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  .1.




  Neo-Tokyo.




  The walls in the meditation room were as red as ever. Okami was completely dry, wearing the same robes he normally wore at his temple in the future. How did I go from a hooded sweater in Tokyo to this? He added the question to the many he would continue to ponder. His hand hovered over the spot where Midori had kissed him. What purpose did it serve?




  He pictured her falling next to him, her dress flapping behind her, her eyes closed as if she were dancing, twirling into the unknown. She looked so natural in the air. Just the thought of jumping off the building made him shiver. It wasn’t any better with her there – it was still frightening.




  Okami.




  A force pulled at his chest and carried him into the other room. Haku-san sat with his hood off, a faint smile visible on his face.




  ‘I knew you’d be the strongest yet,’ he said, looking up at Okami. His third eye, which sat on the forehead of his narrow skull, opened and started scanning Okami.




  Okami bowed. ‘Thank you, Great Teacher.’ He glanced around the room he had grown up in. The walls were made of thin wood; cracks on the ceiling spread like spiders’ legs. He had spent his entire life there, but it now seemed like a distant memory. Tokyo was on his mind – the people, the colors, the excitement. The future, his true future, had become a memory.




  ‘How did you capture the Komainu?’ Haku-san asked.




  I couldn’t have captured the lion-dogs without Midori. Okami almost said her name but thought otherwise. ‘I was lucky, Great Teacher.’




  ‘You are advancing rapidly, my student. Even experienced Reapers have trouble capturing the Komainu. With this capture, you have strengthened the Yamabushi lineage.’




  Haku-san’s third eye snapped shut.




  ‘Thank you, Great Teacher.’ Okami felt a wave of guilt pour over him. He cleared his throat and bowed to cover the shame on his face.




  Haku-san pulled his dark hood over his head. ‘Watch.’




  He lifted a bowl that had been sitting on the floor and began pouring a black liquid onto the straw mat in front of him. The liquid sizzled and bubbles popped in the air. Okami recognized the boiling liquid: it was the same water he had retrieved from the well last time he’d been in Neo-Tokyo.




  There was something completely different about the liquid this time, something sinister. A wiry black finger emerged from the liquid. It was followed by a few more fingers and eventually, an entire hand. The hand grew in size until a wrist and a forearm appeared. A grotesque mouth formed in the center of the hand, pushing some of the black liquid aside.




  The mouth was filled with jagged teeth. It opened and shut a few times, as if it were stretching its jaw. It began speaking a language Okami had never heard before. The black fingers curled in the air as the mouth spoke. The sound was low and garbled, as if it were coming from the center of the earth. Soon, a thin blue tongue pushed its way out of the mouth.




  The tongue bent backwards and a single flower emerged from its tip. The flower was black and rimmed in silver. The tongue delivered the bloom to Haku-san. He plucked the flower from the tip of the tongue and bowed slightly.




  ‘Thank you,’ he said, examining the flower.




  The tongue snapped back into the palm’s mouth. The mouth shut, and the entire hand began to dissolve into the black liquid. The liquid lifted into the air, forming a perfect sphere, and hovered there for a moment. It then deposited itself back into the bowl it had come from. Haku-san set the bowl down and examined the flower. He blew against its petals and the air filled with pollen. A string of calligraphic characters appeared.




  ‘Kyoto…’ a voice in the room whispered. Okami looked around to pinpoint where the voice had come from.




  Haku-san blew the pollen away with a deep breath. ‘There is a Yokai gaining power in Kyoto.’ He pressed the flower into the bowl with the black liquid. The flower sizzled and dissolved, leaving a cloud of grey smoke in the air. ‘You will go to Kyoto and stop the Yokai before it can grow any larger.’




  Okami thought of what Haku-san had told him about Yoka is before: A Yokai is a creature that exists in the past and present, but not between the two time periods. It uses the strength it gains in the past to grow larger in the present.




  ‘Do I bring it here?’




  Haku-san sighed. ‘You really haven’t studied your book on sacred creatures, have you?’




  Okami remained silent.




  ‘No, you don’t bring the Yokai here. You destroy it there, in the past, thus stopping it from growing any larger. Next time you return, as long as you are successful, I will teach you a new lesson.’




  ‘How do I destroy it?’




  ‘There is a tool for destroying Yoka is, but yours is not ready yet. Luckily, this one is still quite small.’ Haku-san’s eyes turned from yellow to green. ‘You will know what to do when the time comes.’




  .2.




  Young peacocks dance and wild birds sing; the wind carries their sounds far and wide. They say so much yet they don’t see, everything is a farce.




  --Book of Wrinkled Earth




   




  Okami stumbled into his bedroom. He was back in Tokyo, after traveling from Neo-Tokyo using the meditation room. His trip had been short, much shorter than he had anticipated. After Haku-san had assigned him the task of capturing the Yokai, he had told him to return to Tokyo. Now he was back, with that familiar feeling of hunger.




  ‘There he is!’




  ‘How did you know it was me?’ He reached into the drawer and took out the hot sauce bottle that contained Meosa.




  ‘I could tell by the way you stomped in here,’ Meosa said. ‘No one has heavy feet like that. Your stupid caretaker hardly makes a sound when he comes in.’




  Crowbar. ‘He’s been here?’




  ‘He left you a note to meet him at the ramen place.’




  ‘Really?’ Okami placed the red bottle down on the desk.




  ‘Not so fast, Reaper.’




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘You promised we would play Death Fighter when you returned.’




  Okami felt his stomach grumble. Why hadn’t anyone come up with a word like ‘leap hunger’? Every time I move from Neo-Tokyo to Tokyo…




  The bottle hopped madly on the desk. Owl, Crowbar’s black cat, jumped up onto the desk to swipe at it. A vapor hand rose out of the hot sauce bottle, forming a fist.




  ‘Come at me, bro!’ Meosa yelled.




  The cat lifted its paw in the air and Meosa sunk a vapory fist into the cat’s face. Owl flew off the desk and tumbled onto the bed.




  ‘Hey!’ Okami reached for Meosa.




  ‘Serves that cat right. I told you there was something about that cat. Did I tell you that? Well, if not, I’m telling you now.’




  Owl slinked out of the room with an angry look on his face.




  ‘Well, now that that’s settled, what do you say we play a quick game of Death Fighter?’ Meosa asked.




  ‘Right now? But I’m supposed to meet Crowbar…’




  ‘You can meet him after our game. Come on, you promised…’




  ‘I have a very important assignment.’




  Meosa laughed bitterly. ‘Are you going to capture yet another helpless sacred creature or something?’




  Helpless? The lion-dogs weren’t so helpless…




  ‘No, I’m going to destroy a Yokai in Kyoto.’




  Meosa laughed hard enough to make the bottle fall over on the desk. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me!’ He straightened his bottle with his vapory hand. ‘Do you even know what a Yokai is? That’s a tough assignment for a rookie such as yourself.’




  ‘Yokais are creatures that exist in the past and the present. They grow stronger in the past, and this strength comes to them in the present, ’Okami recited.




  ‘Wrong!’




  ‘How am I wrong?’Okami asked.




  ‘How about this: If you can beat me at a game of Death Fighter, I’ll tell you the truth about Yoka is.’




  ‘Why don’t you just tell me? Why do we have to gamble over it?’




  ‘Life is more fun if there is some risk! Come on, Reaper, let’s add a little excitement to your dull existence.’




  ‘Fine, how do I set it up?’




  The bottle shook. ‘Perfect! OK, get those cords out and plug them into their matching colors on the TV: red to red, yellow to yellow, white to white. It’s not rocket science, you know.’




  Rocket science? Okami started rummaging through the box of video game supplies.




  ‘Oh, and toss me the Death Fighter cartridge while you’re at it. I want to see which version it is.’




  Okami tossed the video game up into the air. Meosa’s vapor hand shot out of the top of the hot sauce bottle and caught it. ‘I knew it! It’s the second version. You see, it’s a good thing you didn’t pay money for this “rare” video game. I knew the guy back at that second hand store was lying to us.’
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