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      The little field mouse scampered across the floor, seeming to not care one whit about the cat stretched out and lazily sunning itself on the teahouse floor. Perhaps the mouse, or aka nezumi as they were called in Japan, was searching for crumbs. Or, per chance, they didn’t see the cat. Maybe it even had a death wish. Either way, the cute rodent paid no heed to the black feline that had claimed the white tiles and surrounding area its resting place. In fact, the mouse ran right up to the cat, within striking distance of its sharp claws.

      The mouse squeaked. The cat didn’t move. It was a stalemate. The mouse cleared its throat and tried a different approach. It spoke.

      “I have an assignment for you,” said the little, brown field mouse.

      The cat curled over on its back, chin pointed toward the ceiling, eyes still closed.

      “I don’t care, Sukoshi,” purred the cat, swishing its tail with annoyance.

      “Miko. I’m your agent on the street. I find work for you.”

      “Actors need agents. I don’t. I’m a ninja. If people have a problem, they come and find me. It’s kind of the perfect career choice.”

      “This particular job pays well.”

      “I have enough money. And by money, I mean food.”

      “They’re including a batch of fresh catnip.”

      Miko opened one eye. Slowly.

      “Really?”

      “Well, I’m sure they would if I asked them to.”

      Miko closed her eye again.

      “You’re wasting my time.”

      “Hey, I have twelve mouths to feed at home.”

      “Don’t blame your problems on me. I’ve talked to your wife. She wasn’t happy with the first six.”

      “Those are personal matters. Anyway, there is a Shiba Inu couple, and their puppy has gone missing. They come from a wealthy family in Kyoto and, like I said, they are willing to pay handsomely.”

      “How does one lose a puppy? Irresponsible parenting?”

      “I’m of the understanding that it was taken during the night.”

      “Who takes a puppy in the middle of the night?”

      “I’m not sure, but it’s nice to know even ninja’s have hearts.”

      “I never said I cared. I’m merely surprised.”

      “Uh-huh,” said Sukoshi.

      “Don’t patronize me.”

      “So, what do you say?” asked the mouse, unfazed by Miko’s lack of urgency to help.

      “I’d say you’re not gonna let this drop until I accept the terms.”

      “You have weapons. I have willpower.”

      “Now I know how you have twelve kids. You wore your wife down by annoying her to death.”

      “I did no such thing. She finds me irresistible.”

      Miko coughed so hard she almost brought up a hairball.

      “Uso-tsuki,” she muttered under her breath, calling him a liar.

      “What?” asked Sukoshi.

      “Nothing.”

      “Now come on,” pleaded Sukoshi. “I want you to hear the family’s story. Then you’ll feel overwhelming amounts of emotion for their plight and you will take up the case because you possess empathy and I’m running out of cheese at home.”

      “I won’t feel a thing. I’m indifferent.”

      “Your heart is a black as your fur.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now, you’re beginning to take up too much of my afternoon sun time, and everyone knows I suffer from Seasonal Affective Disorder. I get moody without enough daylight.”

      “Cats can’t get that.”

      “I’m a unique case.”

      Sukoshi’s nose twitched, and he stood up on his hind legs looking distracted, sniffing the air intently.

      “I smell food nearby,” said the field mouse, “so I’ll be leaving. But you’re going to meet the family regardless.”

      “Fine. Whatever.” replied Miko, who was quite tired of arguing. Especially with this mouse, who she had decided not to eat…that got her work and who maybe she had developed a soft spot for.

      Miko slunk off the chair in the teahouse and claimed her territory on the floor. The sun had already warmed the tile, and she curled over onto her back with her feet hanging lazily in the air, pulling one paw up to cover her eyes. It was the perfect spot for any cat, even a ninja, to sun themselves.

      Nothing was better than the sun, thought Miko. Except maybe milk. And catnip. And fresh little field mice. And…

      Pretty soon, she was fast asleep, snoring.
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      Sukoshi had an ability to find Miko, no matter where she had squirreled herself away. This time, the black cat was laying on top of a chair pulled up tightly to a table, tail wrapped around her head.

      “Morning, Miko,” said Sukoshi in pleasant tones.

      Miko didn’t even give the mouse a response.

      “Come on, I know the weather isn’t the best, but you have to leave the ochaya today.”

      “I’m not leaving the tea house if there’s a chance I could get wet,” replied Miko without moving. “Besides, it’s opening soon and I’ll get lots of pets and scratches from the customers and maybe even some nice treats.”

      “This is not the day to dilly-dally. We have to go meet these clients. It’s important. If you don’t come, I won’t be your representative anymore and I’ll find someone else who wants me.”

      Miko opened both of her golden yellow eyes, her irises tightening down into slits in the bright morning light. She stood up, stretched, and turned to Sukoshi.

      “No need to get bent out of shape,” she said, yawning. “I think I’m caught up on my beauty sleep.”

      “You slept eighteen hours yesterday.”

      “It’s working. Look how pretty I am.”

      Sukoshi made a noise, “Any more sleep would make you insufferable. Now c’mon, let’s go.”

      “All right,” replied Miko matter-of-factly, “but only because you promised catnip.”

      “It’s the best,” said Sukoshi over his shoulder. “I promise.”

      Miko allowed herself one more stretch, leaning backwards while stretching out her front legs and extending her claws. While Sukoshi had the liberty of leaving the teahouse through various mouse holes, during the day, Miko had to wait for someone to open the door. There was one secret passageway, but she saved using that for moving around at night or for emergencies. She meowed loudly until she got her way. The teahouse owner opened the door, and Miko trotted outside onto the wide street, which was populated by tourists and people going on about their business. she sniffed the air.

      “Where are you at?” Miko asked, wondering where her mouse friend was.

      “I’m over here,” said Sukoshi, who had magically appeared under a gutter drain just to the right of the teahouse entryway.

      Miko strolled over.

      “So, where are you taking me?”

      “We’re going to the nice part of town.”

      “Most of Kyoto is nice.”

      “This is the really nice part,” replied Sukoshi, who bounded ahead, flitting back and forth to avoid traffic on the congested pedestrian walkway. “You’ll see.”
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      “Now what?” asked Miko, as they stood in front of a bus stop.

      “We’re gonna hitch a ride on the bus. More specifically, we’re going to take the Hankyu-Kyoto line to Katsura.”

      “And how are a mouse and a cat going to get on a bus?”

      “Use your ninja brain, Miko.”

      “My ninja brain is used for knowing how to disarm opponents and sneak around, not read maps for bus routes.”

      Sukoshi let out an audible sigh.

      “You’re going to pick me up in your mouth—gently—and right before the bus leaves, you’re gonna dash underneath said bus and we’re going to ride on the axle.”

      Miko hated that idea for at least two reasons. One, she didn’t want to pick Sukoshi up with her mouth. Yuck. And two, Miko was a very clean cat, and getting up underneath the bus was more than likely a very dirty endeavor.

      “We have to hurry. Bus leaves soon.”

      She was not a happy cat. With a harrumph, Miko picked her friend up in her mouth as gingerly as she could and waited. After all the passengers had boarded the bus and the doors closed, Miko made a mad dash for the rear of the vehicle, running underneath it and hopping up on parts of the bus’s suspension. The bus lurched forward and departed. Miko set Sukoshi down on a bar wide enough that he wasn’t in danger of falling off. She then vigorously groomed herself, trying to get rid of any random dirt and field mouse hairs.

      “You’d think I had the plague the way you’re cleaning,” said Sukoshi.

      “One can never be too safe,” replied Miko.

      She preferred the clean floors of the teahouse, but a mission was a mission. The rain had made the air cold, and Miko found Sukoshi cuddling up next to her.

      “The things I do for my clients,” remarked Sukoshi.

      “Well, we can’t have you all wet and shivering. That wouldn’t be helpful to your image as my agent. Especially since I’m a ninja.”

      “Yes, well, I may not have told them you’re a ninja.”

      This surprised Miko.

      “Then what did you tell them?”

      “That I have a friend that’s good at finding things.”

      “Ooh, I like that,” replied Miko. “Very inventive.”

      “I’m here to serve,” said Sukoshi, executing a mock bow and then quickly snuggling up against Miko’s warm, black fur again. The cool, damp air seemed to heighten the smell of the sakura, the cherry blossoms. They were in full bloom, and Miko enjoyed the scent even with her sensitive nose. Not as sensitive as a dog’s, mind you, but enough that it was a valuable tool for ninja assignments. After traveling for a good bit, the bus came to its final stop.

      “I have a reputation to uphold,” said Miko. “If I see someone I know, play dead.”

      She then grabbed Sukoshi as gently as she could by the scruff of his neck with her mouth, and hopped off the axle onto the damp pavement. Miko made sure no other vehicles were coming before venturing across the street and placing Sukoshi in some long grass.

      “Thank you,” said the mouse. “Now, let us go meet our newest clients.”
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      Sukoshi was right. Katsura was a nice, residential neighborhood full of stand alone homes and quaint little shops. They made their way along side streets and back alleyways so the odd pair wouldn’t attract unlikely attention.

      “The building is coming up,” remarked Sukoshi. “This is where we’re meeting them.

      Rising up before the pair was a Shinto temple. Miko took a moment. She bowed respectfully and then touched the omamori that hung from the collar around her neck. The good luck charm was given to her as a child, right before her mother had passed. The presence of the omamori made Miko feel like her mom was always around, and keeping a protective eye on her.

      “Shall we?” asked Sukoshi.

      “Let’s go.”

      They entered the grounds. Miko, even though this was just an informal meeting, checked the surroundings for convenient exit points along with potential hazards or suspicious characters. She sensed nothing off. Kyoto was a pretty, if not downright beautiful town, and this temple was no different. Everything seemed picture perfect.

      Off to the left of the main temple structure, huddled in the corner, was a lone dog. A Shiba Inu. Sukoshi hesitated a moment before moving forward.

      “I thought we were meeting a couple?” asked Miko as they approached the dog.

      “As did I,” responded the field mouse.

      Even if it weren’t raining, Miko imagined this particular canine would still be sad. It had a distant look in its eyes and regarded them glumly. Sukoshi cleared his throat.

      “Hello. Are you Mr. Kanin?

      “Mrs. Kanin,” replied the dog in an obviously female voice.

      “Yes, of course,” said the mouse, shifting on his hind legs a bit uncomfortably. “Allow me to introduce ourselves. My name is Sukoshi, and I was contacted by your husband through a mutual friend of your family. This is, well,” he said, pointing to Miko,” her name doesn’t matter. But, she excels at finding things.”

      Without warning, Mrs. Kanin broke into tears, sobbing loudly. Miko and Sukoshi exchanged glances. She enjoyed cut and dry missions. Get in and get out. Steal the money. Spy on the neighbor. Find out who’s taking the cheese. But this? This was already turning into a bit of a mess. Miko didn’t want to console this woman or offer emotional support, that wasn’t what she was good at. Miko just wanted a clear goal so she could execute the mission. It was Sukoshi’s job to handle outbursts like this. She toed him in the back, indicating she wasn’t happy. He shot Miko a look, and waited until there was a lapse in the crying.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Kanin. I know it’s tough.”

      “…and I woke up and he was just gone.”

      “We’re very sorry you lost your precious puppy,” said Sukoshi sounding sincere. He had a gift of sounding that way even if he wasn’t. “But we have a few questions to ask before we proceed.”

      Mrs. Kanin gathered herself, sniffling loudly. “Okay.”

      “We were under the impression we would be meeting both of you today. Our services are in high demand, and we traveled a long way. We take these client meetings very seriously and expect our clients to as well.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Sukoshi. My husband is very stressed. Right before we were supposed to come here he got agitated. We had an argument. He became angry and stormed off.”

      The mouse puffed up a bit at being addressed as ‘Mister Sukoshi.”

      “I don’t mean to pry, but may I ask what the argument was about?”

      “The normal things,” continued Mrs. Kanin, “except he wanted to cancel this meeting. He said he regretted reaching out and was angry I was coming to see you. I told him all I wanted was our son back. He said he was going to take care of it.”

      “I see, I see,” replied Sukoshi, before pausing. “So…how was he going to take care of it?”

      “I don’t know. He just said he would talk to some people he knows.”

      “And do you know who these people are?”

      “I have no idea. All I want is my puppy back. That’s it.”

      Miko had been surveying their surroundings as Sukoshi interviewed the mother. Since only half the couple showed up, she began to get suspicious. Plus, they were near the back of the temple and the only way out was through the front. It wasn’t an ideal position to be in. In fact, it was pretty terrible, especially if trouble came calling. She shifted her focus back to Mrs. Kanin. It was Miko’s turn to ask questions.

      “All right, Mrs. Kanin,” she began, studying the dog’s face for any signs of lying. “Can you tell me about the day your puppy disappeared?”

      “Yes. It was nothing really. I just went on a walk around the go kinjo, my neighborhood. And when I came back he…he was gone.”

      Mrs. Kanin came close to crying again.

      “Were there any signs of forced entry?”

      “No. Everything seemed normal until I went and checked out his puppy bed. I put him down for a nap before we left. We came back and he wasn’t there. He wasn’t anywhere…”

      Mrs. Kanin’s voice cracked.

      “What was your puppy’s name?

      “Kichiro. His name is Kichiro.”

      “That’s a very lucky name,” added Sukoshi.

      “No offense, Mrs. Kanin,” said Miko, “but I’m not a huge fan of dogs. However, stealing a puppy is pretty low. With good fortune, we’ll find him.”

      There was a noise at the front of the temple, then silence. Miko whipped around. She definitely didn’t like the feel of this. At all.

      “Sukoshi, get Mrs. Kanin out of here. I think we’re about to have company.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Gang

          

        

      

    

    
      Miko was expecting unpleasant company, but she wasn’t expecting a trio of them.

      Three mean, scruffy dogs advanced towards the back of the temple. She swore silently under her breath, even more annoyed because she was armed only with her claws and had none of her weapons with her. The claws would have to do.

      Miko had instructed Sukoshi to hide himself and Mrs. Kanin behind some shrubs and make a run for it when they had an opportunity. The apparent leader of the dogs, a rather mean looking Akita, spoke up.

      “Whatcha doin back here?” he asked gruffly.

      “Oh, just enjoying the views. Trying to pay my respects to the passed, whether already dead or soon to be.”

      “I think she’s trying to be smart with you, Tsuyoshi,” said the second dog, a brown mutt of unknown ancestry.

      “The only good cat is a dead cat,” said the third, a runt of a Shikoku.

      “Don’t be baka,” said the leader to the mutt. “How many times have I asked you not to use my name?” He was clearly agitated.

      “Sorry,” said the second dog.

      “Well,” replied Miko, “now that you bunch of yatsu have had your say, how about this. Leave now before you get hurt.”

      All three dogs started laughing.

      “I think you have it backwards,” sneered the one named Tsuyoshi.

      “You’re in for a rude awakening, dog.” Miko spat the last word.

      The three spread out in front of Miko, who crouched, expecting an attack. And attack they did. At the same time.

      All of them rushed at once. Miko waited until the last possible moment, then vaulted into the air and reached out with her right claw, right before spinning forward in a front somersault. The sharp ends of her claw gashed the nose of the leader, who howled in pain. Miko landed and quickly spun around to face them.

      “Get her!” the Akita yelled, holding his bleeding nose with both of his front paws.

      Miko crouched into a fighting stance. The two dogs looked at each other nervously.

      “This ain’t no normal cat,” said the mutt.

      “Yeah Tsu,” added the Shikoku. “Must be some kind of ninja cat or something.”

      “Get her you idiots! It’s a cat.”

      “Come to mama,” purred Miko.

      The Shikoku hesitated, but the mutt attacked, a flash of teeth and slobber. Miko cartwheeled sideways, then leapt in the air and landed on the back of the dog, her four sets of claws puncturing his skin painfully. The mutt shrieked. Miko released her grip and jumped off, landing on her feet. The dog put his tail between his legs and scampered off, whimpering. Miko saw Sukoshi take the opportunity to slip away with Mrs. Kanin.

      “Saddest collection of unwanted dogs I’ve ever seen,” said Miko, trying to keep the dogs attention on her. “Who’s next?”

      Tsu had regained his composure and snarled, baring his teeth. With the mutt having run off, the Shikoku seemed stuck between fearing the wrath of his leader and fearing for his life. The Akita again barked a command.

      “You get her,” said the Shikoku in response.

      “I will, you idiot. Wait until everyone finds out you were scared of a cat.”

      The Shikoku bristled at the comment, barring its fangs. Tsu, impatient, advanced towards Miko, looking for an opening. Miko maintained her fighting stance. The Shikoku, snarling with his ears pulled back, began to circle around her back.

      “First I got your nose, Tsu. Maybe this time I’ll get your ear,” taunted Miko.

      “If my teeth don’t get you first,” responded Tsuyoshi.

      The Akita sported bloody welts where Miko’s claws had caught him. Even though Tsu was much larger than Miko, it was obvious she was both quicker and more agile. She pretended not to notice the other dog creeping behind her. Tsu’s gums pulled back revealing sharp, wet teeth. He lunged. There was a bark from behind her and Miko sprung into the air, just as the Shikoku attacked where she had been, his mouth wide open.

      There was a loud yelp as the jaws of the Shikoku, aiming for Miko, inadvertently clamped down on Tsu’s neck. The Akita, hurt and wounded, reflexively bit back. Both dogs snapped and yelped at each other, and in the resulting confusion, Miko hurriedly slipped away.

      She caught up with the Mrs. Kanin and Sukoshi just outside the the temple. She urged them forward without saying a word, quickly checking behind her to see if they were being pursued. Miko didn’t want to be caught out in the open.

      The trio ran half a block, and slipped down a side alley, hiding behind a dumpster. Mrs. Kanin panted heavily and Sukoshi was equally as winded. It took a moment for all of them to catch their breath.

      “Sorry to be direct,” asked Miko, “but do you happen to know anyone who wants you dead?”

      Mrs. Kanin shook her head vigorously.

      “No. Not at all. We’re a good family.”

      “What about your husband,” asked Sukoshi, still breathing heavily.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so. Like I said, we’re a good family. No drama. No problems. Everything is great.”

      “Everyone has problems,” replied Miko. “And based on what happened back there, you have some rather big ones.”

      Mrs. Kanin started crying again and Sukoshi narrowed his eyes, looking right at Miko. She was pretty sure it could be considered a glare. He shifted his eyes back to Mrs. Kanin and his expression softened.

      “Don’t worry, Mrs. Kanin,” said Sukoshi in soothing tones, “we will get to the bottom of this. Do you need someone to walk you home? Miko would be happy to escort you.”

      This time it was Miko’s turn to glare.

      “No, I will be okay. I feel like being alone right now anyways.”

      “Please,” replied Sukoshi as Mrs. Kanin left, “if you need anything, don’t hesitate to contact us.”
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      The minute Mrs. Kanin was out of earshot, Sukoshi spun to face Miko.

      “You need to be nicer to our clients.”

      “And you need to make sure you aren’t leading us into potential death traps,” replied Miko, pointing at Sukoshi with the tip of her index claw. “I mean, I didn’t even bring any weapons. I can fend for myself, but you’re lucky those dogs were all bark and no bite.”

      “Psssh. You’re lucky you have someone who’s out trying to get you work, otherwise you’d be an unemployed ninja cat and I’d have twelve hungry mouths at home.”

      “Thirteen, if you count your wife,” replied Miko caustically.

      “Consider what happened back there on-the-job training and we’ll call it even.”

      “That’s the last client interview I go to unarmed,” said Miko angrily.

      “That may be the last client interview you’ll go to period.”

      “Fine by me.”

      Miko began to groom herself, and turned her back on the mouse. She was tired of talking. She and Sukoshi had had their arguments before, but this was the first time either had risked injury, at least when meeting with clients. There had been other hairy situations, just not during a first meeting. Silence hung heavy in the air as she continued to lick her fur and ignore Sukoshi. It didn’t take long for the field mouse to express his displeasure.

      “So how long do you plan on not speaking to me?”

      Miko stopped mid-lick, looked at Sukoshi disapprovingly like only a cat can, and then continued to groom. The mouse threw his hands up, exasperated.

      “First of all,” said Miko, as Sukoshi began to walk away, “I’m going to go check out Mrs. Kanin’s house, because I want to see things first hand. Second, I’m going there armed because I don’t trust this client as far as you couldn’t throw them.”

      “You think you’re okay for this assignment?”

      “Don’t interrupt me.”

      “I’m serious. You remember what happened last time.”

      “I told you not to bring that up. It was a one-time thing. Now, as I was saying before you so rudely interrupted me, I want a say in all potential future clients.”

      “That last demand gives you a failing grade because, at best, you’re only getting two out of the three.”

      “I never liked studying, so I’m okay with that.”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      The cat and mouse regarded each other, Sukoshi with his arms folded across his white-furred chest and Miko sitting on her haunches with her tail wrapped around her body.

      “Well?” said Sukoshi finally.

      “Well, what?”

      “Are we going back to the tea house?”

      “If you can play dead we are.”

      “What does that mean?” asked the field mouse.

      “It means I’m not riding under that bus again,” said Miko. “It offends my sensibilities. So, I’m going to put you in my mouth and you’re gonna present yourself as a lifeless, dead mouse to the world.”

      “That might freak some people out.”

      “Less than a live mouse and much less than a cat and mouse walking onto a bus together. I like to keep a low profile, and this ninja doesn’t want to be all over the Internet in a viral video from Japan. I mean, they already have penguin cafes here.”

      “They do?”

      “Yup.”

      “With real live penguins?”

      “Yes. Real penguins that are alive and breathing.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “You don’t hang out at the tea house enough. You’d be amazed at what people talk about there.”

      “Lesson learned.”

      Sukoshi lay down on the floor so Miko could pick him up.

      “Please be careful,” he said.

      “Yeah, yeah. I know,” replied Miko. “You have twelve mouths to feed.”

      Miko stood up, carefully picked Sukoshi up with her mouth, and headed to the bus station.
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      Miko pulled the thumb of her paw across the sharp edge of her katana before sliding it back into the scabbard. It was a nervous habit, one she had developed after her sensei, her teacher, had publicly scolded her for a dull blade.

      Nothing had been worse than a verbal reprimand from Kobayashi-san. Especially one delivered in public. He was strict, but also fair. Besides stressing the need to perfect her craft, he had always been protective of Miko. He had no other female students, and he treated her like his own daughter. She never wanted to let him down, and the habit of checking her katana’s sharpness was a reflection of that.

      She was alone outside the home of Mr. and Mrs. Kanin. It was nearly a new moon, so dressed in the traditional black ninja outfit known as a shinobi shozoku, Miko and her dark fur blended easily into the shadows surrounding the residence. She pulled the mask up over her nose, careful not to catch her whiskers under the fabric.

      Patience was one of a ninja’s best weapons. The lights in the house had gone out an hour ago, but Miko had kept still, wanting to ensure everyone was asleep before she entered. Now that enough time had passed, she was about to go in.

      The back of the home was surrounded by tall bamboo, which made it necessary for Miko to climb up an adjacent pine tree that had branches which hung close to the home’s roof. Her movements up the tree were essentially silent. With the katana strapped to her back, it was out of the way—yet she could still use it quickly if necessary.

      Miko paused, then crawled her way along a branch, stomach hugging the bark. She hovered for a moment over the limb, before settling onto the roof without a sound. Crickets filled the night air with their music while Miko searched for a way in.

      Her cat eyes, fully adjusted to the dark, revealed a window cracked open on a balcony right below the roofline. She padded over to the edge of roof, carefully scaled down a metal gutter pipe, and plopped onto the balcony. Miko held her breath a few moments to ensure no sounds were coming from inside. None came.

      She hopped up onto the ledge and sat a few moments. The room on the other side of the window seemed unoccupied. Miko carefully cut the screen with her claw and slipped inside.

      It appeared to be an empty guest room. The floor was covered in tatami, traditional Japanese flooring made into rectangular shapes. The house was silent and dark. Miko made her way over to the door. It was ajar.

      Since there were dogs in this residence, Miko had used a special spray to hide her scent. It was a recipe her old sensei had developed, and helped disguise her from sensitive dog noses. Sensitive, wet dog noses. Miko shivered. She found dog noses intrusive and disgusting.

      Outside the guest bedroom was an empty hallway. To the left was a dead end, so Miko went right. She had a sense that if there were any dogs in the home, they’d be downstairs. Miko hugged the wall, and made her way to a railing overlooking a stairwell. She sniffed the air. There was the ever-present smell of dog, but in a muted way that seemed part of the home. Miko reminded herself she was on a mission and to not focus on the smell.

      Methodically, one step after another, she made her way down the stairs. Her muscles were relaxed, but ready for action. At the bottom, she stopped again. Still nothing. Miko quickly scanned the room. The smooth tile covering the floor spread out from the base of the stairs like a sea of white squares.

      The katana felt reassuring on her back. She touched her belt, to which she had tucked in her throwing stars known as shuriken. Like checking the sharpness of her sword, she pressed the pads of her paws against the points. Her old master would be happy. They were as pointy as a newly forged weapon. It was an old habit, but one she couldn’t break.

      The floor of white tile squares led to an open kitchen. She moved silently across the floor, and hopped up onto a countertop which covered an island full of drawers and doors. An pot of tea, probably empty, sat perched on the stovetop to her right, with a kitchen table to her left. She walked to the other end of the island. Two bowls lay on the ground below, one half full of water. Dog bowls.

      She checked the air again. The smell of canines was stronger here. Miko needed to be careful. Her tail swished back and forth as she peered over the edge of the island. Beyond the bowls was a hallway. She threw a quick glance backwards. The hallway seemed the logical place to search. Miko scanned the room for exits, but the stairs seemed to be the only way back to the window and outside. The further in she got, the more dangerous things became.

      Miko hopped to the floor and took practiced steps forward. Stealthy. Silent. Like a ninja. She stretched out one of her paws and ran it along the wall as she made her way down the darkened hallway. The shadow of a doorway loomed in front of her.

      Beyond it, the unknown.
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      Miko listened. She thought she heard the whisper of breathing, but it was hard to tell. If it was breathing, it was quiet and shallow.

      Even though the door was open, the darkened threshold threatened. Miko’s eyes narrowed as she made her way forward. She traveled on the silence provided by the pads on her paws. A few steps in, she realized she wasn’t alone.

      There was rhythmic breathing and the smell of dog. Miko pawed the throwing stars on her waist to reassure herself. Chances are the dog would never know she was there, but the feel of cold metal against her paws calmed the few nerves she had. The scent-covering ointment didn’t hurt either.

      Miko didn’t know exactly what she was looking for, but her training had prepared her to spot anything out of the ordinary. And with the story Mrs. Kanin had supplied, she felt the odds were in her favor in finding something out-of-place.

      The dog in the room wasn’t Mrs. Kanin, of that Miko was sure. It could be her husband, or it could be another unknown dog. Regardless, Miko knew it was important to remain undetected.

      She explored the room, careful to keep her distance from any objects. One of the things her master had stressed was that it was typical to underestimate exactly how close you were to something and to lose a sense of where exactly your body was in relation to your surroundings—especially with one’s clothing. There was danger here. Sleeping dogs could turn into barking dogs in an instant. With only one escape route available, and the fact it was on the second floor made Miko extra cautious.

      There were no signs of any clues in the room. She had double- and triple-checked all the obvious hiding places, but the area was clean. Miko stood there, the dog merely feet away. She could have sworn she would find something. Then the Shiba Inu breathed in sharply, startling Miko. Much to her relief, it simply stretched and let out a big sigh. It then rolled over on it’s back, exposing the underside of its neck. And that’s when Miko saw it. A sliver of white. On closer inspection, it was a piece of folded paper stuffed suspiciously under the collar. She didn’t know what was on it, but it was definitely an odd place to store something.

      Miko approached. The dog sighed again. She stopped. It huffed. Miko held her breath and waited patiently for the canine’s breathing to fall back into a slow rhythm. It did. A few steps later, she was standing over dog, its neck and collar exposed. Miko used the sharp tip of her claw to pierce the piece of paper. It punctured the paper. She then pulled her paw back, slow and steady. The paper slipped out from under the collar with a minimal amount of sound.

      It was free! Miko carefully slid the folded up paper into the folds of her ninja uniform and backed up. There was no change in the dog’s breathing as she existed the room. Miko was ecstatic. Another successful mission under her belt. She was about to mentally pat herself on the back as she re-entered the kitchen when she saw it. It hovered there, at the edge of the counter, beckoning to her. Miko could feel the tension building inside.

      She leapt up onto the main countertop, across from the island. Stress and tension crept through her muscles, and the knot in her stomach grew tighter. She tried to focus her mind on the kanji, the Japanese character her sensei had given her. An was the symbol for calm. The object taunted her. Beckoned to her. Miko closed her eyes and swallowed. She did not want to fail her sensei. Her teacher.

      Miko open her eyes. In front of her sat the small object, located tantalizingly close to the edge of the counter. She only had to swipe at it quickly with her paw, and it would fall to the ground and Miko could feel peace again. But it would also ruin her mission.

      Don’t do it, she said to herself.

      Her paw reached out anyways. Miko tried to bring the image of the kanji back into her mind’s eye.

      Calmness and peace, she thought to herself.

      The pads of her paw touched the smooth class of the bottle. It felt heavenly. Inside was shoyu, also known as soy sauce. The name “Kikkoman” was prominently displayed on the label. All Miko had to do was give it a little push. Her mind screamed no. Her front leg said yes.

      She gave the bottle a little tap. It moved. The move felt glorious.

      No, no, no!

      Miko’s mind raced. Her other front leg shot out, attempting to grab her paw away. In her rush to prevent tragedy, she hit the bottle. Time seemed to slow. There was a small sound as the bottom of the bottle rubbed against the countertop. Then in fell.

      It shattered all over the floor, sending glass, soy sauce, and the familiar smell everywhere. The second after it was off the counter, the spell was broken and Miko’s mind was back in control. Before the first bark came from the dog’s room, Miko was off, scampering for the stairs, her claws scraping on the polished tiles and grout.

      She rushed up the stairs. The barking grew louder. There was commotion behind her and a thump as something collided with a wall. Then another crash as something fell over. The dog was up. It must have hit something. As Miko crested the top of the stairwell, a halo of light blinked on around one of the doorways. Things had gone from bad to downright dangerous.

      She scurried through the open door raced into the empty spare bedroom. The barking was unrelenting, and the sound barreled up the stairs after her—the intruder. Miko, at full speed, launched herself at the windowsill. She tried to squeeze through, but her outfit caught on the corner of the window’s edge. Miko was stuck. She tried to push through the hole she had cut through the screen, and heard a rip. The barking grew dangerously close. Right as the dog entered the room, the fabric of her black outfit gave way, and she landed on the balcony outside.

      With fear fueling her escape, Miko jumped off, landing on a nearby tree and disappearing into the landscape of long, moonlit shadows. The echoes of a frantic dog filled the crisp night air behind her.
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      “What?” exclaimed Sukoshi loudly, before lowering his voice.

      The cat and the mouse were huddled in the back of the teahouse near one of the various small entrances Sukoshi used to get in and out. It was night, so the store was closed and all you could hear were the hum of condensers from the refrigeration units.

      “Yes. I’m serious. It happened again!”

      “What was it this time? A piece of string? A sock? Toilet paper?!?”

      Miko shook her head, both in self-disgust and to let the mouse know it wasn’t any of those things.

      “It was a bottle of soy sauce,” she mumbled.

      The field mouse let out an exasperated sigh. “This isn’t good, Miko. This isn’t good at all.” A look of worry crossed his furry face. “First off, I’m disappointed you ruined a perfectly good bottle of soy. Second, you may have jeopardized the whole mission.”

      “I know,” mumbled Miko, “but before you decide to fire me as your client, you should at least know I found something.”

      Sukoshi’s eyes widened. “You did? Why didn’t you say so.”

      “I did,” replied Miko, “but you were too busy being upset to notice.”

      “Okay, fine. Show me what you got.”

      Miko pulled the folded and crumpled piece of paper from inside her outfit.

      “What is it?” asked Sukoshi.

      “I don’t know.”

      Now that Miko held it out in the open, she could tell it wasn’t exactly a piece of paper. It was a napkin. She slowly unfolded it, trying to ensure she didn’t rip the thin paper, and laid it flat on the floor.

      There was a figure of a dog in the center with a name underneath. Sukoshi leaned in, eager to decipher the words. The only problem was, Sukoshi couldn’t read.

      “What does it say?” he asked earnestly.

      “It says Uisuki Inu—The Whiskey Dog,” replied Miko. “I think it’s a bar.”

      “Why would there be a bar napkin hidden under the dog’s collar? A dog that could be Mrs. Kanin’s husband.”

      “I don’t know. Looks like I’ll have to go investigate.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise? Your last mission was almost ruined by a bottle of soy sauce. What’s next, a catnip toy?”

      Miko shot Sukoshi a wicked glare. Sukoshi was not deterred.

      “I don’t have to put up with this.”

      “Yes you do. I need to be able to rely on you. I need…”

      “Don’t tell me what you need,” hissed Miko. “What I need is a certain field mouse to stop pestering me about the stupid soy sauce so we can move on and solve this case.”

      Sukoshi opened his mouth as if to say something, but hesitated. Miko didn’t waste the opportunity.

      “Tomorrow I’m going to check this place out. I need your support, not your doubts. I promise something like the soy sauce won’t happen again, so please don’t bring it up anymore.”

      Without waiting to see Sukoshi’s reaction, Miko got up and stashed her uniform and weapons in her secret cache, a compartment hidden under a loose tile back by the entrance to the kitchen. By the time she got back to the front of the teahouse, Sukoshi was gone.

      She curled up on a stool and groused, unhappy with herself. Miko tried to sleep, but her mind wouldn’t stop running. She tried laying on her stomach, her sides and even her back, but nothing seemed to help her restlessness.

      Her thoughts drifted to her master Kobayashi-san. He had taught her, among other things, various meditation techniques. They normally worked, but a bottle of soy sauce had made Miko’s training meaningless, and it was bothering her enough that she couldn’t sleep. And if Miko couldn’t get a good sixteen hours of beauty sleep in, she would be no fun to be around and useless for any potential ninja missions. It called for desperate measures.

      She would have to visit her old master. The problem was, ninjas were a reclusive bunch and she hadn’t seen him in years. Not since the big argument they had.

      Miko took a deep breath. She didn’t want to see him, but at the same, the fear of having another incident occur like the soy sauce was stronger. Annoyed, she got up.

      She slunk out of the teahouse through the cat door and headed towards Tetsugaku-no-michi, also known as the Philosopher’s Walk. It’s the one place that Kobayashi-san frequently visited, and it was time to find him.
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      The paved stone walkway was cold to the touch. A chill hung in the evening air, and the weather was damp and overcast. The lights of Kyoto reflected back off the low-hanging clouds, masking their gray with a cloak of white illumination.

      It was easy for a black cat like Miko to blend in to the shadows surrounding the Philosopher’s Walk, even easier if one were a ninja. The crowds were minimal due to the cold, and Miko made her way towards the Temple of the Silver Pavilion known as Ginkaku-ji. It was a noble structure, with paneled doors that hung from hinges and two decorative, pent roofs stacked on top of one another that curved up at the ends.

      The approach to the pavilion was covered largely by a sand garden. Out of respect, Miko stuck to the path and made her way around it without setting foot in the gravel. Beyond it and the temple was a beautiful Japanese garden complete with a pond, well-trimmed trees and manicured bushes. She wasn’t sure if her old master would be here, but if he was, Miko was likely to find him on the stones ringing the edge of the water.

      She circled the perimeter of the pond, being careful to keep close to the shadows and out of the light. By the time she got to the opposite end of the pond, Miko still hadn’t spotted Kobayashi. She slowly made her way back, eyes narrowed on the lookout for her sensei.

      “Looking for someone?”

      Startled, Miko hissed and jumped straight into the air, spouting a slew of foul language as she went. Kobayashi stepped out from the cover of a bush’s branches, his paws folded together in front of him.

      “The first secret of a ninja is to be like the Earth, to be grounded, Miko-san,” said Kobayashi bluntly. “It seems you have already forgotten that.”

      Miko landed back on all fours, her hair standing up in a ridge along her back and the fur on her tail poofed out. Her eyes narrowed. Her old master was a slender cat, all sinew and muscle and short fur. He was a rare male tortoiseshell cat, his mostly black fur speckled with tan and brown, providing natural camouflage.

      “You purposely scared me,” accused Miko.

      “Did I? Even if true, a good ninja is never surprised.”

      Miko bristled at the backhanded insult, and tried to smooth out her fur in earnest. She felt heat in her face. She hated being embarrassed and let out a sigh before speaking.

      “Please excuse my mistake, sensei. It won’t happen again.”

      Kobayashi, stone faced, opened one eye bigger than the other.

      “Won’t it?” The question hung in the air, unanswered. “Come, walk with me.”

      She fell into place beside her former teacher. His paws were now clasped together and hung behind him, his front legs resting around his back.

      “I’m assuming you have sought me out for good reason, Miko-san. I have not seen you since your last training. It has been a long while.”

      “Yes, master. It has been some time. I came with a question about, well, about how to focus in my meditations better.”

      “That is an interesting question. You were always an impulsive cat. You never stuck me as one who enjoyed exercises of the mind, much. Sword first, questions later.”

      Maybe it was the fact they were waling, but the words tumbled out of Miko before she had a chance to think. She explained her latest mission, including the episode with the bottle of soy sauce. Kobayashi listened intently without interruption. When Miko was finished, the sensei took a few more steps before turning to face her. Behind her, the surface of the pond rippled as a single Koi fish flipped its tail.

      “Everyone has lessons to learn, even myself. Some of these lessons feel like battles, especially if they’re inside.”

      “I can’t believe someone like you still has lessons to learn. You teach students.”

      Kobayashi paused. “No longer.”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “After you left, I disbanded the school. You’re my greatest accomplishment, but also my biggest failure.”

      The words cut into Miko like a knife. She could feel sadness and regret churning up inside her. Miko tried composing herself, focusing on the first secret—being grounded in mind and body. She had left because she felt like she had nothing else to learn. She could easily best the other students and even the sparring with her master had become less of a challenge. It took her a few moments, but she calmed herself before speaking.

      “It saddens me to learn that I was such a disappointment to you.”

      Kobayashi responded by laughing, both surprising and irritating Miko. Once again, she tried to rein in her feelings and meditate on the first secret.

      “One can never take things personally. That is another lesson,” said the sensei, still chuckling.

      “Forgive me, Kobayashi-san.”

      “There is nothing for me to forgive. On the contrary, you must forgive yourself.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Here, look out at the water. What do you see?”

      Miko turned. The water was green during the daylight, but now it looked opaque, a black sheet of glass save for an occasional ripple.

      “It’s smooth. At least on the surface.”

      Suddenly the water exploded close to the edge of the pond, a spray of wet shooting upwards. Miko whipped her head around, trying to see where the disturbance came from. Her old master smiled at her.

      “And what happens after a rock gets tossed in? No…don’t look at me,” said Kobayahi, pointing past her to the pond. “Look at the water.”

      Miko turned her head back around and observed.

      “It gets calm again. It looks like the rock was never thrown in.”

      “Precisely. And if you were that pond, you’d still be shooting water into the air.”

      Miko tried and failed to focus on the first secret. She could feel her cheeks getting hot. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, looking out across the smooth, surface.

      “I am not a pond, sensei.”

      “Neither am I, but unlike you, I wouldn’t still be spitting water.”

      Miko wished she were as quick with her comments as she was with her sword. Even if she could defeat her sensei in battle, she would never be able to beat his words.

      “I wish I could be perfect sensei, but unlike you, I am not.”

      Kobayashi laughed again. “You are funny when you try to be humble, because it’s really frustrated arrogance.” He continued. “You hold yourself to impossible ideals. I am not perfect. You are not perfect. Even the planet is imperfectly perfect. Now, let us talk about your so-called ‘problems.’”

      Without warning, Miko was left standing there as her master began walking again.

      “We don’t have to talk about the second secret of the ninja. You already are like fire…maybe too much fire,” he said, chuckling again. “You are trying to fight your instincts, a subject we’ve discussed, which means you are trying to fight yourself. And that is not how you will experience victory. To truly experience victory, you must embrace your instincts.”

      Miko visibly recoiled. To put it mildly, the thought was uncomfortable.

      “I don’t remember you talking to me about this.”

      “People often don’t listen when they’re not ready to hear. Perhaps I used different words, but the lesson was the same. Except this time, you’re open to learning.”

      “How do you know?” asked Miko.

      “Because you are here.”
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      “Now, clear your mind,” said Kobayahi.

      “I can’t.” Miko’s entire body was tense, as she stood in a ready position, lower legs spread apart.

      “Why not?” he asked.

      “Because you’re dangling a feather in front of me and all I want to do is swat at it with my paws!”

      “Good! Now feel that feeling.”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “That’s the point.”

      Miko tightened her jaw, trying to squash what she felt inside. Suddenly the feather disappeared, pulled behind Kobayashi’s back.

      “You’re trying to push your feelings away,” chided the sensei.

      “No I’m not,” protested Miko.

      “Now you’re lying about it.”

      Miko groaned. “Fine. I’m trying to ignore my urge to swat the stupid thing.”

      “No,” corrected Kobayashi, “you’re trying to fight your instincts. You have to accept your instincts. Once you accept them, you gain power over them.”

      “What?” asked Miko, clearly annoyed. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “That is because you don’t yet understand.”

      “I don’t understand any of this.”

      “Precisely.”

      “I don’t think I possess the words to fully express to you how annoyed I am right now.”

      “Great! Yes, Miko. Feeeeeeeel that!”

      “You want me to feel annoyed?”

      “Yes!”

      “Like really annoyed?”

      “Exactly. Yes.”

      “Well, I feel,” replied Miko, stressing the word for emphasis, “that I want to attack the feather and then attack you for teasing me with it.”

      “Congratulations!”

      Miko let out an exasperated sigh. “I have no idea what’s going on.”

      “That’s because you’ve been pushing your feelings away. This may be the first time you’re feeling them. Honestly feeling them.”

      “So by feeling my feelings about lacking discipline and these overwhelming internal instincts, I’ll somehow overcome the urges?”

      “And here I said you were my biggest disappointment,” replied Kobayashi smiling. “By feeling the feeling and actually being ok with the feeling means you’ll have the power to let it go.”

      “This sounds like a trap,” said Miko suspiciously.

      “I can promise you as surely as I test the sharpness of your weapons, it’s not. Let’s try it again.”

      Her sensei began dangling the feather in front of her once again. Attached to the end of a stick by some sting, it danced and teased and beckoned. Miko could feel a tightness building in her body. She closed her eyes, trying to relax and breath deeply.

      “Open your eyes!” goaded Kobayashi.

      Miko’s eyes shot open. She could feel emotions and frustration threatening to overtake her outward signs of calm.

      “Feel the storm inside you, kobito.”

      The storm inside Miko raged. Her sensei hadn’t used kobito, his term of endearment, since she had first started her training many moons ago. She hadn’t heard it in years, and it pulled on her heart. Miko tried to imagine herself in the eye of a typhoon, a center of calm as things roiled around her.

      She followed the feather with her eyes. Her claws twitched, itching to strike. Miko stood there, unmoving on the outside, but a mess internally. It felt overwhelming. Then a curious thing happened. For a brief moment, she experienced a sense of calm. It was fleeting, but it was definitely real. Miko couldn’t contain her excitement.

      “I felt it! I felt it!”

      Kobayashi dropped the stick attached to the feather, and Miko’s inner torment stopped.

      “What did you feel?”

      “I don’t know. It was weird. Like, I wanted to attack it but I was okay with not attacking it at the same time.”

      A smile slowly spread across her sensei’s face and his whiskers pulled back revealing his sharp teeth.

      “You have glimpsed just the beginning of what the first secret truly means.

      “I’ve never experienced anything like that before.”

      “Mastery of oneself is the ultimate form of control. All other expressions of control are an illusion. Remember that.”

      Miko nodded.

      “Your lesson for today over.”

      “Really?”

      “No, not really. We’ve only just begun. Again.”

      Kobayashi once again began taunting Miko with the feather. It was still a foreign idea, but she focused on feeling her feelings, and having them wash through her without becoming a slave to their temptations. Without warning, her sensei pulled out what looked like a stuffed mouse. But it was no ordinary mouse. Miko could already detect the distinct, sweet mint smell of catnip. He threw it on the ground in front of her while the feather still flitted through the air. Her mouth watered and her eyes became glassy.

      “Focus!” shouted Kobayashi.

      Miko shook her head. Her thinking became foggy, as she struggled to concentrate. She wanted to roll and sniff and lick the intoxicating toy mouse at her feet. Miko’s knees began to feel week. She was losing her ability to resist. Any moment now, the catnip would take control of her brain.

      “Ok, that’s enough,” said Kobayashi mercifully, who fetched the toy back and secreted it away somewhere Miko couldn’t smell or see it. Miko realized she was panting, a trait more commonly associated with dogs. Her breathing was shallow and rapid. She sunk down to the ground, spent and exhausted.

      “Training was never this hard before,” said Miko, still breathing heavily.

      “Fighting is easy. Battling oneself is hard.”
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      “I don’t think one lesson with Kobayashi is going to solve your problems,” said Sukoshi with suspicion.

      “Well it’s going to have to do for now,” replied Miko tersely. She was preparing for her mission to the Whiskey Dog.

      In front of her, on the floor covering the secret space, a large tile had been slid out of the way. She was in the process of donning her shozoku. First, one leg at a time, Miko put on the hakama, the trousers of her uniform. Then she pulled out the uniform top called a uwagi, slipping each arm through the sleeves. Once she had that on, Miko retrieved the long belt and pulled it around her waist, cinching it tightly. Next, Miko wrapped each of her rear legs in kyahan, which fastened to the bottom of her trousers. She tied the topmost part of each with a piece of string, securing them in place.

      Now, fully dressed in her ninja garb, Miko knelt down on the floor and retrieved her katana. She held it respectfully in front of her with both paws. It was an ancient piece, one gifted to her by Kobayashi. The sword was one of the original weapons of the founding cat ninjas of Kyoto. The blade was forged of ancient jewel steel, a special metal stronger than normal iron swords. The finish of the katana was mesmerizing, a pattern of curvy lines and elegant whorls. As usual, Miko tested the edge of the blade with a pad on one of her front paws. Sharp. She then secreted away some throwing stars and a loop of rope.

      “You ready?” asked Sukoshi.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Okay, good.” There was a pause before Sukoshi said “Be careful” as Miko turned to leave.

      “I always am,” she said, right before she pulled up the fukumen to cover the bottom of her face, and slipped out into the night.

      A rabble of scurrilous looking dogs congregated outside the entrance to the bar. These were not ordinary dogs. They were covered in scars and tattoos and bad attitudes. The crowd was rowdy, and an air of barely concealed aggression hung over the area, as a bouncer outside the Whiskey Dog corralled patrons in an out of the entrance.

      Miko needed to find another way in. She wasn’t against fighting every dog there, but she felt it would be a better use of her time to avoid the hassle. If she knew what she was looking for, she might enjoy the fight—she had fought dogs before and won. But Miko had literally nothing else to go on except a crumpled up napkin.

      She crept back into the shadows, and carefully made her way to the rear of the building which required her to scale a wall, climb onto a low hanging roof and push herself through a narrow opening between two dilapidated buildings whose best days were far behind them.

      A couple of particularly mean looking Tosa Inu’s were guarding the rear entrance. They were the largest dogs in Japan, and while Miko loved a good fight, she wasn’t looking forward to fighting these two. In this instance, she preferred stealth to needless bloodshed. Crouched in the bushes, the incessant glow of artificial light made it nearly impossible to approach without being seen. She’d need a distraction. She thought about throwing a stick, but these two didn’t look like ordinary guards. She’d need a better option than that.

      Miko had an idea, but she’d need to double back. There was an adjacent warehouse to where to Tosas were guarding the back of the bar. She made her way to a tree close to the side of the warehouse. Half the trunk was lit by the bright light from next door, so she climbed up the side of the tree trunk masked in shadow. Miko pushed her way slowly through the leaves on a branch that extended over the metal roof. She was careful not to extend her claws as she jumped down.

      A space of a few feet separated the warehouse from the bar. Miko leapt over. She had a good view of the area below. The dogs were alert and kept a constant survey of the open alleyway. Perched above, she moved her paw inside her outfit and felt the dog biscuits she had stashed there. But instead of pulling out two, she retrieved a single biscuit.

      This should do the trick.

      She leaned over the side of the roof, and gently tossed the biscuit down, hoping it wouldn’t break. It skittered across the ground, landing a few feet from both canines, intact.

      At first, the dogs ignored it. Then one of them crept forward and sniffed it. The other Taso inched toward it, and sniffed as well. The first growled, a low threatening sound. The second ignored the warning, and moved in to snatch it away with his teeth. The first snapped his teeth, a quick bite to ward off the other. The second began growling and soon they were at each other—gnashing teeth and claws and fury. The fight moved the dogs away from the entrance. The second landed a vicious bite, and after a loud yelp, the first took off followed closely by the second.

      “Predictable,” said Miko in a condescending tone, as she scurried down a gutter pipe that ran from the lip of the roof to the ground.

      She adjusted her uniform and entered the darkened doorway, leaving the bright lights of the alleyway behind her.
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      There was a single light bulb hanging by a wire from the ceiling and casting a dim light on the concrete stairs leading down into the basement. The stairs we covered in a slick of moisture and moss, and the damp air hung heavy with a musty smell. Miko unsheathed her katana and headed down into the unknown.

      One by one, she descended the stairs. The stairs were wet and crumbling, a victim of negligence and disrepair. Miko kept her breathing even, her heart rate remaining calm. She was unsure of what she’d find, but a pair of mean looking guard dogs protecting whatever lay down here gave her pause. Then the stench hit her. It was terrible. Urine and something indescribable. She got to the bottom and rounded the corner. Miko was unprepared for what she saw.

      With nothing to go off of besides a cocktail napkin, she had no idea what she’d find here. Well, it just became the mother of all cocktail napkins, and things became much bigger than simply locating a single client’s puppy. The place was full of cages. There just wasn’t one here, there were scores of them. From floor to ceiling, metal containers crammed with dogs lined the walls—most puppies. The cages hadn’t been cleaned in some time and the smell was overwhelming. Miko was thankful her uniform covered her mouth.

      You’d expect puppies to bark and make noise, but these were silent except for the occasional whimper. Their sad eyes held a thousand-yard stare, tails motionless. These were animals that had given up.

      Miko felt a combination of anger and sadness rise inside of her. Dogs or not, the cruelty displayed by these conditions brought her blood to the edge of a boil. Right then and there, she swore to herself that she wasn’t just going to rescue her client’s puppy. She was going to rescue all of them.

      The sounds of someone or something approached, and Miko found a stack of old boxes and rags that she could hide behind. She sheathed her katana and pulled out two knives, which fit perfectly in each paw. She had always erred on the side of caution that was less than cautious. The best defense was a good offense. That’s what she told herself, anyway. Besides, Miko was a ninja. She made no apologies for that.

      There was a voice. It spoke in hushed tones and seemed vaguely familiar. Then a second voice floated through the air, heavier than the first. Thick. Grating. Low and guttural. It sent a shiver down her back. Something wicked approached. Miko crouched low, waiting.

      Then she saw them. The first was the Akita from the fight at the temple. Next to it towered the biggest Tosa Inu Miko had ever seen. Big. Menacing. Covered in irezumi, traditional Japanese tattoos. From its neck to its paws, the Tosa’s fur was cut short enough to reveal the intricate maze of colors and patterns. He was a gang member. One of the barkuza.

      A gigantic Tosa was bad enough news. The barkuza were something else entirely. They controlled most of the unsavory parts of Kyoto and, depending on the clan, engaged in such activities such as gambling, stolen goods, and even animal trafficking.

      Miko crouched lower as two dogs approached, hugging the shadows and holding her knives tightly. The pair got close enough she could reach out and touch them if she wanted.

      “What if they come looking for the puppy?” asked the Akita.

      “What of it,” replied the Tosa dismissively. “This will all be gone by the time they come looking. Tomorrow night, we’ll move them from here to the docks in Maizuro. You better pray to whatever kami you believe in, because if the spirits don’t help you and you make any more mistakes, you’ll be cleaning the pits for the foreseeable future. If I’m feeling nice. If not, you’ll be fighting in them.”

      “Yes, Akihiro-san,” replied the dog named Tsuyoshi.

      Miko could see the worry cross the Akita’s face. And that worried her. This was an enemy not to be trifled with. And the sheer amount of puppies hidden away here meant she was going to need help. And the only person she knew who would be up to such a task, who wouldn’t risk jeopardizing a mission like this, was Kobayashi.

      She waited patiently for both of them to leave. She didn’t want to attract attention by searching for Mrs. Kanin’s Kichiro. She risked getting the puppies excited. Instead, once the barkuza had gone, she quickly searched the area. On a small table tucked in a back corner, she found a ledger. Miko paged through it and stopped when she saw a line that caught her attention. The light was dim, but there appeared to be an entry with the word “Kanin” along with some numbers scrawled on the paper. Miko suspected the guard dogs would be back soon, and she needed to talk with her Sukoshi and Mrs. Kanin.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Regroup

          

        

      

    

    
      Sukoshi was beside himself. “You mean to tell me you don’t know if the puppy was there?”

      “I had no idea what I’d find there,” Miko shot back as she took off her uniform. “All we had was a silly napkin. How am I supposed to know a crumpled up piece of paper is going to lead to a barkuza smuggling ring?”

      Sukoshi folded his arms across his furry white chest. He didn’t have a good response. She was right.

      “Okay, so now what do we do?”

      “We?” asked Miko with a hint of annoyance “I don’t know what you’re going to do, but I’m going to go an meet with Mrs. Kanin to let her know what I found.”

      “Well, I can go with you.”

      “No, I need you to find out some things.”

      “Like what?” asked Sukoshi.

      “Like what ship the barkuza are going to be moving all those dogs to.”

      “Okay, I can do that,” replied the field mouse.

      “Good. Now hurry up because we need that answer before tomorrow. You have any idea of where our client would be?”

      “She may be around the dog park. I think she likes to take long walks since her puppy disappeared.”

      And with that, Sukoshi slipped out one of his hidden exits and Miko headed out, even though she was really needing a catnap.

      The barking was beginning to wear on Miko’s nerves. Taking in the scenery from up in a tree, she couldn’t hide her displeasure. There were too many dogs here to her liking. She was hoping to make this a quick visit.

      It wasn’t hard to spot Mrs. Kanin. She had separated herself from the other dogs in the park, pacing back and forth along the fence. Miko made her way down the trunk of the tree and over to the Shiba Inu.

      “Excuse me, Mrs. Kanin,” said Miko from the other side of the fence. It was a respectful greeting, but firm enough that it couldn’t be ignored. Her client looked up, and eyed the black cat through the slats in the fence.

      “Yes?” asked Mrs. Kanin, as she approached the fence.

      “I have some questions, and I’m hoping you can provide the answers I need.” Miko paused a moment before continuing. “Do you know if your husband is involved in any way with bad people?”

      “What? No!”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m insulted by the question.”

      Miko paused again. “The reason I ask, is because I discovered your last name in a book I found. It looked like a ledger. For debts. And I found it in a place that’s controlled by the barkuza.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Tell me about it. I was hoping you could give me some answers.”

      Miko carefully observed Mrs. Kanin’s facial expressions. She looked genuinely surprised. Not a hint of deception.

      “I found a napkin which led me to a bar called the Whiskey Dog. Do you know if your husband has ever been there?”

      Mrs. Kanin shook her head vigorously side-to-side. She appeared shocked by the question.

      “No…no. He doesn’t go to places like that.”

      “Are there any other dogs where you live? Or is it just your family.”

      “There’s no one else but the three…I mean two of us,” added Mrs. Kanin with a tinge of sadness.

      “The napkin I found was tucked inside what I assume was his leash.”

      Mrs. Kanin’s eyes narrowed.

      “You snuck into our home the other night.”

      Miko nodded affirmatively, holding the napkin.

      “Let me see that,” asked the Shibu Inu testily.

      Miko held the napkin up to the fence so her client could see it. The corners of Mrs. Kanin’s mouth turned down in a frown. Miko continued.

      “I’m not sure what kind of trouble your husband might be in, but I think he’s in over his head. The barkuza don’t mess around.”

      “I think I’ve had enough of your questions for one day,” replied Mrs. Kanin tersely.

      “I don’t think you understand how serious this is, Mrs. Kanin.”

      “Good day,” said the dog, before turning and walking away.

      “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Kanin,” said Miko without letting her annoyance show. A skill she could thank Kobayashi-san for. “I’ll be in touch.”
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      It was still early, and the hazy gray skies were foreboding, but still quiet. As Miko got closer to home, she grew more and more uneasy. Something was off. The feeling was almost imperceptible, but she was trained for things like this. Miko was a ninja, taught to take notice when her intuition was speaking, even if her five senses were silent.

      She knew the danger didn’t come from behind, of that she could be positive. Her routine ensured this. Miko often backtracked, climbing along the tops of hard-to-navigate fences, and through twisted and sinewy tree branches. Unless she was followed by a trio consisting of a dog, a cat and a squirrel, she was in no danger of being followed.

      As Miko approached the alley that led to the teahouse, she hesitated, scanning the area for anything amiss. Her tail swished back and forth. Miko simply wanted to get back to the teahouse, get out of her outfit, and consult with Kobayashi. But her instincts gnawed at her.

      “Something the matter?” asked a voice.

      It was deep and grating and hauntingly familiar. Miko whipped around. It was the Tosa Inu she had seen earlier. The one with the tattoos. The barkuza member.

      “You look surprised. Like, no one is supposed to know who you are. The little cat ninja, pretending to be a teahouse cat.”

      Miko said nothing, but the hair along her back was beginning to stand up.

      “Oh, I’ll save you the trouble of figuring things out. That little mouse friend of yours has quite a mouth on him. One that likes to talk. Especially when he thinks his family is in danger. Which they are.”

      Miko hissed reflexively.

      “I’d ask if a cat has your tongue, but I’m a dog.”

      “Akihiro,” spat Miko, as she became aware of something behind her. She turned her head to see two lumbering dogs approach. She assumed were the guards from the Whiskey Dog.

      “Well that’s curious. You know my name,” said the tattooed Tosa. “But it matters little, really. I control Kyoto, and you are living on borrowed time in my city. In fact, I think you’re just about out of it. Take her.”

      There was a scrape of claws on cement, as the dogs behind her rushed. Miko had been expecting it, so she leapt in the air, spinning backwards as teeth and fangs came at her. She landed behind them, on her feet and prepared for another attack. This was a precarious situation. Miko was unarmed and she faced two dangerous opponents. Three, if she included Akihiro. The dogs wheeled around and barreled toward her once again.

      Miko crouched in a fighting stance. She was not a physical match for this fight, especially without her katana. She needed to gain a tactical advantage. Without hesitating, she sprinted for a group of garbage cans and her pursuers followed. She hopped up on them, and then on top of the dumpster next to them. One dog tried to jump right on top of the dumpster, but only made it halfway before slipping off and falling backwards. The other began barking incessantly. Miko paced back and forth, hissing loudly and weighing her options.

      Akihiro strolled over, growling. He was patient. The Tosa Inu was either cocky or he knew something. Neither of those options were particularly reassuring, Miko thought.

      “If you don’t come down, your friend dies,” said Akihiro nonchalantly, his voice a sinister and low rumble. “If we have to chase you, both you and your friend will die.”

      “Your threats are idle, dog,” replied Miko with distain.

      The Tosa huffed and sat on his haunches and laughed and evil laugh. His entire body language was relaxed. This was not a dog who was worried or agitated. This was a dangerous adversary.

      “Cats don’t scare me. You and your ninja skills don’t scare me. And your little investigative operation doesn’t scare me. What should scare you, however, is the fact I can end your friend’s life, right here, right now. In front of you.”

      Miko hissed again and Akihiro barked a command in a language she didn’t understand. On cue, another, smaller dog appeared. And gripped in its mouth Sukoshi, who looked terrified.

      “This is Nippon. He’s a rat terrier. Not from around here, but he’s useful for my needs. All I need to do is twitch my shoulder, and your friend dies. I don’t even need to speak.”

      It wasn’t in Miko’s nature, or a ninja’s or a cat’s to give in to demands from anyone, let alone a dog. Especially a dog.

      “Fine. I have no use for him,” said Miko with a straight face.

      “What?” squeaked Sukoshi audibly. “Listen to what he says—I have twelve mouths to feed!”

      “Always forgetting your wife,” countered Miko.

      Akihiro cleared his throat. “Your surrender or your friend’s life. I have no time for games.”

      Miko let out a sigh. She was left with only one option—she surrendered.
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      “For the umpteenth time, it’s no use!”

      Sukoshi had been pleading with Miko to stop attempting to free them. They were both locked in a cage in what appeared to be a dim and smelly storage closet.

      “Unlike you, I’m not ready to give up,” replied Miko.

      “Who said anything about giving up? I just don’t want to get eaten before we have a good chance to escape.”

      “Now is as good a time as any,” said Miko, annoyance creeping into her voice. She was trying to pick the lock of her cage, her left paw gripping one of the bars as the other hung in front of the lock, claw inserted into the keyhole. It helped her focus and ignore Sukoshi, who had been fixated on the rat terrier non-stop.

      “Did you see how that thing was looking at me? He was salivating the whole time. He really wanted to eat me!” Sukoshi’s voice squeaked as he spoke, revealing his nervousness.

      Miko pulled her claw out of the lock and turned to Sukoshi.

      “Tell me again, exactly how many times have you escaped from a cage?”

      “I’m not entirely sure,” replied the mouse.

      “Liar.”

      “Fine. Zero. You happy now?”

      “Maybe. Unlike you, I’ve had lots of practice. And while this is the first I’ve had to do it under real world circumstances, I’m confident I can get us out. So, do you want to tell me to stop or do you want me to keep working?”

      “I want to not end up dead, thank you very much.”

      “Then be quiet and let me concentrate and I’ll get us out of here.”

      Sukoshi folded his arms across his chest, displeasure registering on his face. He began pacing nervously as Miko went back to work.

      It took a few more minutes playing with the tumblers inside the lock, but she was rewarded with the sound of a distinct click as she finally undid the padlock. It popped open and scraped against the latch on the cage door.

      “Oh, I knew you could do it! I never had a doubt! Never a doubt!”

      Miko eyed Sukoshi. She decided saying nothing was a better choice than voicing her real opinion—about how rat terriers made Sukoshi easier to bear by making him quiet. For once Miko held her tongue, which oftentimes was as sharp as her sword.

      Once the lock was removed from the latch, the barred metal door to the cage swung open lazily. Miko hopped out without much effort, but since the cage was resting atop some cardboard boxes and a few feet off the ground, Sukoshi had to carefully crawl down the front side. It wasn’t graceful, but he made it.

      Sukoshi turned to ask a question, but Miko was already working on the door handle. Neither cat nor mouse knew where they were. The barkuza had placed a towel over the cage as they were being transported. Not much had been said during the journey, other than Miko warning the field mouse to keep quiet otherwise he might risk being dinner.

      The familiar click of a lock being undone sounded, and Sukoshi looked at Miko expectantly.

      “Now what?” he asked in hushed tones, although Miko could hear excitement creep into his voice.

      “I’m going to listen, then open the door very carefully. If the coast is clear, we’re going to leave and try to stay alive.”

      “Oooh. I’m very much in favor of not dying. It’s one of my favorite things. Also, I’m getting hungry. I’m not a shrew, but I need to eat something soon.”

      She held the first finger of her front right paw to her lips and mouthed the sound ‘Shhhh.” Sukoshi hushed. Miko pressed her ear up to the door, cupping her front paws together to hear better. Both animals held silent as she listened. Miko heard nothing, but wasn’t certain the door was unguarded. She crouched down and sniffed. Her whiskers pulled back. Sukoshi worried it meant someone was out there. Possibly even the rat terrier. He shuddered.

      Miko sat back up, pushed herself up on her hind legs, and reached for the handle, pulling the lever down cautiously. The latch released, and the door cracked open. Thankfully, it was clear. Sukoshi let out a sigh of relief, and Miko pulled the door open a bit more. Not only were there no guards, there wasn’t anything. Just a big, open space.

      The warehouse was empty and seemingly abandoned. It was vast. Dust covered the smooth concrete floor and particles were visible in the few scattered sunbeams that managed to fight their way in. Someone had left Miko and Sukoshi here with no intention of letting them out.

      “Come on,” said Miko to Sukoshi. “I think I know where we are.”
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      The sun hung high in the sky and Sukoshi squinted in the bright light. The sounds of seagulls filled the air and the smell of sea salt was noticeable. He and Miko were crouched behind a wall of the warehouse.

      “Are these the docks?” asked the mouse.

      “Yes. Maizuro.”

      Miko peered around the corner, on the lookout for any barkuza. The docks were mostly quiet today, with only the occasional mechanical sounds of movement and the beeps of forklifts reversing while they moved cargo around.

      The coast was clear. She had no idea where the puppies were being held. And searching for things during the day wasn’t ideal. Sukoshi pressed up against Miko’s fur, poking his small head around her body to catch a glimpse of what she was looking at, which wasn’t much.

      “There’s nothing going on,” he said

      “Yeah, I think it’s what they call a holiday,” said Miko, without turning around. “Hopefully that makes things easier. We need to find out where they’re keeping the dogs.”

      Sukoshi yanked on Miko’s tail as hard as his mouse arms could. She turned on him, eyes wide, suppressing a hiss.

      “We need to get out of here,” pleaded the field mouse. “I have a headache. I need to get some food. I need to go see if my family is okay.”

      Miko could feel an instant flash of anger rise inside her.

      “Never yank on a cat’s tail. Ever!” she said through clenched teeth. She briefly fanaticized about how easy it would be to eat the mouse. Miko took a deep breath and tried to focus on Kobayashi’s lesson—to remain calm regardless of the circumstances. Sukoshi seemed to realize his mistake.

      “I apologize. I’m hangry and I’m stressed out. That’s not a good combination.”

      “We need to find where they’re keeping the dogs. Then you can eat. Can you handle that?”

      Sukoshi sighed. “I think so.”

      “Good. You take this side of the docks and I’ll take the other. Meet me back here. You should be safe. I see only seagulls, and they have no interest in mice.”

      “What if they’re really, really hungry?”

      “Sukoshi,” said Miko in an impatient tone.

      “Fine. It’s Fine. I’ll be fine. Can’t be any cats here in this huge, open area with food coming and going everyday. Nope. Not a chance.”

      “The sooner we find where they’re hiding the dogs, the sooner you can grab a bite to eat and go check on your family.”

      “Well why didn’t you say so?”

      Miko looked exasperated. “I did. Now go. Meet me back here before it’s dark. Good luck.”

      “You too,” replied Sukoshi before he scurried off, running along the edge of the building before darting over to cover a short distance away, his hindquarters waggling as he went. Miko headed in the opposite direction.

      The docks at Maizuro were huge. Once Miko began searching, she was worried if she could cover half the area let alone Sukoshi.

      The wind had started to pick up which made using her nose to look for the dogs problematic. Miko wanted to stay hidden, because right now they had the element of surprise. As far as the barkuza knew, she and Sukoshi were still locked up in the abandoned warehouse.

      There was a group of buildings off to the far side in this section of the docks. Miko moved closer to inspect. Rusted barrels were placed haphazardly around the main building. They circled most of the perimeter, stacked three of four high, corrosion marring their blue paint. The windows were covered, blocking out sunlight and the door, with red, peeling paint, was chained and locked. It was uninviting. Miko thought, if she were part of the barkuza, this would be the perfect spot to hide a bunch of kidnapped puppies. She moved closer to investigate.

      A high line of windows lined the walls, and many were broken, the jagged glass littering the broken concrete along the perimeter. One of the windows had a stack of weathered wooden pallets piled underneath it. Miko saw there was a single pane that had been either totally broken or completely removed.

      She made her way up the side of the wooden pallets. They were piled haphazardly, and provided opportunity for her to scale up the side. Her claws dug in, giving added stability.

      Miko pulled herself up and over the last pallet. She craned her neck upwards, trying to judge the distance to the empty windowpane. It would be a high jump, but not impossible. She crouched low, and then launched herself up. The frame of the window came up quickly as she flew through the air, and her front paws landed inside the window put slipped. Afraid of falling, Miko quickly dug her rear claws in, which scratched repeatedly against the side of the building. She made a lot more noise than she wanted, but was finally able to pull herself up.

      Straddling the threshold of the window, Miko peered inside. It was dark and foreboding. She sniffed. Her whiskers pulled back. It smelled like old cardboard and something worse but unidentifiable. She went in anyway.
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      Miko’s eyes quickly adjusted to the low level of light. She was perched on a walkway above the main floor and, unlike the warehouse Miko and Sukoshi had been trapped in, this one was full of junk and litter and even some things that were unidentifiable.

      It was quiet in here, seemingly a world away from the breeze off the water and the noise of seagulls. A heaviness hung in the air, and Miko wasn’t sure if those were her feelings or something she picked up from the place.

      She crouched down, and made her way down the walkway, splitting her focus between the walkway and what was below. When she got to the corner far corner of the building, she stopped. The walkway made a ninety degree turn, and then ran off towards the back and ended in a vertical metal ladder. There seemed to be what looked like an office tucked in the far corner. The door was slightly ajar, and a thin sliver of light escaped from inside.

      The room was small, with a flat section on top meant for storage. The walkway ended close enough that Miko thought she could safely make the leap. As she made her way down the walkway, she heard voices. Miko slowed. One of them seemed familiar, and one was foreign.

      “…you had better hope this goes smoothly. We don’t want any mistakes, hiccups or even minor issues. Commitments have been made to other members of our network, and it’s imperative things are handled on a tight schedule.”

      “You can be assured there won’t be any problems. We had a small problem, but it has been dealt with.”

      Miko recognized the first voice. She was positive it was Akihiro, the Tosa Inu barkuza member. The other voice had an off-putting grate to it. To her, it sounded like claws on a chalkboard.

      “For your sake, I hope so. I assume the local groups have been kept in line?”

      “Yes, the local street dog gangs have done as asked. They know the risks if they get unruly. Examples have been made in the past. Any complaints will be quickly silenced.”

      “Good. Once the delivery has been made, our organization expectsss quick payment. Any delaysss in delivery, minus your cut, will have severe consequencesssss.”

      The volume of the conversation dropped to a whisper, and despite her acute hearing, Miko strained to hear. She guesstimated the distance to the top of office, wiggled her butt back and forth in anticipation, and jumped. She landed as softly as she could, but her momentum made her landing harder than she wanted. She stood still for a moment and waited in silence. She held her breath and time seemed to slow.

      “You have company,” said the unknown voice. “Ensssure whoever it isss doesn’t leave here alive.”

      The door burst open and suddenly, the entire area erupted into an angry storm of shouts and howls. Akihiro rushed out the open door barking orders. In response, dogs seemed to materialize on the walkway and were making their way towards Miko. Akihiro turned around and looked up.

      “The reflection in your eyes betrays you, ninja. That, and your incompetence.”

      Miko swore under her breath. “Darn mutts must have been hiding in the shadows,” she muttered to herself.

      She didn’t have much time to think. A group of three dogs, fangs barred, were barreling down the walkway with Akihiro waiting below.

      “You’re trapped.” said the Tosa, who growled menacingly. “I’m not sure how you got in here, but we have the only exit blocked. This is not going to end well for you.”

      In response, Miko hissed. The dogs were almost to the end of the walkway, and she had no obvious means of escape. She wasn’t about to let this be her last stand, so she bolted. Miko ran the short distance to the edge of the office and jumped with all of her strength. Akihiro reacted, his claws scrapping on the smooth concrete floor. As she arced through the air, his jaws opened. IN anticipation of landing his bite, thick saliva flew of the ends of his sharp teeth. Miko flew just beyond the range of what likely would have been her last moments, escaping Akihiro’s attack and sliding across the flow, legs churning.

      “Get her!” shouted the Tosa as he came after her.

      A primal shriek erupted from Miko, a combination of a shriek and a howl, as she scurried along the floor. She raced between piled of crates and boxes, and unknown number of dogs giving chase. Miko rounded a corner, and scampered to her right as two dogs came charging at her from the left. Barking filled the air and she howled instinctively.

      Running for her life, Miko ran toward the other side of the building across from where the office was. There was a small door at the back. It was open. She kicked into high gear.

      Suddenly, and empty cardboard box skittered across the floor directly in front of her. She looked at the open door, then the box. Something deep inside pulled at her. Miko jumped. It felt glorious. Like everything was right in the world. But it wasn’t freedom she experienced. Miko didn’t make it over. She landed squarely in the center of the box. And it felt glorious.

      The flaps of the box closed on top of her. She was trapped. She pawed angrily at the interior, angry and afraid.

      Once again, her instincts had failed her. The pull of the box was too strong to escape. And it may have cost Miko her life.
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      It was pitch black. Not even her cat eyes could see.

      Miko was stuck in the box, which had been taped shut with her still inside. And she didn’t know where she was. It had been unceremoniously dropped somewhere, and the stink from outside was slowly making its way in. The fall into the unknown hadn’t been too long, so she suspected some sort of garbage bin. After scratching and clawing at the thick cardboard in vain, Miko had given up. The sounds of dogs and barking disappeared. She was trapped there, alone and silent.

      A part of that may have been due to her self-disgust. She had been panicked when the dogs were coming for her. And she wasn’t able to fight her primal instinct. The Tosa had known she wouldn’t be able to avoid the draw of the open box. So here she sat, stewing in self-pity. She was glad Sukoshi wasn’t here to see her like this. He’d revel at such a thing.

      Cut off from the outside world in this stinking, paper prison, Miko found it hard to keep track of time. The bottom of the box was starting to get wet, soaked in whatever cesspool she was thrown into. The stench was beginning to give her a headache. She closed her eyes to think.

      Miko’s eyes snapped open. Something was crawling on the box. At best it could be rats. At worse, perhaps a rabid raccoon.

      “So help me, if you don’t get me out of this box, I’m going to eat you.” said Miko, raising her voice.

      A moment later, a familiar voice answered.

      “That’s not exactly an enticing offer. I prefer cheese.”

      “Sukoshi!” cried Miko, excitedly. “Get me out of here!”

      “Do you have any cheese in there? I’m still hungry.”

      “No!”

      “I find these turn of events…poetic.”

      “You can gloat later, you silly mouse. Just get me out of here.”

      “Very well. Give me a moment.”

      Miko could hear some gnawing from the outside. It sounded like Sukoshi was trying to chew through the tape.

      A short while later, the top popped open. A moment after that, the full stench of the place hit Miko full-force in the face. She suppressed a gag.

      “How’d you find me?” asked Miko, holding a paw over her nose and trying to breathe through her mouth. It didn’t help much.

      “How’d you end up in a box?”

      “Don’t ask.”

      “Too late…wait…did you have one of your episodes? Again?” It was hard to see in the darkness, but Sukoshi thought he detected a hint of distain on Miko’s face. “Never mind. I don’t want to know. Long story short, I finished surveying my side of the docks and then was so hungry I went in search for food. Which led me here. I wasn’t actually looking for you.”

      “It’s nice to know I was missed.”

      “That’s a weird way to say thanks.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it. Luckily, I found a piece of cheese earlier and it wasn’t even rotten!”

      “That’s great,” replied Miko without excitement.

      There was a loud click and then a noise, like metal groaning.

      “We need to get out of here.”

      “You have a firm grip of the obvious,” said Miko.

      “Hey, be glad I’m not holding the fact I rescued you over your head.”

      “On the contrary, I think you are.”

      The groaning crescendoed into a screech, and a vibration ran through the pile of trash Miko and Sukoshi sat on.

      “What’s happening?”

      “Quick! We don’t have much time! They’ve turned on the compactor. Grab my tail!”

      Miko hesitated.

      “Now!” yelled Sukoshi.

      Miko reached out with her paws and held Sukoshi’s tail firmly, yet as gently as she could. She let the field mouse guide her over the piles of moist garbage. The smell was overwhelming, but the fear of being crushed propelled her. The accumulated trash was getting pushed together. It tumbled over itself, and as it did, Sukoshi and Miko scrambled up and over.

      “There’s a small, rusted out opening up ahead. You should be able to barely squeeze through.”

      Miko saw it just as Sukoshi mentioned it. A tiny ray of daylight pierced through into the inky black. If she could reach the opening, beyond it lay freedom. But Miko could sense time was running out. Without giving it much thought, she scooped the mouse up with her other paw barreled ahead.

      There was a metallic shrieking sound as the walls were closing in. Paper and trash and other refuse were starting to protest with crumpling and crunching. Miko slipped on something wet and almost fell. She got closer and closer to their only means of escape.

      Something caught her foot for a second, put Miko pulled it out. She was within reach of the hole, and she threw Sukoshi through it. Then she leapt towards the opening right as the trash became crushed behind her.

      The sudden daylight was blinding, and Miko tumbled out, falling head over tail. Flakes of rusted metal fell after her like snow. She landed in a lump, panting. Sukoshi lay next to her unmoving. The trash compactor gave one last gasp as it shuddered to a stop. Silence hung in the air, except for the occasional caws of seagull.

      “I think I’m dead,” said the field mouse.

      “You’re…not…dead,” replied Miko through deep inhales.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, because if there is an after life, I’m positive I’m not spending it with you.”

      “Maybe we’re ghosts, then,” continued Sukoshi without missing a beat. “Or trapped between worlds. Or…”

      Miko let him ramble on as she lay on her side and caught her breath. They were outside next to a large metal contraption, which she assumed was the trash compactor. Rust had eaten a hole through one part on the side, and that’s how the pair had escaped. Miko pushed herself up into a sitting position. It was then she noticed something smelled. Her.

      “What’s that stench,” asked Sukoshi, crinkling up his nose. “Wait, is that you?”

      Miko shot him a glance.

      “Well, it’s not me,” protested the mouse.

      Unfortunately, she was inclined to agree with her friend. She did smell something terrible. Her fur was coated with a slick substance that smelled strongly of decomposing food. It was so revolting, she had no urge to groom herself.

      “Fine. I stink. But it’s better than the alternative.”

      Sukoshi was inclined to agree. They were still alive. “By the way, I think I found where they’re keeping them. I saw some sketching looking dogs by a small building over by the cranes. To clarify, sketchy looking dogs with tattoos.”

      Miko let out a sigh of relief.

      ’“So now what?” asked the field mouse.

      “Now? Well, you get back home to your family and make sure they’re safe.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “What about the barkuza? What about the puppies?”

      “As much as I would like to, I can’t take them on by myself. I need to talk to Kobayashi.”

      There was a noise from the other side of the trash compactor. Was someone coming? Both Sukoshi and Miko shot bolt upright.

      “Meet me back here tonight! “Go! Now!” she said to Sukoshi, who didn’t hesitate. And with that, Miko turned tail and ran in the opposite direction, smell and all.

      A moment later, around the corner appeared Akihiro, who saw Miko scampering away. He knew what he must do to prevent the ninja cat from spoiling his plans.
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      “Look what the cat dragged in,” said Kobayashi smiling.

      It was midday outside the Silver Pavilion. Kobayashi was sunning himself on a rock next to the pond in the zen garden. Miko was soaking wet.

      “It’s a long story,” she replied.

      “I have time,” said the sensei in a relaxed tone, rolling over on his back.

      Miko relayed the story of the barkuza. Of the puppy trafficking ring. And of something even darker, the one the Tosa Inu was talking to. Kobayashi perked up at that last bit of information.

      “Who could be giving orders to the barkuza?” she asked. “That’s a dangerous enough group as it is.”

      “You heard this person?” asked her master.

      “I heard something. It sounded…evil.”

      Kobayashi sat up. “This is dangerous stuff, Miko. You should think before getting involved.”

      She had never heard her sensei express reservations like this before. “I’m already involved, sensei. The question is, who are these people?”

      A serious expression washed across the face of the tortoise shell cat, who uttered a single word. “Mamushi.”

      “What?”

      “Have you heard of the Cabal of Shadows?” asked Kobayashi

      “No. I don’t usually delve into the dark underworld of Kyoto.”

      “It’s no surprise. These groups like to keep a low profile. The barkuza are one. They’re dangerous. But these various other groups are very dangerous.”

      “It’s a good thing I came to talk to you, then. I obviously need your help.”

      Kobayashi regarded her with an odd look. He held her gaze a moment, then glanced away, shifting his gaze to the still waters of the large koi pond.

      “What is it?” Miko asked, sensing something.

      “I’m afraid I can’t help you,” said Kobayashi, not taking his eyes off the water. He slowly turned his head back toward his former student.

      “This is not my fight Miko. And if you were smart, you wouldn’t make it yours either.”

      “I have an obligation to my client…” protested Miko.

      “You have an obligation to yourself,” he replied, cutting her short.

      “I don’t understand,” she said, confused.

      “The barkuza are one thing. The other groups they work with? When I said they were dangerous, I meant deadly. Especially the one I think you stumbled upon.”

      “But we’re ninjas,” said Miko. “This is what you trained me for. This is what your master trained you for. Besides, I need your help. It happened again when I was caught. I couldn’t resist my instincts. I failed.”

      “Explain.”

      “After I heard the weird voice, the one you think is from a member of this shadowy group. I was found out. I was running for my life, and the leader of the barkuza threw a cardboard box. Instead of running for the door, I jumped right into it,” Miko said, embarrassed. “I couldn’t stop myself.”

      Kobayashi’s attitude shifted, and his voice became gentle. “Remember how I told you battling yourself is tougher than any fight with a sword?”

      Miko nodded.

      “What I failed to mention is that it never ends. The battle, it’s forever. Your instincts will be constantly whispering—sometimes shouting. Always present. It’s up to you to rise above them. You don’t become deaf to the noise. It’s when you hear the noise, but choose not to listen. That’s the first secret of the ninja. That’s when you can become a true master.”

      She considered his words carefully.

      “Thank you, Kobayashi-san. I appreciate your wisdom.”

      Miko titled her head, and felt the heat of the sun on her body. Her fur was beginning to dry off. It was getting later.

      “I need to go. I can’t let the barkuza win. I need to help those puppies. I don’t know how I’ll win, but I’ll fight them by myself if I have to. If you change your mind, meet me at the docks tonight at sundown.”

      She bowed to her old master respectfully, then left. Kobayashi said nothing, and didn’t call after her.
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      It was dark by the time Miko made it back to the teahouse. The owner had left out warm milk for her along with some food, which she gladly ate up. It helped renew her strength. She then hopped up on a chair and thoroughly groomed herself. She didn’t want to wear her outfit without cleaning her fur.

      Once Miko finished, she went to where she kept her ninja clothes and weapons. She moved the tile hiding them out of the way, and placed everything out on the floor. Her katana, her throwing stars, and her knives. This would be the most dangerous mission she had attempted, and Miko wanted to be prepared.

      She was methodical. Miko double- and triple-checked each piece. She made sure her katana was sharpened and the blade well oiled. As Miko slipped into her uniform, she took her time with each piece. Her pants. Her shirt. Her mask. Once she was satisfied with that, she strapped on her sword, followed by the four-pointed stars and her knives. Before heading out, she pulled up her mask, said a silent prayer to the protective spirits, and headed out into the night.
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      Miko was alone. There was no sign of Sukoshi or Kobayashi for that matter. She had entered the docks under cover of the night, and made her way over to the massive cranes, their metal beams arcing up towards the sky.

      She had located the building Sukoshi had mentioned. And it did indeed look like there were guard dogs stationed outside. She just needed to formulate a plan. Dispatching the guards would be tough, but that’s not what gave Miko pause. It’s that she didn’t know what lay inside the building. Normally, she would have had time to scout the location and know all the ins and outs. But these weren’t normal circumstances. She had to free the puppies tonight, otherwise they’d be on a ship traveling who knows where.

      Her katana slipped effortlessly out of its scabbard on her back. She dragged her paw pad across the blade. Sharp. She thought Kobayashi-san would be proud of her preparation.

      Miko advanced cautiously, making her way around cargo containers and stacks of wooden pallets, keeping to the shadows. The scattered bright lights at the docks cast long shadows, which gave her plenty of cover to advance toward the guards.

      The closer she got, the more her heartbeat quickened. But it wasn’t her instincts that made her feel this way. It’s how she got when she knew a fight was coming, especially one with weapons. Miko calmed her breathing and focused on her five senses to ground herself.

      Taste. She licked her lips. The moist, coastal air carried on its currents a hint of salt.

      Touch. The feel of the katana hilt was reassuring. The concrete was cold on the pads of her rear paws.

      Sight. Despite the light at the docks, the starts were still noticeable under the clear sky. She scanned the area, and detected no other guards.

      Smell. The aroma of the ocean was noticeable, along with the distant hint of fish and decaying things.

      Sound. It was still. Except for the faraway buzz of mechanical things somewhere else in Maizuru.

      Miko closed her eyes and took it all in from all of her senses. It helped her focus on the moment. Her eyes narrowed. She was ready for the barkuza guards.

      Slowly but steadily, she closed the distance between her and the two dogs by the entrance of the building. By all accounts, they were mongrel dogs, of mixed breeds and questionable background. But they shared one thing in common—they looked mean.

      She was close to the base of the crane closest to the building. It rested on huge metal rollers, which allowed it to move up and down the docks. A huge cargo ship was docked, piled high with colored shipping containers and anchored to the docks by thick ropes. Miko used the crane to shield herself from view as she advanced on the guards. She slipped up to one of rollers, and pressed herself against it. Miko quickly sheathed her katana, and wiped her paws on the fabric of her outfit, a nervous habit to be sure, but one she had grown used to right before a fight. Violence was coming. Miko pulled her sword back out, holding it in her right paw while drawing a throwing star with her left. She counted down from three, two, one.

      Miko slipped around the large disc of the roller and charged while throwing the four-pointed star. It flew straight for the forehead of the barkuza stationed to the left of the door. It dropped to the ground immediately. The other guard was completely taken by surprise. She gripped her katana with both hands, quickly closed distance on her opponent, and took him down with ruthless precision and a vicious slash, then a second. He let out a muffled yelp before joining the other gang member on the ground.

      Speed was of the essence and Miko only had time for action, not thinking. She checked both bodies to make sure they would stay down, then advanced on the door. It was unlocked. She opened in carefully. There was no light inside. Miko would need a moment for her eyes to adjust. She stepped inside.

      Suddenly, paws grabbed her, restraining her arms. A painful, sharp strike hit her sword arm, causing the weapon to clatter on the floor. She resisted, but it was no use. Miko was pulled inside and a hood was put over her head. She was captured.
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      As the hood was yanked off, the lights temporarily blinded Miko. Someone hit her hard in the mouth. She blinked repeatedly, trying to focus. Akihiro glared, towering over her, flanked by dozens of tough-looking dogs. Two Tosa Inu restrained her. She had been disarmed.

      “You take me for a fool, kunoichi? Your actions were planned for. And now you’re my prisoner.”

      Akihiro struck her again with the backside of his paw. The hit stung. Miko tasted blood in her mouth and swore to herself over her bad luck.

      “I thought you’d have more to say,” taunted Akihiro. His shoulders twitched, and the muscles across his back rippled. The dogs around him growled. Some licked their lips.

      “I’m sure you think you have the upper hand, but you’ve played right into my trap.”

      It was a lie, but Miko was trying to buy time. Her mind raced. Akihiro seemed smile, but it looked distinctly like a sneer.

      “You are foolish. You think you are the first ninja I’ve dealt with? I have begun to lose count of the bodies…”

      His speech was interrupted by commotion from outside. Shouts and barks began to fill the air. Akihiro seemed surprised.

      “What’s this?” he asked his guard. The response was a bunch of confused expressions on the faces of the other barkuza members. The noise from somewhere outside continued.

      “Fine, you deal with this,” said Akihiro sharply. A shadowy figure stepped into the light. It was another ninja. The figure pulled down its mask. It was Kobayashi-san.

      Miko felt her legs go weak. Akihiro growled, then barked a few commands. He and his gang rushed off leaving Miko alone with her former sensei.
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      “How could you?” shouted Miko, deeply hurt.

      “How could I what?” replied Kobayashi-san dismissively. “We’re ninjas, Miko. It was a mission. A job. It’s what we do. Besides, I warned you to stay away and leave this. You didn’t listen, which is nothing new.”

      Miko bristled at the insult.

      “You want to be a part of this? You want this to be part of your legacy?”

      Kobayashi laughed.

      “You live as a teahouse cat. Your meals are provided to you. You don’t have to worry about much. Unlike running a ninja school. It isn’t as glorious as it sounds. I had bills to pay, and the barkuza paid handsomely.”

      Her old master pulled out his sword. She looked for her weapons, hoping they would be nearby. Miko didn’t see them. Then a sudden realization hit her. It all clicked.

      “You stole the puppy!”

      Kobayashi smiled.

      “Can’t sneak anything past a ninja, can you?” he replied. “It’s not like the barkuza could have stolen a dog without arousing any suspicion. They needed someone talented in the arts. Someone like me.”

      “You created this whole mess!” she yelled, anger taking charge. Her accusation didn’t faze Kobayashi.

      “Actually, it was created by Mr. Kanin and his gambling debts to the barkuza. They just retained my services, which I happily supplied. He owed them money, and the only thing worth enough to settle those debts was his puppy. Like I said, I told you not to get involved. It wasn’t the first time you ignored my advice. Now it will be your last.”

      “Traitor!”

      “Traitor? Against who? Against what? This was Mr. Kanin’s problem. It’s not a black and white world, Miko. If I taught you anything, it should have been not to take sides.”

      Miko’s head swam. Her world had been turned upside down in moments. She tried to clear her thoughts. To focus. Kobayashi pulled his sword and advanced. Things were about to get very bad.

      “I’m sorry it had to come to this. But it is what it is.”

      Without warning, Kobayashi attacked. Miko backpedaled, and scrambled to her right, away from her old master’s sword. Then she spotted her weapons. Miko made a move toward them, but Kobayashi blocked her path, shaking his head.

      “I don’t think so. You take me for a fool?”

      “You work with the barkuza, so I’m afraid I do.”

      Miko moved cautiously, looking for an opening to get past her former sensei. He attacked again, slicing into her uniform. It was a miracle he only caught her fur. Kobayashi swung again, a powerful downward slash. This time she was ready, jumping to side and slipping past him as the momentum carried him forward. His katana clanged loudly, as it made contact with the floor. Miko sprinted for her weapons and Kobayashi spun around, right on her heels.

      Her sword lay on top of a table. She grabbed it and rolled, coming back up to her feet just in time to block Kobayashi’s attack. The sound of sword on sword rang out, and shivers ran up Miko’s arms. Kobayashi disengaged, then stabbed forward. Miko expertly dodged the attack, flipping her katana underneath his sword and then twirling it around the blade, forcing it towards the ground. She lashed out with a kick to create space between the two ninjas.

      Both held their swords in front of them. They circled each other, focused on the fight. The commotion outside, as loud as it was, faded into the background. Kobayashi pulled a weighted feather, and threw it, attempting to distract Miko. She ignored it.

      “Ah, learning I see. No matter. You’ll always be my biggest disappointment.”

      He lunged and Miko ignored the verbal barb. She countered, striking back. He brought up his katana and they were face-to-face. Kobayashi winked. Then Miko went blind. Instinctively, she backpedaled. He had thrown something in her eye. It was sand. Kobayashi was on her in a second. He disarmed her, and knocked her to the ground. She rubbed her eyes with the back of one of her paws, the other arm up defensively. They watered. It was painful.

      “Have I taught you nothing?”

      “Your actions today have taught me everything I need to know about you.”

      “Life is complicated, Miko. But unfortunately, you’ll never have time to learn that. Goodbye.”

      Kobayashi raised his katana for a killing blow when something small and brown launched itself at his neck in a blur of motion and sound. Even half-blind, Miko could tell it was Sukoshi. Kobayashi let out a hiss, and waved off the attack.

      Miko didn’t waste a moment. She was back up on her feet. She grabbed her sword, and took advantage of the distraction. Blinking through tears, she came at Kobayashi with a flurry of attacks. He was immediately put on the defensive. She cut him twice, then three times.

      “Get him Miko, get him!”

      Miko pressed her advantage. Kobayashi was hurt. He looked around wildly, hoping for help. None was coming. He reached inside his uniform, and threw something on the ground. There was a flash of light, a puff of smoke. Both Miko and Sukoshi were temporarily blinded. When they could see again, Kobayashi was gone.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a swirl of activity both outside and inside the dockside warehouse. The fight, which had started outside, and moved inside the building too. The barkuza were locked in battle with dozens and dozens of Shiba Inus. Miko looked at Sukoshi, confused.

      “What? I went home and checked on my family, like you said. Then I found our client, Mrs. Kanin, who was none too happy after you confronted her at the dog park. Turns out her husband confessed to everything. It also turns out she has a rather large, extended family. You think twelve kids is a lot? You won’t guess how many cousins she has. They were all up for a fight.”

      Miko shook her head in disbelief.

      “I think we’re even now. I definitely saved you this time.”

      “You definitely did,” she replied.

      “Can you believe Mrs. Kanin’s husband suggested they simply have another puppy? She kicked him out right before coming here. I kinda like her now.”

      The chaos swirled around the cat and field mouse. Eventually, the tide turned. The sheer number of Shiba Inus caused the barkuza members to turn tail and run.

      “You won’t believe the number of cages in the back of the warehouse,” said Sukoshi. “It’s going to take awhile to get all these puppies back to their families. Wanna help?”

      “No,” replied Miko. “I want to take a cat nap. It’s been a long day.”

      “That is has,” replied the field mouse. “That it has.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Humble Request

          

        

      

    

    
      I sincerely hope you enjoyed reading The Cat Ninja  as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did, I would greatly appreciate a short review on Amazon. Reviews are crucial for any author, and even writing just a line or two can make a huge difference.
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      Stay in touch by joining my mailing list. Right now, You’ll get some free artwork when you sign up! You’ll also get insider deals including opportunities to win free books, the latest news, and dates for my upcoming releases. Sign up at www.erikdeleo.com/contact
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