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  Chapter one
The Attic Discovery



The first thing Alex Zarate noticed was the cold,a bracing, mouthful-of-ice kind of cold that seeped straight through his hoodie and jeans, punctuated by the stink of moss and wet earth. Second, the silence. No cars, no distant planes, not even a lost dog barking somewhere. Only the steady whirr of the device in his hands, fading as the blue glow arced and cinched itself shut behind them.

Then, as his eyes adjusted, came the world: a bamboo forest, stretching upward in sun-starved columns. Ground fog curled in the undergrowth, and the first hints of sunrise set the mist aglow, thin as old paper.

Ricky landed flat on his back, laughing, arms splayed. “Bro, we have to do that again. Five stars. Would rift again.”

Vanessa, already up, brushed mud off her sneakers and looked around, gaze flicking between the trees. She didn’t say anything, but her eyes were wide,somewhere between awe and terror.

Alex thumbed the device, which looked like a TV remote built by aliens obsessed with geometry. “We need to recalibrate this thing,” he muttered, mostly to himself. “We overshot by at least a thousand years.”

Ricky propped himself up on his elbows. “Which means,ninja, right? Or are we pre-ninja?”

A breeze set the bamboo rattling like dry bones. Alex scanned for any sign of civilization, and found none. His heart hammered. “Stay together,” he said, voice sharper than he’d intended.

Ricky rolled his eyes, but Vanessa fell into step beside Alex, pulling her own battered composition book from her backpack. She sketched a quick circle,bamboo, mist, three human silhouettes. Then she started scribbling notes.

The forest thickened. Sunlight came in slivers. Every time Alex checked the device, it displayed a different string of characters: mostly Japanese, with the occasional math symbol thrown in, as if even it couldn’t decide what era it wanted.

Vanessa was the first to notice the sound,a footfall, soft but calculated. Her pencil paused. “We’re being watched.”

Alex froze. Ricky grinned, turning in a slow circle like a game-show host. “Hellooo, mysterious samurai ghost. We come in peace!”

A flash of motion. A girl, maybe sixteen, launched herself from behind a tree. She moved so fast it looked like jump-cut footage: one instant she was crouched, the next she was upon them, katana glinting with blue fire. She drove Ricky into the ground with the tip at his throat.

“Move and you die.” Her voice was clipped, low, as precise as her blade. Her English was good, but carried the edge of a Japanese accent, every consonant honed. She wore a short kimono, trousers, and a battered chest plate. Her hair was tied in a tight topknot, streaked with sweat and mud.

Ricky grinned wider, even from the dirt. “You must be Aiko. Love the sword.”

She pressed the blade tighter to his Adam’s apple. “You trespass. You bring strange machine. Explain.”

Alex swallowed, hands up and device visible. “We’re not spies. Or invaders. Or,look, it’s going to sound crazy,”

“Ricky, stop poking the rift,unless you want dinosaurs in our backyard,” Vanessa muttered, but it was too late.

Ricky said, “Whoa, samurai Mulan’s got some serious anger issues!”

Aiko’s nostrils flared. She twisted, forcing Ricky’s arm behind his back in a move that was all business. He yelped, but mostly from surprise.

Vanessa edged forward, hands raised, notebook out like a peace offering. “We’re lost. Not a threat. Please.”

Aiko eyed the siblings, one at a time. Her face was unreadable, but her grip on the katana never slackened.

Alex met her gaze. “If you let my brother up, I can show you the machine.” He kept his voice steady, because he could see in her face: she had killed before, and the idea didn’t rattle her.

Aiko released Ricky, who scrambled back to his feet, rubbing his wrist.

Alex set the device on a mossy stump and stepped away. “It’s a… tool. Sort of a compass, but for time.”

Aiko approached, blade still up, inspecting the device like it might bite her. “You are… time spirits?”

“No,” Alex said. “Just people. From far away. Really far.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You lie. Spirits would say the same.”

Alex turned to Ricky, voice dry. “Congratulations, we’re ghosts now.”

Ricky grinned, dusted himself off. “You’re the one who said quantum mechanics is basically magic.”

Vanessa, meanwhile, had inched closer to Aiko, studying the way her feet were placed. “You’re not full samurai,” she said, quietly. “Your stance. It’s more,practical?”

Aiko blinked, caught off-guard. “My father trains me. I am not full samurai until I prove myself.”

Ricky stage-whispered, “You already beat me up. That should count for something.”

Vanessa smiled, and Aiko’s frown softened, just a fraction. The tension in the clearing thinned.

Then the device on the stump flickered. Alex’s stomach sank as the blue glow re-ignited, spiraling open in a crackling orb. The hum was louder this time, charged with static.

“Everyone, move!” Alex shouted, but Aiko was already in motion, dragging Vanessa and Ricky behind a fallen log.

The rift ballooned outward, splintering bamboo and flinging mud. Through the crack in reality, something emerged: a tiger, but not. It was too big, too misshapen, plated in overlapping armor that shimmered and crawled with light. Its eyes burned an electric blue, and when it roared, the sound stuttered,like a VHS on fast-forward, then rewind.

Aiko’s face registered pure, animal fear for the first time. “Time demon,” she breathed.

Ricky, eyes wide, said, “That’s not a regular tiger. Unless Japan has some mutant wildlife, I missed in history class.”

Alex checked the device. The interface had changed, now pulsing with a red warning. He tried cycling through the options, fingers flying. “It’s drawing power from the rift,” he said, half to himself, half to anyone who would listen. “It’s not alive,at least, not in the way we think.”

The tiger-thing sniffed the air, then fixed on the log where they hid. It loped forward, mechanical joints clacking. With every step, time distorted,the bamboo around it wilted and then regrew, seasons flipping in seconds.

Vanessa clung to Aiko, who was frozen, eyes locked on the monster.

“Hey, tiger king!” Ricky shouted, vaulting over the log with a stick. “Bet you can’t catch me, you time-glitching furball!”

It worked. The beast turned, its gaze following Ricky’s frantic zigzag through the clearing.

Alex, breathless, found a “manual override” button on the device. “Buy me ten seconds!” he yelled.

Vanessa, thinking fast, tossed her composition book at the tiger’s feet. The pages fanned out, confusing it for a half-second,just enough for Ricky to close in and whack it with his stick. The stick exploded into splinters, and Ricky tumbled, but the beast hesitated, head tilted in robotic confusion.

Aiko sprang into action. She vaulted the log, katana in both hands, and struck the thing across its metal flank. Sparks flew, but the blade skidded, leaving only a shallow gouge.

The beast wheeled, tail whipping like a steel chain. Aiko ducked, rolled, and came up slashing again,this time for the neck. The monster bellowed, time around its face flickering like broken film.

“Now!” Alex cried, and pressed the button.

A blast of blue-white light erupted from the device, enveloping the tiger in a net of crackling energy. It froze mid-roar, suspended a foot above the ground, every muscle and wire locked. The bamboo stilled. Even the mist paused.

Aiko, breathing hard, watched as the device’s glow dimmed and the beast collapsed, motionless, to the forest floor. Its body began to fade, pixel by pixel, until only the scent of ozone remained.

For a long moment, nobody moved.

Ricky broke the silence. “That was the most epic boss battle ever.”

Alex staggered over, hands shaking. “Device is dead. Needs a recharge, or,” He stopped, looking at Aiko, who was now staring at the siblings like they were gods or lunatics.

“You fight time demons,” she said. “Not spies.”

Alex shook his head. “No. We just… we’re just trying to get home.”

Aiko sheathed her katana, slow and deliberate. “My village is near. Others may come. You will follow. You will explain to the elders.” Her face softened, almost imperceptibly. “You may not be spirits. But you are not the enemy.”

Vanessa dusted herself off, shooting a small smile at Aiko. “We really are lost. But maybe we can help you.”

Aiko nodded, once. “Come. Before more demons find us.”

She led them into the bamboo, the three siblings trailing behind. Alex tried not to think about the next rift, or the next monster. For now, there was only the cold, the crunch of leaves underfoot, and the pale slice of sunrise,like a promise, or a warning, overhead.



      ***
The morning fog broke as they left the forest, rolling back to reveal terraces carved into the hillside. Each rice paddy glistened with dew, layered like steps leading up to the clouds. But not everything matched the postcards in Alex’s brain. Patches of rice lay flattened, aged to brittle brown, while others pulsed with impossible life,stalks green and gold, tangled in their own roots, growing faster than time allowed.

They followed Aiko single file along






  
  Chapter two
Samurai Showdown


They followed Aiko single file along a game trail, watching their breath cloud and vanish as the world brightened. The siblings trudged behind the samurai girl, barely daring to speak.
Ricky eventually broke the silence. "Aiko, right? Can I ask: what's the worst thing you've ever stabbed?"
Aiko didn't turn. "Once, a wolf. My father, a man who drank too much rice wine. And a bandit who would not stop shouting."
Ricky considered this. "That's a pretty good resume."
Vanessa elbowed him. "Maybe don’t make her mad?"
Aiko glanced back, gaze glinting. "You talk strange. You dress strange. But you fought well. I respect that. Even if you are idiots."
Alex almost laughed, tension finally unwinding from his spine. "Thank you?"
Aiko led them out of the trees and into a clearing. The sunrise burned off the last of the fog, painting everything gold. Alex let himself enjoy the moment,three seconds of peace, the first since they'd left home.
Ahead, a plume of smoke curled from the eaves of a thatched house, the rest of a small village just visible beyond. Aiko slowed, then turned.
"My father will want to see you first. He is… old, but wise. Speak the truth. Or he will know."
Ricky mimed zipping his lips, but then ruined it by whispering, "Do we bow, or just say hi?"
Alex shrugged. "Both?"
They reached the village. People stared from behind sliding doors, faces pinched and suspicious. Children darted out, only to be yanked back by unseen hands.
Aiko led them through, not speaking, not bowing, just moving with a purpose. At the center of the village stood a low, wide house with battered doors and two stone dogs flanking the entry. She knocked once, hard, and stepped inside.
"Remove shoes," she said, already unlacing her own. The siblings followed, stacking muddy sneakers by the door. Inside, the air was warm, thick with incense and the scent of boiled rice.
A man sat cross-legged on a cushion, his hair streaked silver, hands resting on his knees. He wore a robe, deep indigo, with a patch over one eye. When he looked at them, Alex felt pinned in place.
Aiko bowed. The siblings copied her, awkward and unsynchronized.
The old man waited, then said, "My daughter says you come from the rift. That you fight time demons. Is this true?"
Alex glanced at the others, then nodded. "Yes, sir."
The man grunted. "And do you control them?"
Alex hesitated. "No. We're trying to stop them. And get home."
The man closed his good eye, thinking. "You are not spirits. You are not demons. You are,lost."
Alex nodded again. The man opened his eye and barked a laugh. "Good. Lost things can be found. You may eat and rest. But if you bring more rifts, I will let the villagers decide what to do with you."
Alex managed a shaky smile. "Fair enough."
The man poured tea into four cups. "Drink. Then tell me about your

      ***
      ***
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