the ruling class fear and despise such a belief system. That’s why they made it a heresy punishable by death.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah, I see that now,” Andy said. “It’s not too different from how things were in my world, hundreds of years ago. But we had revolutions, and those outdated ways of thinking were put on the chopping block of history. Now, where I come from, any kid could grow up to be president… well, so they say, anyway. Growing up in poverty like I did, I feel like the chains of the financial system are just as restrictive to lifting yourself up in life as a caste system like you guys have are.”  
 
    “Let us hope that things will change for the better in both your world and mine, then, Andy,” Yasami said, with more than a mere hint of sadness in her tone. “Anyway, here we are: Kedashi, the armorer.” 
 
    They stepped into the armorer’s place. As soon as Andy set foot inside the large stone building, he couldn’t help but gasp with awe. The armorer’s place was far larger than the tailor’s. On the walls and mounted on wooden dummies were all sorts of magnificent suits of armor, from elaborate, fearsome full suits of samurai armor painted in vivid colors, with sculpted full-face helms, molded to look like those of monsters or demons, to more simple items of leather armor like those worn by the City Watch and bandits. 
 
    Kedashi the armorer, like Yekashi, was a man around Ozu’s age. Like the tailor, he was an old and loyal friend to the Akai clan. He took Andy’s measurements and told them he would have the shinobi armor ready in a few hours. Like Yekashi, he promised to keep the fact that the armor was being made for Andy a secret. 
 
    “You know, secrets never stay bottled up for long,” Andy said to Yasami as they left the armorer’s store. “No matter how trustworthy the person you tell them to is.” 
 
    “I know that, and I know that sooner or later people will find out that you’re not a slave, but a novice shinobi,” Yasami said. “It won’t matter then that the truth has come out. We just need to keep up the illusion of you being a slave today, for the reasons Ozu told you about.” 
 
    They went to a few more stores to get a few things, then took a break for lunch at a food market below the castle walls at the top of the hill in the center of town. Yasami bought some dumplings and fruit, and she and Andy started eating these on a bench next to a square. As they were eating, a group of people dressed in fanciful, vividly colored silk clothing entered the square, and the crowd moved to give them space. 
 
    “Who are these guys?” Andy asked. 
 
    “We got here at just the right time,” Yasami said with a smile. “They’re magicians, and they’re about to put on a show. We can stay here for a few minutes to watch, if you’d like?” 
 
    “When you say they’re magicians, do you mean they’re tricksters who use sleight of hand to fool people, or you mean they’re real magicians, using actual magic?” Andy asked. 
 
    “They’re real magicians, of course!” she said. “They belong to the Magicians’ Guild. It, unfortunately, has been infiltrated and compromised by spies and informers from the Grand Temple, so the guild’s former powers have been greatly weakened, but magicians are still allowed to perform ‘safe’ magic like what you’re about to see.” 
 
    “What do you mean by ‘safe’ magic?” Andy asked. 
 
    “The use of magic that couldn’t be used to, you know, take out half an army or something,” Yasami said. “No true wizards like those of legend—who could use magic in such a manner—exist anymore. Now, it’s mostly just party tricks, like you’re about to see.” 
 
    Andy watched as the performers got into a circle. Each of them closed their eyes and sat down in the lotus position—and then Andy felt what was about to happen before he saw it. 
 
    “They’re using their ki,” he said to Yasami. “I can feel it.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “Ki is the lifeblood of magic; there can be no magic without ki, just as it is with Beast Magic.” 
 
    The performers all began to hum a strange tune. One by one they started to levitate, until each of them was floating six feet above the ground, still seated in the lotus position. The crowd gasped, and a few delighted children ran under the levitating magicians, jumping beneath them to try to touch them. 
 
    “That’s pretty cool, I gotta say,” Andy said. “Can we learn to do stuff like this with our ki?” 
 
    “The branch of magic we shinobi use is different to that used by the Magicians’ Guild,” she said, “and many of their secrets are closely guarded, even now, after being infiltrated and greatly weakened by the Grand Temple. We cannot levitate, but there is a similar skill we shinobi can learn, which allows us to jump higher and land safely from much greater heights than any normal human being can.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Andy said, feeling excitement buzzing within him at the prospect of learning such a thing. 
 
    Before he could say anything else, though, the magicians performed a feat that made his jaw drop. Each magician put his or her hands together in front of their chest, and manifested a ball of crackling lightning around the size of a baseball. Then they all lifted this ball of lightning above their heads. Each shot their ball into the center of their circle, aiming upwards, so that all the lightning balls converged into one huge lightning ball the size of a small car, which hovered, crackling and hissing and sparking, around thirty feet above the ground.  
 
    “To complete this feat, I need water!” one of the levitating magicians said. “Could someone please give me a bottle or gourd of water? How about you, little boy—would you like to help me complete this feat of wondrous magic?” 
 
    The boy he was speaking to, a shy youngster of around six or seven years of age, chewed on his lower lip and nodded. The boy’s grinning father handed him his waterskin and urged him to toss it to the magician, which he did. 
 
    The magician caught it with deft hands. The magicians all started chanting. Andy could feel their ki building up. Static electricity buzzed all around him, and every hair on his body stood on end. The head magician poured the water out of the waterskin, but it didn’t fall to the ground. Instead, the water hovered in the air in an amorphous blob. 
 
    With a casual flick of his hand, the magician telekinetically flung this blob of water into the crackling ball of lightning. There was a bright, blinding flash of light, but no sound to accompany it. In the wake of this blaze of brightness, both the ball of electricity and the ball of water had vanished. In their place was a miniature thundercloud. Violet flickers of lightning flashed within its bulbous mass, and a little rumble and boom of thunder pealed through the square. 
 
    “Whoa!” Andy gasped, amazed at this display. “It’s like a bonsai thunderstorm! That’s freakin’ awesome!” 
 
    The tiny cloud thundered again, and a vein of lighting crashed to the ground, cracking one of the cobblestones in half and leaving it blackened. A few people screamed, but afterwards everyone laughed and clapped. The cloud began bucketing down rain over an area only a few feet in diameter, and it was soon spent and disappeared. Everyone applauded enthusiastically, including Andy. 
 
    As he scanned the crowd, Andy saw the familiar-looking beggar again. Where do I know him from? Andy asked himself.  
 
    “Come, we’d best get going,” Yasami said. 
 
    Andy glanced at her and nodded. And when he turned back to the crowd, the familiar beggar was gone. Andy sighed softly. Reluctantly, he tore himself away from the magicians’ display and followed her down another alley. 
 
    “Can you guys do anything like that?” he asked. 
 
    Yasami chuckled and shook her head. “Nothing as theatrically impressive as that, no, but we can manifest fireballs, iceballs, and clouds of poisonous gas. Some of us, anyway.” 
 
    “Really? Those sound like awesome abilities,” Andy said. “Can you do any of them?” 
 
    “I can manifest an iceball that can freeze locks and such things, allowing me to shatter them,” Yasami said. “But even manifesting a small one requires a lot of ki. And it takes a lot of concentration—it’s not something that’s easy to do in the middle of a fight. Akazitu is pretty good at manifesting fireballs, though. He can actually do it fast enough to use in a fight, and—” 
 
    Yasami had to stop and jump out of the way to avoid colliding with two drunk mercenaries who came lurching out of a tavern door. She muttered a curse at the inebriated louts, but they didn’t hear or notice her, continuing their drunken conversation as they staggered away, the subject of which immediately piqued both her and Andy’s interest. 
 
    “I’m telling you, friend, I ain’t never seen nothin’ like it, not in all my years of fightin’ an’ battles,” the taller one said to his short, rotund friend. “Bodies strewn everywhere, ripped to bleedin’ shreds. Men, women, children, babies, even cats, dogs, goats, chickens and cows… an’ rats an’ mice too! Not even the bloody rats an’ mice could escape!” 
 
    “You serious?” the shorter one asked. “That’s what the Ghost Army did?” 
 
    “I’m absolutely serious,” the taller one replied. “I ain’t never seen a massacre like that in my life. Every living thing, hundreds of them, the whole village, torn to pieces. Bloody literally, I ain’t jokin’. Limbs, heads, torsos, body parts lyin’ everywhere. Like a bloody typhoon hit it, if that typhoon was blowin’ millions of knives an’ swords in its winds. I ain’t goin’ anywhere near that place, not after seein’ what the Ghost Army can do.” 
 
    “But I heard the Ghost Army ain’t just there,” the shorter one said. “I heard they can pop up bloody anywhere… nowhere’s safe from ‘em. An’ nothin’ can kill ‘em! No blade can harm the monsters! Last I heard, they popped up in some village fifty miles south of here one night. They only appear after dark, I’ve heard. I also heard the whole village was slaughtered, and…” 
 
    At this point, the men were out of earshot. 
 
    “That sounds suspiciously like what your men were talking about when we left the stronghold,” Andy said. “Do you still think it’s nothing but superstition? I mean, I know those guys were a bunch of drunk idiots, but they sounded pretty sincere, and if enough people are talking about some rumor, there’s gotta be a grain of truth in it.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Yasami said, frowning, “but I don’t like the sound of it. All the more reason to get moving, so that we can get back before midnight. We can’t avoid traveling in the dark, but let’s try to do what we can to minimize that. Let’s move.” 
 
    They picked up everything they needed and met up with the others, who had loaded up the wagon with supplies for the coming winter. Andy was immensely eager to get into his new clothes, but the only set Yasami allowed him to change into were his peasant clothes. But even these provided Andy with much-needed relief: they fit perfectly and smelled clean and fresh. He was happy to dump the old, undersized clothes and get these fresh ones on. 
 
    After picking up their weapons outside Ragashimo’s gates, they set off. However, as soon as they came to the first set of crossroads outside of town, Yasami called a halt. 
 
    “Itzu and his thugs were in town, and they saw us,” she told the others. “So it’s inevitable that he’s going to try to set up an ambush. There are three alternative routes we can take. I need each of these scouted out, as well as the main road. We’re not going any further until we can be sure we’re not walking into a trap.” 
 
    The other shinobi agreed, and they all set off down the various routes to scout ahead for the inevitable ambush. While Andy, Yasami, and the servants waited for them to return, Yasami gave Andy a few more lessons on armed combat with his bo staff. 
 
    After two hours or so, the scouts returned. Three of them reported large groups of samurai hiding in the forest. Itzu had spread his troops across three of the four routes to ensure that the shinobi wouldn’t be able to slip through. But he didn’t have enough men to cover absolutely all of the routes, and the fourth one—the most bumpy, dangerous, and least-used track through the forest—was open. 
 
    “It’s the road I had least hoped to take,” Yasami said with a sigh, “but the ambushes ahead leave us no choice. We have to take the treacherous route.” 
 
    “What’s so bad about this route?” Andy asked as they set off. 
 
    “It’s a barely used route that goes through some dangerous territory—sheer cliffs and vertical drops of hundreds of feet. It’s not that dangerous for us on foot, but it’s extremely perilous for the wagon. In some places the track is only just broad enough to accommodate the wagon’s width. One or two inches of a misstep will send the wagon and all our crucial supplies tumbling over a cliff and plunging hundreds of feet down. And if we lose these supplies, many people in our stronghold will starve to death over winter. That bastard Gobazu,” she growled. “Forcing us into this treacherous passage only makes me hate him even more.” 
 
    “I don’t see any mountains or cliffs anywhere,” Andy said. 
 
    “That’s because we have to travel through many miles of thick forest first,” Yasami said. “In addition to being much more dangerous, this route is also far longer. We’ll be traveling all night now, and probably well into tomorrow morning before we get home. But there’s nothing we can do about that. We just have to get through it.” 
 
    The train traveled on in grim silence, everyone dreading the perilous section of road a few hours ahead, where they would have to take the utmost care to avoid losing the wagon. As it turned out, though, this was not to be the greatest danger they would face on this journey. After getting deeper into the woods, they noticed movement on the road ahead… and soon saw it was a samurai on horseback.  
 
    A very familiar samurai. 
 
    “Ahh, and there they are, just as I predicted!” Itzu yelled as the shinobi and their wagon came to a halt a hundred yards from him. “Well done, Yasami, you little fool, you walked right into my trap!” 
 
    As he said this, the whole forest began to stir, and over a hundred samurai emerged from the cover of the trees. 
 
    “If your scouts had taken a closer look, they would have seen that the ‘samurai’ I planted on the other routes were merely cheap mercenaries, dressed in samurai armor!” Itzu yelled, grinning malevolently. “And you fell for it! Now, Akai scum, you will pay the price for your foolishness.” He drew his katana and pointed it at the shinobi. “Kill them!” he roared. “Kill them all!” 
 
    With a thunder of fearsome battle cries, the samurai army charged. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Make sure you sell your lives as dearly as possible!” Yasami yelled as she whipped her bow out. “Servants, shoot one volley with your crossbows then flee into the forest! We shinobi won’t survive this battle, but we can hold the samurai off long enough for you to escape. Take aim and shoot on my command, hurry!” 
 
    Akazitu tossed Andy a crossbow. “You may be able to get in two shots before they hit us,” he said grimly. “Make each bolt count—aim for the gap in their armor near the left armpit. After that, use your ki with your bo staff. Shatter a few samurai heads like ripe watermelons. Show them what a barbarian from across the sea can do in battle, my friend! If you die surrounded by a pile of samurai, it is a good death for a shinobi!” 
 
    “Destroy them all!” Itzu roared as he spurred his horse into a gallop and joined the charge. “A bag of gold for every man who gives me an Akai head!” 
 
    Andy’s heart was racing, and adrenalin was surging in electrifying torrents through his veins. There was no way to win this fight—they were grossly outnumbered, and fighting out in the open like this was where the samurai had an advantage.  
 
    Along with the buzz of adrenalin, another feeling permeated his entire being: disappointment. He couldn’t believe that he was going to die here, after having traveled across worlds and universes, after only a few days in Nobu-Teng, only having seen and experienced a tiny fraction of this realm. 
 
    There was nothing he could do but make peace with this tragic fact. That, and prepare to die fighting bravely.  
 
    Andy took aim at one of the leading samurai, a big man in fearsome red armor, with a full helm bearing the grotesque face of a leering demon. As Akazitu had said, there was a small gap in the samurai armor near the left armpit—close to the heart. 
 
    It was an extremely difficult shot to make, and Andy knew he would need some assistance to make it. If they were all going to die now anyway, it wouldn’t matter if he openly used his Beast Powers, so he shot out his spiritual feelers into the forest, searching for an appropriate creature to link to—something like a hawk or an eagle, a beast with magnificent eyesight, would be a perfect aid for precise aiming. 
 
    What Andy immediately found, however, was no bird of prey. Instead, he discovered a large herd of elephants very close by. Excitement surged through him. If he could somehow persuade the elephants to attack the charging samurai, the shinobi might actually stand a chance of winning this battle. He’d never attempted to have animals serve him in this way before, but he had only just recently learned how he could communicate and strike deals with them, so it seemed like a logical extension of his powers. 
 
    However, when Andy tried to communicate with the matriarch of the elephant herd, he could not. Something—or someone—was blocking any attempt at communication with the herd. 
 
    Andy quickly discovered that this unknown entity was no foe, though—they were a potent ally. Before he could even shoot his first crossbow bolt, the elephant herd charged with a deafening bellow of enraged trumpeting and ear-splitting screams. They burst out of the trees, the timing of their charge absolutely perfect. The enormous creatures smashed headlong into the samurai’s left flank. 
 
    “By all the gods,” Yasami gasped, lowering her bow and staring in disbelief at the sight unfolding before her eyes. 
 
    And it truly was a sight to behold. The elephant herd was a big one, with at least thirty or forty adult elephants, along with a few youngsters. The massive animals were like great melee-combat tanks. They smashed into men and horses like five-ton wrecking balls. Mighty tusks gored enemy samurai while trunks tore riders from their horses. The samurai screamed in terror as they were tossed many dozens of feet up in the air or were whipped with bone-pulverizing force into the ground. 
 
    Andy too lowered his crossbow as he watched this enormous gray tsunami sweeping through the flank of the charging samurai army, and utterly decimating their numbers as it rolled unstoppably through them. 
 
    The front seventy or eighty samurai were smashed off their horses, flung into the forest or trampled underfoot in mere seconds. Those who survived this brief but intense period of carnage—including Itzu, unfortunately—wheeled their horses around and fled as fast as their mounts could gallop. 
 
    As suddenly as they had appeared, the elephant herd disappeared, running off into the forest on the other side of the road and melting into the shadows, their trumpeting and screams of wrath quickly fading into the general buzz of forest noise. After a minute or two, the only evidence that they had even been there was the mass of trampled, broken samurai littering the road. 
 
    “They saved us,” Akazitu murmured, his eyes wide with disbelief. “Those wild elephants… saved us. The gods must be smiling down on us today!” 
 
    “Not gods,” a familiar voice said from behind a gnarled old tree nearby. “Just an old friend of Yasami’s.” 
 
    “Oshiki!” Yasami exclaimed. 
 
    The rotund shaman came waddling out of the forest, grinning cheerfully. His smile was so bright and broad that Andy couldn’t help but laugh, and his laughter, fueled by awe, disbelief, and relief, quickly spread to everyone else.  
 
    That’s why that beggar looked so familiar, Andy realized. It was Oshiki.  
 
    “You people are lucky I ran out of booze!” Oshiki said, his grin unwavering. “I had to come to Ragashimo to restock.” 
 
    Yasami ran over to him and threw her arms around him, hugging him tightly. ”You saved our lives, Oshiki. Each of us owes an immense debt to you, a debt I doubt we can ever repay.” 
 
    Oshiki laughed cheerfully and shrugged. “You owe me nothing. I know you would have done the same for me, Yasami. Him too!” he added, pointing at Andy and broadening his infectious grin. “The rest of ‘em, they think I’m a dangerous heretic at worst, or a crazy hermit at best, right, people? Well screw you all; I would have saved your lives anyway, because it’s the right thing to do, and that’s just what I do. You can take your caste system and your gold and your traditions and shove ‘em up your uptight asses! Yeah, this crazy old heretic just saved your lives, you close-minded fools! I’d appreciate a little more respect from the likes of you from now on.” 
 
    “You have my gratitude and respect, shaman,” Akazitu said, bowing low. “And my apologies for how we have treated you before.” 
 
    Everyone else, both servant and shinobi, also muttered their apologies to Oshiki, who dismissed these with a casual wave of his hand. “I don’t want your thanks, I just want you to stop treating me like a leper. Andy, Yasami, come, walk with me for a few minutes—I want to talk to you two alone.” 
 
    “How did you find us and set up that counter-ambush?” Yasami asked as she, Oshiki, and Andy walked down the road, heading back in the direction of Ragashimo to escort the shaman. 
 
    “Oh, I saw you pass by in town,” Oshiki said. “Next thing I know, my animal friends all start crying out and fleeing from a certain part of the forest. Naturally, I ran to help them, assuming they were running from a fire or some such disaster. But no, there was no fire, just an army of samurai led by that snake Itzu.” Oshiki paused in thought. “Actually, to call him a snake would be an insult to snakes. They’re actually quite amicable, once one gets to know them. Anyway… 
 
    “I was sure Itzu was up to no good, and it quickly became clear that he was setting up a trap for someone. Well, for you, I assumed. I managed to persuade a herd of elephants to assist me, in return for directions to some huge groves of wild fruit trees they didn’t know about. Me and my elephant allies waited for an hour or two, hiding in the forest as we waited to ruin Itzu’s ambush. 
 
    “I told the matriarch of the herd what a bastard Iztu is, and she was especially eager to trample or gore him; elephants are noble and intelligent creatures who respect honor, and Itzu is clearly a man without an ounce of it in his evil being. Alas, he fled too swiftly, and she didn’t get her chance to flatten him like a pancake.” 
 
    Yasami smiled. “You and the elephants did a good thing, today.” 
 
    Oshiki gave a casual shrug, then turned to Andy. “You, my new friend—I felt you trying to communicate with the matriarch of the herd when Itzu and his men were charging. I had to block you, of course, as I needed the elephants to be focused and not distracted. But I have to say, I was greatly impressed at how quickly you found them and tried to establish a link. I’ll be back at my shack in two days—you must come to me as soon as I’m back. You must begin learning the Old Way. With a student with as much promise as you have, Andy Knight, there is no time to waste. I want to start teaching you immediately. Yours is a rare, rare gift, and it cannot be squandered!” 
 
    “I’d be honored to learn more about the Old Way from you, Master Oshiki,” Andy said. “I’ll be at your place at first light in two days.” 
 
    “No need to call me master, Andy Knight,” Oshiki said cheerfully. “Just Oshiki is fine; I have no use for fancy titles and honorifics; such things are irrelevant in the philosophy of the Old Way. And don’t come at dawn either! I’ll probably be sleeping off a hangover—no, no, not ‘think’, ‘know’, I know I will!” he added, roaring with jovial laughter and slapping his thighs. 
 
    Andy chuckled. “Alright, we’ll say closer to midday then.” 
 
    “I should have sobered up by then.” 
 
    “Oshiki, there is something I wanted to ask you, that has nothing to do with any of this,” Yasami said. 
 
    “Of course, my young friend, go ahead and ask,” he said. 
 
    “There have been worrying reports of… well, I have no idea what it could be,” Yasami said, frowning, “but something people are calling the ‘Ghost Army’. Apparently this… group of entities or monsters, or whatever it is, show up at night completely unannounced, and rampage through villages and settlements, slaughtering every living thing and tearing them to pieces. And from what people seem to be saying, these monsters or demons are immune to weapons of steel.” 
 
    Oshiki frowned and shook his head. “This is not good, this is not good at all. I have heard the same thing from my animal friends. Except they do not talk of human villages, but rather sections of the forest where this so-called Ghost Army mysteriously appears. The animals’ descriptions are the same. These things, whatever they are, slaughter every living thing they come across, ripping them to shreds. And no animal, not even mighty elephants, rhinos, tigers, lions can stand against these monsters.” 
 
    Yasami gasped, and her face grew pale. The sun was low in the western sky, and darkness would be arriving soon. “So it is true, then? This ‘Ghost Army’ is no mere rumor?” 
 
    Oshiki nodded grimly. “My animal friends never lie. Unlike human beings, their simple souls do not have the capacity for such deception. If they say it is true, it is true.” 
 
    “And there is no telling where or when this Ghost Army will materialize and attack?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “The only thing my animal friends say is that the Ghost Army only comes at night,” Oshiki answered. “There is no telling where or when these demons will appear. You and your shinobi will be traveling all through the night to get back to the stronghold. Be careful, be very careful. One thing my animal friends have told me is that the arrival of the Ghost Army is preceded by a sudden and extreme drop in temperature. If you experience anything like this, abandon your wagon and goods immediately and flee for your lives.” 
 
    “Thank you for the advice,” Yasami said. “We will do that.” 
 
    “I must depart now,” Oshiki said. “Farewell, my friends. Be safe. Andy Knight, I will see you in two days!” 
 
    “See you soon—” Andy began, but before he could finish his sentence, there was a split-second blaze of blinding light that caused him to instinctively close his eyes and jerk his head to the side. 
 
    When he opened his eyes again, Oshiki was gone, but now, standing in the space the tubby, grubby shaman had occupied a half-second earlier was a graceful antelope. 
 
    “O-Oshiki?!” Any gasped, scarcely able to believe or comprehend what he had just witnessed. 
 
    “It is me, Andy!” The antelope did not speak, and its mouth did not move, but Andy heard Oshiki’s voice clearly in his head. “This form allows me to travel great distances at speed, without burning too much energy. Soon, you will be able to learn to do this too. Now, I must be off. Farewell!” 
 
    With that, Oshiki raced off in his antelope form, leaving Andy to stare after him with his jaw practically dragging on the ground and his eyes popping out of their sockets. Yasami, though, was completely nonchalant about the wondrous thing that had just happened—she had clearly witnessed Oshiki’s shifting of forms a number of times before.  
 
    “Come, we’d best get back to the others,” she said, “and hope that this Ghost Army, whatever it is, doesn’t decide to materialize anywhere near us tonight.” 
 
    “You uh, you can’t do that, can you?” Andy asked, still staring in the direction Oshiki had gone. 
 
    Yasami shook her head. “Only those with the greatest Beast Magic gifts can shift forms. I do not have enough of the gift to ever get to that level, unfortunately. You might, though.” 
 
    Andy was both awed and slightly intimidated by this prospect. What would it feel like to shift one’s entire physical form into that of an animal? He had already experienced a fraction of the vastly different ways various animals moved through, saw, and sensed the world. He imagined that this would only be amplified by going a full step further than simply using an animal’s senses, and instead literally taking on their entire physical form. He knew now that he absolutely couldn’t wait to start training with Oshiki. However, at present there were more pressing issues to worry about. 
 
    “What are we going to do about this whole Ghost Army thing?” he asked as he and Yasami walked back to the others. 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do but pray that they do not materialize anywhere near us in the coming night,” she answered. 
 
    Andy wasn’t convinced that this was the only thing they could do, however. “How quickly could we get to the stronghold if we didn’t have the wagon with us?” 
 
    “If we ran all the way, which we shinobi could manage, but I doubt the servants could, we could get there before midnight, easily,” she said. “But that’s irrelevant. We cannot abandon either the wagon or the servants.” 
 
    “No, we can’t,” Andy said, “but we can help them to move a little faster, surely?” 
 
    “What? There’s no way to do that, it’s impossible,” Yasami scoffed. “Those horses are old, tired carthorses, and they couldn’t gallop even if they weren’t hitched up to the wagon. And the servants, they are all middle-aged and unfit. Most of them couldn’t run a mile without running out of steam.” 
 
    “You’re right, if you’re talking about their unassisted abilities,” Andy said. “But what if we gave them a little boost?” 
 
    “A boost? What do you mean?” 
 
    “You guys, the shinobi, all have large reserves of ki. You’re able to charge up yourselves with it, and inanimate things like weapons. What’s to stop you from using it to assist other living things? I’m no expert, but surely if I could transfer my ki to a dead thing like a bo staff, I could also transfer it to a living being? You guys used your ki to help give those peasants who were attacked some medical treatment, so what’s stopping you from using it to boost someone’s strength and endurance?” 
 
    A slow smile spread across Yasami’s face. “You’re right, Andy,” she said. “Ki can be used like that. The only problem, though, is convincing the others to do this. They’ll be reluctant enough to give it to the servants, and will flat-out refuse to assist the horses, I can tell you that right away. Using ki in such a way was common in ancient times, but it has become a form of heresy now—or at least that’s what the Grand Temple calls it. They say that it’s a form of spiritual pollution to spread ki from one living being to another. Like many of their dogmas, it doesn’t make much sense to me, but I speak from the perspective of someone who is versed in the Old Way, the philosophy of which is a lot simpler and less obtuse than many of the things the Grand Temple believes. Unfortunately, most of the shinobi have been indoctrinated by the dogmas of the Grand Temple, and they will see your idea as barbaric and savage at best, or heresy at worst. 
 
    Andy shrugged, smiling. “Well I’m a barbarian in their eyes anyway, aren’t I? I can at least claim ignorance about Temple dogmas. And I’m sure when it comes to choosing between being torn to pieces by the Ghost Army or bending some silly Grand Temple rules, the other shinibo will surely choose the latter. 
 
    “You’re right, when faced with a life or death situation, they will break the rules rather than die needlessly,” Yasami said. ”But that’s just talking about giving ki to humans. They’ll never donate any ki to animals.”  
 
    “Leave the horses to me,” Andy said. “You get the shinobi to handle the servants. The faster we can move, the less of a risk we’ll have of running into the Ghost Army.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s see what we can do,” Yasami said. 
 
    When they got back to the others, the last rays of the run were barely peeking over the distant mountains in the west. Dusk was falling thick and fast, the shadows between the trees swelling and billowing. 
 
    “Listen up everyone,” Yasami said to the others. “We don’t have much time. Darkness will engulf the forest soon, and with it comes the danger of the Ghost Army. Previously, I wasn’t convinced it was anything more than a rumor… but with recent things I’ve learned, I’ve changed my stance on that. It’s a danger, a real and lethal one.” 
 
    Frightened murmurs rippled through the servants, and even the shinobi looked uneasy when Yasami said this. 
 
    “If they come, we cannot fight them,” Yasami continued. “All we can do is flee, and even then, there’s no guarantee we’d escape. We don’t know how these monsters fight, how fast they move, or even what they look like. But I’d rather not encounter them at all, and the best way to do that is to get back to the stronghold as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “With the wagon loaded up as it is, there’s simply no way that’s going to happen before daybreak tomorrow,” Akazitu said. “There’s no getting around that fact. You’re not suggesting we abandon the wagon, are you?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Yasami said. “What I am suggesting, though, is that we make it move a lot faster than it’s usually capable of moving.” 
 
    The other shinobi chuckled and muttered amongst themselves. “And how do you propose we do that, Yasami?” one of them asked. “Have you figured out a way to make these tired old carthorses sprout wings?!” 
 
    The other shinobi and the servants all laughed, but this moment of levity was quickly shattered by the expression of grim seriousness on Yasami’s face. “I’m not joking,” she said coolly. “We shinobi will use our ki, but not only on ourselves. You will all ‘donate’ some of your ki to the servants, to give them strength and endurance beyond that which they currently possess.” 
 
    “What?! ‘Donate’ my ki to someone else?!” one of the shinobi scoffed. “That crazy old hermit has rotted your brain, Yasami. You would really ask us to pollute our ki by mixing it with that of the servants?! This is heresy!” 
 
    “That ‘crazy old hermit’ just saved your life, or have you already forgotten that if it hadn’t been for Oshiki, your head would be mounted on the end of a samurai spear by now?!” Yasami hissed. “Heresy be damned! If you don’t want to end up torn to shreds like a stray chicken in a fox’s den before the night is out, you’re going to listen to me and help the servants move faster with your ki. That’s an order.” 
 
    “But what about the cart?” Akazitu asked. “We’ll still have to abandon it. The horses and the weight of the cart are what’s really slowing us down, not the servants.” 
 
    “Andy and I will take care of that,” Yasami said. 
 
    “What?! The barbarian is a heretic who practices Beast Magic blasphemy?!” one of the shinobi gasped. 
 
    “No, he isn’t,” Yasami said swiftly, before Andy could say anything. “And again, have you all already forgotten that that ‘blasphemy’ just saved your hides? Oshiki has simply given Andy and I a temporary blessing, allowing us to aid the horses with our ki.” This was a white lie, of course, but Yasami didn’t feel like getting into a debate about the supposed “deadly heresy” of donating one’s ki to a mere animal.  
 
    “But—” another shinobi began. 
 
    “Enough!” Yasami yelled, swiftly silencing everyone. “You will all donate some of your ki to the servants. You already know how to charge a weapon with your ki, or to use it to speed up the healing process in another person. Now you will use it to boost their energy and strength. For experienced users of ki such as yourselves, it really shouldn’t be much of a challenge. Get busy with it, darkness is falling rapidly! Andy and I will sort out the horses.” 
 
    The shinobi grumbled quietly amongst themselves, but did not utter another word of protest. Each of them picked a servant and began the process of ‘donating’ some of their ki. Andy and Yasami, meanwhile, went over to the carthorses. 
 
    “I hope this works,” Yasami said, speaking quietly enough that only Andy would hear her, for all the blustery confidence had vanished from her voice now. 
 
    “It will,” Andy said, bolstering his words with as much confidence as he could inject into them. “First, though, we need to do something that definitely will work. I’ll need some of the cooking oil and grease you guys bought in town.” 
 
    “What for?” 
 
    Andy pointed at the cart’s axles. “I’m guessing from how those things have been creaking and groaning the whole journey that they haven’t been greased in a while, if ever. Cooking grease won’t be nearly as effective as decent axle grease, but it’ll have to do.” 
 
    “I, uh, do not know much about such matters,” Yasami admitted. “Of course, take some grease and oil and do what you need to do.”  
 
    Andy hurriedly greased the cart’s crude axles, and then he and Yasami got busy with the carthorses. They each took one—there was a pair of them—and linked their ki to them. Andy communicated telepathically with his horse. This method of communication was still utterly mind-blowing, but Andy was beginning to wrap his head around it and become more accustomed to doing things this way. 
 
    “I suppose you’re going to ask me for a favor,” the old horse said, and even though Andy couldn’t literally ‘hear’ the animal’s voice, he could sense his weariness. 
 
    “Not at all,” Andy replied. “In fact, I’m going to give you something that’ll make you feel like a racing stallion.” 
 
    The horse’s ears pricked up and he lifted his head and turned to stare at Andy. “What? Are you serious, human?!” 
 
    “Dead serious,” Andy replied, smiling. “I’m going to put my hands on your neck, and you may feel a little weird, but trust me, you’re going to feel great when I’ve done what I need to do. You’re going to feel like you’re pulling a cart loaded only with feathers instead of heavy barrels and crates.” 
 
    “If you say so,” the horse replied. “Go ahead and do what you need to do.” 
 
    Andy placed his hands on the horse’s neck and closed his eyes. He wasn’t entirely certain that this would work, but logic told him it would. If he was able to take strength and energy from animals to bolster his own, surely the process would work in reverse too. Connecting with the ki in his core, he sought out the horse’s ki and soon found it. He remembered how he had poured his ki into his bo staff, and he tried to do the same with the horse, channeling his own ki into the beast’s core, where its ki dwelled. 
 
    “I feel… younger!” came the horse’s voice in Andy’s head. “Whatever you’re doing, human, keep doing it! I feel stronger, much stronger!” 
 
    Now that Andy had some experience with ki use, he was a lot more aware of how much of his own ki he was using at any particular moment. He gave the horse enough ki to boost its energy, but not so much that his own stores would be too rapidly depleted. 
 
    “Alright, it’s done,” he said to Yasami. “My horse is ready, is yours?” 
 
    Yasami shook her head, frowning. “I can’t do it,” she said. “I can’t link myself to beasts the way you can, it seems.” 
 
    “Dammit,” Andy said. “Alright, alright, it’s okay, I’ll do both horses. But this is going to take a serious toll on my ki. Can I borrow whatever ki-boosting magic items you have on you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Yasami said, handing him her magic necklace and a magic bracelet, both of which provided an instant and substantial boost of ki for him. 
 
    The train was now ready. Everyone who needed it had been given a ki boost, and they set off into the darkness at speed. The old horses were now running like young thoroughbreds. The cart was bouncing along behind them, its wheels spinning with fresh ease due to Andy’s makeshift greasing job. The servants, with their boosted ki, were running as tirelessly as trained marathon athletes, and the train was soon putting mile after mile behind them. 
 
    “We’re almost at the mountain pass,” Yasami said to Andy as she ran alongside him. “We’re going to have to slow down to a crawl to navigate it. But at least when we’re on it, I doubt the Ghost Army will materialize. There’s a vertical cliff face on one side of the road, and a sheer drop hundreds of feet down on the other. In fact, it’s probably the safest place for us. Maybe we should just stop and wait out the night when we get to the narrowest, sheerest part of the road.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Andy said. “And…” He paused—in the firelight from the burning torch he carried, he had seen something that worried him. His breath was misting up in white puffs in front of his face. And now that he was paying attention to his surroundings, he noticed that the forest, which had formerly been full of the sounds of nocturnal creatures and insects, had fallen utterly silent. 
 
    “Andy, can you see that?” Yasami asked, and the worry in her voice was plain to hear. 
 
    “Yeah, I can,” he said. “Our breath is misting up. And I can feel it.” 
 
    The night was a cool one, but in the space of a mere minute, it felt as if the temperature had plummeted drastically. Andy began shivering involuntarily, and a quick glance around him revealed that everyone else was shivering too. 
 
    “Oh crap,” he murmured, watching as the beads of sweat on his forearms crystallized into icicles. 
 
    An icy gust of wind whipped across the road, bringing with it a flurry of snow out of nowhere… and in the thick darkness of the woods, hundreds of ghostly white figures began to materialize, gently shining with a bluish-white glow as they came into being. They were all around the train—in front of it, behind it, and on both sides.  
 
    They were completely surrounded. 
 
    “They’re here!” someone yelled from the back of the train. “It’s the Ghost Army! They’re here!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stop!” Yasami yelled, and everyone skidded to a halt. 
 
    There was no way to go on. They would simply run headlong into the Ghost Army, which was materializing a few hundred yards up the road. 
 
    “We’re all dead!” a servant shrieked, his voice shrill with absolute terror. “Gods save us, we’re all going to be torn to pieces!” 
 
    “If we’re going to die, let’s show these foul things how dearly a shinobi sells his life,” Akazitu growled. “Novice Andy Knight!” he shouted, turning to Andy and drawing his ninjatō. 
 
    Andy spun around to face Akazitu, who tossed him his ninjatō. 
 
    “You will die like a true shinobi, not a mere novice, Andy Knight,” Akazitu said solemnly. “With a ninjatō in your hands, instead of a mere bo staff.” 
 
    Andy bowed deeply, struck by this gesture even in this moment of crisis. “Thank you, Akazitu,” he said. “You honor me greatly, but what will you fight with?” 
 
    Akazitu whipped out a pair of tantos. “I prefer to dual wield my tantos anyway!” he said. “Charge up that sword with your ki and let’s carve up these monsters as if they were ripe pumpkins!” 
 
    While the servants wailed with terror and the horses bucked and screamed with fear, the shinobi let out a cheer of determination and courage. Andy couldn’t believe that he was about to face certain death for a second time in only a few hours… except that this time, there was no Oshiki to intervene. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said to the horses, “but I need my ki more than you do. Die bravely, my friends.” He pulled his ki out of the horses and charged up his ninjatō with it, and the sword blade glowed bright red in the darkness, shining as strongly as any of the torches. 
 
    Beyond them, in the darkness of the forest, the demonic figures had almost fully materialized. The temperature felt as if it had dropped below zero now, and everything was covered in a glistening coating of frost. The Ghost Army would soon be complete—and then they would attack. 
 
    Andy had no idea whether his ninjatō, regardless of how much ki it was charged with, would have any effect on the evil creatures, but he was determined to try to take as many of them down with the weapon as he could. The bright red glow of his sword blade gave him a measure of confidence, despite the dire circumstances. As he stared at the glowing effulgence, a revelation hit him like a very welcome lightning bolt from above. 
 
    “The Ghost Army only appears at night,” he muttered to himself. “Only in darkness. They say weapons of steel don’t work against them… but if these things only ever appear at night, and they’re associated with cold, they obviously fear two things: heat and light. We can’t use steel against them—but we can use fire!” 
 
    “Everyone!” Andy yelled. “Listen to me! We’re not going to die here tonight! Turn your weapons inward and destroy the wagon! Smash it to pieces! Hurry, we’ve only got a few minutes!” 
 
    “You’ve lost your mind, barbarian!” one of the shinobi yelled. “The enemy is out there, you crazy fool!” 
 
    There was only one way Andy could quickly and decisively prove that this theory about the Ghost Army was correct, and he needed to do this to get everyone behind him right away. “Akazitu, Yasami tells me you can throw fireballs! Throw one at one of those creatures, do it now!” 
 
    “It’s a waste of valuable ki—” Akazitu began. 
 
    “Do it! That’s an order!” Yasami yelled. She didn’t know what Andy’s plan was, but she was prepared to back him up in this moment of desperate need. 
 
    Akazitu dropped his tantos, closed his eyes, and held his hands in front of his chest, as if he were holding an invisible basketball there. In the space between his hands, a glowing ball of fire appeared. With a shout, he thrust both hands forward. This action flung the fireball like a loosed crossbow bolt. It tore through the frigid air and smashed into one of the ghostly figures a hundred yards away. 
 
    Nobody had expected anything to happen—nobody but Andy. The fireball did not disintegrate into a harmless puff of smoke when it hit its target. Instead, it billowed into a raging inferno, completely immolating the creature, who writhed and let out an endless ear-piercing shriek.  
 
    “Fire!” Andy yelled. “Fire works against these things. You all just saw that with your own eyes. And to survive what’s coming, we have to build a wall of fire around ourselves. That wagon is the only source of firewood we have. Smash it to pieces, now!” 
 
    Seeing the ghostly creature burn had been enough to convince everyone that Andy was right. They set out smashing up the wagon in a frenzy of destruction, while all around them in the darkness of the forest the Ghost Army fully materialized.  
 
    The bluish-white creatures looked like reanimated human corpses, but they were all covered with glistening frost. Their eyes were pure white, without pupils or irises. And unlike normal human beings, these snow-white corpses had wickedly sharp talons on their hands, and long, jagged fangs in their mouths.  
 
    Now fully materialized in their hundreds in a circle around the wagon, the creatures began to close in on their prey, marching forward in a shambling but determined advance. They made no sound, and this made their slow but relentless attack even more terrifying. 
 
    Andy hacked and slashed at the wagon with his red-glowing ninjatō. Every ki-charged blow smashed enormous chunks of wood off the wagon. 
 
    “Pick up the pieces!” Andy yelled to the servants. “Arrange all the broken wood in a circle around us and pour Ozu’s shōchū on it. It’s just going to have to be a dry winter for him!” 
 
    While the shinobi smashed up the wagon, the servants scurried around, grabbing the broken wood and piling it up in a circle around the train. All the while, the Ghost Army continued to close in with steady and unstoppable determination. 
 
    “Chop faster!” Yasami yelled, hacking furiously with her sword at what remained of the wagon. “Move it, everyone chop faster!” 
 
    Within a few seconds, the shinobi managed to obliterate what was left of the wagon, and the servants got all the broken wood stacked in a pile that completely surrounded everyone. They had also dumped all of Ozu’s potent shōchū all over it, and the fiery liquor quickly soaked into the dry wood and made it even more flammable. 
 
    By this time, the Ghost Army was mere yards from the outside of the ring of firewood. In the light of the party’s torches, the shinobi and the servants could see what they were up against. The beings clearly appeared to be human corpses, but there was not a single spot of color on any of them. They appeared to be creatures made entirely of snow or ice, yet the flesh beneath the glistening frost on their skin looked as if it had to be made of meat and bone. 
 
    Yasami drew her bow and loosed an arrow, which slammed into the eye socket of one of the creatures. Despite the arrow burying itself deep in the creature’s brain, the creature continued to shamble determinedly onward, giving no indication that it had been injured or damaged. In desperation, Yasami loosed a rapid-fire flurry of arrows at it, and all of them slammed home into its torso. Even though the creature was riddled with arrows, it continued to limp on, showing no sign of damage at all. 
 
    “Don’t waste your arrows—it’s pointless!” Andy yelled. “Everyone, toss your torches onto the firewood—let’s light this sucker up! Then I need all the shinobi to pour your ki into the flames, make this fire as bright and as hot as possible!” 
 
    The closest members of the Ghost Army were now right on top of the ring of firewood and were starting to climb up it to get at their prey within. Their formerly expressionless faces twisted into silent snarls of malice, and they opened their jaws and bared their sharp fangs. Like the rest of their bodies, the insides of their mouths had been completely bleached of all color.   
 
    “Go!” Andy yelled. “Light it up!” He tossed his own burning torch onto the closest pile of firewood. The dry wood, soaked with highly flammable liquor, immediately burst into flames. 
 
    Everyone else tossed their torches onto the wood. A wall of flame roared into being, instantly immolating whatever monsters had been climbing over the piled-up wood. The pale demons turned into shrieking, writhing fireballs. All around the ring of fire the rest of the Ghost Army let out a scream of such volume and shrillness that every person fell to the ground, clamping their hands over their ears to try to block out the horrific sound. The shrieking felt like steel blades being shoved through their eardrums. 
 
    Andy, however, caught sight of something alarming: one of the demons had made it inside the circle before the wall of fire had gone up—and this vile creature was shambling with murderous intent toward a servant, who was frozen with terror. 
 
    “Screw my ears,” Andy muttered, scrambling to his feet and snatching up his sword. He gave the blade a quick boost of ki, so that it glowed red once more, and charged headlong at the demon, which was about to pounce on the terrified servant. 
 
    “Heads up, asshole!” Andy yelled when he reached the monster. He couldn’t hear his own voice over the hellish cacophony of high-pitched shrieking from hundreds of demonic mouths, but he didn’t care. All that mattered at this moment was saving the servant’s life. 
 
    The demon spun around, and Andy unleashed a furious horizontal slash. He hadn’t had any training with a ninjatō, but any fool could hack with the sharp edge at an unarmed opponent, and Andy’s clumsy strike had immense power behind it. The ki-charged blade scythed through the demon’s neck, severing its head from its body. 
 
    For a second or two, Andy simply stared with horrified disbelief at the sight before his eyes. The demon’s headless corpse continued to stand perfectly upright, and not even a single drop of blood, or any other fluid, oozed out of the gaping, headless neck. The decapitated head bounced and rolled on the floor a yard or two from Andy’s feet.  
 
    When it came to a rest, those pure-white eyes glared up at him—still clearly “living”, if this abomination of a thing was actually “alive”—and its fanged mouth curled into a snarl of rage. 
 
    Then the headless corpse lunged for Andy. He was too close to dodge it or jump back, so primal survival instinct kicked in and he did the only thing he could do: he counterattacked. With a shout of raw aggression, he executed a vicious thrust at the headless demon’s chest, plunging the ninjatō into the monster’s torso and impaling the creature right through its heart. 
 
    While the force of the blow sent the demon staggering back, the red-glowing sword stabbed through its heart seemed to do absolutely nothing noteworthy to it. After that initial backward stumble, it simply kept coming for Andy. On the ground, meanwhile, the decapitated head snarled and champed its jaws, desperately trying to lunge for Andy’s feet and sink its shark-like teeth into them. 
 
    From somewhere off to the side, three throwing stars came whizzing past Andy and slammed into the headless monstrosity’s torso. Yasami had sprung to her feet and was trying to come to Andy’s aid. These missiles, though well-aimed, did nothing to stop the demon’s determined advance. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Andy saw Akazitu jump up and start manifesting another fireball in front of his chest—this was one weapon that could and would put an end to this vile thing’s existence.  
 
    Andy yelled out to him. “No, save your ki! Use your ki to keep the wall of fire hot and high! I’ll deal with this piece of trash!” 
 
    “Andy, you can’t kill it!” Yasami yelled. “Let Akazitu burn it!” 
 
    “I’ve got this,” Andy said with quiet confidence, slowly backing up and getting closer to the raging fire as the demon continued to advance on him. “Don’t worry Yasami, I know what I’m doing. Come to me, you ugly pile of maggots.” 
 
    The headless cadaver got within grabbing distance of Andy, then it lunged at him with its wickedly sharp talons. For a while, Andy hadn’t imagined that he would have much of a chance to use the MMA training he’d had back in his world. But now, in this moment, it would prove crucial to defeating a seemingly undefeatable opponent. He darted forward, clamping his arms around the creature’s waist, which was beyond ice-cold to the touch. Before the demon could react, in one fluid and brutally powerful maneuver, Andy jerked it up and over him, snapping his hips and arching his spine backward. With spine-crushing power, he suplexed the headless demon right into the fire. 
 
    He rolled away from the flames as soon as he landed the suplex, for his own shoulder plunged into the fire, but his move worked. The demon’s body went up in flames as quickly and furiously as if every vein and artery in its body had been pumped full of gasoline. 
 
    Yasami soccer-punted the decapitated head, which was still snarling and champing with its fanged jaws even as its body went up in flames. The head went sailing through the air and burst through the wall of fire, catching aflame as it did. 
 
    “Everyone, pour your ki into the fire! Keep these flames hot and high!” Andy yelled as he scrambled to his feet. 
 
    The shinobi all did this, and the flames roared hotter and higher. As they did, the demonic Ghost Army beyond the wall of fire howled and shrieked at an unearthly, blood-curdling volume. 
 
    “Conserve your ki!” Yasami yelled at the top of her lungs, trying to make herself heard above the horrendous cacophony of shrieks and screams. “We might need to keep this burning all night!” 
 
    “At this rate, we’ll all be stone deaf by morning!” Akazitu yelled. 
 
    “But at least we’ll be alive!” Andy yelled. “Keep the flames burning!” 
 
    It seemed to take forever, but after some time, slowly but surely the volume and pitch of the Ghost Army’s screaming began to lessen and fade. Through the writhing wall of fire, the shinobi saw that the creatures were beginning to dematerialize. Hope and triumph blazed as brightly as the ring of flames. 
 
    “Keep going!” Yasami yelled. “Keep the wall of fire hot and high until every last one of the abominations has fled!” 
 
    Over the next couple of minutes, the Ghost Army continued to dematerialize until their formerly solid forms had disintegrated into nothing. Even when the last traces of the demons had vanished, though, the shinobi kept the ring of fire burning high. They only withdrew their ki from the flames when the nocturnal creatures and insects of the forest around them resumed their night sounds. 
 
    Andy closed his eyes and darted his spirit out, establishing brief links with a variety of animals nearby, quickly communicating with each of them to find out if the Ghost Army had materialized anywhere in the vicinity. No animal he communicated with reported anything out of the ordinary. Against all odds, it seemed, the shinobi had defeated the undefeatable, and survived an encounter with an unstoppable demonic enemy. 
 
    “Okay,” Andy gasped, sinking to his knees, overwhelmed with a crushing weariness. “They’re gone, everyone… they’re gone.” 
 
    Everyone collapsed where they stood, flattened with exhaustion and overcome with the stress of the encounter they had just survived. Ears were ringing with a shrill whine after the horrific volume of the screams they had endured, but this, at least, would fade soon enough.  
 
    For now, all that mattered was that they were still alive. Around them, the ring of fire continued to burn, but the flames were now much lower and cooler now that the shinobi had withdrawn their ki. 
 
    “How do we get our supplies back to the stronghold, now that the wagon has been destroyed and burned up?” Akazitu asked. 
 
    “I’ll send a message with an owl to Ozu,” Yasami said. “He can send another wagon to pick up the supplies. I hope you all don’t mind me using a little ‘heresy’ to do that.” 
 
    Whatever their views were on the use of Beast Magic, nobody was about to object to its use to save the crucial winter supplies. They would mean the difference between full bellies and starvation over the coming months.  
 
    Yasami heaved herself up onto her hands and knees, and crawled slowly over to one of the supply boxes. She took out some ink, a quill, and parchment before using them to scribble out a note. After using her Beast Magic to call an owl from the forest, the bird flew in and perched on Yasami’s outstretched arm. Yasami rolled up the note, and the owl gripped the note with one foot and then took off, disappearing silently into the darkness.  
 
    Yasami rolled over onto her back, overcome with a crushing exhaustion, and stared up at the quiet, star-speckled sky. She turned her head and glanced at Andy. When their eyes met, both of their mouths curved upward into subtle smiles.  
 
    “I don’t think any of us will be traveling back home tonight,” Akazitu said. “I’ll take first watch. Everyone else, get some rest.”  
 
    And then, Andy and the others sprawled out on the ground soon passed out with exhaustion, their forms painted in the red and orange tones of the gently crackling fire. 
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    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    As exhausted as everyone was, they were all up at first light. The owl returned to Yasami just before dawn, bringing a message from Ozu saying that he had sent off a wagon as soon as he had received the message, and it would be there by mid-morning. 
 
    Andy, Yasami, and the other shinobi examined the forest where the Ghost Army had materialized, but aside from trampled plants, some footprints, and a few torn-up animal corpses—those creatures who hadn’t fled fast enough to escape the demons—there was no evidence that the demons had been there at all. No path led to or from the spot where all the demons had come into being. It was clear that they had indeed formed out of thin air, and then had dissolved back into the ether, somehow. 
 
    Yasami left Akazitu in charge of the other shinobi and the servants to guard the supplies, while she and Andy went on to scout the road ahead. 
 
    “Never in my life have I seen anything like that,” Yasami murmured, frowning deeply. “I… just can’t explain it. There’s nothing in old stories or legends that mentions anything like this. We’re dealing with a totally new and completely unknown evil—one that could bring death and destruction to our land on a scale I can’t even begin to imagine.” 
 
    “I wish I could tell you something about what the Ghost Army might be,” Andy said, “but there’s nothing in my world like it either. Man, it all feels like a dream, or a nightmare, doesn’t it? It’s hard to believe that that really happened last night.” 
 
    “It did, though, as surreal as it was. And it won’t be the first time.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Andy said, “but at least now we know that those things aren’t invincible. I mean, they are almost indestructible, but not when it comes to fire. And you know what? When I was a kid, I was something of a pyromaniac. I’ve always liked playing with fire, and now I feel like fire might just be what saves this world, instead of destroying it.” 
 
    Yasami nodded slowly, contemplating everything Andy had just said. “You’re right. Fire may well turn out to not be our destroyer, but our savior.” She then stopped walking and turned to face Andy, shooting a look of intense sincerity into his eyes. “You fought bravely last night, Andy. And you showed incredible leadership in a moment of crisis. You saved us all with your quick thinking and courage. We owe you our lives, each and every one of us. And I’m going to make sure Ozu hears exactly how well you performed.” 
 
    A broad grin spread across Andy’s face, but he couldn’t stop a blush from reddening his cheeks. “Thanks, Yasami. I was just doing what I could to make sure we all survived. It was more survival instinct than anything else.” 
 
    Yasami smiled. “There’s no need to be so modest, Andy. You have the makings of a great leader in you, and that’s something you should be proud of. All of us doubted the monk’s prophecy when we first laid eyes on you, even me, I’ll admit that. But now, every doubt about what he said has been erased, at least in my mind—and, I suspect, in the minds of everyone else who saw you in action last night.” 
 
    They continued to walk and talk, and the morning sun shone brightly above them in a clear blue sky, and all around them the forest buzzed with an abundance of life. 
 
    Everyone, along with the recovery wagon and all of the supplies, got back to the Akai stronghold just before dusk. They were all exhausted, but Ozu insisted on speaking to Andy and Yasami before he allowed them to go to their respective rooms and rest. They both entered his room and bowed low before him. He gave a bow in return and gestured for them to take a seat on the floor at his low table. His gorgeous young servant Kishiko, meanwhile, came in after them and served them tea. 
 
    While she was doing this, Andy again felt the tingle of a connection of some sort between himself and the beautiful woman, yet he still could not quite figure out what it was. If Kishiko felt it too, she gave no sign of this, and avoided making eye contact with him. After serving everyone, she gave a bow and glided swiftly out of the room. 
 
    “Tell me everything about this Ghost Army,” Ozu said to Yasami. “Spare no detail, no matter how small or insignificant it may seem.” 
 
    Yasami told him everything that happened, describing it all in great detail, from reporting what she had overheard the men talking about in Ragashimo all the way through to their own desperate battle against the Ghost Army. She made sure to mention just how courageously Andy had fought, and she made it plain that they had only survived the encounter because of him. She also told him about the encounter with the bandits, and how Andy had insisted that they help the peasants rescue their kidnapped daughter. She told him that when Itzu had attacked them on the road, Andy had faced certain death with as much steadfast courage as any of the shinobi.  
 
    While Yasami was saying this, Ozu’s gaze drifted over to Andy. The old man said nothing, but the sparkle of pride in his eyes spoke volumes of how impressed he was with Andy. All Andy could do in response was smile somewhat shyly; he wasn’t used to having praise heaped upon him like this. 
 
    “Is this all true?” Ozu asked Andy when Yasami finally finished speaking. “Everything my granddaughter has just said, is it completely true and accurate?” 
 
    “It is, Master Ozu,” Andy said solemnly. 
 
    Ozu nodded slowly, contemplating everything Yasami had just told him. Then he turned to face her. “Yasami, you may leave now and rest. But tomorrow, you and some other shinobi will be leaving the stronghold on a mission of great importance. You will journey to the Great Library of Hagaki, and tell the scholars there everything you have told me. The Great Library is the largest repository of knowledge in all of Nobu-Teng, and if anyone can figure out what this Ghost Army is and where it comes from, it will be the learned men of Hagaki. Their knowledge of history and legend is vast, and if anything like this has ever happened before, they will know about it. And while you say that these demons can be fought with fire, as you, a shinobi, know, when engaged in war with a powerful foe, a deep and intricate knowledge of everything about them is the most effective weapon one can wield. Make sure you and your team are well-supplied for the journey. It will take many weeks, and you will likely be traveling back through the ice and snow of winter.” 
 
    Yasami stood up and gave Ozu a deep bow. “It will be done, grandfather.” 
 
    Ozu nodded and dismissed her with a wave of his hand. Then he turned to Andy. “Novice Andy Knight, you have made me proud,” he said, smiling warmly. “So many doubted the words of the prophecy. I am ashamed to admit that I doubted them myself when I first met you. But you soon restored my faith in the monk’s words, even as early as when you had to endure the many painful spider bites when we hid from my traitorous son and his samurai. Now, with everything you have done in recent days, you have proved yourself to have the immense potential of which the monk spoke. You are beyond ready to get into the meat and bones of shinobi training. We start tomorrow in earnest. Come to my personal dojo at dawn, and wear your shinobi uniform.” 
 
    Andy couldn’t stop himself from glowing with pride. He stopped himself from becoming too overwhelmed with excitement, though, tempering his eagerness with caution.  
 
    “Am I going to be chopping more logs, Master Ozu?” he asked warily. 
 
    Ozu chuckled, grinning mischievously. “Did you think you could get out of that so easily, Andy Knight? You will still be doing such things—they are essential when it comes to building strength and endurance. But take heart in knowing that they are not the only things you will be doing. Tomorrow, we start your training in unarmed combat. Considering what Yasami just told me about you lopping a demon’s head off, I think I might just include a little ninjatō training too. You are well on your way to becoming a true shinobi, Andy Knight.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Ozu, thank you! I can’t wait to start!” Andy exclaimed. He wanted to jump up and wrap his arms around the old shinobi, but he restrained himself.  
 
    “There’s something else,” Ozu said. “I have also been thinking about your inventive approach to problem-solving. I may have been a little short-sighted when I denied you permission to improve our water gathering system, so I have reversed this decision. You are now free to work on and construct whatever improvements you can think of… in your own time, of course. If you need servants, tools, and materials, simply ask me and I will provide them. That is all; you may leave now.” 
 
    Andy stood and gave Ozu a deep bow. “Thank you, Master Ozu. I’ll get started on the water system after we’re done with training tomorrow, if I’m not too tired and beaten up, of course. Have a good evening!” He bowed again and left Ozu’s chambers, feeling as if he was on cloud nine. 
 
    On his way back to the servant’s quarters, Andy saw Fluffy-san strolling across the courtyard with typical feline nonchalance. The cat saw Andy and gave a disdainful flick of his puffy tail, and his voice appeared in Andy’s head. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the other human who talks to me. At least when the woman asks me for favors, she gives me treats in return, like fresh fish smuggled out of the kitchen. You could learn a thing or two about common courtesy from her.” 
 
    “Who, Yasami?” Andy asked, communicating telepathically with the cat. 
 
    “Her? No, I’m not talking about her, she never talks to me. I didn’t even know she could talk to me. It’s another one—the beautiful young woman. But enough of this idle chatter; there’s a bowl of juicy fish that’s calling my name, and I’m tired of talking with you.” 
 
    Without another word, Fluffy-san wandered off, his nose in the air. Andy, however, paid no attention to the haughty feline, for he was reeling from the implications of the revelation that had just hit him. Now he understood why he got a strange feeling whenever Kishiko was around—she was like him. She had the gift of Beast Magic—and she had used this gift to try to assassinate Ozu. 
 
    Now, in addition to becoming a fully-fledged shinobi, Andy had a new mission to complete. 
 
    “You saved my life when I first arrived in this world, Ozu,” he whispered to himself, staring with determination in his eyes at the twin moons of Nobu-Teng as they rose in the star-sprayed sky. “And now it’s time for me to save yours.” 
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    Fan of Dungeon Core stories? Check out the Dungeon Corps on Facebook. 
 
    

  

 
   
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    DB King’s stories feature competent main characters, magic and skill progression, and nothing too dark. While he doesn’t shy away from violence, he mostly avoids cursing and doesn’t have any adult scenes. When he writes a character, he’s always interested in “what would I do in this situation?” and not forcing them to be dumb and/or ignorant just for the sake of the plot. Most of his stories aren't strictly Gamelit/LitRPG, but a lot of his magic and progression systems often feel like something you might find in a video game. 
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