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THE DEATH OF JOEY AND JOHNNY


In which the boys probably do not make it to Chapter Two.

“Well, this is the end for us, my stalwart friend Johnny! Together we face a glittering sea of sharpened steel that will engulf us both. Know this, you villainous hordes, though I, Joey, shall dispatch hundreds—nay, thousands—of you before I expire, those of you who survive shall have the noble honor of telling the last of our exalted exploits! And now the call to arms! We rush forth unto doom’s bosom! Chop! Slice! And alas, I fall! Fall . . . fall . . .”

“Um . . . Johnny? Did you have anything you wanted to say?” Joey asked.

“Pancakes!” said Johnny. “I’m going to miss them . . . A lot! I mean, a whole bunch!”

“Okay, boys, you can stop now.”

Joey and Johnny froze in the middle of their death throes.
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Master Renbow adjusted the cuffs of his robes and swished to the front of the classroom. “Joey, good effort! It could use a little editing. Try to say more with less. Remember, Blademaster Steel Bloodsport’s famous last words were ‘My heart!’ You don’t have to be quite so succinct, but time is often an issue in these situations. I’m calling that a B minus.” He recorded the grade with a long, sparkly pen using big, loopy flourishes that managed to involve his whole body.

Joey looked stricken. “Yes, Master Renbow,” he said, and sat down with hunched shoulders.

“Now, Johnny,” said Master Renbow, rubbing his forehead as he regarded his student. A lot of people rubbed their foreheads while talking to Johnny, so many that Johnny began to recognize it as a sign that someone was about to talk to him.

“Pancakes, Johnny?” Their sensei gave a long sigh before finally adding, “It needs work.”

Johnny sat down. He was the only student who had a dooley-bopper sprouting from the top of his ninja mask. While his face didn’t register the slightest emotion at his teacher’s words, the dooley-bopper drooped slightly, making him look disappointed.

Master Renbow carefully pulled his long sleeves out of the way as he walked to the board and picked up the chalk. There were times when it was a curse to wear so much black. “Class, your final words before dying are very important, you don’t want to wait until the last minute to get them right!”

With squeaking strokes he wrote, “Gah! My shoe! Bloooorg,” and said, “Anyone recognize these immortal words?”

A small ninja named Ting raised his hand to about half-mast. Ting was not known to do anything at full-mast. “Sir, they are Shogun Wraithblade’s last words?”

“Yes,” said Renbow. “Your death is already going to be violent and painful—why should it be embarrassing too?”

A flaming arrow thunked into the wall beside Renbow’s head. He pushed his glasses back on his nose to get a good look at it. “I really question the need for these arrows to be on fire,” he muttered as he unrolled the small scroll tied to it. “Joey! Johnny! Headmaster FangSwan wishes to see you in his office immediately. Ting, get some water, the tapestries are burning.”
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As the two students left and the classroom burned, their sensei attempted to restore order.

“Okay, who’s ready to die next? Brad? Show them how it’s done.”

At this point you might be wondering who’s telling you this story. Who would have the lowdown on all things ninja? Well, that would be me, the Wiseman. Technically “a” wiseman: it’s more of a job title than a name, but I am one of the best, if I do say so myself.

Not all wisemen and wisewomen are created equal, and some barely deserve the name. Dillydale Fwops was famous for being the dumbest wiseman who ever lived. He was known for answering questions by throwing himself down a well, or wearing a bucket for three days. While a few will argue that he was just too wise for anyone to understand, I know my opinion on it.

We get assigned to locations based on our capacity for wisdom. For example: if you live in a goat-herding village at the butt end of the world, then, chances are, you’ll have a wiseman to match. Now, give the man his due: for all goat- and goat-milk-related questions, you won’t find a higher authority, and he probably even knows a thing or two about yaks. I’m just suggesting that you might want to hold off on asking the big stuff, unless you want a heavily goat-laden metaphor for your answer.

By comparison, the only thing I don’t know is what I don’t know. I am the wiseman for Lemming Falls and its surrounding territories. That means I have to keep up-to-date on all its peoples, creatures, scientific discoveries, mystic lore, and anything else someone might have a question about. It’s a big job. On top of the normal wiseman stuff, I’ve had to study up on pocket dimensions and the difference between a haiku and a hikyu.
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Lemming Falls is home to a thriving superhero community, a number of indigenous cryptozoological beasties, and—of course—ninjas. There are also rumors of Sky Pirates, but I’m probably getting ahead of myself. Point is, I know something about everything, and what I don’t know, I’ll make up and you’ll never know. I’m just that good.

We wisemen are found in lots of places, but you won’t find us unless you’re willing to work for it. We’ll perch at the tops of impossible-to-climb mountains, or deep underground in lost tombs. If we weren’t so difficult to get to, everyone would be constantly bugging us to bestow our wisdom upon them, and who needs that? Looking for a solution to the inner turmoil of your soul? Seek out a wiseman. I am not here to help you find your keys.

Anyway, enough about me. It’s lovely to meet you. Now on with the story.

Kick Foot Academy is the world’s premier ninja school and its students, known as “Kick Foots,” are the very best ninjas. Anyone who says otherwise will have to face its headmaster, FangSwan. So no one says otherwise.

In much the same way that hurricanes are given names like “Irene” or “Gladys,” FangSwan’s epic temper tantrums are also named. Like “the one about the potatoes” or “the one about the nose-whistling.” It’s getting more and more difficult to find any subject matter that can’t be tied to a volcanic outburst from KFA’s undisputed leader.

In a particularly famous incident, Headmaster FangSwan was invited to a gala performance of the famous ballet Swan Lake. The promoters thought he would be particularly enchanted by the occurrence of the word “swan” in both their names.

During the performance, a hapless ballerina lost control of her shoe, and it made the questionable decision to direct itself toward the headmaster’s face. With a twist of his wrist, FangSwan returned the shoe to the ballerina’s foot with such force that the dancer spun for the rest of the ballet and well into the next day. Upon leaving the theater, FangSwan wrote on a comment card, “Thank you for the lovely performance. The assassination attempt was particularly pleasing to me.”

This is what FangSwan did to a ballerina with a loose shoe. Imagine what he might do with Joey and Johnny, wayward students at his school, at whose heels trouble and embarrassment followed like dumb loyal dogs. The honor of FangSwan’s school was his most precious concern, and there was no reasonable way to tell what he’d consider a killing offense.

No Kick Foot Academy student had ever left FangSwan’s office smiling or carrying a balloon. In fact, no student in anyone’s memory had ever actually walked out of FangSwan’s office. Students had certainly gone in and there were sometimes student-shaped holes in the door, floor, or ceiling to show that they had left, but it was generally understood that Headmaster FangSwan didn’t meet with you unless you were deeply in trouble.
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There are some headmasters who might invite a student in to pass on a kind word or give a reassuring pat on the back. FangSwan didn’t know how to pat, and kind words were generally saved for particularly skilled enemies just before he delivered the killing blow. For Joey and Johnny, they were off to face the headsman.

Johnny rested his hand on his terrified friend’s shoulder as they left the classroom. “Well, I think our performance went down pretty well!”

“Did you not read the last paragraph or the chapter heading? We’re off to face our doom!”

“But our last day on earth is also the day our theater master covered last dying words! I mean, what are the chances? How lucky are we?”

“Johnny, I’m not going out on B-minus last words. Maybe if we can figure out what it was we did, we can craft a suitable apology.”

“That’s true—FangSwan is famous for his acts of forgiveness.”



WISEMAN NOTE: No. He isn’t.



“Okay, well, we have three long hallways, two staircases, and the Hall of Accusation to go before we get to his office. That’s all the time we have to figure it out,” said Joey. “I think it was that angry Oni you let loose in the library.”

“I didn’t let him loose!” cried Johnny, looking hurt. “He just followed me in there after I helped pull that nasty thorn out of his face!”

Joey did the forehead rub. “That wasn’t a thorn, Johnny, that was his tusk.”

“And think about how much damage he did to the library afterward. The entire N section is gone! It’s actually kinda lucky he didn’t have that second tusk. It could’ve been twice as bad.”

The point was debatable, but Joey decided this was not the time. They both went silent as their steps counted down their life spans. They’d already reached the end of the first hallway.

“Anyway,” continued Johnny, “I’m pretty sure it was you and the pee incident.”

Joey stopped dead. “Gah! Wuh? There was no pee incident!”

“Yes, there was, Joey! Remember that pee rolled off your spoon and we lost the east wing of the cafeteria?”

“Oh, pea!” said Joey with relief. “The pea that rolled off my spoon!”

“Yes, pea! Oh, did I say ‘pee’? No, I meant ‘pea.’”

To be fair, the pea in question had been a centuries-old magic object. It had been created by a sorcerer named Calamideas who began every day with “Hey, wouldn’t it be funny if . . .” In this case he’d jinxed the pea to become eight thousand times larger if it should ever touch the ground. For years it had been buried deep in the school’s bottomless vaults. But the problem with trying to hide dangerous things in a school for ninjas is that breaking into impossible vaults often counts as extra credit. A student looking to turn his B plus into an A threw the pea into a chicken potpie, and from there it found itself badly balanced on Joey’s spoon.

“Well, that was hardly my fault!” Joey exclaimed, then added with hope, “I’m sure FangSwan couldn’t blame me for that.”



WISEMAN NOTE: Self-delusion is a force more powerful than any punch.



Joey slowed his pace. Their echoing footfalls were suddenly precious to his ears. When had dust motes ever looked so beautiful? Why hadn’t he appreciated the smell of flowers more? Why was he thinking about flowers? Ah! Was that a bird? A sweet bird that probably had years more of its life left to live! “Curse you and your stupid long life, you stupid bird!”

A shadow fell over the bird, and it disappeared in midflutter.

Joey stared at the spot where it had been. “Johnny, I think I just cursed a bird to death!”

Johnny looked upset for the first time all day. “Why would you do that?”

“I didn’t know I could do that!” said Joey, looking at his own hands as if they might start shooting lightning.

Someone coughed behind them, making them spin and flail.

“WAH!” said Joey.

“Dog puppets!” said Johnny.

A small girl with hair like a giant ninja star was standing behind them, way too close, holding the bird in her hands. It looked ruffled but unhurt.

“Peoni!” cried the boys.

“You guys didn’t hear my heartbeat or sense a change in the air,” she said with a little satisfied smile. “Face it! I snuck up on you!” She took her finger and got it as close to Joey’s forehead as she could without actually touching him. “IIIIIIII snuck up on yoooooooouuu!” This was accompanied by a little dance.
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WISEMAN NOTE: Sneaking up on a ninja is like catching your buddy with a finger up his nose. It’s an accomplishment, but it won’t be appreciated.



“I smelled you, Peoni!” Joey said while trying to whack her finger away. “Anyway, why did you attack that bird?”

She looked momentarily worried as she took a quick sniff of her shirt. “I didn’t attack the bird! He’s been sick and I’ve been taking care of him for the past six weeks, but he managed to get the door of his cage unlatched.” She smiled down at the bird and gave him a scratch on his head. Then she looked back up at the boys and narrowed her eyes. “What are you two doing here?”

Johnny walked to Peoni and clutched her by both shoulders. Looking very seriously into her eyes, he said, “Peoni, you are a nice person, and I’ll miss your pointy hair.”

“We’ve been called to FangSwan’s office,” interjected Joey.

Peoni’s eyes went big and wet. It was a look she normally reserved for wounded squirrels or bent-winged pigeons. “Oh . . . boys, I’m so sorry.” She hugged them both. “I . . . I always thought I’d know what to say.”

“Well, you didn’t have Renbow’s class,” said Joey. “We are well prepared.”

“Do you want me to come with you? Maybe I could say something to FangSwan?”

That was easily the bravest thing anyone had ever offered to do for Joey. He felt an unwelcome swell of emotion in his chest. It was okay for a ninja to cry only if they were cradling the gasping body of a dying loved one. Even then it was required that they be sitting in a field of gently falling lotus blossoms. So Joey held his composure. “It’s okay, Peoni. We got this.”



WISEMAN NOTE: Before a particularly emotional battle some ninjas carry a sack of fresh-picked blossoms just in case they see any of their comrades starting to tear up.



“Let’s have lunch tomorrow, Peoni! I’ll buy us squid balls!” said Johnny, waving cheerfully. Johnny had gone to the happy place in his head, and neither Joey nor Peoni had the heart to call him back.

“Um . . . okay, Johnny, that would be”—choke—“nice . . .”

Joey and Johnny turned and continued down the last hallway before the staircase. Peoni watched them go, and in her mind they were walking through a field of gently falling lotus blossoms.

The Hall of Accusation was another charming idea from the depths of FangSwan’s twisted mind. It was lovingly crafted by ninja artisans, many of whom forever gave up the arts after encountering the increasingly insane demands of the headmaster. It featured seventy-three statues of the most famously bloodthirsty ninja masters, all striking increasingly judgmental poses. The first few merely stared down with their arms crossed like angry dads, but the farther down the hall you walked the meaner their eyes grew and the closer their pointing fingers came to your undeserving head.
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It wasn’t until Joey was nearly poked in the eye by the last ninja master’s finger that he realized they had come to FangSwan’s door. It was an imposing thing made of dark wood that featured an enormous swan with a single tooth poking from its beak. You could almost see a faint outline of the last student who had exited. Joey sighed. “I thought I was gonna go down dispatching a thousand enemies, maybe with something exploding in slow motion behind me.”

“I thought there’d be bagpipes,” said Johnny. “And my last act would be silencing them.”

With a ponderous creak and a series of loud clunks, the door split at the wings of the swan and opened.

“Well, Johnny, I just hope there isn’t a pee incident.”

“Oh, did you mean . . .”

“No, Johnny. No, I didn’t.”
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IN THE DEN OF FANGSWAN


In which the boys HAVE made it to Chapter 2, so they should be nothing but thankful for the extra time.

“Master FangSwan—Headmaster of Kick Foot Academy, Chieftain of the Twenty Screaming Winds, Lord of the Volcanic Lair of Blight, Slayer of the Ghost Samurai Horratto, and Vanquisher of the Beast Who Ate Mount Kimchi—will see you now.” Vice Principal Zato ushered them in. His presence lightened Joey’s mood somewhat. FangSwan would most likely not kill them with a witness present. But Zato was blind, so maybe he didn’t count.

FangSwan, headmaster and founder of Kick Foot Academy, was a small man, and old. While some grow feeble or crumble with age, FangSwan seemed only to grow harder and sharper. Like an unexploded bomb, time had not made him any less dangerous, just increasingly unstable.

FangSwan would have looked good atop a throne of human skulls. In fact, really he looked out of place not sitting on one. The desk in front of him was a tree slab that seemed as though it had been beaten into a vague desk shape by bare hands. Like everything else in FangSwan’s office, it appeared to have been defeated before it got there. Even his “Best Headmaster in the WORLD” mug looked as though it was being punished for betrayal.

FangSwan’s hand poked from the sleeve of his long white robe. Joey just concentrated on the hand and tried to convince himself that it wasn’t attached to this engine of destruction and sarcasm. The hand was the only part of the headmaster that Joey had enough courage to look at, and even that was an act of bravery. There wasn’t a ninja alive who could tell you what color FangSwan’s eyes were, and the not-alive ones were keeping quiet on the subject.

“Headmaster,” Zato said. “Your students, Joey and Johnny.” He could have added “the ninjas,” but that would’ve been redundant in a ninja academy.

“Good morning, students,” said a voice issuing from a few feet above the hand.
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Ah, he was starting with “Good morning”—that was a really bad sign. It meant that he would be toying with them for a while.

Might as well have a mystery solved, thought Joey. With a grunt of effort he jerked his head up to look directly into Headmaster FangSwan’s eyes. They were a nice shade of green.

Well, that’s something, thought Joey. Not having time for a rewrite, Joey launched directly into his B-minus last-words speech. As Sensei Renbow had taught them, when facing imminent death, time was of the essence.

From behind Joey, Johnny called out, “Um, I like pancakes?”

The ancient headmaster silenced them with a look. His eyes flickered from one boy to another and rested a moment on the bouncing ball at the end of Johnny’s antenna.

“What are Hoey and Dingle-Bopper babbling about, Vice Principal Zato?” said FangSwan in a voice that sounded like a sword being slowly pulled from its scabbard.

“Ah, I believe young student Joey is reciting his famous last words, part of Master Renbow’s course work. Your other student, Johnny, is perhaps requesting a last meal,” Zato said. He was standing behind FangSwan as he spoke. Was there a tiny hint of a smile at the corners of his lips? “They obviously believe you are going to kill them, Headmaster.”

“Do you?” FangSwan asked, staring at Joey and Johnny. He slowly turned his head to one side. His neck made a small pop as it twisted. “Excellent.” The word sounded cold, distant, and satisfied. “Not by my hand. Not today. You are here for another reason.”

“If it’s about the panda,” Johnny said quickly, “I was only trying to help. I thought that they were supposed to be all black.”

“It is not about the panda,” FangSwan said through clenched teeth.

“I didn’t know that ducks were . . .” Joey trailed off under the headmaster’s steady gaze.

“Oh, I’m sorry, are you done talking?” FangSwan smiled. “Is it my turn to talk in my own office?!”

“Yes, sir! Sorry, sir!” Joey and Johnny yelped in unison.

“Hoey and Dingle-Bopper, I have no interest in any of your ramblings. I have a mission for the two of you.” He turned back to Zato. “Incidentally, have pancakes removed from the breakfast menu.”

Joey took his first breath since they had walked into the office. “A . . . a mission, Headmaster FangSwan?”

“Pancakes are out?” cried Johnny.

Zato interceded smoothly. “Master FangSwan, no doubt Joey and Johnny are deeply appreciative of the honor you have placed upon them. Their excitement has made them temporarily forget their place. I am sure they are ready to listen with rapt attention.”

“Yes!” said Joey. “Everything he said!”

FangSwan’s eyebrows grew marginally less violent. The amount of violence contained in his eyebrows could fuel several wars for many centuries. Even a tiny change in their character could be a life-altering detail all KFA students had learned to notice.
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“We have an exchange student joining our school. They say that it’s some foolish notion of cultivating community and sharing our knowledge, but I believe he is a spy. The two of you will mind him, and by mind him I mean watch everything that he does and not leave him alone for a second!” The eyebrow-violence meter went up a notch.

“Does this include bathroom time?” asked Johnny. Joey winced.

“Especially bathroom time! Spies do their most important work during bathroom time,” said FangSwan, twisting his hands into claws.

“Ugh!” said Johnny, looking uncomfortable. “What kind of information are these spies after?!”

Vice Principal Zato might have been blind, but he saw an opportunity to help the boys. He chose this moment to step out from behind the headmaster’s chair. He had not been hiding, but the vice principal had a way of being unnoticed until he wished otherwise. It was one of the many skills that had won Zato’s membership in FangSwan’s inner circle. An inner circle of which he is, and has ever been, the only member.
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“What the headmaster is alluding to,” he said in a warm, soothing tone, “is that you, Joey and Johnny, have been handpicked to be ambassadors for this school.”

“Yes,” FangSwan added, “I chose you so that the spy understands exactly how high a regard I have for him.”

“It’s a big job, boys, with a lot of responsibility, and a chance to make new friends. For all of us. Remember, you will be standing in for the headmaster and representing the whole school,” Zato said.

FangSwan disagreed. “‘Stand in’? No! No one can ‘stand in’ for me. When I am gone there will be a FangSwan-shaped hole in the universe. But fine. You’re my handpicked ‘ambassadors.’ Just don’t screw this up. Zato, show them the door.”

The swan door shut behind them with a deep boom. To the boys’ knowledge, it was the first time a student had left through that door without an immediate call for door repairs. The door had been damaged so many times that, in an effort to be helpful, the repairmen tried to reinforce it. This just had the unfortunate side effect of making students’ exits more painful.

Joey looked down at his undamaged, unbroken body. He put a hand on his unsplintered ribs and touched a finger to each tooth still clinging to his gums.

Johnny was busily staring cross-eyed at the stone finger of ninja-master Shreddo Missaggi. Shreddo was famous for bragging that he could punch a finger through the moon. It was true, he did do it—but the jump left him too exhausted to get his finger unstuck afterward. Lack of oxygen took care of the rest. Shreddo had won his bet, but, man—he was dumb as a brick.

Directly opposite Shreddo was the ninja Twinkly-Puff. Before you snort, please understand that he stood at the very top of the pyramid of scary ninjas. He named himself Twinkly-Puff in the hope that it would lead to more opportunities for fights. It worked brilliantly. Not only did he score a major brawl everywhere he went, but thousands of proud warriors had to admit that they had been beaten by a man named Twinkly-Puff. Sadly, this strategy led to many young ninja copycats. There were a few years during the 1800s when you couldn’t spit without hitting a ninja named Pudding-Mittens or Cuddle-Pumpkin. Luckily the problem solved itself when the Tiddly-Pomply-Pom clan went to war with the Black-Razor Storm clan. The staggeringly one-sided outcome of that war determined that cool names were back in fashion.

“Johnny! We aren’t dead!”

“Ugh!” said Johnny. “I was kinda getting used to the idea of not having to write a to-do list for tomorrow.”

“Well, item one on that list is: appreciate being alive!” Joey’s stomach made an audible gurgle. “I’m hungry. I . . . I think I want to go to lunch.”

“You want to go to lunch? But doesn’t that mean ignoring item one on the to-do list?”

Ah, lunchtime! Such a delightful part of the day! You get a ham sandwich or some octopus, maybe a juice box and a flattened, plastic fruit thing. Most of the time it comes in a big happy box that has popular characters on it. (Ninjas would look really good on a lunchbox, I bet!) Lunchtime is like having Christmas in the middle of every day.

Of course, you think that only because you don’t go to school at KFA. There was a brief time when lunch was pretty fun there too. The students used to get little bento-box lunches, which were so cute you’d just want to name them and keep them as pets. But that time was short-lived. Of the reported 273,000 attempts to assassinate FangSwan, only three came anywhere close to succeeding. And yes, one happened during lunchtime. So FangSwan decided that his students needed to be at their very highest state of alert during meals.

Joey and Johnny stood outside the cafeteria door, taking a brief moment to meditate and steel themselves. “You ready?”

Johnny took a deep breath. “Do it, Joey. Open the door!”

A chicken hurtled past their heads as they pulled the door handle. It buried itself deep into the stone wall behind them. “Oh! Chicken and dumplings!” cried Johnny cheerily.

They each snatched a plate out of the air and whipped out their chopsticks from hidden pockets. Students were doing backflips and cartwheels through a room thick with flying egg rolls, bowls of dipping sauces, and chickens with the occasional bite taken out of them. There were a few different styles of eating. A less skilled student might simply duck a head in and hope that something edible smacked him in the face. There were plenty who walked away with nothing but a mouthful of napkin and a saltshaker for lunch. Joey and Johnny bobbed and weaved their way through the food storm, finding the table where Peoni and Ting sat across from each other. Peoni stopped, wide-eyed, a bite of broccoli halfway to her mouth.

“You’re not dead or broken!” she cried. She wanted to hug them, but it wasn’t worth the loss of concentration.

Ting couldn’t form words. He gripped a lunch tray in front of his face, allowing it to bear the brunt of the food onslaught. If something tasty dripped down his sleeve he’d risk taking a quick lick. All Ting’s meals were sucked from his clothing. It explained why he constantly smelled of meatballs. “Jo . . . Jah! Nuh! Alive! Guh!” he said over the spak, spak, spak of pelting tidbits. Ting was a favorite target of the lunch ladies, but it wasn’t really clear whether it was because they disliked him or because they felt the poor boy needed some meat on his bones.

Joey held up his chopsticks and pulled a chicken leg out of the meal-storm. “We’re not just alive, Peoni, we’ve got a mission!”

“A mission from FangSwan?” she said, her smile quickly disappearing. “So you are going to die.”

“Gah!” said Joey. “Why does everybody think we’re going to die?”

“Well, did you read the chapter heading?” said Peoni.
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“It isn’t even that dangerous! We just have to pick up an exchange student and watch him.”

“So you’re babysitting?” said Peoni, jerking her head to the side to avoid a muffin.

“You got that right,” said Johnny, skewering a dumpling and giving it a quick dip in a passing bowl of sweet-and-sour sauce. “We even have to go to the bathroom with him.”

“Oh, so it’s worse—you two are on diaper duty!”

The shine was quickly wearing off Joey and Johnny’s precious mission. Joey snatched a green bean and chewed it as if he wanted it to suffer. Ting had a bit of good luck—a decent amount of gravy had soaked his forearm and he was making repulsive sucking sounds. Peoni moved her chair a little farther away, narrowly avoiding a multilevel cake complete with candles.

“Oh, look! It’s FuShoe’s birthday,” cried Johnny, watching the lovely cake fly through the air.

FuShoe whipped her sai through the center of the cake, laughing as each half obliterated the two boys standing on either side of her. She was a brash girl who had
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