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  .1.




  Do not forget the past.




  Do not mourn the past.




  Remember the future.




  Do not remember yourself.




  Present.




  --Book of RipplingWater




   




  The city seemed so familiar.




  Okami felt like he had been here before, like he had run along the very same path. Maybe in a dream… He was running, somewhere in the past, sometime in the past.




  He was running for his life.




  Okami heard a terrible roar behind him. The sickening sound tore the nerves from his spine. He looked over his shoulder and saw a huge creature smash into a vending machine. Soda cans sprayed into the air; the glass from the front of the vending machine shattered onto the street. Another creature appeared.




  Lion-dogs.




  Behind Okami were two seething lion-dogs. They were white, with tufts of red fur around their necks. Muscles and blue veins covered their bodies. Their mouths were filled with spit and razor sharp teeth. Both were chasing Okami. Both were absolutely terrifying.




  Where am I? He thought, bolting past a street lamp. The street lamp bent to its breaking point, almost as if it were saluting him. Another roar pierced the air behind him.




  How fast am I running?




  The world lashed around Okami. He moved past people and other obstacles in calculated gestures. He was lightning, he was violently fast, he was moving instinctively. The vicious lion-dogs were gaining on him. Their eyes were wild,their teeth were serrated, their feet were tipped with sharp black claws.




  Okami turned left into a long alley filled with bright signs and advertisements. The thought came to him: I am supposed to catch the lion-dogs.




  An image flashed in his mind ofhis room in the temple. How did I get from the temple to here? How did I get to this city?




  He skiddedto a halt and turned to face his attackers. One of the lion-dogs sprung off the top of a parked car. It landed in front of Okami, whipping its sharp tail at him. The lion-dog curled its lips until all its teeth jutted out from its mouth like broken piano keys. It crouched down low, preparing to pounce.




  Instinct took over. Okami jumpedleft; the lion-dog’s tail smashed against the concrete sidewalk in front of him. He landed and grabbed the creature’s tail from the air, moving as bits of concrete and rubble rained down onto the street. He twisted the tail, flipping the lion-dog onto its side.




  Time to die, beast.




  He swung his arms over his shoulders and slammed the creature into a department store, smashing all the bottom windows. Glass sprinkled into the street followed by dummies dressed in expensive-looking suits and dresses. Time sped up and it quickly slowed back down. He let go of the tail, watching as the lion-dog struggled to stand.




  Theother lion-dog roared as it leapt over its injured companion. It was a frantic, angry beast; an animal whose only goal was to kill Okami. Its neck muscles bulged as its claws came forward.




  Chase or be chased. The words belonged to his teacher, Haku-san. More thoughts flooded his mind.




  Haku-san sent me here to…




  Suddenly, a bearded man appeared and plucked the jumping lion-dog out of the air by its tail.He lifted the other lion-dog by its tail and began spinning. He spun until he looked like a tornado. The lion-dogs cried out as they were released.They sailed high into the sky, eventually landingfar enough away that Okami couldn’t hear their impact. The force also threw Okami into a parked car. In his delirium, he looked over his shoulder at the damage he had done to the car. He looked down at his arm—not even a scratch.




  ‘Get up,’ the bearded man said. His voice was low, almost as if it didn’t come out of his mouth at all.




  Okami suddenly felttired. He pulled himself to his feet, stumbling forward. He was wobbly, intoxicated by adrenaline. He was also very confused. ‘Who are you?’ he managed to ask.




  ‘Crowbar,’ the man said.




  ‘What were those things?’




  ‘They’re called Komainu.’




  ‘Where am I?’ he asked, falling into the man’s arms.




  ‘Tokyo.’




  It was the last question Okami would ask for a while.




  

  .2.




  In the dream, Okami was a wolf with skin made of lightning. He was running through a forest, diving under mangled branches, hurling himself over jagged rocks. Everything he touched caught fire. Everything hetouchedinstantly died.




  Burst forward, move like lightning. Burst forward, move like lightning.




  The dream took place near his temple, his home. He could see the ruins of the city nearby. Neo-Tokyo.He stopped at the torii gate in front of the temple.




  Something was behind him.




  ‘Wake up…’




  Something… A rope, a hand, a tail, a claw, a lion-dog.Something far worse.




  ‘Wake up…’




  Okami rubbed his eyes. He turned to his side to block out the light seeping in from the blinds. He didn’t recognize the room.




  A black cat hopped in front of his face. It pressed its nose against Okami’s cheek and purred. Okami pushedthe cat away.




  Food.Okami’s stomach grumbled. He rubbed his hands along his chest, noticing how his skin barely covered his ribs. It felt like he hadn’t eaten in weeks.He stretched his hands in front of his face. They were pale, moon-white, as if they had been drained of all their color.He sat up and took in his surroundings.




  He was in a small room with a single mattress on the floor. There was a blanket crumpled at the foot of the bed. An air conditioning unit on the wall blew cold air onto the back of his neck. There was a dresser with an old TV on it across from the bed. Everything looked like it was ready for the dump.




  The door cracked open. It was the man from the other night. Crowbar, the bearded man…




  ‘Drink this, kid.’




  Crowbar had short white hair and sharp features, almost like a vulture. His skin was red and leathery. He wasin a loose black shirt without a collar. He was barefoot, and his toenails were yellow and brittle.




  ‘Where am I?’ Okami asked.




  ‘Always the same questions, these Reapers…’ Crowbar muttered to himself. ‘You going to drink this or not?’




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘Just drink it.’ He thrust the cup of tea in Okami’s face.




  The black cat jumped onto Crowbar’s right shoulder and settledthere like a scarf, its green eyes staring at Okami.




  ‘Hear that, Owl?’ Crowbar asked the cat. ‘You see what I’ve got to deal with now?’ The cat didn’t respond. Crowbar’s eyes narrowed in on Okami as he moved to the corner of the bed.




  ‘You sure are skinny,’ he said, watching the way Okami’s skin shifted over his bony frame. ‘You’re more skeleton than human…’




  Okami looked down into his cup of tea. There was something brown and heavy in the hot water. He tilted the cup, and the brown clump touched the surface of the water.




  ‘You going to play with it or drink it?’




  He downed the liquid, cringing at its taste. A burning sensation crawled up his throat and he started coughing.




  ‘Typical,’ Crowbar said.




  ‘What is this stuff?’ he coughed.




  ‘It’s a special type of tea. You brought it to me from the future. It was a gift from Haku-san.’




  The future?Images came to Okami: the future, the past, the present. How did I get here?




  Crowbar leaned against the wall. Owl slid down his arm and onto the dresser. The cat yawned and rolled onto its side.




  ‘You look confused, kid.’ Crowbar’s eyes had changed color, they were almost white now; Okami couldn’t tell what the man was looking at.




  ‘Where’s Haku-san?’ Okami asked. The tea was giving him newfound strength. He couldfeel the warm liquid spreading through his body.




  ‘You still don’t remember anything, do you?’




  ‘I just remember running from the lion-dogs…’




  ‘This always happens to first-time Reapers.’




  ‘Reaper?’




  Crowbar pushed himself off the wall. He waved for Okami to follow him.‘Come on, I’ll give you the briefing.’




  Owl hopped down from the dresser and stopped at the door. The cat looked back at Okami.




  Did that cat just wink at me?




  Okami stood up from the bed. He noticed a black hooded sweater lying on the floor. He put the sweater on, and slipped into a pair of sandals near the door.




  ***




  ‘The first thing you need to know is that there are others like you. Remember, one piece of wood can create a small fire; several pieces can create a bonfire. Most importantly: too many pieces can create a disaster. Consider yourself one of these several pieces. Try not to create a disaster here in the past.’




  Crowbar had taken Okami into another room in the small apartment. The strange man was sitting cross-legged on a pillow.




  Red walls like my temple. A meditation point in the center of the room.The smell of incense.Okami had seen this room before, and if he wasn’t mistaken, he knew what to do in such a room.




  ‘You, Okami, are a Reaper. A Reaper has one mission: to save the future.’




  His teacher’s words came to him: the future is a string weaved with the past. Everything unravels eventually.




  ‘Everything unravels eventually,’ Okami said under his breath, repeating the words of his teacher.




  Crowbar ignored him. ‘You’re in modern-day Tokyo, but you’re from a future version of Tokyo, which is called Neo-Tokyo. We’ll get to your stomach in a moment. That’s another complication with your existence in the past. Remember, you’re from the future, but this is the past.’




  I traveled to the past to…?




  Owl settled into Crowbar’s lap. The cat looked at Okami and winked again. ‘As I was saying, kid, you have one purpose for being in the past.’




  ‘Which is?’




  ‘You already know why you’re here. First-timers always experience this type of leap sickness. You have a temporary form of amnesia. It’ll pass. Now try, do you remember why you’re here?’




  ‘I’m here to save the future.’




  Crowbar sighed. His annoyance showed in his cheeks and the way his lips hadstraightened into a thin line. ‘Yes, kid, to save the future, I’ve already told you that.’




  I’ve been here before. Okami saw himself coming into the red room. He saw himself opening his eyes and moving from the future to the past.




  The red room.




  There was a similar red room in the future, in Neo-Tokyo, where Okami was from. This red room was attached to the main hall of the temple, behind the statue of the deity. It was the room that he used to travel here.




  ‘I traveled from the future to the past using this room,’ Okami said.




  ‘Yes, I’ve already said that you were from Neo-Tokyo and this is Tokyo. You are from the future, this is the past.’




  He said the next thought that came to him, ‘I’m really hungry…’




  Crowbar laughed bitterly. ‘What are you more interested in doing: eating or discovering why you’ve come to Tokyo?’




  Okami put his hand on his stomach. His stomach felt like a tumbling wave. ‘Canwe do both?’
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  Reflect on this: Suede is never the same after it gets wet.




  --Book of EverlastingWind




   




  After instructing him to put on a pair of shoes that were near the door, Crowbar led Okami out of a tall apartment building. The strange mancarried a small bag under his arm, and led the way without saying very much.




  Okami looked up at the building, gluing the location to his mind. A place called Family Mart nearby. A vending machine filled with small cans across from the Family Mart. Crowbar had told him that it was his apartment, and he should never forget its location. He had also given Okami a key to the apartment.




  People moved on the streets in front of the apartment and Okami watched them intently. A woman with blonde hair and black eyes.A man with a backpack on and something in his ears.An old lady in a jogging suit carrying a white dog under her arm.He had never seen people in real life. He had seen them in books, but never in real life. He felt as if he could stare at them all day.




  ‘Who are all these people?’ he whispered to Crowbar.He pulled his black hood over his head, hoping to hide as much of his face as he could. His hair was wild and untamed. It stuck out of the front of his hoodie.




  ‘That’s a stupid question,’ was the man’s answer. ‘There,’ he said, pointing at a ramen shop. ‘That’s where you will eat.’




  Okami noticed how the cars had stopped to let them cross the street. How strange, he thought, looking at the green light in front of him. ‘Cars,’ he said, savoring the word.




  ‘Green means go, red means stop. Don’t forget that.’ Crowbar nodded at the light. ‘You can survive being hit by a car, but it won’t feel very good. Trust me on that one.’




  Okami was reminded of a quote his teacher Haku-san made him memorize: Green is the envy of red; red is the passion of green.




  ‘Green is the envy of red; red is the passion of green,’ he said.




  Crowbar shook his head. ‘That has nothing to do with these lights, kid. Here in the past, green means live and red means get hit by a car.’




  ‘Got it.’ He stuffed his hands deep into the pockets of his hooded sweater. A woman in enormous shoes walked past him. She had a shaved head and bright red cheeks. Another couple followed, one talking loudly on his cell phone. More people came, swelling around Crowbar and Okami. He felt the urge to hide from all these people. Are they looking at me?




  ‘Stop worrying; no one cares about you here,’ Crowbar said. ‘No one knows where you are from or why you are here. This way.’




  The ramen shop was located on a backstreet filled with garbage bins and air conditioner units.




  ‘Why are we coming here?’ Okami asked, looking up at the ramen sign. The restaurant was called Oishii Ramen.




  ‘I have a relationship with the owner.’




  They dipped through an open door. Cotton strips hung from the top of the door dividing the shop from the alley. A young woman greeted them as they entered the small ramen shop. She didn’t make eye contact with Crowbar or Okami and was silent as she led them to the back room.




  Food.Okami could smell garlic being minced, meat being fried, noodles being boiled, spices being added to a thick broth.He pictured piles of steaming food andhis mouth started to water.




  ‘Yes, you are incredibly hungry, I get it. This is because you haven’t eaten in ten days.’ Crowbar gently placed his bag on a cushion and sat down across from Okami.
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