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  Preface


I wrote this book, in the words of Toni Morrison, “ . . . because I wanted to read it.” Over the past years, my health has taken a downward spiral. It has taken me on a quest to achieve the good health that I took for granted in my younger years, and to try to regain any form of normal function. It has been a long, tiring journey filled with many doctors, hospitalizations (in a pandemic no less), misdiagnosis, specialists, and bad medications to have some answers. This book has been more of a journey in my own healing process as I process the new information and clarity of my health.  
In that journey, I met others along the way who also felt trapped in bodies that seemed determined to ruin them. The pain, the suffering, and too much time on Dr. Google made me see I wasn’t as lonely as I felt. This book embodies so many chronic illnesses (I have a few) and one very specific genetic metabolic disorder, hemochromatosis, which I was diagnosed with just after losing my dad who also had the genes. 
In this book, there are many multiple meanings for all these illnesses and disorders, along with good days of health and treatments. There is more than just what is on the surface of this story, just as there's more to a person who has an invisible illness or disease or disorder. I won’t go into what each one means in this allegorical tale, but they are there. Even if you don’t see them all or any of them, I wanted this story to still be enjoyable. 
	I placed this story in ancient Japan simply because I love Japan. I have been there once many years ago and would love to go again. I placed the story when steel was first being used in Japan. I tried to keep everything accurate within a certain time period of Japanese history, with a few exceptions. I changed the government structure a bit to fit my narrative and for a western audience. The location of the story is more of a vehicle to move the story forward. The message is important. The ninja and shogun aspects are inspired by my kids doing karate, and I guess sitting and watching them for many hours each week honing their skills inspired me to use some of what they have learned in this book. 
I’ll be honest, I wish I could move and fight like the main character does in this book, but it wouldn’t be much of a story if she sat around all day with a heating pad. The adventures in this book are to help relate the epic struggle and epic pain I feel in everyday life and activities. I may not fight bad men with awesome skills, but I sure feel that way after just cleaning the house or doing laundry. I hope this book can help those with a loved one with an invisible illness or chronic illness better understand what it can feel like for those of us who struggle. 







  
  To the silent suffers, 
Who have endured more than anyone thought was human.
To those who forget what it means to be without pain.
For those who feel invisible with their invisible disease or illness. 
Who has felt alone on their journey.
To those who count spoons.
For those who sit by and wonder what they can do. 
This book is for you.
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  one
Hakone 


The sun was shining; the wind rustled the leaves above, and birds chirped happy songs. The light sweet scent of cherry blossoms strolled through the air. Whack! A kick to my ribs made me feel stiff and heavy. I was already feeling the weight of my body as I laid prostrate on the forest floor, my hand and feet staked to the ground. Even though I am a slender size, my Iron Blood made me feel three times heavier. Otherwise, it was a beautiful day, though how unfortunate it was to spend it this way. Whack! Another kick to my side, the soldiers of the Shogun Zugai, were taking turns kicking me. It was easy to tell they were coming from his men, as they wore blue plated armor with red leather straps. They were enjoying themselves. I could hear them say to each other: 
“This is fun!”
“Yeah, it’s not everyday we get to beat someone, and they stay awake to enjoy it.”
“Shogun Zugai won’t care if she’s all bruised. He only wants her head and her blood.”
“Why does he want her blood again?”
“What, are you thick? Look at her red hair! It’s obvious she’s an Iron Blood. Her blood means incredible strength. She can’t die in battle.”
“Oh, right,” he said with another kick. 
They were only partly right. My red hair did mean I was part of the Iron Blood tribe. My people used to look over the villages in the Central Alps of Nihon, but now I was all that was left. Too many powerful people longed for the power of our blood. It was impossible to obtain. My father used to tell me nightmarish tales of watching his tribe members bleed to death as their captors tried to drink their blood for power. No one seemed to understand that this power was a curse. We may not die in battle, but the iron stayed in our bodies, causing us pain in our joints and eventually crushing our own hearts. The more we fought, the closer to death we became. 
“You’re wasting your time!” I shouted. “Even if Zugai drank every drop of my blood, it would not make him stronger! It’s only passed down from parents to children!” 
My protest made no difference. All the kicking made me feel heavier. Deciding they had had enough fun kicking me and knowing I was probably too heavy to move quickly, they tied me up and threw me into the back of a cart.
“Hurry, General Fuu is waiting for us at Fort Iwa,” one of the soldiers announced.
The road was rocky, and it bounced us badly in the back of the cart. I laid on my side with my back against the gate facing the guards. I could see the white brick building and blue slate roof of Fort Iwa on the side of Mt. Mikuni. It was still a long way, but Lake Ashi was nearby, and many villages surrounded the area. Surrounding the villages was a dense forest that covered the rough mountain terrain. The mountain ridge of Mikuni sat on the west side of Lake Ashi, which was a long, narrow lake at the base of two mountains, the other was Owakudani. Villages lined the north, east, and south sides of the lake. The village of Hakone lies at the base of Owakudani on the western slope. 
The men all started to sway with sleep. The heat and the fun of kicking me had worn them out. One by one, their heads drooped down. If I could just plan my escape. I reached for my boot to get my knife, the one place they didn’t search for a weapon. Enough time had passed that my swollen muscles from the Iron Blood were beginning to shrink, and the ropes were looser around my arms and legs. Just a little further, and I could reach the knife in my boot. 
“Shogun Zugai is dying to meet you. Actually, you will be the one dying!” boomed Fugo. He was the leader of this company of men, a major in the Hakone army.
The road bounced along as the wheel of the cart seemed destined to hit every rock along the way. The men’s heads bounced up and down. They only woke briefly to share their leader’s poor joke. 
“Like I haven’t heard that before. You think you’re so original,” I replied. 
I had heard rumors of Fugo’s evil character. He was Zugai’s main enforcer. Whatever his master wanted, Fugo got it for him and in the cruelest way possible. He was a big man with scars across his face. He smiled at me with his crooked teeth. 
“Has it ever occurred to you that there is a reason why I am still alive?” —just a bit further, and I would have my knife . . . “You realize that drinking blood doesn’t actually give you the powers or ability of the person it came from, right?”
“You are nothing but a red-haired girl who plays with sticks. Only your blood is special. You don’t utilize the power of the gods. My master knows how to awaken the strength within you. You will be an empty shell when Shogun Zugai is finished with you.” 
I got a hold of my knife and started cutting the ropes around my arms. As long as he kept his eyes on my face, and I could time this just right, I could escape. It would be easier if Fugo would just fall asleep like the other men, but he had something on his mind. Probably spending his reward money prematurely.
“You blood drinkers are just gross! You are nothing but a bunch of superstitious brutes!”
He stood up and reached for my head with his enormous hand.
“Why you li —!” 
With a thunk, the cart went up and Fugo went down. The wheel had hit a large boulder in the road. My moment had come. I kicked hard, breaking the gate of the cart, and shoving myself onto the road. Before anyone realized what had happened, I cut the ropes around my legs and ran for the bamboo forest. I reached into the pouch on my waist, put my toe spikes on, and scurried up a tree. I used the weight of my body to sway the tree to the next and made my way quickly across the treetops of the forest. The trees grew close together, creating a cool, dark cover for my escape. 
I paused once far enough away and listened. I could hear Fugo angrily shouting at his men to search both sides of the road. His forces were divided, and the men would quit their search too soon for results. Fugo ordered the men to head back to Fort Iwa and return with more men for the search. He didn’t want to show up empty-handed. 
Already this week I had had several close calls with General Fuu’s men, especially Fugo. Usually, I could avoid and outsmart them by cutting through the forest. They knew the route I had chosen to take today. I thought I could outrun them, but they were able to set a trap and capture me. I had to admit I was impressed they were able to even capture me. Zugai had been wanting my blood for a while now. Somehow, he learned of the legend of the Iron Bloods and had been trying to capture me ever since. Whatever purpose he had in mind made no difference. Only the evil desired the blood of my tribe. It just so happened he caught me on an important errand. I had to get back to Hakone Village. I jumped down from the tree tops and put my toe spikes away. I could continue on foot and let the heaviness of my blood melt away as I walked. I would be safe now that Fugo and his men had left for the fort. 

      [image: image-placeholder]By dusk, I made it to Hakone Village, just off the lake. It was a good size village and finding a place to rest and gather supplies would be easy without bringing attention to myself. I always wear black, as I was known as the Red Ninja in these parts. I wore a black shirt with no sleeves, wraps on my hands and forearms, pants, and soft-soled shoes. I also wore a hood and cloak to cover my long, red hair. My red hair made me an easy target for those who wanted my Iron Blood, since it was the mark of the Iron Bloods. I pulled my cloak over my hair. Making my way through the alleyways, I found my destination: a little inn.
“Ake! I heard a rumor that Major Fugo had taken you to Fort Iwa,” said Bo, the innkeeper. “I am relieved to see you escaped. I’ve also heard rumors of strange people in the forest. General Fuu is hunting more than just you, it seems.”
He was one of the few I could trust. He was a large man with a round belly and not much hair on his head. He was cleaning cups with his thick fingers and a dirty cloth. I never understood how he managed not to drop the delicate sake cups with those fingers. I had stopped the soldiers from beating him up when they refused to pay one day, and he had been a friend ever since then. In the villages around Hakone Mountain, I was their ninja, their protector from shoguns like Zugai. My tribe had protected the people for centuries, but that task was impossible when you’re all alone.Yet these were my people, nonetheless. 
“Me too Bo. Much appreciated Bo,” I huffed.
I sat across from him at the bar. He gave me a bowl of noodles. 
“You look tired. You can have your usual room and the usual refreshments,” he said with a wink.
“Thanks. They took my weapons again, of course, but Fugo’s men are so dumb they didn’t check my boot, and they didn’t take my pouch. You’d think they would be trained better. How is your mother?”
“Oh, her cough is back. I think the heat and humidity bothers her lungs.”
“Right, here are herbs from the next village for her cough.” I tossed Bo a small bag. “The medicine man said to make tea and drink it four times a day.”
Bo was delighted and went off to make the tea. I could hear the old woman in the back praising the gods for her medicine. No god here, just me. Bo returned in a jovial mood and gave me the village’s latest gossip. Bo was the best informant, whether you wanted information or not. I feared his big mouth would be the end of him someday. Maybe that was why Bo’s inn was my base in this village. To keep an eye on him and get the latest gossip. I was fond of him and his old lady. Most people assumed that being the Red Ninja meant I fought battles all the time, but I really looked out for the people. Getting medicine, helping with the rice harvest, fixing the roof, or helping find a young child who got lost in the forest.
My tribe were once landowners in this valley, but when the war between clans ended and an emperor crowned, they shifted their focus to helping those who were oppressed by government powers. Simple people didn’t care about an emperor or a shogun, they cared about living and raising their families and survival. Fighting over land and power was nothing of interest to my tribe. They sold everything to serve anyone who needed it more than them. I might be all alone in continuing their efforts, but the reward of seeing people enjoying life instead of being crushed was all the payment I needed to keep going. That, and a bowl of Bo’s noodles. I believed it was his mother’s recipe.
I went up to my room, which was on the top floor of the inn, an easy escape to the rooftops if Zugai’s men came looking for me. Plus, the ‘usual refreshments‘ were on the bed: a bow and arrows, a short blade, kamas, a bo staff, plus a bundle of food. Where Bo was able to get these weapons each time I lost another set, I did not know, but I figured it was safer not to ask. 
The village stood at the base of the mountain, with houses built right up to the base of the mountainside. The houses and other buildings all had thatched roofs and were built out of wood. Some of the merchant buildings had wooden roofs and were two or three stories tall, like the inn. 
I was tired from a long day of running, getting captured, and more running. I undressed and laid down on the bed. It felt good on my sore body. It didn’t take me long to fall asleep. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, a knock came to my door.
“Ake! Ake! Wake up!” I hurried to the door but didn’t open it. It was Bo’s voice. “General Fuu and his men are in town. They must not find you.” 
I rushed to get dressed. No need to answer him back. I heard his footsteps going back down the stairs. In the streets, I heard shouts and cries. I peered out through a crack in the wall to the outside, sure enough, Zugai’s soldiers were making the usual mess looking for me. How stupid of me thinking I could spend the night without harming the village. I heard more footsteps coming from below. The soldiers were downstairs. I quickly gathered everything and from the window used a kama to pull myself up to the wooden roof. I laid flat, just as the door swung open. Bo protested that a search wasn’t needed and that he had no guests at the moment.
General Fuu, the son of Zugai, entered the room. He was a tall, handsome man with chiseled facial features and a slim, muscular frame. His long black hair was in a ponytail and he had unusually light-colored golden eyes and high cheekbones. Normally, I may not mind a man like that looking for me, but not if he was the son of a blood drinking thug. His hand was on his sword ready for action. Bo looked about in surprise. I was a good guest and left the room nicely made up, as though it was just tidied by a chambermaid. 
“As you can see, Lord Fuu, no one has been here.” Bo beamed proudly, maybe too proudly. 
General Fuu made his way to the window while his men tore the room apart. Bo protested and ran behind them picking up the items they trashed. Fuu was no fool. I held my breath and crept from the edge of the roof. I was slowly making my way to the other side when an arrow almost struck my hand. 
Down below on the street, an archer had spotted me. Damn! I grabbed the arrow out of the wooden plank and fired back. I stuck his leg. Last thing I wanted was to have a price on my head for murder, but a distraction for an escape was worth the wound. Shouts from the soldiers grew louder. I jumped to the next thatched rooftop, some of Fuu’s men were following me along the roof from the inn and others were down below. I didn’t want to look back. These thatched roofs were great for jumping onto. Two more roofs, and I would be near the edge of the village. From there, it was wildland up the mountainside. Arrows flew through the air. I dodged and jumped out of the way. Better to fly then fire back. One more jump and I would be safe, I told myself. 
An arrow pinned my cloak to the roof and made me stop with a jerk. My body swung off the roof toward the ground. The soldiers were closing in, swords drawn. The weight of my body wasn’t enough to rip the fabric. I drew my sword and I cut my cloak free, dropping hard to the ground. The soldiers were on my heels. I ran as fast as I could. A man pulling a cart full of produce pulled out in front of me, no doubt, on his way to market. I slid under the cart, just barely escaping. The man with the cart started shouting at the soldiers and stopped his cart in the road. Looking back, an argument had broken out, but I could see Fuu standing behind his men. Our eyes met. Their pale, golden hue sent a chill over my body. I ran to the forest and up the mountain.
The mountainside was steep and rocky. No matter, Hakone Mountain had been my home for many years. Few dared to climb the mountain for it was an active volcano. On the other side, a river ran and was heated by the volcanic rocks. People went there on pilgrimages to boil eggs for good luck, but no one visited this side of the mountain. I ran up the mountain until I had to stop to catch my breath. No one followed me, but I could see the soldiers below in the village. Their hunt was over for now, but it looked like they were setting up camp. Even with the fort so close as a base, it was clear no one would be allowed back inside the fortress without me. I would need to move on before they braved the mountain. Fuu wouldn’t dare disobey his father’s orders. I didn’t know much about Fuu, but with both him and Fugo on my trail, my options were narrowing.
I made my way back to my little hut. It was raining hard, and I was drenched. I didn’t want to risk a fire. The smoke might be too visible in the cold air. I ate some food from Bo’s pack. He always gave me enough to feed himself, the big lug, but when times were tight, I appreciated the bounty. 
My father had taught me all about the mountain when I was little. Back then, our tribe was less than fifty people and dwindling. To persevere in our lives, as our blood hurt us the more we used it in battle, Father made sure we had proper weapons training. He told me the best way to move and fight in order to not make my body so heavy and stiff. He also made sure I was strong enough to move and fight even when the Iron Blood was activated. He showed me all the secrets of the mountain. The one secret I appreciated the most these days was the little hot spring pool behind the hut. Father told me once that a little girl had gone missing and was believed to have drowned in the pool, ever since then her spirit haunted the mountainside. That was what he had said with a wink and a hardy laugh. It was years later when I discovered him and my uncles having a soak that the story had been made up by them to keep the locals off the mountain. 
As I slipped into the soothing waters, I was never more thankful for my father turning us into a local ghost story. Every part of my body ached. No bruises formed on my skin, but I could feel them in my bones. The beating and falling off the roof hurt my body. No matter how much I tried to follow Father’s advice and training, I could feel the damage my Iron Blood was doing to my body. Father only lived to be thirty-two. His brothers died before him. No one was left. I was twenty-seven. Would I outlive him? Not at the rate Zugai was pursuing me. I would be safe for the night at least. How much longer would Father’s ghost story hold out before they searched the mountainside? Fuu had seen the way I had gone. I didn‘t think he was the kind of man who would be scared off by local folklore, same with Fugo. 
Shogun Zugai was given power over the region several years ago when the previous shogun died of old age. The old shogun taxed his people into poverty, but he didn’t harm them when they couldn’t pay. When he died, Zugai took power and saw an opportunity to not only tax the people, but make sure they followed his will. Unpunished taxpayers were seen as having too much freedom. Zugai wouldn’t just enforce tax collection, he would burn down your house, have your wife and daughters raped, take your livestock, and then make you pay. All that kept the villages around the mountain from burning down was a little red-haired ninja ghost, but for how much longer?
Outliving Zugai wouldn’t be that hard. He was a big man, overweight from living off the wealth he squeezed from the villages, but staying out of his grasp was becoming more and more difficult. He had seen war and was cunning. Furthermore, he rewarded his men well and bought their loyalty. The young men of the villages learned that it was better to be in his army than starve as a farmer. 
Maybe it was time to retire. Sail across the sea and find a new land to call home. I heard there were those who were born in far away lands with red hair, and they weren’t cursed. Maybe I could go there and live to an old age, the first of my tribe. 
What good was I really doing for this village? Or for any of the villages? The longer I stayed and hid, the more the people were put in danger. Just yesterday I went to fetch medicine for Bo’s mother. He couldn’t leave the inn or her to travel to the next village. This village was currently without a medicine man and I offered to make the trip for him. He was the closest thing to a friend I had. I would love to say goodbye, but I had already put him and his elderly mother in danger from yesterday’s events. Just fetching medicine was enough to have me cross paths with Fugo. The best way I could protect the people was to leave. There, it was decided. I would travel to the harbor and sail away.

      [image: image-placeholder]I had spent most of the night sharpening my weapons and packing my hut. In the morning, I rolled my bow and arrows and other supplies in a roll of sticks to make it look like a bundle of firewood. Whatever weapons I couldn’t take with me, I hid inside my hut. I hoped I wouldn’t be coming back, but I didn’t want them falling into the wrong hands either. I tucked my kamas under my cloak in my sash and the bo staff made for a great walking stick. I carefully walked down the mountain and sat behind some large rocks near the forest edge near the village. 
General Fuu’s men had been busy harassing the villagers looking for me. Chickens and pigs roamed free in the streets, and the contents of people’s belongings spilled out of their homes. The people gathered what few belongings they had and inspected the damage. 
I saw Fugo holding a young woman by her hair making lurid comments as her husband pleaded for her safety. Rage inside me burned. I wanted to cut Fugo’s throat and save her. I wanted to save all of them, but I couldn’t. General Fuu called Fugo over to his tent, and he let the woman go. I let out a sigh of relief . . .  oops, too loud. Fugo looked in my direction, I ducked more behind the rocks. He moved on after a moment. I would need to find a way to make sure General Fuu knew I would be gone, so he wouldn’t keep harassing the good people in search of me. I would think about how to achieve that later. I snuck out to the main road.
I traded some of my food for a straw hat from a rice farmer. My hope was to look like a peasant with a bundle of firewood and not draw suspicion to myself. I made my way down the road. It was quiet and not many people were traveling on the road. My plan was to get to the next village, the same village I had got the medicine from, get a few more supplies, and leave on the next ship. It would take me a few days to make it to the coastal town. If I kept my head down and stayed out of trouble, this should go well.
I leaned on my staff and hunched my shoulders to make myself look elderly. The road was rocky, but smooth in some places, in those sections it was easy to see the tracks of cart wheels. The forest lined both sides of the road, casting shade for most of the journey. 
I was nearing the next village; it was about mid-day. I would need to be careful entering the village during daylight. I would need to make contact with my confidant in this village and get what I needed. I didn’t fear the people seeing me, I had to assume General Fuu had already sent men to neighboring villages in search of me. A hand grabbed my shoulder. I had lowered my guard too much while deep in thought, and didn’t hear footsteps behind me. I froze.
A voice said, “Where are you going, little lady?”
“Who? Me?” I tried to make my voice sound old and crackly. “You must be mistaken. I am just an old woman bringing home this firewood.” 
“Your skin is too smooth to be an old woman. I know the shape of a fine lady anywhere,” he laughed as he kept a hold on me.
 He wasn’t alone, his friend joined in the laughter.
“Please leave me alone. I have no business with you and I don’t want any trouble,” I answered in my normal voice. 
 He reached up behind the hat, grabbed my hair and pulled me to my knees. He held a dull iron sword to my throat. His friend just laughed.
“I’ll give you some trouble,” he sneered into my ear. His hot breath made my stomach turn.
“Trouble? If that’s what you want, fine!” 
I slid my staff behind his legs, knocking him to the ground, and spun out of his grasp. His friend came toward me unarmed, and I swung the staff over my head and hit him in the face. He was out cold. The first man got up and came at me again with his sword still in his hand. I blocked his blow and he swung at me again. I stepped back and tripped over a root in the road. I sat hard. The sword was coming down toward my head, and I raised my arm and blocked the blow.
The man was wide-eyed. “What? That should have broken your arm! No one has ever stopped my sword with just an arm! What is this?” 
I could feel the blood rush to my arm, making it hard as a shield. With the same hand I grabbed the sword and pulled him toward me and kicked him in the chest, sending him flying backward. I got up, and he tried to do the same, still in shock. 
“Why you bi—!”
I clocked him in the jaw with the tip of my staff, knocking him unconscious.
“Damn!” I whispered to myself.
Just a few yards down the road came a small band of soldiers wearing Zugai’s colors, who had witnessed the last half of the fight. My hat was no longer on my head, and my hair blew free in the breeze. Shouts of excitement came from them. Without grabbing the hat, I ran into the forest. The main road was no longer a safe option. The short-cut through the trees was the only path now. No time to put on my toe grips. I just ran as fast as I could. I would have to skip this village and go straight to the next.
It was a hard afternoon running and stopping to hide and listen to hear if I was being followed. The desire for my head was hotter than I expected. Zugai must be desperate and was pushing his forces to extremes to capture me. His generosity must have turned into threats. I reached the village after sun-down. There must have been a wedding or something earlier that day, and the whole village was invited to the party. Perfect! It would be easy to blend into a loud, drunken crowd. I covered my head and stayed on the edge of the party, helping myself to some refreshments that were left unattended. Everyone was having a good time. This was what I loved to see, people loving life. As the liveliness of the party started to die down, I slipped down a dark alley and sat behind some crates and fell asleep.

      [image: image-placeholder]I must have slept hard; the sun was up high in the sky when I woke up.
A woman was standing over me shouting, “Get out of here, you drunk! Go home!” 
I pulled the hood of my cloak down over my head and ran out of the alley. She continued to yell as I walked off down the street. No one seemed to notice, the whole town would have a hangover today. I made my way to a little restaurant and sat near the back in a dark corner. I asked to speak to the owner of the restaurant. She was my ally in this village. I was told I would have a bit of a wait, so I ordered some food and drink. At the next table, I overheard some men talking.
“Zugai sure is putting the squeeze on us people.”
“I hear he is looking for some woman,” the second man said.
The third man replied, “Not just any woman, Yun, the Red Ninja.”
“I heard she is the last of the Iron Bloods, Tanga.”
“Shogun Zugai has put a price of 500 gold pieces on her head.”
“That kind of reward is worth two years’ harvest!”
“She was last seen in Hakone Village, Yun, and headed this way.”
“If I knew what she looked like, I would turn her in for that kind of money.”
“Tango, she’s called the Red Ninja for a reason. She has red hair. Would you really turn in the Red Ninja? After all the help she had done for this valley?”
“Oh yeah, what has she done for us?”
“Are you serious? She’s the one who keeps the shoguns from harming us and helps people. Do you remember when bandits stole my pigs? My pigs were returned, and the men tied up in the pen the next day. She did that!”
Some soldiers entered the restaurant. I slid further down into my chair. They must have overheard part of the conversation. 
One soldier banged his hand on their table saying, “And if no one tells us where she is, Hakone Village is going to burn. We know that is her main hiding spot. We have it on good authority that she favors that village. General Fuu has increased the price to 1,000 gold pieces. If you see anything you report to us right away.” The men at the table looked scared and sat quietly. The soldiers grabbed one man, I believe Tanga, and raised him up by his shirt saying, “You tell us, or we burn all the villages until she is found!” 
A waiter of the restaurant made his way to the table, trying to protect the customers, and said in a calm voice, “Please stop, sir, no one has seen anyone with red-hair here.” 
“You spread the word!” the soldier demanded.
He dropped the man back into his chair, and the group of soldiers left the restaurant. I put a few coins on the table and slid out of the restaurant. It looked like I would have to forfeit getting supplies from the restaurant owner. It was becoming increasingly dangerous. I needed to find supplies another way, and far from Hakone. I walked down the street in the opposite direction of the soldiers. However, they had already made their way down the street spreading the word. 
A man sitting outside an inn was talking with a small crowd of town’s people, “Do you know Bo? The innkeeper in the village over?”
“You mean the one in Hakone?” someone in the crowd asked the innkeeper. “I heard the Red Ninja got medicine for his mother.” 
“Yeah, that’s him. General Fuu has set up camp in their town. That soldier that just came by said they were going to burn it down,” relayed the innkeeper. “I heard they beat him up and broke his legs. There is no way he can care for his old woman now.” 
Oh no, not Bo! What had General Fuu done? What should I do? I turned down an alleyway and headed back toward the forest. I didn’t want to endanger the good people of the valley. The price on my head was high enough that no villager could resist such an offer, no matter what good deed I had done for them. The people were destitute enough that they would turn in their own mothers for that reward. However, I couldn’t let harm come to Bo and his mother. His mother? What would she do without her son? What could I do? Not much. I couldn’t take care of her. If Fuu burned down their village she wouldn’t be able to escape the fire, nor would Bo with broken legs. I could at least help them escape. Maybe even stop Fuu from setting fire. But how? No time now. It was already afternoon, and if I was going to do anything, I needed to get back to Hakone right away. 

      [image: image-placeholder]I made it back to the village. It was dark, and there was no fire. My heart felt better. I could see the lights of torches all around the village and the camp. I stayed low and made my way in the shadows back to the inn. I looked through a window and didn’t see anyone inside. It was dark. I crept inside. 
“Bo!” I whispered as loudly as I dared. “Bo! Are you there?”
“Is that you?” an old voice answered while coughing.
The old mother, her voice, came from the back room. She might know where her son was, and maybe I could get her out. I went around the bar to the back room, staying low.
“Old mother, where is your son?” 
Darkness surrounded me; someone had slipped a sack over my head. I tried to struggle free, but I was hit on the back of my head. Everything faded away.
When I came to, I found my hands were tied. I was slumped over on grass. My vision was blurry. The torches looked like streaks of light. I blinked my eyes and tried to sit up. My head felt heavy. In front of me stood General Fuu, Major Fugo, and many soldiers. They all had big grins on their faces. Also in front of me, with tears running down his bloody face, was Bo. He was on his knees with his hands tied behind his back. His legs were not broken.
“Bo! What’s going on?” I asked. 
“I’ll tell you what’s going on.” I tried to raise my head to see who was talking. It was General Fuu. “This man has been informing us of your whereabouts for some time now.” 
Loud sobs came from Bo. Fugo hit him. 
“Stop it! What do you mean? Bo! What’s going on?” 
“I am so-sorry Ake! Business has been bad . . . Mother needed medicine . . . I need to move her closer to the medicine man . . . I was saving up, but . . . taxes . . . too high . . . I fell behind . . . General Fuu offered—“ Bo sobbed. 
“Shut up!” Fugo kicked Bo to the ground. 
“I said, stop it. Bo! Bo!”
“How touching,” Fuu sneered, walking toward me. “Even after he betrayed you, you still care. Don’t you get it?” 
He grabbed my hair and pulled my head toward his face. His face was hard, as though it was etched in stone. His eyes held a cold stare, but I could see in the depths of his eyes flecks of fervor. I couldn’t help, but notice the smoothness of his lips. 
 He continued, “Your days of protecting the people are over. That is the job of the shogun and my men. See, we take care of them now. I can do so much more than just make a tea run. I can offer true protection. Everyone has a price.” 
Bo continued to sob. Fuu let go of my hair and I toppled over.
“You are right. You have me now, let Bo go,” I ceded as I got back onto my knees.  
“You heard her. Let the man go,” Fuu commanded. 
 Fugo obeyed his master and cut the ropes on Bo’s hands. He lunged for Fuu’s feet, crying his thanks. Fuu tried to kick him away. Fugo grabbed Bo by the arms and tossed him aside. 
“Burn the village,” Fuu ordered.
“What?” Bo and I shouted. 
“No! You said you wouldn’t hurt us. Please stop! I did what you wanted!” Bo pleaded. 
Fuu kicked him away.“I said no harm would come to you and your mother. Run and get her before the flames reach the inn.”
Bo ran off in the direction of his inn, while Fugo and his men started lighting the thatched roofs. They quickly ignited and spread to other buildings. I felt so defeated. People ran out of their homes screaming, and carrying children, and what other valuables they could carry. They made their way out of the village. Some tried to put out the fire with water, but their efforts didn’t even quench the flames as it ate through the dry building materials. Fugo came around to me and grabbed the ropes around my hands, pulled me to my feet, and led me away. 
“You thought you could out do Fugo. Now, you come. Your death awaits you,” he chortled. 
Fugo put me on the back of a horse. The snap of the metal collar around my neck solidified my fate. The chain attached to the collar was in his firm grasp. He was very pleased with himself. The soldiers got on their horses, and they followed General Fuu up the road to Fort Iwa. I hung my head in shame. The soldiers were in a joyous mood on the way back to the fort. They cheered and the sounds of happy conversation spread over the company in celebration of finally capturing the Red Ninja. I was in for a long night. General Fuu stayed quiet and serious as he led the company back to the fort. Fugo had the biggest smile of them all on his face. He kept yanking on the chain, causing my head to jerk forward. He made it a game. Each time he pulled, he jerked harder. He teased me with anticipation of when the next yank would come. I glared at him as I tried to stay steady on the horse. I had nothing to hold on to, as my hands were still behind my back. I was pretty sure his goal was to knock me down from the horse. 
In the soft, starlit night, I could see the white walls of the fort as we came closer. The fort sat on the mountainside with pine trees surrounding the back and sides of the fort. The dark blue of the slate roof disappeared into the night sky. The walls were high and smooth. Men lined the walls with arrows at the ready. They glared down at me as we approached the gate. Two large doors formed the wooden gate. General Fuu shouted out orders and the gatekeepers promptly opened the doors. Eyes and arrowheads followed me from above as we crossed the threshold. 
As soon as we entered the courtyard, Fugo gave a mighty tug on the chain, catching me off guard, and pulled me down from the horse’s back. I landed badly on my knees. I couldn’t find my balance to get on my feet. Soldiers who were already in the courtyard gathered round to witness the Red Ninja. Fugo bellowed with laughter as he dismounted from his horse and showed off his prize—me—to the rest of the men. He gave another tug, and I fell to my side. They circled around me as celebratory sounds echoed in the courtyard. My capture was worthy of celebration for these men. I could only imagine what threats they had received from Zugai as motivation for my capture. General Fuu was already off his horse and walked over to me. Fugo, out of spite, grabbed me by my hair and made me stand up in front of his general. He then pushed me toward the general. I stumbled toward him as I looked back at Fugo, giving him a dirty
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