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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the flurry of potent punches that slammed into Andy’s midriff like rubber bullets fired from a machine gun that dropped him. Nor was it the tornado kick that slammed into the side of his head with the force of a lumberjack’s axe. Indeed, it wasn’t even the spinning backfist that cracked its whip-force across his jaw. Instead, what finally caused his collapse was a short but sharp blow, delivered with a single finger knuckle to the side of his neck. This contemptuous jab, struck almost an afterthought, turned Andy’s muscles to jelly and sent a crippling shockwave through his nervous system. 
 
    Powerless to maintain his footing any longer, Andy crashed to the floor. The thin tatami mats did little to cushion his heavy fall. He lay on the ground gasping, pain throbbing hotly all across his body. 
 
    “Do you now understand the crushing effectiveness of a well-directed pressure point strike, Andy Knight?” Ozu asked, smiling cheerfully. 
 
    Andy was in too much agony to speak. Even if he hadn’t been racked with pain, the single shot Ozu had delivered to his pressure point felt as if it had utterly debilitated him. It had made him as limp and helpless as a dead fish, to the point at which not even the minor effort of speech felt possible. All he could do was nod feebly. 
 
    “You surely felt the pain of the other blows I struck,” Ozu continued. He, like Andy, was clad in a black training gi, but Ozu’s cotton belt was black while Andy’s was white. “Although you must have sensed that I was not using any ki in those strikes; they were all purely physical. Had I used ki in any of those kicks and punches, you would not be conscious right now, I promise you that. However, to illustrate the effectiveness of a focused pressure point strike, I needed to only use normal physical blows, not ki-enhanced strikes. It is only through experiencing the difference between the two that you can truly understand just how devastating a well-placed pressure point strike can be.” 
 
    “I… get it,” Andy gasped, still lying limp on the ground. “Believe me… Master Ozu…” 
 
    The grandmaster shinobi chuckled and squatted down next to Andy and gave his hair a playful ruffling. “I do not instruct you in this manner because I am cruel or sadistic, Andy Knight,” he said, grinning, “but pain is a swift and potent teacher. And if you wish to effectively deliver pain and damage to others’ bodies through the art of ninjutsu, your own body must be well versed in the experience of receiving such pain. It is all part of the training and conditioning that is essential to the making of a true shinobi. Come, give me your hand.” 
 
    Andy extended his right hand weakly, and Ozu gripped it. Although at eighty he was almost four times Andy’s age, and only around half Andy’s weight and a full foot shorter than him, he pulled Andy back up to his feet utterly effortlessly. 
 
    Andy was still feeling limp and dazed, but strength was returning to his limbs and muscles slowly. 
 
    Ozu stared intently at Andy. The old man narrowed his eyes and frowned. “You’re not thinking of using ki to restore your strength and energy, are you?” he said. “Remember what I told you: the use of ki is forbidden in today’s training. And I’ll sense if you try to use it, even a little! You must learn to master the art of combat without using ki to enhance your speed, strength, resistance to pain, and your recovery time. This could literally mean the difference between life and death if you find yourself in a situation in which you have used up all your ki. Always remember that ki is not a crutch to lean on—it is a ninjatō that you wear sheathed at your side, to draw and use when necessary. To become overly reliant on it—even when you are a master of it—is to cultivate a form of weakness within you. And no weakness in any form is ever acceptable to a shinobi.” 
 
    “I understand, Master Ozu,” Andy said. “Trust me, I won’t use any ki, as tempting as it is.” 
 
    “Good. So, that was the third major knockout pressure point,” Ozu said, a mischievous sparkle gleaming in his eyes. “Only seven more to go. Are you ready to experience them all?” 
 
    Andy’s haggard face crumpled into a grimace. Every atom in his body was screaming at him to run—or, rather, to limp or crawl—out of this dojo, but he refused to give in to weakness and pain. Dogged pride, courage, and determination stoked the fires of his willpower.  
 
    “I’m ready,” he said. He shifted into a combat stance as he did his best to prepare his body and mind to take another few hours of punches, kicks, and pressure point strikes from the shinobi grandmaster. 
 
    At sunset, Andy limped out of the dojo, feeling as if he’d been run over by an eighteen-wheeler driven by a particularly malicious trucker who had backed up and ridden over his battered body again and again. Despite the throbbing aches and pains, Andy’s spirits were high. He had demonstrated remarkable resilience and tenacity, and this had impressed Ozu. Ozu had also remarked that Andy was learning a lot faster than most novices did, and Andy had sensed that this praise was genuine, which had further bolstered his mood. 
 
    Andy had wanted to have a candid conversation with Ozu about Kishiko, Ozu’s beautiful young servant who secretly possessed the same Beast Magic with which Andy had been blessed. However, before Andy could say anything to Ozu, Kishiko came to fetch the old man for a massage. As soon as the young woman had stepped into the dojo, Andy had sensed her latent power—but she, on the other hand, did not seem to be aware that he possessed these powers too. Ozu had said a swift farewell to Andy, and then Kishiko had whisked him away. 
 
    As much as he wished to simply have a wash and a very long rest, Andy still had work to do. In an about-turn of his former position, Ozu had allowed Andy to redesign and rebuild the stronghold’s water supply system, which relied on a crude system of hand-cranked pulleys to haul buckets of water from the river hundreds of feet below. Andy knew that he could use a system of counterweights and gears to make the system a lot more efficient, and he intended to get this done as quickly as he could. 
 
    He had requested some ink, quills, and parchment for the design sketches, and these had been provided. Using a quill and ink to write instead of a good old ballpoint pen required a bit of a learning curve, but Andy soon got the hang of it. He was sitting on the ground near the water tank, drawing up his plans by lamplight, when he heard footsteps approaching. 
 
    Looking up, he saw Yasami approaching. Rather than being clad in black ninja-yoroi and armor, which was how Andy was accustomed to seeing her, she was dressed in a kimono of silk, deep purple with a pattern of peach blossoms on it. He couldn’t help but drop his jaw with surprise; an air of tomboyishness remained, but the figure-hugging kimono revealed the feminine curves of her form that her ninja-yoroi and armor usually hid, and in the amber lamplight her pretty face looked radiantly beautiful. 
 
    “What are you doing out here, Andy?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m just doing some design sketches for the new water system,” Andy replied. “What are you still doing here? I thought you and some others were supposed to be leaving for the Great Library of Hagaki today.” 
 
    “Because some of our supplies were destroyed in the fight against the Ghost Army, we had to return to town today to get some extra food for the journey. I didn’t want to take food from the stronghold’s winter supply, which is as thin a supply as we’ve had for many years. Ozu was fine with us leaving tomorrow instead.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Andy said. He couldn’t stop staring at Yasami, and she did not fail to notice this. 
 
    “You’re not used to seeing me like this,” she said, smiling. “I’m not either,” she added with a laugh. “But my grandfather wanted to have a formal dinner with me before I leave tomorrow, and he insisted that I dress as a woman traditionally would. I think he’s trying to get me used to the idea that I’ll have to marry soon enough, and when that happens, I’ll have to hang up my armor and ninja-yoroi…” 
 
    “What if you don’t want to get married?” Andy asked. 
 
    Yasami laughed again, but this time there was no mirth in her laughter, only cold bitterness. “If only it were that easy, Andy. But our society is ruled by tradition, and these rules are written in stone. Maybe where you come from it’s different, but here…” she trailed off and sighed. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be that way,” Andy said. 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Yasami said softly. 
 
    Andy sensed that she didn’t want to continue to talk about this, so he changed the topic of the conversation. “I’m glad that you’re still here for a night,” he said. “There’s something important that I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    Yasami’s mood seemed to lift when Andy said this. “Go on.” 
 
    “It’s about the girl, Kishiko…” 
 
    “What about her?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “This is going to sound a little crazy,” Andy said, “but I think that she was the one who tried to kill Ozu with that panther.” 
 
    Yasami’s eyebrows shot up with surprise, and she let out a short gasp. “What?! Why would you think that? It seems pretty obvious to me that that snake Sabazaki is the most likely suspect.” 
 
    Andy shook his head. “It could only have been done by someone like you or me, someone with Beast Magic, and I seriously doubt Sabazaki has any of that. If he does, I haven’t sensed it.” 
 
    “He could have hired someone who has the ability to wield Beast Magic,” she said. 
 
    “I guess, but the point I’m trying to make is that Kishiko has Beast Magic—and I can feel it’s really strong in her. I can’t explain how I know this; I can just sense it whenever I’m near her.” 
 
    This elicited another sharp inhalation of surprise from Yasami. “You can sense Beast Magic in others? Can you sense it in me?” 
 
    Andy nodded. “A little, yeah, but it’s nowhere near as strong as I can sense it in Kishiko. I uh, I don’t mean to sound like a jerk or anything, but to me, it feels like she’s got a lot more of it than you do.” 
 
    “No offense taken,” Yasami said. “Don’t worry, I’m under no illusions about the limitations of my own minor gift. But it surprises me greatly that you’re able to sense Beast Magic in others. Only shamans like Oshiki are able to do that. But then again, I suppose I shouldn’t be that surprised. It’s become quite clear to me that your Beast Magic is prodigiously strong.” She smiled at him softly. “Coming back to the question of Kishiko, I do believe you when you say that you’ve sensed that she has a great deal of Beast Magic… but I don’t understand why she would want my grandfather dead. He’s been very good to her and is extremely fond of her. And if he dies and the Akai clan is dissolved, she’ll be out of a job and would likely end up as a rich man’s concubine at best, or in one of the brothels of Ragashimo.” Yasami shook her head. “A beautiful young woman like that who comes from a low social caste doesn’t have many options. Ozu taking her in as a servant when she was a teenager was about the best thing that could have happened to her. Why would she repay this immense generosity on my grandfather’s part by turning around and killing him—and thereby consigning her own existence to one of miserable concubinage or whoring?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Andy said. “Maybe she’s in cahoots with Sabazaki, although my gut instinct is telling me that as much of a jerk as he is, he’s not involved. There’s also the possibility that Kishiko could be secretly working for someone else.” 
 
    Yasami frowned and nodded. “You’re right. She could well be a spy for the Hushaki clan, and if she was, it would make perfect sense that she would eventually try to assassinate Ozu. I’m sure the Hushaki would compensate her extremely generously for such an act, maybe even marry her off to a high-ranking Hushaki heir, even though she’s of a lower caste. It would be even better for them if Ozu’s death looked like it was an accident, because then there would be no risk of retaliation against them. Not that we have much strength to go to war against them, since they outnumber us greatly, but Ozu’s death without any risk of reprisal would be a massive victory for them.”  
 
    “I wanted to tell Ozu this today, after our training session, but Kishiko came and fetched him. Maybe you can mention this to him. He’ll definitely trust you.” 
 
    “I can’t, not now. Kishiko will be there with us the whole time,” Yasami said. “And straight after dinner she’ll take him and help him get ready for bed. I won’t have a chance to speak to him alone. And then tomorrow, I’ll already have left for the Great Library by the time he wakes up.” 
 
    “Alright, well I’ll tell him tomorrow,” Andy said. 
 
    Yasami shook his head. “I don’t think you should do that.” 
 
    Andy cocked his head, frowning. “But why? I mean, we’re pretty sure that it was Kishiko who was behind the assassination attempt, so surely Ozu should be informed as soon as possible?” 
 
    “It’s not that simple,” Yasami said. “He’s very attached to Kishiko and very protective of her. He sees her almost as another granddaughter. He does like you a lot, Andy, and he does believe that you were the great warrior whose coming was foretold by the seer monk… but that doesn’t mean he’ll believe you when you come out and accuse his beloved servant of trying to kill him. Especially with no solid evidence.” 
 
    “But I know that she’s got strong Beast Magic,” Andy protested. “Surely that in itself should be evidence enough?” 
 
    “It isn’t,” Yasami said. “My grandfather knows little about the workings of Beast Magic, and although he acknowledges that it can be useful, he’s still somewhat suspicious of it. When I was a little girl, and I first realized that I had the gift, for years he tried to get me to either ignore it or even quash it. It was only my mule-like stubbornness that eventually persuaded him to allow me to go to Oshiki to develop my abilities. And even then, he quietly disapproved. I’m lucky that I’m a girl, and that he’s always had a soft spot for me, especially after the murder of his son, my father. If my father had lived, and if I’d been a boy, there’s no way Ozu would have allowed me to dabble in the forbidden Beast Magic. What I’m trying to say is that Ozu won’t accept that you supposedly sensing that Kishiko possesses Beast Magic is evidence that she wants him dead. And there’s something else about this whole thing you need to know, Andy.” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s that?” Andy asked. 
 
    “To formally make an accusation that someone is conspiring to commit murder—which is the length you would have to go to in order to make Ozu really take you seriously—is an extremely serious matter. A false accusation is punishable by either dismemberment or death. That’s why nobody has come out and formally accused anyone of conspiring to murder Ozu yet, because they know that if they cannot back up their accusation, they risk losing either a limb or their head. Like I said, my grandfather is extremely fond of Kishiko, and as much as he likes you, Andy, he will not take kindly to you accusing her of conspiring to take his life.” 
 
    “I can’t even mention that I suspect that she might be involved?” Andy asked. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a good idea. He wouldn’t like that, and he wouldn’t take it well at all. Even if I said it, I’d be in trouble. What we need is concrete proof—something more solid than you merely sensing that Kishiko is able to wield Beast Magic.” 
 
    “I’m not sure where we’re going to find that,” Andy said. 
 
    “I don’t either, but we can’t do much until we do find it,” Yasami said. “Until then, keep your eye on her, and keep your senses on full alert. If you detect any Beast Magic being used when I’m not here, you’ll know she’s up to something. It’s clear that her mission—if she really is the one who tried to kill my grandfather—is to make his death look accidental. She won’t simply stab him while he’s sleeping or slip poison into his tea or food.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t she try to poison him?” Andy asked. “She might get desperate, and she might resort to that. Surely there are poisons that don’t leave any traces of their use?” 
 
    Yasami grinned. “There are poisons like that, yes, but there’s no way she’d be stupid enough to use them on a shinobi in a shinobi stronghold, surrounded by people who are masters of the use of all poisons! We shinobi know what subtle signs to look for, signs that even doctors would miss; there’s no way that she could get away with poisoning him.” 
 
    “Alright, so I guess Ozu is safe for now… until Kishiko brings in a tiger or something.” 
 
    “Like I said, keep your eye on her, and keep your senses on full alert,” Yasami said. “Does Kishiko know that you know about her Beast Magic powers?” 
 
    “I don’t think she does,” Andy said. 
 
    “That makes sense,” Yasami said. “Like I said, it’s a rare ability to be able to detect Beast Magic in others. Make sure you keep it that way. Don’t let her know that you possess these powers too.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” 
 
    “I’d better get going, Andy,” Yasami said. “Otherwise I’ll be late for my dinner, and you know how Ozu is with punctuality. I guess this is farewell… for now.” 
 
    “I guess it is,” Andy said, standing up. He felt an impulse to give her a hug, but wasn’t sure how she would take this.  
 
    Yasami looked as if she wanted to do or say something too, but after a few awkward moments of them standing and facing one another, she gave a short bow, smiling. “Farewell, Andy Knight. I hope you learn much in your training over the next few weeks. And do your best to watch over my grandfather.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I will,” he said. “And good luck with your mission to the Great Library. I hope you’re able to find some answers about what the Ghost Army is, and where they came from.” 
 
    “I hope so too. Never have I faced such a powerful and seemingly invincible foe.” 
 
    “Not completely invincible,” Andy said. “We know that as tough as those undead bastards are, they can’t handle light and fire.” 
 
    “And that’s why we’re taking a lot of extra firewood, lamp oil, and fire arrows on our long journey to the Great Library,” Yasami said. “We’ll be safe… until those monsters and whoever is controlling them figure out how to bypass their weakness to fire, of course.” 
 
    “Let’s pray that that doesn’t happen too soon,” Andy muttered grimly. “Anyway, good luck with the journey. I’ll see you when you get back,” he said, bowing. 
 
    Yasami smiled, gave another bow, and then turned and glided off. Andy watched her go until her form melted into the wall of darkness beyond the circle of lamplight. He felt a greater sense of loss than he thought he would with her departure; she had only been gone a few minutes, but already he was missing her. And the whole time they had been talking, he hadn’t been able to get thoughts of just how pretty she looked in her kimono out of his head. 
 
    “Now is definitely not the right time to start thinking about that kinda stuff,” he muttered to himself, and got busy with a tried and tested method of distraction from emotional turmoil: diving headlong into a design and engineering project. Soon enough, his ink-tipped quill was scratching furiously at the parchment, and on its surface a new and revolutionary design began to take form, one which Andy was sure would change the lives of everyone in the stronghold for the better. 
 
    But as effective a distraction as this was, he couldn’t banish one thought from his mind, and it wasn’t his confused feelings about Yasami. Instead, it was his absolute conviction that Kishiko was the one who had tried to kill Ozu—and accompanying it was an unsettling sense of dread that she would try to complete the job. And she would try soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Although Andy was dog-tired by the time he crawled into bed, he asked a servant to wake him an hour before dawn. He hadn’t quite finished his plans for the new water system, and he wanted to get these done before sunrise, when he was expected in Ozu’s dojo. He felt as if he had only barely closed his eyes when he was awoken by a splash of cold water across his face. 
 
    Andy’s eyes popped open, and he sat bolt upright on his bedroll, every muscle tensed, his heart racing. He was caught momentarily in the grip of a terrifying sense of panic and confusion. A lamp had been lit in his room, illuminating the small space in tones of umber and orange. For a second or two, he had no idea where he was or how he had got here, but then he saw the ornate wooden box, covered in intricately beautiful carvings of wild animals, next to his bed. He glanced at the stump on his left hand where his pinky finger used to be. Then, it all came back to him. 
 
    Standing in the corner was the servant, a slender, effete man in his fifties with long gray mustaches and a pinched, angry looking face. Attired in a simple brown kimono, he held an empty cup in one hand and a pail of water in the other.  
 
    “Do I need to throw another cup of cold water into your face, Andy Knight, or may I leave?” he asked sourly. 
 
    “Uh, no, no, I’m good,” Andy said, still feeling mildly disoriented, as if he was straddling both the waking world and the realm of dreams. “I’m getting up now, thanks for the, uh, very fresh wakeup.” 
 
    The servant gave a quick, stiff bow and then hurried out of Andy’s small, sparse room. Beyond the rice paper walls, the world was still thick with the darkness of the fading night, and the starry black sky had not yet begun to gray with the approach of dawn. Although Andy’s weary body and mind were pleading with him to slide back under the rough woolen blanket and sleep for another few hours, through sheer force of will he crawled out of bed and forced himself to get up. 
 
    Or, at least, he tried to get up. His body, which had been quite effectively tenderized like prime steak by Ozu the day before, was crippled with aches and stiffness. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Andy groaned through gritted teeth. “I feel like I ran a marathon and stood in for Mike Tyson’s favorite punching bag for a couple hours.”  
 
    With pain burning in every muscle and joint, Andy managed to heave himself out from under the blankets and struggle to his feet. As soon as he tried to take a step, though, he stumbled and almost crashed through one of the rice paper walls, so intense was the pain that shot through his body. 
 
    He had stopped himself from smashing through the wall by gripping one of the timber pillars that supported the roof. Holding onto this pillar, he steadied himself and tried to take another step. Again pain blasted through him. He almost lost his balance, and he stood there panting and gritting his teeth, his face twisted into an expression of sheer agony. 
 
    “How the hell am I going to get through another day of Ozu beating me up if I can’t even walk to the dojo, let alone get out of my room?” he gasped. 
 
    This worry was no exaggeration. Every step was an exercise in extreme pain tolerance, but more than that, his muscles and joints simply didn’t seem to want to cooperate with what his brain was telling them to do. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Andy muttered to himself. “But I’m not about to let this stop me.” 
 
    Ozu had forbidden him from using his ki during the training sessions, saying that he needed to master the art of ninjutsu on a purely physical level before bringing ki into it. Andy understood why the grandmaster shinobi wanted him to do this and was fine with complying. However, if every training day took a week to recover from, it would be a very long time before he moved out of white-belt territory. 
 
    “Ozu said I couldn’t use my ki during training,” Andy said, “but he didn’t say anything about using it outside of training hours.” 
 
    It was a gamble, but it was one he was prepared to take. If Ozu chewed him out for it, so be it—at least he would be able to walk without feeling like a centenarian with a severe case of arthritis. Closing his eyes and drawing in a deep breath, Andy focused on the deepest core of his being, where his life force glowed like a bright ember in the dark. As Ozu had taught him, he tapped into this glowing source of heat, light, and energy. He drew that energy out from its fiery center, spreading its soothing heat throughout his body. 
 
    He could feel his ki core being drained as he did this. Its bright light grew dimmer in his mind’s eye. The depletion of this energy was worth it for the relief it brought to his stiff, pain-battered body. Soon, his body started to feel supple and limber again. The aches, stiffness, and pain melted away. He felt as if he had been frozen, with every fluid in his body having turned to liquid nitrogen, but now, like a snowman in hot sunshine, it was all thawing out. 
 
    After around fifteen minutes, he felt completely restored, and was bursting with vigor and energy, and not a single spot of pain remained. When he took off his sleeping clothes to change into his black training gi, he saw that even the bruises and welts that had covered his body had faded greatly. 
 
    Andy’s ki was mostly gone after this, but he shrugged this off. He didn’t need it for training, and hopefully it would be restored in twenty-four hours, so that when he dragged himself out of bed the next morning, similarly paralyzed with pain and stiffness after the beatings he would no doubt receive today, he could heal himself again. 
 
    The sour-faced servant returned with a tray of breakfast. Andy rushed through the meal, and then got busy with completing his plans for a new water system. He managed to complete the drawings just before sunrise, and he ran over to the room of the elderly handyman, just down the hall from him in the servant’s quarters, to give him the plans. 
 
    The handyman—a short, rotund man with a head as round as his bulging belly and the massive, gnarled hands of a man who had spent his entire life using them for grueling physical tasks—had been informed of Andy’s plan, although he had scoffed at the idea, especially since the current design of the water gathering system was his own. 
 
    However, when he looked over Andy’s drawings, his heavy-lidded eyes widened with surprise, and he couldn’t stop himself from letting out a few gasps of awe. 
 
    “If this is how you barbarians gather water,” the handyman grudgingly said, “we have no business calling you ‘barbarians’. This system is unlike any I have ever seen, or could have imagined. How did you do this?! I… I think I understand the principle behind it, but… I must admit, I could never have devised such a thing myself.” 
 
    “Physics, bitc—” Andy began with a grin, but he cut himself short before completing that sentence. “Uh, yeah, we ‘barbarians’ do have a few advanced technologies,” he said instead. “Using weights, gears, and counterweights is something I’ve studied, kinda, since I was a kid. Don’t worry too much about how it works, or how I know it works, just trust that it will—because it will.” 
 
    “If it does—” 
 
    “It will.” 
 
    “If it does,” the handyman continued, “it will save the servants an immense amount of labor. The crank will only need to be turned a few times a day, instead of having to be turned manually for hours a day. I will tell you something, Andy Knight, if this thing works, every servant will be forever grateful to you. They all grumble about the task of turning that crank, especially after a long day of work.” 
 
    “As long as you can build everything exactly according to these plans, I guarantee it’ll work,” Andy said. “And if it saves effort and allows the stronghold to get a lot more water from the river in a lot less time, it’s a win-win situation, right? Anyway, I have to run. You can build everything in these plans, right?” 
 
    The handyman nodded slowly. “It will take a few days, but yes, I’m confident I can construct everything in here accurately.” 
 
    “Good man,” Andy said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Keep me updated on how it goes, and thanks for all your help!” 
 
    Andy raced over to Ozu’s personal dojo, which he arrived at just as the first sliver of the burning sun peeped over the tops of the distant mountains. He walked into the dojo—a large, airy hall with a high ceiling and dark, hardwood pillars at regular intervals between varnished wooden walls on which all manner of weapons and armor were mounted. Between the racks of weapons were large scrolls covered in calligraphy. The writing was the same as that on Andy’s wooden box: a script that was similar to medieval-era Japanese kanji, but different enough that it was clearly a separate language. Most of the central space was covered in thin tatami mats, and in the center of these was Ozu. 
 
    Dressed like Andy in a black training gi, the old man was seated in the lotus position with his eyes closed and a calmly beatific expression on his face, exuding a Buddha-like aura of Zen. He slowly opened his eyes as Andy entered the dojo. 
 
    As he had been taught to, Andy got down on his hands and knees and bowed low before the grandmaster of the dojo, touching his forehead to the floor. 
 
    In response, Ozu sprang to his feet and gave Andy a half-bow. “Come, Andy Knight,” he said. “I see your movements are supple and, I imagine, pain free?” 
 
    From the mirthful twinkle in the old man’s eyes, and the glimmer of a smile on his lips, Andy guessed that he wasn’t in trouble for using his ki to heal himself. “That’s right, Master Ozu,” he said. “And uh, I’m guessing you know why that is…” 
 
    “Of course,” Ozu said. “And I am pleased that you took the initiative to heal yourself with your ki. I did not say that you could do this, but also I did not forbid you to do it. This is good, this is very good!” 
 
    Andy felt quite surprised. He hadn’t expected such a positive reaction to his supposed bending of the rules. 
 
    Ozu read this surprise on his face and chuckled. “We shinobi are not like the samurai, or the foot soldier class, who obey their orders to the letter and never question their superiors. When they fight in groups, in which disobeying an order could result in death and defeat on the battlefield, such blind obedience is necessary. For we shinobi, who often operate alone on clandestine missions, in which a change in circumstances can require a complete reevaluation of one’s strategy, the ability to think independently and to think outside the box, and to bend or break the rules, can mean the difference between success and failure, between life and death. So, for this reason, I am glad that you did this.” 
 
    “I just wanted to be able to actually get to today’s training session, let alone be able to get through it, Master Ozu. And if that meant bending a few rules, then that’s what had to be done.” 
 
    Ozu’s smile broadened. “You are a very enthusiastic and eager student, Andy Knight. This is good, this is very good. Come, let us not waste any more time talking. Show me how much of yesterday’s training you remember. Attempt to strike me on each of my eleven crippling pressure points.” 
 
    Ozu had been right: pain had been a swift and effective teacher. After having had each of those eleven points painfully attacked by Ozu the previous day, Andy knew exactly where they were. He and Ozu got into combat stances, and then Andy delivered punches, kicks and elbow, knee and single-knuckle strikes to each of Ozu’s pressure points. Ozu blocked each of these strikes with ease, but he nodded after each of them, clearly pleased with Andy’s progress. 
 
    “Well done, Andy Knight, you learned yesterday’s pressure point lesson well,” he said. “Now let’s run through some of the throws I showed you. These require a much more complex series of movements than the pressure point strikes. I won’t be too upset if you get a few of those wrong.” 
 
    As minor as Andy’s former MMA training back in his world had been, it meant that the mechanics and movements of judo-like throws and BJJ-style grappling moves were not entirely unfamiliar to him, so he was able to recall most of the throws that Ozu had taught him—the focus of which was much more on brutal lethality than any throws he had learned in MMA. 
 
    “Excellent, excellent indeed!” Ozu said after they had run the gamut of every throw, chokehold, and limb-breaking trap they had gone over the previous day. “You truly are learning at a prodigiously fast rate. I am confident that you are now ready to start your weapons training. We will, of course, continue to practice unarmed combat every single training session, though. But now we will work with weapons. You are already quite familiar with the operation of a crossbow, from what I hear?” 
 
    “I’ve been messing around with crossbows for most of my life,” Andy said, “so yeah, they’re one weapon I’m pretty familiar with.” 
 
    “Good,” Ozu said. “I understand that my granddaughter has already shown you a few moves with a bo-staff?” 
 
    Andy nodded. “Yasami did show me a few things with a bo-staff, yeah.” 
 
    “We will continue to drill with this weapon, because it forms a solid base from which one can master the skills of other weapons,” Ozu said. “But right now, I want to explore some other weapons.” 
 
    Andy peered up at the rows of weapons, both sharp, battle-ready items and blunt wooden training weapons, that lined the walls, and eagerness gleamed in his eyes. His gaze roved over all sorts of spears, bows, kusarigama, daggers, throwing knives, and throwing stars, and an array of other weapons. His stare lingered for quite a time on one particular weapon, though: a magnificent nodachi, a katana-like greatsword. 
 
    Ozu followed Andy’s gaze and chuckled. “That is no shinobi weapon, Novice. The nodachi is a battle sword used only by the largest and most powerful samurai warriors in pitched battles on open ground. Although, that said, someone of your stature and size could wield a nodachi with deadly speed and power. If, of course, you were a samurai.” 
 
    “I guess that means I don’t get to learn how to use a nodachi then, huh?” Andy asked, and the disappointment in his tone was glaringly evident. 
 
    “Go on, take it off the wall,” Ozu said, grinning. “The basic sword strokes are the same, whether you are using a ninjatō, a katana, or a nodachi. Of course, when you get into the meat of advanced swordsmanship, these three swords are all used in completely different ways in very different situations, and for our shinobi training, we will only be focusing on the ninjatō… but just for today, I will allow you to use the nodachi while learning basic cuts and parries.” 
 
    “Awesome!” Andy exclaimed, springing to his feet and practically sprinting over to the wall to take the nodachi down. Its weight felt comfortably nimble in his hands rather than cumbersome, although he immediately felt that this blade was far heavier and more unwieldy than the shinobi Akazitu’s ninjatō, which he had previously borrowed. 
 
    “I have to admit that this sword suits you, even though you are no samurai,” Ozu remarked. “The man I took it from was close to your size.” 
 
    “The man you took it from?” Andy asked, while giving the nodachi a few clumsy test swings. 
 
    “A samurai I killed,” Ozu said, his dismissive tone making it sound as if killing an elite warrior was as mundane a task as taking out the trash. “When I was a much younger man—although even now, I think I would still be able to trounce that blustery fool.” 
 
    “Why’d you kill him?” Andy asked. “Was it in battle or something?” 
 
    “He got in my way,” Ozu said casually. “He was doing his job as a bodyguard, and I was doing mine as an assassin. He failed in his task, but I succeeded in mine. The daimyo he was protecting died with my dagger buried in his eyeball.” 
 
    Andy turned and looked at Ozu with a new sense of awe, as well as a dose of healthy respect. It was easy to let one’s guard down in Ozu’s presence. With his cheerful attitude, his mischievous eyes, and grandfatherly smiles, one could quite easily forget that he was a master assassin and an elite warrior who could and would take a life in the blink of an eye if necessary. 
 
    “Come, Andy Knight,” Ozu said, taking a ninjatō down from the wall. “Stand next to me and perform the basic sword strokes in unison with me. As we have done up to this point, I will demonstrate the moves a few times first, and then we will perform them together. First, though, I must make sure that you are holding your weapon correctly, and that your body is in the correct stance, and your weight is supported in the correct manner. Balance and stance are the sturdy roots of the tree that is swordsmanship. Every swordfight is a violent tempest, and if your roots are not firmly planted, like a tree with weak roots in shallow soil, you will be ripped up and blown away.” 
 
    Ozu went on to show Andy exactly how to plant his feet, and how to distribute and carry his weight. Andy felt like a natural with the nodachi, and Ozu noticed this right away—a fact that irked him, because he didn’t want Andy growing too attached to a weapon he considered completely unsuitable for a shinobi. 
 
    “The power of a good cut comes not only from your arms and shoulders,” Ozu said, once Andy had mastered his stance, “but from your core and your hips, and your legs too—much like how I taught you to use the weight and strength of your entire body to add tremendous power to your punches and elbow strikes. This is the same for any weapon: use them as you would your fists. They must be an extension of the weapons that are already parts of your body, not entirely separate entities.” 
 
    Andy followed Ozu’s instructions and gave a few test cuts. He felt good, as if he was getting the technique right. 
 
    Ozu looked on and smiled, but there was a hint of mischief in his smile. “Andy Knight, let us see how well you can apply what I have taught you. Let’s see just how effective your nodachi is against my ninjatō.” 
 
    He walked over to a corner of the dojo and grabbed a couple of rolled-up tatami mats. He then stood these up in a row across the dojo. “Feel the edges of both weapons,” Ozu said to Andy, “just to make sure they are roughly the same in terms of sharpness.” 
 
    Andy ran his fingertip along the edge of his nodachi, and then along the edge of Ozu’s ninjatō. Both blades were extremely sharp. “They feel about the same, Master Ozu,” he said. 
 
    Ozu nodded. “So, you agree that with the blades being of equal sharpness, yours, with its extra length and weight, should be a more effective cutting tool than mine, yes?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Andy said. “If both were swung with the same force by the same person, the nodachi should cut a lot more effectively.” 
 
    “Then let us see,” Ozu said, grinning. “We’ll start with a single tatami mat. That should be easy enough.” He walked up to one of the rolled-up tatami mats, and with a single stroke, slashing diagonally downward, he sliced straight through the tatami with ease. Then he gestured for Andy to do the same. 
 
    Andy stepped up to the next tatami mat. “No big deal,” he whispered to himself as he got into the correct stance. With a savage slash, he hacked through the tatami mat, easily splitting it in half. He turned to Ozu and flashed him a proud grin. 
 
    “Well done, but we are only warming up,” Ozu said. He took two tatami mats and placed them together, and then cut effortlessly through both, his ninjatō blade gliding through them as if they were made of nothing but warm butter. 
 
    Andy managed to cut through two mats, but found that it was not nearly as effortless as cutting through a single mat. But when Ozu upped the ante and casually sliced through three mats, Andy hit his wall. Even though he put all of his power into the cut, the nodachi blade got stuck halfway through the third mat. 
 
    Ozu chuckled. “What’s wrong, Novice? You are much bigger and stronger than me, and your blade is a far more effective cutter than mine, yet you cannot get through three tatamis, while I can do it with ease. Here, I’ll cut through four tatamis next. No, make it five…” 
 
    Andy watched as Ozu effortlessly hacked through five tatami mats—a cut that could have easily cut two men, side by side, in half. 
 
    “This, Andy Knight, is the difference between using brute strength and poor technique and using effective strength and perfect technique,” Ozu said. “You are learning well, but don’t get too cocky; swordsmanship is not an art you can master in a day, a week, or even a month. Yes, it is clear that you have a natural ability with a blade, but don’t let this natural talent inflate your ego. Let’s get back to your footwork and stance, and delivering the cuts from your strong roots, anchored to the ground.” 
 
    They spent the rest of the morning simply working on Andy’s stances and footwork, with Ozu going to great pains to make sure Andy was performing the various sword strokes he taught him with maximum efficiency. By the end of the morning, Andy’s entire body, not simply his arms and shoulders, were aching. 
 
    They took a break around noon, and Andy knew who was bringing them lunch before she even entered the dojo, for he could sense her hidden power. Kishiko walked in bearing a tray of food for both men. As she always did, she was coldly polite toward Andy, but clearly affectionate toward Ozu. Andy narrowed his eyes as he stared at her, seeing her in an entirely new light now that he was all but certain that she was the one who had tried to kill Ozu. Her jaw-dropping beauty didn’t seem nearly as attractive anymore, now that Andy knew that behind those angelic features was the soul of a ruthless murderer. As to how he would be able to prove this to Ozu, though, that was another matter entirely. 
 
    After they finished lunch, Andy got up and started walking over to the wall where the swords were, but Ozu called out to stop him. “This afternoon’s training will be spent outdoors, and will not involve weapons,” he said. “It is for just as essential a component of the art of the shinobi as mastering weaponry, though.” 
 
    “Alright Master Ozu,” Andy said. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Down into the valley,” Ozu answered. “There is an obstacle course there in which you’ll learn all sorts of things about agility, acrobatics, and moving with stealth. Absolute mastery of stealth and speed and agility of movement are one of the factors that most greatly differentiate us from other warrior castes, like the samurai.” 
 
    They headed down the treacherous stairway that spiraled around the great karst rock upon which the stronghold was perched. This time, Andy didn’t enlist any animal spirit assistance in his descent, for he knew that he couldn’t and shouldn’t rely on it as a crutch to get difficult things done. The descent was scary, but not as terrifying as it had been before. Andy was getting used to it now, and although his descent was far slower and more cautious than the light-footed Ozu’s, who traversed the narrow stairway with the nonchalant ease and confidence of a mountain goat, he wasn’t too far behind Ozu when they finally reached the safety of the ground. 
 
    Ozu led Andy through the forest. After around fifteen minutes of travel, they came to a massive clearing, far larger than a football field. It contained a large and complex obstacle course complete with climbing walls, tall towers of both stone and wood, various ropes and chains hanging from tree limbs, vaulting frames and other structures, as well as tunnels that went underground. There was also a manmade pond, with water diverted from a nearby stream. 
 
    At one end of the clearing was a stone hut, which Ozu unlocked and entered. He came out carrying two ropes with grappling hooks on the ends. One of these he handed to Andy, and the other he kept for himself, idly twirling the grappling hook as he spoke. 
 
    “This is the most basic of our climbing tools,” Ozu said. “And just as mastery of the bo-staff is an excellent foundation upon which we can build the mastery of other weapons, mastery of the grappling hook and rope climbing is the foundation upon which we will construct a host of other climbing and agility skills. And just as it was with the sword techniques we did this morning, there is far more to climbing with a rope than sheer strength. The right technique will enable you to climb further, faster, and more quietly than any cat or monkey—but it is, of course, to such creatures that we look for inspiration when it comes to climbing!” 
 
    They spent the afternoon scaling the various walls and towers, and Andy proved to be an adept student, quickly picking up a variety of climbing techniques. By the end of the day, he was stiff and sore, but feeling inspired and energized. 
 
    “Well done, Andy Knight, you are learning quickly,” Ozu said as he locked the equipment back up in the stone hut. “Soon you’ll be the envy of monkeys and cats everywhere!” he added with a chuckle. 
 
    “I enjoyed what we did this afternoon, Master Ozu,” Andy said, “but it feels like we only used a fraction of the items on the training ground. I want to give them all a go… even though I don’t know the first thing about how to approach half of them!” 
 
    Ozu laughed. “Your enthusiasm is commendable, yes, extremely commendable. But all in good time, all in good time. Perhaps tomorrow afternoon we will get you started on water breathing.” 
 
    “Water breathing?” Andy asked. 
 
    “Not literally breathing underwater, of course,” Ozu said, “for we are men with lungs, not fish with gills. But by breathing through hollow reeds, we can remain underwater for many hours, hiding like patient but deadly crocodiles to strike at just the right moment. Of course, this also requires conditioning to the cold, and elemental conditioning is another part of our training. In summer, you will be conditioned to withstand extreme heat and dryness, and train your body to go without water as long as possible. In winter, we will train in only loincloths in the snow and ice for hours, to build resilience to the cold. Patience and the ability to tolerate extreme temperatures is a key component of being an effective shinobi. Sometimes, we must move and strike with the speed of cheetahs, but other situations may require us to move as slowly as the growing of an oak tree. It all depends on the mission. And, of course, you will learn how to read your surroundings and how to assess a situation to determine exactly what the best approach for that particular situation would be.” 
 
    They returned to the stronghold just as the sun was setting, and again Andy navigated the treacherous stairway without the use of any animal assistance. Ozu bade him farewell for the day and headed off to his private quarters. Andy, meanwhile, wandered over to the water gathering area, and was surprised to see that his improved water system was not only complete, but it was also already operational. 
 
    The old handyman was standing next to it, watching as the semi-automated system brought in bucket after bucket of water, far more rapidly than it would have if cranked by hand. It was bringing in so much water, in fact, that a long line of servants was hurrying to draw water from the main tank before it overflowed. 
 
    “You got this done way faster than I thought you would,” Andy said. 
 
    “The more I looked at your drawings early this morning, and the more clearly I was able to visualize the system, the more excited I got,” the handyman said, his smile glowing with joy. “I enlisted the aid of some servants who are handy with tools, and we spent all day creating and assembling the parts. We just got it up and running an hour ago, but look at it! Already it has far exceeded our hopes and expectations. With this volume of water, everyone will be able to bathe daily, not just the shinobi! I’ll tell you something, Andy Knight, you are now every servant’s favorite person in the stronghold. Prior to this, we servants would only be allowed to bathe once every three days due to the lack of water. This simple yet wonderful upgrade has changed our lives!” 
 
    Andy, grinning, clapped him on the back. “I’m glad it’s working so well,” he said. “I have to admit, even though I was confident in my design, I didn’t think it would be this efficient. I guess the appropriate way to celebrate is to take a good hot bath, which I could seriously use after all the sweating I’ve done today.” 
 
    “You do that, and you enjoy that soak,” the handyman said. “You’ve earned it. And also, as a novice shinobi, I believe you are allowed to use the shinobi bathing chambers. Not that we servants mind you using our bathing chambers, of course, but you’ll find that the shinobi facilities are far more luxurious.” 
 
    “Great, I’ll do that,” Andy said, looking forward to a decent bath. 
 
    The handyman directed Andy to the shinobi bathing chambers, which he had not yet seen, and then Andy grabbed a towel and headed inside. As soon as he stepped in, though, his anticipatory glee quickly faded, for he was greeted by an icy scowl. Sitting in one of the wooden bathtubs was Sabazaki, Yasami’s sour-faced, curmudgeonly cousin. Sabazaki, a skilled but petty-minded shinobi, had hated Andy since the moment he had first arrived here. 
 
    “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the stone oni,” Sabazaki sneered, using this insult to emphasize that in his eyes, Andy was nothing more than a slave and a dull-witted brute. “What are you doing here, have you come to mop the floors or something? If so, get on with it and then get out. Your presence fouls this place, as does your rancid stink.” 
 
    Andy knew that it was a bad idea to take Sabazaki’s bait, for Sabazaki had made repeated attempts to goad him into a fight—a fight that Andy was sure to lose, even though he was larger and stronger than Sabazaki. However, seeing Sabazaki enjoying the fruits of his labor and the ingenuity of his water system design, and having to quietly eat the man’s insults without retaliation was something he was finding increasingly impossible to do. 
 
    “That’s my water you’re soaking your stinky ass in,” Andy muttered. “Maybe instead of being a complete dick, you could show a little appreciation and gratitude for the fact that my water collection system just massively improved the lives of everyone in this stronghold—including yours. You know what, just go ahead and soak in my water. I’ll leave. I’d rather go use the servants’ bathing chamber—at least I’ll be in the company of decent, respectful men there, instead of cowardly, insecure bullies.” 
 
    “What did you call me?!” Sabazaki growled, his face contorting into a crimson grimace of wrath. 
 
    Andy smiled coldly. “Are you deaf as well as ignorant, Sabazaki? You heard what I said. Goodbye.” 
 
    Sabazaki was about to spring out of his tub and attack Andy, but before he could, another shinobi entered the bathing chamber. Akazitu, the middle-aged shinobi who had fought alongside Andy against the Ghost Army that fateful night, wandered in. He immediately sensed the tension in the air and saw the wrath glowing on Sabazaki’s face. 
 
    “What are you doing, Sabazaki?!” Akazitu demanded. Like most of the shinobi, he had looked down on Andy when he had first arrived, but after seeing Andy put his life on the line to save a complete stranger when the bandits had abducted the peasant girl, and after seeing how courageously Andy had faced certain death, Akazitu had completely changed his perspective on the newcomer, and was now firmly in Andy’s corner. 
 
    “That barbarian scum insulted me!” Sabazaki roared, standing up in the tub with his jaw clenched and his hands balled into tight fists. “And now I’m going to teach him some badly-needed manners.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Akazitu growled. “If you even think about attacking Andy, you’ll have to get through me first—and you can rest assured that Ozu won’t hold back when it comes to applying the penalty for attacking a fellow shinobi of the clan. He’s already warned you about this. And I have no doubt in my mind that any insults Andy Knight has thrown your way were simply given in retaliation to whatever you flung his way, without any provocation other than his mere presence, I’ll wager!” 
 
    “Thank you, Akazitu,” Andy said calmly. “I appreciate you stepping in, but don’t worry, it isn’t necessary. I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Stay, my friend,” Akazitu insisted. “You have as much right to be here as he does, even though you’re only a novice.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Andy said. “I’ll see you later, Akazitu.” Without another word, he turned and left, but as he walked out, he couldn’t resist smirking, for he could hear Akazitu berating Sabazaki for his attitude and childish behavior. 
 
    As Andy was walking back to the servant’s quarters in the darkness of the early evening, he felt a strange sensation, but one that was now not that unfamiliar to him: he heard a voice, but not with his ears. Instead, the words echoed solely in his mind. 
 
    “You must be Andy Knight,” the voice said. “He said you’d be easy to pick out from the other humans.” 
 
    Andy spun around, sending his Beast Magic feelers out, for it was an animal that was talking to him, not a human being. This wasn’t the voice of Fluffy-san, the resident cat, and nor was it the voice of any of the oxen in the stronghold. Andy soon figured out who was speaking to him, though, for silhouetted against the huge twin moons of the Nobu-Teng sky was the outline of a large fruit bat, flitting around in elegant figures of eight a few yards above Andy’s head. 
 
    “Who said I’d be easy to pick out?” Andy asked. 
 
    “Oshiki, of course,” the bat said. “Who else would have sent me? I have a message for you: Oshiki asks that you visit him at his shack tomorrow morning to begin your training. He met Yasami on the road this morning as she and the others traveled through the forest, and she told him more about your abilities. He is very eager to begin training you in the art of Beast Magic.” 
 
    “Okay, well, thank you for delivering this message to me,” Andy said to the bat, communicating on a purely telepathic level. “I’ll ask Ozu if he’ll allow me to do that.” 
 
    Andy turned and started walking away, but the fruit bat continued to follow him, flitting around him in circles and figures of eight. “Er, excuse me,” the fruit bat said, “but I was promised a reward for delivering this message. I’ve flown a long way, you know, and the journey has been tiring…” 
 
    Andy smiled. “You sly bastard, Oshiki,” he said to himself. “Asking someone for a favor, and then getting someone else to pay them back! Crafty, very crafty.” He looked up at the bat. “Alright, alright, I’ll go to the kitchens and sneak you out some fruit, go hang around there and I’ll make sure you get some.” 
 
    Andy made a detour to the kitchens, where the servants—who were now all big fans of his after the success of his water collection system—were only too happy to hand him some spare apples and peaches. He gave these to the bat and then visited Ozu’s chambers to ask permission to visit the Beast Magic shaman the following day. Ozu wasn’t too happy about this, but Oshiki had saved his life, and although the grandmaster shinobi had mixed feelings about Beast Magic and the Old Way, he knew Andy had a rare gift. Although Ozu paid lip service to the official state religion, the Grand Temple, which outlawed the Old Way as heresy, he was far more open-minded than most people and realized that the Old Way was nothing like how the Grand Temple portrayed it to be. Thus, he reluctantly granted Andy permission to visit Oshiki the following day. 
 
    Andy set off at dawn, brimming over with excitement and eager anticipation at the thought of learning to master the wondrous and mystical art of Beast Magic under the expert—and possibly hilarious—tutelage of the cheerful drunkard Oshiki, who beneath his hobo-like exterior had the ability to command herds of elephants in battle and shift into the forms of mighty beasts like the tiger and the rhino. 
 
    “It’s gonna be an interesting day,” Andy said to himself as he set off on the path through the forest just after dawn. “Yeah, I think it’s gonna be a real interesting day.” 
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    As Andy journeyed through the forest, he opened his senses to its vast abundance of life. Although the vegetation and landscape features were slightly alien, much of what he saw and experienced reminded him of nature documentaries about the wild areas of East and Southeast Asia he had watched. Unlike the forests of his home world, though, which had largely been eradicated and which were mostly devoid of wild animals, the forests of Nobu-Teng were overflowing with activity. 
 
    Indeed, there were so many birds, insects, and animals in the dense woods that Andy felt quite overwhelmed with the intensity of their sounds and respective energies. He did not send his spirit feelers out to seek any specific animal, but he did practice attuning his Beast Magic sense as he walked, using it to seek out specific animals through the glut of energy all around him. 
 
    As he got closer to Oshiki’s shack, a curious thing happened: instead of what would usually happen, where Andy would reach out to a specific animal to establish communication with it, certain animals reached out to him. And their telepathic voices, which rang inside his skull, were not friendly. 
 
    “Who are you, human?!” a hidden panther demanded, its growl dripping with aggression. “Why are you here?!” 
 
    “I’m a friend of Oshiki,” Andy replied, wondering why the beast was so confrontational, which was something he hadn’t experienced with his dealings with animals up to this point. “He asked me to come and see him.” 
 
    “In that case, you may pass,” the panther said. “But if you’re lying, know that I won’t be far behind you. You won’t know when I’m ready to strike, and by the time I pounce, it’ll be too late.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I really am a friend of Oshiki,” Andy said warily. “You won’t need to do any stalking or pouncing on me.” 
 
    “You’d better hope I won’t, for your own sake.” 
 
    Feeling uneasy, Andy proceeded onward. After a few hundred yards, he was similarly confronted by a hidden tiger, and then after that by a rhinoceros and an elephant, all of whom made it clear that if he was up to no good, they would very quickly tear him to pieces.  
 
    By the time Andy arrived at Oshiki’s shack, he was feeling a little shaken up. He walked up to the rickety wooden door, which was half hanging off its hinges, and knocked on it.  
 
    “Oshiki? Are you there? It’s me, Andy. “ 
 
    “Ugh…” came a hoarse, strangled groan from within. “Go away, what are you doing here? I told you to come tomorrow morning!” 
 
    “Uh, it is tomorrow morning, Oshiki,” Andy said. 
 
    “Wh-what? It’s morning already?!” 
 
    “The sun does seem to be shining and the sky is blue, yeah,” Andy said. “I don’t know about Nobu-Teng, but where I’m from, that definitely makes it morning.” 
 
    “Curses, curses, piles of rancid elephant dung, ugh!” Oshiki muttered as he dragged himself out of bed. “Feels like I just bloody well closed my eyes two seconds ago. Curse you and your punctuality, Andy Knight! Couldn’t you just be tardy like everyone else?” 
 
    “I, uh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you up, it’s just that you said—” 
 
    Oshiki flung open the door, and a wave of pungent air from within the shack, thick with the smell of stale beer, rushed out and assailed Andy’s nostrils.  
 
    The old man stood there clad only in torn, grubby fisherman’s pants. With his round, chubby face and his huge gut hanging out, he looked like a bearded laughing Buddha—but wearing a scowl rather than a smile.  
 
    However, his frown quickly morphed into a grin when he saw Andy.  
 
    “Come in, come in!” he said enthusiastically, his attitude having done a rapid about-turn. “Never mind me, I’m always grumpy when I first wake up after a night of drinking. But first, take off your armor and leave your weapons outside. I don’t like weapons, and I don’t like armor.” 
 
    At Ozu’s insistence, Andy had worn his ninja-yoroi and armor, and was carrying a crossbow and his bo-staff. Ozu had warned Andy that he could encounter danger along the way and that if he did, he should use his ki to fight, despite everything he had been teaching him up to this point. 
 
    Andy took off his armor, leaned his weapons against a nearby tree, and followed Oshiki into the shack.  
 
    The place was rather sparse: there was a bedroll, some ragged clothes hanging from hooks on the wooden walls, a crude table and basic stools, a few tomes and scrolls, and some cooking pots, pans, bowls, and plates.  
 
    And, of course, plenty of jugs of various kinds of alcohol.  
 
    What immediately caught Andy’s gaze, however, was all manner of animals sitting, perching, or sleeping in various places in the hut—everything from owls to foxes, snakes to rabbits, and badgers to bats and more. These animals, who all seemed extremely relaxed, took no notice of Andy. 
 
    “Whoa, it’s like Dr. Dolittle’s in here,” Andy murmured. 
 
    “What?” Oshiki asked, his face scrunched up with confusion. 
 
    “Uh, nothing. It’s just, well, there are a ton of animals in here, and I wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    Oshiki chuckled. “I have many friends in this forest, and they often come to stay. They’re usually better company than most humans too, most of the time.” 
 
    Andy laughed. “I bet.” 
 
    “Have a seat, sit down,” Oshiki said, gesturing to one of the stools at the small, rough table. “I’m going to brew some nice strong tea to wake me up from this wooly stupor. Half of me is still asleep.” 
 
    “I met some of your friends on the way here,” Andy said as he sat down, “and they weren’t too friendly.” 
 
    “I apologize if they came across as a little… threatening,” Oshiki said with a chuckle, “but things are getting dangerous, and I asked my friends to make sure I didn’t have any unwanted company. I need some extra protection, if you know what I mean. Wouldn’t want anyone sneaking up on me when I’m asleep, because when I pass out, I sleep like the dead. Sorry about that, I forgot to tell them that you’d be coming here.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Andy asked. “What danger are you talking about? The Ghost Army, or something else?” 
 
    Oshiki walked over to his simple iron kettle, filled it up and suspended it over the small fire that was burning in his crude stone hearth at the far end of his shack.  
 
    “The Ghost Army, the Ghost Army,” he murmured as he stared at the kettle, waiting for it to boil. “Not many things scare me, Andy, but this new threat does. My animal friends are terrified of it as well, even the mightiest of them. There are many monsters that have appeared in recent times, monsters that haven’t been seen for hundreds or even thousands of years… but I do not fear them, even fearsome ones like the ushi-oni. This Ghost Army, though, those things are something else. They ripped a bull elephant to shreds a few nights ago. The poor creature couldn’t run fast enough from them. And it looks like when he was cornered, he tried to put up a fight. You know how powerful and ferocious an enraged elephant bull is, I’m sure, but they defeated him as easily as if he’d been a cowering mouse.” 
 
    “I fought the ghosts myself,” Andy said, “and they’re… well, they're pretty damn horrifying.” 
 
    Oshiki gasped and spun around, his eyes wide with surprise. “You fought them—and lived?!” 
 
    “Only because I discovered a key weakness of theirs,” Andy said. “They’re afraid of heat and light. We used fire against them. We had to chop up and burn down an entire wagon to keep them at bay, but it worked. Without that fire, though, I wouldn’t be here now. I chopped one of the demons’ heads off, and it did nothing to it. It kept on coming for me, and the head kept snapping and biting, as if it was still on the demon’s shoulders. The only thing that worked against it was fire.” 
 
    Oshiki nodded slowly, considering everything Andy had just told him. “Ah fire, yes, I see, I see. It makes sense, given that these foul things only seem to appear when it’s dark. But fire is the one weapon my animal friends cannot wield; they are helpless against these demons. I’ve told them all to simply run fast and far if they even detect a hint of this Ghost Army appearing anywhere in the forest.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what the Ghost Army actually is, where it comes from or why it’s here?” Andy asked. 
 
    Frowning deeply, Oshiki shook his head. “I wish I had some answers for you, but I have no idea where this evil comes from or what it’s trying to do. There’s one thing I am sure about, though.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “That it hasn’t simply appeared out of nowhere, for no reason. The same goes for the various monsters that have started to appear. These things have not come here of their own accord—someone has been and is summoning them, I believe. Someone in this world is bringing them here.” 
 
    “So, like, some sort of evil sorcerer or something?” Andy asked. 
 
    “Someone who is able to wield powerful magic, yes,” Oshiki said. “Who, exactly, I cannot say. Although, I suspect that it could be someone within the Grand Temple. Their façade of purity, piety, and holiness conceals a dark and festering evil. It has been this way for a long time, but most people cannot—or will not—see this.” 
 
    “I haven’t exactly been in Nobu-Teng very long,” Andy said, “but the more I learn about the Grand Temple, the less I like ‘em. They remind me a lot of a whole bunch of powerful and corrupt organizations back where I come from.” 
 
    “The Grand Temple did not start out as an evil organization,” Oshiki said. “The founder was a genuine holy man, a true paladin who did much good in the world in his time. And the Grand Temple did not start out as a ‘grand’ organization at all. In fact, their values weren’t so different from those of the Old Way. But over time, as the Temple grew in size, popularity and influence, they changed. Power, as it does to all people and all organizations, corrupted it. And the more powerful the Temple grew, the more it attracted those kinds of people who lust after power—and these types are usually those who are the absolute last people who should ever have access to power.” 
 
    “Can’t people see this?” Andy asked. 
 
    Oshiki chuckled dryly and shook his head. “How can most people see this?” he continued, brewing tea with the boiling water as he spoke. He added a number of herbs to the teapot, stirring it gently. “The peasants are kept uneducated and ignorant by the daimyos and the priests, who benefit from that ignorance. Only elite scholars are allowed into libraries. Commoners are generally forbidden from researching history, and people who do not know history and who only know of the present are easily manipulated. Most people have no idea at all that many in the upper levels of the Grand Temple are evil, and they simply follow their teachings blindly. And those teachings have, over time, turned everyone completely against the Old Way. Those of us who possess the wonderful gift of Beast Magic, who can communicate with our animal brothers and sisters, are shunned, demonized, seen as dangerous heretics. Why? Because the beliefs of the Old Way threaten everything about the way the Grand Temple controls the masses.” 
 
    “Damn…” Andy murmured. 
 
    “Bah, forget about the stupid Grand Temple for now,” Oshiki said. “Talking about those greedy, power-hungry hypocrites always leaves a foul taste in my mouth. Here, have some of my special brew herbal tea. It cures any hangover, and it also puts hair on your chest! Go on, have some!” 
 
    Chuckling mischievously, Oshiki poured some tea for Andy. The steaming liquid had a somewhat bitter aroma, and Andy was wary of sampling it. However, he didn’t want to offend Oshiki, so he took a sip. The taste wasn’t nearly as bitter as Andy had anticipated it would be, but his brain didn’t even register this—all he could taste was fire. He gulped the swig of tea down and then started coughing and gasping, with his eyes bulging, his nose running and sweat dripping down his rapidly reddening face. Oshiki looked on and roared with laughter, slapping his sides. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Andy croaked hoarsely when his coughing fit subsided. “That was like… supercharged Tabasco sauce! I feel like it might just have melted my vocal cords!” 
 
    “It’s good, huh?” Oshiki sipped on his own cup of tea and gave no indication that it was anything more than the mildest of brews. Not a drop of sweat was visible on his face, and there wasn’t the slightest hint of any discomfort on his part. “I’ll admit, it takes some getting used to when you first try it … but when you get past the initial shock, and see how it makes you feel, you’ll soon appreciate how good it is.” 
 
    Andy felt a warmth spreading out from his stomach all through his body. While the initial burst of heat in his face had felt tremendously hot, the warmth that was now filling him was pleasant and restorative, and it was definitely energizing. He could see how this drink could supposedly cure a hangover—and considering how fond Oshiki was of alcohol, Andy was sure he had plenty of experience with hangovers. 
 
    “You won’t find tea like this anywhere but here.” Oshiki gulped down a mouthful of tea and followed it up with a hearty belch. “This is made with some herbs and fungi that can only be found in the deepest and most inaccessible parts of the forest.” 
 
    Andy gingerly took another sip of his tea, and while it did feel like he was chugging chili sauce, it wasn’t as bad the second time around. Now that he could feel the vitalizing and energizing effect of the tea, he was willing to endure its fiery taste. 
 
    “I think I’m starting to like it,” Andy said. “Thank you, Oshiki. So, uh, what are we going to be doing today? You wanted to start training me in the ways of Beast Magic…” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Oshiki said, eagerly rubbing his hands together. “Tell me, when did you first realize you had the gift?” 
 
    Andy shrugged. “I’ve always loved animals, ever since I was a kid. And I’ve always felt like I had a bond with them, but it wasn’t until I came to Nobu-Teng that I developed this whole Beast Magic thing.” 
 
    “But you have only been here a very short time.” Oshiki furrowed his brow. “You mean to tell me that in this very short time you have already been able to use your Beast Magic so potently?” 
 
    Andy nodded. “I guess, yeah. I’m as mystified as you, Oshiki, trust me. A lot of it I just, kinda, figured out myself and went with my instincts, ya know?” 
 
    Oshiki’s frown deepened, and he stared intently at Andy. “Give me your hands,” he said. “Come on, quickly, give me your hands.” 
 
    Andy complied, reaching across the table to Oshiki, who took his hands in his.  
 
    “What I’m about to do may feel a little strange,” Oshiki said, “but don’t worry, it won’t harm you in any way. Don’t try to resist, please, even if it feels uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Alright, go ahead,” Andy said warily. 
 
    Oshiki closed his eyes and gripped Andy’s hands tightly, and then started to chant something in a language Andy neither recognized nor understood. As the shaman did this, Andy felt a curious and rather unpleasant sensation rippling up his arms—it felt like snakes or worms were burrowing under his skin, racing up his arms toward his heart. His first instinct was to yank his hands out of Oshiki’s, but remembering what the shaman had said to him, he resisted this impulse and held firm. 
 
    The weird sensation quickly grew even more unpleasant, for it felt as if the invisible serpents were swimming madly around his torso and starting to burrow into his vital organs. It was becoming increasingly difficult to resist the urge to tear his hands out of Oshiki’s. 
 
    It became even worse when the sensation migrated to his head, and it felt as if these strange worms were boring through his skull into his brain. At once, a piercing migraine blasted through his head, and the sudden agony was so intense that Andy almost cried out. Still, though, he held firm, closing his eyes, clenching his jaw, and gritting his teeth against the pain. 
 
    As quickly as it had appeared, the awful sensation vanished, and with it the agony. Oshiki’s grip slackened, and he released Andy’s hands. When Andy opened his eyes, he saw Oshiki staring at him with a sense of quiet wonder and awe, his crimson lips parted slightly with disbelief. 
 
    “Uh, what did you see?” Andy asked. The way the shaman was staring at him made him feel almost as uncomfortable as the horrid sensations of a few seconds earlier had. 
 
    “I just… can’t believe it. I didn’t think… I can’t…” Oshiki murmured, stunned. 
 
    “Come on Oshiki, you’re making me a little worried here,” Andy said. “I don’t have terminal cancer or something like that, right?” 
 
    “There is nothing wrong with you at all,” Oshiki said slowly, “but you are certainly not ‘normal’. Your Beast Magic is incredibly strong—stronger than anyone’s I have seen. I’m sorry if my surprise alarmed you, I just… I wasn’t expecting to find such a potent concentration of power in someone who for all intents and purposes is a complete novice, a newborn in the world of Beast Magic. You have an immense gift, Andy, a gift that will one day far surpass mine.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Andy murmured. “I’m not even sure what to say, Oshiki, I really had no idea that I possessed anything like this, and—” 
 
    Oshiki chuckled and beamed a warm, reassuring smile at Andy. “Say nothing, Andy. Smile and be grateful that the spirits have blessed you so generously. Open your mind and your spirit to what I am going to teach you. But, more importantly, let your heart and spirit lead you. I heard that Ozu is instructing you in the ways of the shinobi, yes?” 
 
    “He is, yeah.” 
 
    “Learning about the Old Way and the secrets of Beast Magic will not be a journey like the one you will undertake with Ozu. I am not your teacher, your instructor. I am merely a guide, leading you through a metaphorical jungle—a jungle of the heart, mind, and spirit. In the Old Way, there are no ranks, no belts, no castes, no masters or grandmasters. All there is is spirit, spirit and magic. You can choose to listen to me, or you can choose to ignore my advice—although considering I have many decades of experience in this world, you can ignore it at your own peril. There is only one serious rule that should never be broken. Everything else is really up to you.” 
 
    “And what’s the one rule that shouldn’t be broken?” Andy asked. 
 
    “It’s very simple,” Oshiki replied. “Do not use your Beast Magic for evil purposes. Do not use it to harm or kill innocent beings, do not use it to steal, plunder, or pillage. Don’t use it for greed, for selfishness, for vanity or avarice.” 
 
    “And what happens if I break this rule?” Andy asked. “Not that I intend to, of course, I’m just curious.” 
 
    Oshiki shrugged. “There is no Old Way Temple, there are no high priests or paladins who will track you down and punish you. But there will be consequences, make no mistake about that. Firstly, you will inadvertently punish yourself: every time you partake in an act of evil, you destroy a piece of your own soul. Your own corruption will be your punishment. But more than that, you will ruin your standing among those who are most crucial to your Beast Magic powers: the animals upon whom you depend for your power.” 
 
    “You mean I have a reputation among animals?” Andy asked. 
 
    Oshiki nodded enthusiastically. “Of course! You must have noticed by now that you cannot simply take from our animal brothers and sisters without offering something in return. And it may surprise you to know that our animal brethren have their own moral code, their own concept of honor. And if you debase that code by using the powers you gain from them to commit evil—and yes, they are aware of the difference between good and evil—they will refuse to aid you, and word will spread about your evil. And the more your reputation is tarnished, the fewer creatures will be willing to help you, no matter what you offer as a reward.” 
 
    This got Andy thinking about when he had first arrived in Nobu-Teng, when he had woken up in the middle of the night and discovered a panther dragging Ozu’s limp, unconscious body across the courtyard outside his room. And when he had confronted the panther, it had told him that a human had enslaved and starved it for weeks before unleashing it on Ozu. 
 
    “If someone had a bad reputation among the animals, but they possessed strong Beast Magic, would they be able to force animals to do their bidding anyway?” Andy asked. 
 
    “They could, if their magic was very strong,” Oshiki said. “But this would further destroy their reputation among the other animals.” 
 
    “What if they prevented whatever animal they were forcing to serve them from communicating with other animals? Like, they pretended to be all nice and generous and stuff, but then when they got it somewhere where it could be trapped, and it was isolated from other animals, could they maintain their reputation, so to speak?” 
 
    Oshiki cocked his head, frowning deeply. “What are you asking me these things for? I have seen that there is great goodness in you, so why would you even think of doing something like this?” 
 
    “Not me,” Andy said. “A girl at the Akai stronghold called Kishiko…” He went on to explain everything he had discovered about Kishiko, including the fact that he could somehow sense her Beast Magic, although she apparently couldn’t sense his, and gave Oshiki as many details about the episode with the panther as he could remember. 
 
    Oshiki’s frown tightened into a scowl of disgust, and he spit on the ground.  
 
    “That deceitful, evil little wench,” he snarled. “After everything you have said, I have no doubt that she was behind the assassination attempt. I cannot believe anyone would be so disgusting as to use the Old Way in this manner. She is clearly crafty and devious. I must say I am surprised that I did not know she existed, though. The gift of Beast Magic is an exceedingly rare one these days, and fewer and fewer people are born with it. I only know a handful of other Beast Magic practitioners in Nobu-Teng, and I know that none of them would have taught her to abuse her gift in that manner. Of course, I suppose she could have deceived her teacher just as easily as she has everyone else, if he or she did not look too deeply into Kishiko’s soul. For your safety and for Ozu’s, she must be exposed and expelled from the Akai stronghold. Once someone has corrupted themselves to the degree she clearly has, there is little chance that they will return to the side of good.” 
 
    “The problem is,” Andy said, “she’s got Ozu in her pocket. She’s charmed him totally and completely. I’ll never be able to convince him that she had anything to do with the assassination, not without some really solid evidence. And every minute that passes without her being convicted is a minute in which she’s able to plot another attempt on his life. I have to out her and stop her before she tries again.” 
 
    Oshiki scratched his chin. “The panther was killed, yes?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So there’s no chance of getting the beast itself to act as a witness,” Oshiki said. His frown, however, curved up into a cunning smile. “But what you could do is find out where the panther was held captive. There’s bound to be some evidence of its presence left behind. Fur, a whisker, maybe even a claw sheath. But also, I’ll bet anything that there’ll be a witness in the vicinity. The problem will be with getting Ozu to accept that witness’s testimony, because of who the witness will be…” 
 
    “Kishiko is smart, very smart,” Andy said. “She’s gotta be, to have put this whole thing together and to have gotten away with what she did. She wouldn’t have allowed any witnesses to see what she was doing.” 
 
    “No human witnesses,” Oshiki said, grinning. “But I’m willing to bet that that panther was locked up very close to the stronghold, probably in one of the caves in that huge karst rock the stronghold is perched upon. And in those caves are rats, plenty of ‘em. They will have seen what Kishiko did.” 
 
    “Somehow, I don’t think Ozu is going to believe that a rat is a credible witness, much less that we can actually understand what a rat is saying,” Andy said with a sigh. “I don’t think that’s going to work.” 
 
    “Ozu knows more of the Old Way than he lets on,” Oshiki said, “and as much as he disapproves of Beast Magic and the Old Way, he knows that he cannot deny its truth and its power, especially since I brought him back from the brink of death. And he knows that his granddaughter can communicate with beasts. Again, he disapproves of it, but he knows the truth of it. And if we can get three of us testifying that these little creatures are saying that Kishiko imprisoned the panther in the caves, we might just have a chance of convincing him of the truth of who and what she really is.” 
 
    “There’s one problem with this plan, though,” Andy said. “I don’t know where to begin to look for these caves. I didn’t even know there were caves in the rock.” 
 
    Oshiki chuckled, and glee sparkled in his eyes. “And that, Andy, is why you are here! You don’t personally need to go climbing down those sheer, steep walls, risking your neck. With some help from your animal brethren, you’ll be able to enlist the aid of a friendly creature who is far more suited to doing such climbing than you are. Of course, with a bit of training and practice, you can do what I would do, and shift into the form of a gibbon or an orangutan, or any creature that is both agile and strong.” 
 
    The prospect of being able to do this greatly excited Andy—but it also terrified him, in a way. Talking to animals and harnessing their powers to enhance his own senses and abilities was one thing, but completely transforming his entire body into a totally different form was something else. What would it feel like? Surely a transformation of such immense magnitude would hurt, probably a lot. And what if he got stuck? What if he could change into an animal form, but then was unable to change back? 
 
    Oshiki, reading these questions and doubts on Andy’s face, reached across the table and gave Andy’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “Andy, I know the prospect of a full transformation must seem unnerving, and believe me, before my first full transformation, I was terrified too! I had to down a few jugs of fire shōchū to gain the confidence to attempt it… but once you’ve done it once, once you’ve gotten over that first scary hurdle, you’ll never look back. That said, this isn’t something you need to worry about just yet. You do have a tremendous pool of natural talent, but you are not quite ready to get to this level of Beast Magic just yet. For now, let’s focus on what is within your ability to achieve.” 
 
    Andy nodded slowly. In some ways, he was thankful that he wouldn’t have to attempt something so intense and frankly frightening just yet, but on the other hand, he was a little disappointed that he wasn’t quite ready for it. 
 
    Oshiki polished off the last of his tea, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and got up, groaning and sighing.  
 
    “Ahh, my special brew. It banishes any hangover, but never completely! My head still feels as woolly as an unsheared sheep, and my guts are about as happy as a mouse in a cat’s jaws. A few shots of fire shōchū should cure that. But before we drink, come, let’s begin your training. We’ll start with stretching. Stand over there, reach up to the sky, then bend down and touch your toes! Ahh, yes, that’s it, feel that stretch!” 
 
    “We are, um, going to be learning about Beast Magic, right?” Andy asked, feeling a burn in his hamstrings as he stretched. 
 
    “Oh yes, of course!” the surprisingly flexible Oshiki replied cheerfully. “But first, we stretch. Always stretch, Andy, always stretch! Flexibility makes everything better.” He bent down further, and abruptly let out a thunderclap of a fart, which got both him and Andy laughing. “And a sense of humor, that too is important, Andy!” He chuckled. “I thought that was going to be a silent one, hahaha!” 
 
    “Never trust a fart,” Andy said, still chuckling. “That’s a lesson many have learned the hard way.” 
 
    “A lesson that never seems to be able to permanently penetrate this dense skull of mine!” Oshiki laughed. “Listen, remember how I said my guts weren’t too happy? Well, they’re getting really upset now. Last night’s extra-spicy stew is coming back for revenge. I need to go visit the outhouse in the forest just down the trail. And, er, given the state of my bowels after all the spicy stew and fire shōchū last night, I might be a while. Why don’t you step outside for some fresh air while I’m busy?” 
 
    “Uh, sure, I’ll do that,” Andy said. 
 
    Grimacing and clenching his buttocks, Oshiki burst out of the shack and half ran, half waddled down a trail that led into the forest beyond the shack. Andy walked out into the morning sun and stood around for a while, checking out the clearing beyond the shack. There wasn’t much there but a washing line, a wooden bathing tub, and an axe and a chopping block for firewood. 
 
    Andy didn’t have much time to stand around and be bored, though, for he quickly sensed the presence of an animal nearby—a large, dangerous animal. And it was very, very close.  
 
    “A tiger,” he whispered to himself. 
 
    A deep rumble, more a growl than a roar, reverberated through the clearing. Despite Andy’s connection to animals and his ability to communicate with them, the sound, which got his innards vibrating, triggered a primal, instinctual fear deep within him, and icy terror gushed through his veins. He turned around slowly, his heart pounding in deep, percussive thumps, his blood running cold. He saw the huge cat step through a tangle of palm leaves into the clearing. Its baleful eyes were locked on Andy, and the tiger’s gaze was not a friendly one. Despite being of a muscular build and well over six feet tall, Andy couldn’t help but feel like a puny child in the presence of this apex predator. 
 
    Andy didn’t allow his primal fear to paralyze him. Instead, he hurriedly established a link of telepathic communication with the tiger. 
 
    “Are you the tiger I spoke to earlier?” he asked. “I told you before, I’m Oshiki’s friend. He’s in the bathroom back there, you can ask him yourself. There’s no need to be aggressive, we’re all friends here…” 
 
    The tiger took a step closer to him, and the huge beast flattened its ears and growled. Beneath its striped coat, its savage muscles were taut and tense, ready to be unleashed in an explosion of raw power. Its mouth curled into a snarl, and another deep, threatening growl rumbled like low thunder through the clearing. 
 
    “I have never spoken to you, human,” the tiger growled, its voice deep and threatening inside Andy’s head. “And as for that foolish drunkard, Oshiki, what makes you think I care one bit about him? This isn’t his forest—it’s mine. And you… you’re trespassing on my territory.” 
 
    Andy swallowed a mouthful of nothing. His mouth was suddenly dry, and his limbs were feeling leaden. Nausea churned in his stomach, and his thoughts were racing in a mad panic. He had met a few standoffish beasts before, but never one so hostile. He had assumed that his ability to communicate with animals had meant that he would never be in danger from them, but now he realized just how naïve an assumption that was. 
 
    His shinobi armor and weapons were across the clearing, and the tiger was between Andy and the weapons anyway. He might be able to reach the axe, but would he really be able to fend off an angry tiger with nothing but a wood chopping axe? Perhaps if he could pour some ki into it, but that would take a few seconds, and it would take the tiger all of a single second, perhaps less, to cover the handful of yards that separated them.  
 
    Andy was quickly beginning to realize just how dire his situation was. He realized that his only hope lay in talking his way out of this situation, or at least stalling the tiger until Oshiki returned. 
 
    He held up his hands in a futile gesture of peace. “Listen, I’m really sorry for trespassing,” he said, continuing to communicate telepathically with the tiger. “I had no idea this was your forest. I’ll just, uh, I’ll be on my way, and we can forget all about this, okay? There’s no need to fight or anything.” 
 
    “Who said anything about a fight?” the tiger growled. “This isn’t going to be a fight. It’s going to be a massacre.” 
 
    The beast growled and took another step closer to Andy, and the gleam in the tiger’s eyes was one of pure aggression and cold fury. Andy knew this look well, from playing with cats when he was a kid—except this was no housecat, and this was certainly not a game. And the look was the one that shone in the eyes of a cat seconds before it pounced. 
 
    Andy knew that negotiations were over. Any further words were pointless. His Beast Magic couldn’t save him here… but perhaps his shinobi skills could. The axe wasn’t exactly an ideal weapon for this sort of situation, but it was certainly better than trying to take on a tiger empty-handed. He needed to distract the beast for a second, just to give him that single second to lunge across and get the axe in his hands. 
 
    An empty ale cup was lying on the floor near Andy’s feet, and he knew he couldn’t hesitate a moment longer. He darted forward and kicked the cup at the tiger’s face. As the beast flinched from the hurtling projectile, Andy lunged across and grabbed the axe, whipping it into his hands and springing into one of the combat stances Ozu had taught him. 
 
    At that moment, the furious tiger pounced with a bone-chilling roar, hurtling through the air toward Andy like an incoming military rocket. 
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    Andy tried to whip the axe across in a diagonal hack, but not even the fastest warrior on the planet could have landed this blow before the tiger hit him. A five-hundred-pound projectile of muscle, fur, fangs, and claws slammed into Andy with bone shattering force, knocking the axe out of his hands, slamming him to the ground and pinning him down.  
 
    In the blink of an eye, he was trapped. 
 
    The tiger lunged for his face, its enormous jaws gaping. All Andy could do was close his eyes and scream. 
 
    “Honk!” 
 
    Instead of saber-like fangs ripping Andy’s face off his skull, chubby fingers gripped the tip of his nose and gave it a playful squeeze. Andy was in such a state of shock that it took him a few seconds to register what had happened, but when he finally opened his eyes and saw that it was Oshiki on top of him instead of a wild tiger, a tsunami of relief gushed through him. 
 
    “Oshiki!” Andy gasped, his heart still racing as madly as if his blood had turned to caffeine. “You scared the living crap out of me!” 
 
    The shaman chuckled and heaved his bulk off Andy, dusting himself off as he stood up. “So not everything about Beast Magic comes completely naturally to you then, does it Andy?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Andy groaned as he struggled to his feet. Although Oshiki hadn’t got his claws or fangs into him while in his tiger form, the sheer impact of the tiger’s weight crashing into him at speed had done some damage, and Andy was bruised and sore all over. 
 
    “Well, you’ve picked up so much on your own, operating on pure instinct,” Oshiki said, “that I wondered just how far this instinct would take you. I thought I’d give you a little test. You know, see how you handled things under some real pressure.”   
 
    “I’m guessing I failed that test,” Andy said. 
 
    Oshiki chuckled, grinning mischievously. “Quite spectacularly, yes!” There was neither triumph nor mockery in his smile, though—just mirthful sympathy. “Don’t worry about it. If you had passed the test, it would mean that there is nothing more I could possibly teach you—and we haven’t even gotten started yet. Only a shaman who has been practicing Beast Magic for many years could have done what was needed to prevent the tiger from attacking—or figured out that it was rather no wild tiger, but a practitioner of Beast Magic who had shifted forms. I must say, given everything you have worked out on your own about the art of wielding Beast Magic, a small part of me was actually expecting you to pass the test…” 
 
    “What should I have done?” Andy asked. 
 
    “Well, there are two things. The first would have been recognizing that it was me in my tiger form, not an actual wild tiger. But to do that, you would have had to not only communicate with the tiger, but to look into the core of its ki, which you would have discovered was that of a man, not a tiger. You see, when a shaman shifts forms, he can change everything about his physical form, but he cannot change his ki. The core of one’s ki—your soul, your spirit, if you want to call it that—can never be changed. Whether you shift into the form of a mighty elephant or a tiny mouse, your core ki will remain the same.” 
 
    “Hmm, I see,” Andy said. “So, the whole changing forms thing… How does that work? Where do you even begin to start?” 
 
    “That is a lesson that you cannot learn in a day,” Oshiki said. “I will teach you when you are ready, but you are clearly not ready just yet. Let’s talk more about the second thing you could have done.” 
 
    “Alright, and what’s that?” Andy asked. 
 
    “You already have experience in communicating with animals and requesting to use their powers to enhance your own physical abilities by linking your ki to theirs,” Oshiki said. “And you know that the animal has to consent in order for you to do this.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quickly. Some of ‘em are generous with it, but others can be real jerks, which I guess is something I shouldn’t be surprised about.” 
 
    “Yes, like people, they all have their own personalities. But, going back to what you could have done, in an emergency, you don’t actually need their consent.” 
 
    Andy’s eyebrows shot up with surprise. “What? You mean I could forcefully take an animal’s powers?” 
 
    “Yes,” Oshiki said. “It’s guaranteed to make that animal your enemy, and they will hate you for it and probably try to kill you somewhere down the line, but if you’re in a pinch, you can overpower their ki with brute force. You can control a beast like a puppet master controlling a puppet on strings. Of course, I don’t recommend doing this unless you’re literally going to die if you don’t. Word will quickly spread through the animal kingdom about you, and there’s no surer way to destroy your reputation than to do this, but if this is the only way to save your life or the life of another, it can be done.” 
 
    Andy furrowed his brow and scratched his chin. “I wonder if this is how Kishiko managed to trap and imprison the panther?” 
 
    Oshiki nodded grimly. “I would say that is quite likely. She would have found it very difficult to get a wild panther to willingly enter whatever prison she locked it up in. And if she is using animals for such nefarious purposes, I doubt she cares at all about her reputation in the animal kingdom.” 
 
    “She likely doesn’t, no,” Andy said. “Which makes it even more important to try to stop her before she makes another attempt on Ozu’s life. There’s no telling how soon she might try again.” 
 
    “This is true,” Oshiki said, “so we must do everything we can to stop her. With that in mind, let me teach you how to control a beast by force. This is not only useful in situations like the one you just experienced, but also if someone like Kishiko sends a beast to attack you—which, from everything you’ve told me about her so far, sounds like something she could well do.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t put it past her to try something like that,” Andy said, “so let’s do this.” 
 
    Oshiki walked over to the axe Andy had dropped. He picked it up and tossed it to him. Andy caught the axe, staring at it with a quizzical expression.  
 
    “What does using an axe have to do with Beast Magic?” he asked. 
 
    “I assume you have been shown how to use your ki to charge a weapon, yes?” Oshiki asked. 
 
    Andy nodded. “I have, yeah.” 
 
    Oshiki stared expectantly at Andy, grinning. “Well what are you waiting for, then? Go on, show me!” 
 
    Andy closed his eyes, dug deep into the core of his ki, and felt its energy surging through his veins. He poured this crackling energy into the axe, fusing its wooden haft and steel head to the power that was flowing through him. As he did this, the whole axe began to glow red. 
 
    Smiling and nodding enthusiastically, Oshiki clapped his hands with delight. “Yes, yes, that’s it! Now get rid of that stupid axe.” 
 
    “What? But I only just charged it up,” Andy said. 
 
    “You don’t need a weapon for what you’re about to do.” 
 
    Andy cut off his ki from the axe, and the weapon’s red glow instantly faded. He dropped it and turned to face Oshiki. 
 
    “Now, you’re going to use a very similar technique to what you just did with that axe,” Oshiki said. “You’re going to dig deep into the core of your ki, and draw on it, and pour it into something just like you poured it into that axe. Except this time, you’ll be pouring it into a living creature.” 
 
    “I don’t get how I would do that, though,” Andy said. “Without grabbing and holding the creature. And that wouldn’t exactly have been a wise thing to do a few minutes ago, when that ‘wild tiger’ was about to attack me.” 
 
    “Ah, now that’s where you’re wrong,” Oshiki said. “When you’re using your ki in the manner that Ozu taught you, yes, you do have to be holding a weapon or an item to charge it up with ki. But if you’re using this technique with Beast Magic, you don’t have to be holding or touching the animal you wish to control. You only have to be close enough to it to look it in its eyes. You’ve probably heard the phrase, ‘the eyes are the windows to the soul’, correct?” 
 
    “Yeah, I have.” 
 
    “Well, that phrase is correct in more ways than one,” Oshiki said. “A skilled practitioner of Beast Magic, as well as other forms of magic, can access a person’s or an animal’s ki through their eyes. Has Ozu taught you anything about the minor forms of magic that shinobi use, such as manifesting fireballs or iceballs, or other such things?” 
 
    Andy shook his head. “No, he hasn’t.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised, since you’re still a novice. Anyway, they use a similar sort of technique, but don’t worry, you don’t have to know how to do that. Right now, I want you to focus on my eyes. Harness your ki, as if you were going to charge up a weapon, but instead of using your mind to picture the ki flowing from your hands into a weapon, as if you were pouring it into an empty, inanimate vessel, you must instead visualize the ki you’re pulling from your core as two crossbow bolts. These bolts will form in the space behind your eyes, and your whole body will be the crossbow string that launches them. So form these ‘ki bolts’, one behind each eye, and leave some ki left over to fill your body and limbs. Ozu taught you how to enhance your empty-handed strikes with ki, right?” 
 
    Andy remembered how with a single punch he had literally taken a bandit’s head off his shoulders. The power of ki was both awesome and terrifying. He nodded. 
 
    “Good. It sometimes helps to perform a physical action with this technique,” Oshiki said, “even though you aren’t actually doing anything with your muscles to launch these ki missiles. What I always found helpful when I was first learning this was to tense my muscles and cock my elbows, with the backs of my hands against my chest. Imagine you’ve got some drunken oaf in a tavern right up in your face, and his chest is against yours, and you’re preparing to give him a mighty shove to get him away from you. Get in that sort of pose and do that sort of action when you unleash your ki bolts from your eyes. It’ll help.”    
 
    “Alright,” Andy said, uncertain. “I’ll try.” 
 
    Oshiki chuckled. “Not ‘try’,” he said. “Do it. There cannot be any doubt in your mind. You must simply do this—just as you have done with everything up to this point. Your spirit will figure it out.” 
 
    “Okay, so I’m visualizing these crossbow bolts of ki forming behind my eyes,” Andy said as he focused on pulling ki from his core, as he would if he were charging up a weapon, into the space behind his eyes. He did his best to picture the stream of electric ki splitting in half and taking form behind his eyes as two crossbow bolts. 
 
    “Good, good,” Oshiki said. “And remember to also visualize your body as the crossbow limbs and string that will propel these bolts. But there’s also something else that’s very important. The ki bolts are not simply disconnected projectiles. These are not at all like the fireballs a skilled shinobi would fling. These are harpoons. You must visualize strings of ki attached to the ends of the bolts, and these strings must remain attached to your deepest core at all times. Make sure you visualize strong, thick cords of ki attached to these harpoons.” 
 
    Andy breathed in deeply as he did his best to focus on this. “Alright, I’m getting there. Yeah, I’m getting there… Okay, I think I’ve got it. I’m ready. But one question first.” 
 
    “Of course, ask away,” Oshiki said. 
 
    “Can I do this to a human, or is this strictly a Beast Magic thing?” Andy asked. 
 
    “I knew you would ask this,” Oshiki said. “You could do it to a child, yes, and perhaps even a meek, fearful adult, but not most people, at least those who have some semblance of autonomy. Animals’ souls are like those of children, they are complex, but simple enough to be overpowered by sheer force of will—even immensely powerful animals like tigers and elephants. But an adult human’s spirit is different. They have been dealing with all sorts of psychological power struggles their whole lives, and most people will have learned by adulthood how to at least partially resist those who attempt to control and manipulate them. You must surely have experienced how easy it is to lie to a child compared to an adult, yes? You can make a child believe almost anything if you tell a lie with enough smoothness and sincerity. However, for anyone but the most naïve adults, it is much more difficult.” 
 
    “Okay, I see, I think I get it,” Andy said. “But how am I going to practice doing this on you if you know how to resist it?” 
 
    Oshiki chuckled. “I’ll pretend I can’t. And to make it more accurate, I’ll shift into an animal form. We’re going to repeat the scenario we went through earlier, but this time, instead of trying to fight me, you’re simply going to control me with those ki crossbow bolts behind your eyes. When you’re ready, fire those harpoons into my eyes; the bullseye of your target will be the soul behind my animal eyes. Focus your mind’s eye on this target when you fire those harpoons.” 
 
    “Okay, but what do I do when they hit the target?” Andy asked. “How do I actually control you?” 
 
    “I can’t explain that,” Oshiki said, smiling. “It’s something that you have to experience yourself. Don’t worry, your spirit will know exactly what to do when the harpoons are in place. Remember, you’re aiming to control me like a puppet master making his puppet dance on puppet strings. Keep that image in mind, and also remember how ki flows through your own body. Here we go…” 
 
    There was a brief, dazzling flash of bright light, and then in the space where Oshiki had been there now stood a snarling panther. Andy knew that he was looking at Oshiki, but even so, a primal fear stirred within him and made his guts churn and his knees feel weak and jelly-like. Nonetheless, he did as Oshiki had said and focused on the panther’s baleful eyes. 
 
    The beast snarled, revealing a mouth filled with savage fangs. The deep, aggressive rumble it emitted only intensified Andy’s instinctual fear. However, he did not allow the fierce predator to intimidate him or break his concentration. Instead, he forced himself to intensify his degree of focus, and he stared intently into its eyes. 
 
    To increase the pressure on Andy and to make the situation more realistic, Oshiki growled and tensed his panther muscles, and started to advance on Andy as if he was going to pounce. 
 
    “It’s now or never,” Andy whispered to himself, his muscles taut and his ki at the ready. “Three, two, one…” 
 
    With a shout, he launched the invisible ki harpoons, thrusting his arms forward as if shoving an aggressive opponent away from him, while visualizing his muscles unleashing their power like a crossbow shooting its bolt. His unwavering focus remained on the panther’s eyes, and it was into these green and obsidian orbs that the harpoons of ki smashed. 
 
    In an instant, Andy found himself connected directly to the panther’s ki. The sensation was like when he used an animal’s powers to enhance his own, but far more potent. Indeed, it was almost as if he had become part of the panther, and it had become part of him. 
 
    Andy began humming the tune to Metallica’s Master of Puppets as he got to work, remembering what Oshiki had said about him controlling the beast as a puppet master would a puppet. 
 
    There was resistance, of course, but Andy forced his will to overpower the panther’s. As he did this, he felt a bizarre sensation, almost as if he was controlling a character in a video game. He could make it move, make it do what he wanted it to do, but it certainly wasn’t his body doing these things, even though his mind felt connected to the panther in that sort of manner. 
 
    The resistance from the panther continued. It was clearly angry and protesting against Andy’s takeover of its faculties, but it didn’t appear to know how to counter this, not with the force of his ki-harpoons embedded into its core, pouring his ki into it with a potent focus. 
 
    “Alright, I’ve got this, I’ve got this,” Andy said to himself. He found that if he made gestures with his hands, almost as if he was controlling a character on a Wii, it made it easier to make the panther do what he wanted it to do. “Okay… jump that way,” he said, flicking his hand in a diagonal direction. 
 
    The panther complied, although it very clearly didn’t want to. 
 
    “Run and jump up onto the roof of the shack!” Andy commanded, flicking his hand in that direction. 
 
    Once again, the panther did as he commanded. 
 
    “Now jump off the roof and climb up that tree over there!” Andy said with another flick of his hand. 
 
    This time, though, the panther did not comply. It jumped off the roof, but before it hit the ground, there was a bright flash of light, and Oshiki landed on the spot where the panther would have landed, moving with surprising agility and grace for his age and bulk. 
 
    “Alright, alright, that’s enough,” Oshiki said with a chuckle. “It doesn’t feel good to be controlled like a puppet, I’ll tell you that much! But well done, Andy, you picked that up very quickly.” 
 
    “The way you explained it made it easy to understand,” Andy said. 
 
    “Remember, you are only ever to use this skill in an emergency,” Oshiki said. “I’m aware how fun it is to be able to control a wild animal like a puppet, but it’s not at all enjoyable when you’re on the other end of the puppet strings. And like I said, doing this will very quickly destroy your reputation in the animal kingdom. A reputation there is like a reputation in the world of men—it can take years to build and seconds to destroy.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Andy said. “And thank you for showing me how to do that. Now, though, if you don’t mind, I want to head back to the stronghold. I have to find out where Kishiko was keeping that panther, and see if I can get some proof of what she did. Every second that she continues to walk free is another chance for her to make another attempt on Ozu’s life.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you and assist you,” Oshiki said. “We can use it as a learning experience to keep honing your powers. And besides, the thought of someone using Beast Magic for such a nefarious purpose makes my blood boil. I’m as eager to take her down as you are. Come, let’s have a quick meal and then we’ll get going.” 
 
    Oshiki prepared a simple porridge in a pot over his fire, but while he did this, he whispered things to each of the many animals who were in his hut. One by one, they each ran off into the forest after receiving whatever orders he had given them. 
 
    “Where are they going?” Andy asked. 
 
    Oshiki flashed him a mischievous grin. “You’ll see.”    
 
    The first of the animals—a red squirrel with an exceptionally puffy tail—returned after a few minutes carrying some nuts. Then a spider monkey came back carrying a bundle of fresh fruit. Soon enough, all the animals came back with items of fresh food from the forest. 
 
    “For a hermit who lives in a shack in the forest, I eat pretty well, right?” Oshiki remarked with a chuckle. “Go on, dig in! I bet you thought you weren’t getting anything but plain old porridge, huh?” 
 
    Andy couldn’t help but be impressed at the smorgasbord of fruit and nuts laid out before him. While some of the items were like those he was used to in his world, many of the nuts and fruits were completely alien to him. They all tasted delicious, though. 
 
    “How do you get these guys to bring you food?” Andy asked. “I mean, what do they get in return? I assume they’re not doing this for charity.” 
 
    “Everyone you see here owes their life to me,” Oshiki said as he shoveled down his porridge. “I healed each of them, saving them from life-threatening injuries. Unlike humans, most of whom are very quick to take other people for granted, even those who save their lives, animals never forget an act of kindness like that. If you save a beast’s life, you’re guaranteed to have a loyal and faithful friend for life, no matter what. I wish I could say the same for our species, but I’m sure you know how it is.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know how it is, trust me,” Andy said grimly, thinking of all the lies, deception, and betrayal he had experienced throughout his life. “And you’re right about animals being loyal friends for life—that’s also something I experienced in my home world. Not to the degree that you clearly have, though! But it was there, and it was real. Going back to the subject of healing, I remember how you brought Ozu back from the brink of death that night I first arrived here. Could you teach me more about using Beast Magic to heal?” 
 
    Chewing on a mouthful of fruit, nuts, and porridge that had his already chubby cheeks bulging like a hamster’s, Oshiki nodded enthusiastically. “Oh yes! Yes, of course, of course!” he said eagerly when he’d swallowed this hefty mouthful. “Healing is an enormous part of Beast Magic, and I’ll teach you all about it. But there’s also the art of healing using Nature, which doesn’t require any magic at all, only knowledge of herbs, leaves, and roots. The forest has plenty of powerful medicine, and the knowledge of it has been forgotten by most with the abandoning of the Old Way. I’ll teach you about that, too. All in good time, of course.” 
 
    They finished their meal, and then Oshiki washed up and grabbed a few jugs of ale. 
 
    “What are those for?” Andy asked. “It’s a little early for ale, don’t you think?” 
 
    Oshiki chuckled. “It’s never too early for ale! That’s one of the most important lessons you’ll learn from me! These are for the road, to keep us hydrated, and happy, on our way to the stronghold. Get your armor back on and gather your weapons—not that you’ll need them, but you can’t exactly leave them here. It’s time to get moving, and hopefully by the time the sun sets this evening, we will have proved once and for all that this Kishiko woman was behind the attempt to assassinate Ozu.” 
 
    “There’s one thing we haven’t considered yet,” Andy said. “What if Kishiko is a lot more powerful than either of us realize? What if she, like, turns into a tiger or an elephant or something, and tries to use her Beast Magic to take us out?” 
 
    Another smile came over Oshiki’s face, but this one was grim, devoid of any humor. The shaman’s kindly eyes steeled over and became as hard and cold as two balls of iron in his skull. Andy knew that he was catching a rare glimpse of the truly awesome power that dwelled behind Oshiki’s usual façade of cheerful buffoonery. 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Oshiki said quietly, every soft syllable dripping with undeniable menace. Then, though, his chirpy happiness returned in force, and he clapped Andy on the back and tossed him a jug of ale. “Drink up,” he said cheerfully, “and let’s get our joints lubricated for the long walk. It’s time to go!”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Andy had only had one jug of ale, which was around the equivalent of two large glasses, but he couldn’t help wondering if there was something else in the ale besides only alcohol, for he thought that he had to be seeing things. “You’re seeing that too, right?” he asked Oshiki. “It’s real, isn’t it? I’m not seeing things, I’m not hallucinating, am I?” 
 
    Oshiki stared at Andy with his head cocked to the side and his eyebrow raised. “Why wouldn’t I be seeing it? I don’t understand your question.” 
 
    “It’s just that… where I come from these things don’t… can’t… exist,” Andy stammered, his eyes locked on the incredible sight before him, his jaw hanging low with disbelief. 
 
    “It’s just a dragon,” Oshiki said nonchalantly. “I mean, sure, they’re not as common as, say, squirrels or monkeys, but it’s not unheard of to see one every now and then.” 
 
    Andy and Oshiki were standing on a huge house-sized rock that overlooked a large lake below. Oshiki had taken Andy on a different, more meandering route to the Akai stronghold than the usual path. And a hundred yards away, on a small island in the lake, a magnificent dragon was sunning itself. 
 
    The creature was large, but not as gigantic as Andy would have imagined one would be, at least not from the books, TV shows, and movies that were his only point of reference for such a thing. It looked as if it probably weighed about as much as an elephant, but its body proportions were, of course, far different to that of an elephant. It was a long, serpentine creature with four stubby, stout legs, each with a powerful clawed foot that reminded Andy of an eagle’s. Its thick tail was as long as its body, and on the opposite end of it was a large, fearsome head, which was almost horse-like but for a mouth full of savage fangs, with a shaggy mane and beard. What was most mesmerizing about the dragon’s appearance, though, was its scales. Its entire body was covered in red scales that shimmered with an iridescent rainbow sheen in the sun. 
 
    “Can it fly?” Andy asked, still flabbergasted. “Do they… eat people? And breathe fire?” 
 
    Oshiki roared with laughter. “Do you see any wings on that thing, Andy?” he asked. “Can a snake fly, or a hippopotamus? Come on, this is only ale we’re drinking, not tea brewed from those special ‘forbidden’ mushrooms you can find if you know where to look in the forest! As for what it eats, I’m sure it would munch on a human if one were foolish enough to get close to it.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to sound like a five-year-old,” Andy said, his eyes still locked on the incredible sight of the dragon. “It’s just that I always believed that dragons were completely mythical. I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised that they’re as real as horses or cows in this place, though. I did almost get eaten by an ushi-oni in my first few minutes of arriving here in Nobu-Teng, after all.”    
 
    “I suppose the animals are completely different in, where is the land you said you come from again, California, right?” Oshiki said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Andy said, chuckling and shaking his head. “We definitely don’t have dragons or ushi-oni there, I can tell you that! Man, if only I had a cell phone or a camera on me…” 
 
    “A what? What’s a ‘cell phone’? And a ‘camera’? Are these weapons?” Oshiki asked, his face scrunched up with confusion. “They’d better be powerful ones, because it’s no easy thing to kill a dragon—not that I condone killing innocent dragons for any reason other than self-defense, of course.” 
 
    Andy laughed. “No, cell phones and cameras aren’t weapons at all, although if used in the wrong way, they definitely can destroy a person’s life, I guess. Uh, they’re just tools for like, communicating, and capturing an image. Like a painting, but much more lifelike, and much faster. Imagine if you could paint this scene in front of us, but render it exactly the same as we’re seeing it, and do that in only a second.” 
 
    “Sounds like magic to me!” Oshiki exclaimed. “Powerful magic!” 
 
    “I guess if you don’t understand the tech behind them, they definitely would seem like magic,” Andy said. “Anyway, never mind about that, it’d take too long to explain. I guess we’d better keep moving, as much as I’m enjoying watching this dragon.” 
 
    Andy took one last look at the sunbathing dragon, and then they climbed down off the rock and resumed their journey. “Can you transform into a dragon, Oshiki?” he asked as they walked. 
 
    “Of course,” Oshiki said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Why wouldn’t I be able to? I know what your next question is going to be, by the way, and my answer is, don’t try to link your ki to a dragon’s to use its abilities. They’re exceptionally aggressive creatures who have no love for human beings, and you’re more likely to piss one off and get it to try to eat you than to get any help from it. It’s generally futile to attempt to communicate with them. I guess it has something to do with them being cold-blooded. It’s always a lot harder to establish a link with cold-blooded creatures like serpents, lizards and dragons.”  
 
    “Hmm, okay, I see,” Andy said. 
 
    They continued their journey through the forest, skirting the edge of the enormous lake. Soon, Andy began to hear a steady, rolling roar that grew increasingly louder, and he realized that they were approaching an enormous waterfall. After a mile or two, they came to the edge of the plateau, where water from the lake tumbled down a huge cliff-face a few miles wide in a gigantic series of waterfalls that stretched out for miles. Below them was the vast valley in which the Akai stronghold stood on one of the many towering outcrops of karst. 
 
    “This is the opposite end of the valley to the end I first entered,” Andy said. 
 
    “Yes, I’m guessing from the fact that you said you were almost eaten by an ushi-oni that you arrived here from the ocean, which is beyond the forest on the plateau on the far side of the valley. It’s quite a sight, isn’t it? I love taking the longer road, just for the views. And as a newcomer to Nobu-Teng, I assumed you’d particularly enjoy this view. But we shouldn’t wait around. Let’s get going, it’ll be late afternoon by the time we get to the stronghold. The path down into the valley is this way.” 
 
    They got down into the valley around midday, and at this point, Oshiki stopped to take a rest. He closed his eyes and snapped his fingers. Within minutes, the clearing they had stopped in was full of a variety of animals. Andy, who had sensed the creatures’ approach long before he had seen them, immediately picked up on the air of friendliness and admiration the animals had for Oshiki.  
 
    “More friends of yours, who you healed in the past?” Andy asked. 
 
    Oshiki nodded. “I’ve been healing animals for decades, my friend. And like I told you, once you’ve done something like that for them, they never forget. The only reason I ever have to go to town is to buy booze—it’s the one thing my animal friends can’t get for me by foraging in the forest! Wait here a while, and they’ll soon bring us a delicious lunch.” 
 
    The animals brought the two humans a variety of food sourced from the forest, and the meal was both delicious and nutritious. Despite the ale he had drunk, Andy felt anything but sluggish and tired. Instead, he felt quite energized and refreshed, and felt no need to rest for much longer after finishing the meal. 
 
    He and Oshiki set off again as soon as they were finished eating. As Oshiki had predicted, they got within a mile of the stronghold late in the afternoon. 
 
    “Alright, so now that we’re almost there,” Andy said, “how do we go about finding the cave in which the panther was kept?” 
 
    “I’m assuming an entrance will be somewhere inside the stronghold,” Oshiki said, “but we can’t very well go poking around in the cellars without arousing some suspicion. We don’t want to let this Kishiko woman know that we’re onto her. Also, I’m, er, not exactly welcome in the stronghold. We’ll have to go around the back to avoid the sentries on the ground.” 
 
    “What?!” Andy gasped. “But you saved Ozu’s life! He’d be dead if you hadn’t worked your healing magic on him!” 
 
    “It’s not Ozu who doesn’t want me here,” Oshiki said with a sigh. “He at least tolerates me, more so after I saved his life, and of course because of his granddaughter’s friendship with me. But everyone else in the stronghold thinks I’m a crazy madman at best, and a dangerous heretic who should be put to death at worst. They don’t understand, Andy. They’ve been fed lies about the Old Way their whole lives. All they know is what the Grand Temple tells them, and in the eyes of the Grand Temple, I’m worse than a demon.” 
 
    For the first time since meeting him, Andy saw Oshiki looking truly dejected and deflated. He knew the shaman lived as a hermit by choice and was happy in his shack deep in the forest, but he also realized that despite this, he was a human being with the innate human need for connection with others. The fact that most of society unjustly believed he was an evil, crazed heretic worthy only of death was a heavy weight to carry on his shoulders. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Oshiki,” Andy said softly. “If they knew the truth about you, about the Old Way…” 
 
    “But they don’t,” Oshiki said sadly, “and they never will. Their minds are too closed to ever open to accept the truth. And that is why I will tell you the same thing that I told Yasami when she first came to learn about Beast Magic from me: keep your gift secret. Do not let others know that you possess this magic, as powerful and wondrous as it is. At best it will make others envious of you, but at worst they will fear and hate you for it and want to persecute you. It is best to keep such things hidden.” 
 
    “I’ll follow that advice,” Andy said solemnly. “But I’ll also keep hoping that people will change their minds about it, especially when they see the great good that can come of it – like how you saved Ozu’s life. That night certainly changed his mind about it, and if one mind can be changed, so can many others.” 
 
    “Perhaps, Andy, but until that day comes, you will have no choice but to keep your powers a secret. Anyway, back to the current problem: while the entrance to the caves Kishiko used to get the panther into the stronghold the night she tried to use it to kill Ozu, there has to be an external entrance to the caves somewhere on this rock. Whatever powers she has, I doubt she can turn a large male panther invisible, and there’s simply no way she could have smuggled a creature that large past the guards. There’s an entrance to the caves somewhere on the outside, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “How do we find it?” Andy asked. 
 
    “Well, we could look,” Oshiki said, “which might take a while, or we could simply ask!” 
 
    Andy was about to ask who he planned to ask, but he already knew the answer to that question; he followed Oshiki’s gaze up the enormous rock, where there were a number of bird nests dotted all around the karst tower. Oshiki’s eyes settled on one particular nest, in which a colorful, exotic looking pigeon was sitting, and although Andy couldn’t hear what was being said, he knew that Oshiki was communicating with the bird. 
 
    Sure enough, Oshiki turned to him with a smile a few seconds later. “There’s an entrance to the caves around a hundred yards up,” he said. “But it’s around the side of the rock, opposite to the spiraling stairway at that section.” 
 
    Andy looked up at the enormous, sheer wall of rock looming like a skyscraper above him. “And, uh, how exactly are we going to get up to this cave?” he asked. 
 
    “Me, I’m going to transform into an orangutan, which will make climbing a breeze,” Oshiki said. “You, well, I guess you’d better start looking around for an animal whose powers you can make use of!” 
 
    “Can’t I just piggyback on your orangutan abilities to enhance my own?” Andy asked. 
 
    Oshiki shook his head. “It doesn’t work like that. I’m taking on the form of an orangutan, but I’m not transforming the core of my ki. I’m still Oshiki, the man, inside. I’m just wearing the body of an orangutan, if that makes sense. You need a ki-to-ki connection with an animal, not a man using Beast Magic.” He clapped a hand onto Andy’s shoulders. “Go on, look around, you’ll find someone! But now, if you’ll excuse me…” 
 
    There was a flash of light, and where Oshiki had been standing there now stood a large male orangutan, with enormous leathery cheeks and a shaggy orange coat, and long, powerful arms that were perfectly suited to any sort of climbing. 
 
    “Alright, alright, wait up,” Andy said, speaking as he would to a person. He was sure that although Oshiki now looked like an orangutan, he could still understand human speech perfectly well. “Don’t start climbing yet, give me a minute to find a suitable animal to help me out!” 
 
    In response, Oshiki grunted and peeled his orangutan lips back in an ape-smile. 
 
    Andy sent his ki-feelers out into the forest beyond, and immediately picked up a host of animal species nearby. There were plenty of small animals, a couple deer and antelopes, and of course all manner of birds. However, he didn’t immediately locate any creatures that would aid him in climbing the sheer face of the rock. He had been hoping to find some monkeys or gibbons, but it appeared that none were nearby. 
 
    He intensified his concentration, seeking out smaller animals. There were plenty of squirrels around, and squirrels could be quite spectacularly agile, and Andy had never seen a squirrel that appeared to have any fear of heights. 
 
    “Okay, a squirrel is going to have to do,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    He established a telepathic communication link with a nearby squirrel, and was amused to find that the little creature’s mode of communication was just as frenetic, twitchy and skittish as the manner in which it moved. 
 
    “You! Human! What do you want?!” it demanded abruptly, its voice just as squeaky and chipmunk-like in his mind as he imagined it would be. “I’m busy! Very busy!” 
 
    “You like nuts, right?” Andy said. “What if I could get you a whole bucket of nuts? Enough to see you and your squirrel buddies through the whole winter with ease.” 
 
    “I’m listening…” 
 
    “I just need you to lend me your climbing powers for a while,” Andy said. “It won’t hurt at all, and it won’t weaken you or slow you down or anything, so you can keep going about your business. If you allow me to do this, I promise I’ll leave a bucket of fresh nuts down here for you later.” 
 
    “Fine, done! Do your thing! I’m busy, need to keep moving!” 
 
    Andy linked his ki to the squirrel’s, and immediately felt an intense change come over him. He suddenly felt as if he had downed a keg of Red Bull, and was filled with an almost insanely hyperactive energy. His sense of hearing felt as if it had been supercharged, and he could hear things that his human ears would have been incapable of detecting: beetles’ feet on the leaves at his feet, the gnawing of ant mandibles on leaves, and a plethora of other minor sounds. It was all quite overwhelming and distracting, and he had to really focus to get his attention back on track. 
 
    When he looked up at the sheer rock face in front of him, though, all traces of fear and nervousness about climbing a hundred feet up were gone. Instead, the whole thing was feeling like a fun and exciting challenge. 
 
    “Man, squirrels must go through their entire lives feeling like they’re tripping balls on some crazy drugs,” Andy murmured to himself. He turned to Oshiki, who was staring expectantly at him with his big orangutan eyes. “I’m ready, let’s do this.” 
 
    They moved stealthily through the final section of forest, their animal senses alerting them to the presence of guards long before the guards were aware of them, and they waited until the coast was clear before emerging from the trees and approaching the base of the enormous rock. 
 
    Oshiki’s voice echoed inside Andy’s head. “We’d best move fast before the guard patrol comes this way again. According to the bird, the cave entrance should be straight above us; let’s get to it as quickly as possible!” 
 
    Without another word, Oshiki began clambering up the rock face, his orangutan form allowing him to make the ascent with effortless ease. Andy, still feeling as if he had massively overdosed on caffeine, pulled off his boots before jumping up onto the rock face. He immediately found that his hands and feet felt stronger than they ever had; each toe and finger felt as if it had been charged with the strength of an entire hand. He began scrambling up the face of the rock, making easy use of tiny handholds and footholds that even elite rock climbers would have had a challenge with. 
 
    He and Oshiki scrambled straight up the rock, covering vertical yards in mere seconds, and despite soon being hundreds of feet above the ground below, Andy felt none of the paralyzing fear of heights that had almost overcome him the first time he had made his ascent up the steep and treacherous stairway up the rock. 
 
    It took the two of them around a minute of climbing to get to the entrance to the cave, a small tunnel just off a narrow ledge. It was only just big enough for Andy and Oshiki to crawl through, but once they got past the first few yards of the tunnel, it opened out into a much larger cave. 
 
    Once inside, Oshiki transformed back into his human form. “You’re connected to a squirrel, right?” he said to Andy. “I suggest you sever that connection and find a new one. It’s pitch black in here, and we’re going to need some assistance seeing in the dark. As for me, I’m simply going to change forms into something more suitable for this place.” 
 
    In a brief flash of blazing light, a sleek black panther appeared in the space where Oshiki had been. In this form, the shaman would have no trouble seeing in the dark.  
 
    Andy did as Oshiki instructed, and sought out an animal that would be suitable for navigating the inky darkness of the network of caves. Once again, he sent his ki-feelers out into the forest, seeking out an animal whose skills would be ideal for this mission. 
 
    This time, though, he couldn’t find any suitable creatures. There were no cats of any sort nearby, and all the nocturnal creatures were still sleeping since there was still plenty of sunlight left. “Oshiki, I can’t find anything suitable,” he said. 
 
    “Alright, don’t worry about that,” echoed Oshiki’s voice inside his head. “Walk behind me and keep a grip on my tail. I’ll guide you and warn you of any obstacles ahead.” 
 
    Andy felt a little nervous about walking in complete blindness through the caves, but he knew he could trust Oshiki. He took the shaman’s panther tail in his right hand, and as soon as he did this, Oshiki set off. 
 
    “Duck your head down,” Oshiki said. “The ceiling is low here.” 
 
    Andy crouched as he walked cautiously along and felt his back brushing against the rough stone ceiling. 
 
    “Alright, you can stand up straight again,” Oshiki said, “but watch your feet, the ground is uneven here.” 
 
    They continued slowly but steadily through the caves like this, and although Andy slipped and stumbled and bumped his head a few times, they eventually found the place they were looking for without him injuring himself seriously. They arrived in a large cavern, and Oshiki mentioned to Andy that this part was, or had been, part of the Akai stronghold at some stage, for there were torch mounts on the walls, and stairs carved into the rock. In one of the torch mounts there was a fresh torch, indicating that someone had been here recently. Andy took it out of its holder and used his tinder kit to light it up. 
 
    Now that they had a source of light, Oshiki transformed back into his human form and he and Andy began to explore the large cavern. Aside from the eerie, rhythmic echo of a slow water drip coming from somewhere in the darkness beyond the edge of the torchlight, the vast cavern was as silent as a tomb. 
 
    “I wonder what this place was used for?” Andy asked as they explored the cavern. 
 
    “A refuge in times of war, if the stronghold was ever in danger of being taken, perhaps,” Oshiki said. “Or dungeons, maybe, but I don’t see any locks or bars anywhere. Or maybe it was used for something darker: torturing captives.” 
 
    The torchlight soon revealed that Oshiki’s second guess was likely the correct one. They came across a small jail cell, hollowed into the rock, fronted with iron bars and an iron door. As they continued to move through the cavern, they found more of these cells. 
 
    It was their noses, however, that made the next discovery before their eyes did. 
 
    “Damn, what’s that smell?” Andy muttered as he caught a whiff of an extremely pungent odor. “Smells like cat pee, but way worse.” 
 
    “That’s because it is cat pee,” Oshiki said, “but not your average housecat’s piss. That’s panther urine you’re smelling. A few weeks’ worth of it. I think we’re about to find where Kishiko was keeping that panther locked up.” 
 
    The torchlight soon revealed a cell that was, unlike the others, unlocked. At the back of it the stone floor was stained with urine and a few large, dry chunks of feces, which Oshiki quickly identified as panther feces. There was an empty water bowl in the cell, and plenty of panther fur on the bars, and claw marks all over the walls from the creature’s attempts to escape. 
 
    “We have all the evidence right here that the panther was kept here,” Andy said. “Now we just need some evidence to prove who did it.” 
 
    “I think this might prove something,” Oshiki said, holding up a long strand of silky black hair. “A woman with long hair was clearly in here. And this,” he added, “pointing to a strand of scarlet silk caught on one of the iron bars. Does this Kishiko woman ever wear a scarlet kimono?” 
 
    Andy thought about this for a second or two. “Come to think of it, I’m pretty sure I have seen her in a scarlet kimono before.” 
 
    “Then we have almost all the proof we need,” Oshiki said. “There’s one more thing, though, just to be sure it was her. Let’s find some witnesses. There are only rats and bats in these caves. I’ll talk to the bats, you talk to the rats.” 
 
    Andy sought out some rats, and soon found a pair of them hiding in a hole nearby. After reassuring them that he wasn’t here to hurt or kill them, they agreed to talk to him. Both of them agreed that a panther had been kept locked up in the cell for a few weeks, and that it had been a beautiful young human woman who had done it, and who had then unlocked the cell and removed the panther late one night. 
 
    “The rats have confirmed that it was her,” Andy said to Oshiki after he finished communicating with them. 
 
    “And so have the bats,” Oshiki said grimly. “Now we know without a doubt that Kishiko was behind the assassination attempt.” 
 
    “Then I’ve got the proof I need, and I can’t waste a moment longer, not while Ozu’s life is still in danger. I’m going straight up to the stronghold right now to tell him the truth about Kishiko.” 
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    “Alright, you go do that and I’ll wait here,” Oshiki said. “It’ll add weight to your testimony if I confirm it. Ozu knows about my ability to communicate with animals, so even if he doubts yours, he cannot deny mine.” 
 
    “Okay,” Andy said. “You’ll be fine down here in the dark by yourself? I have to take this torch with me to find my way to the exit.” 
 
    In a flash of light, Oshiki transformed into his panther form. “I’ll be fine down here, trust me,” his voice said in Andy’s mind. 
 
    Andy set off, his passage through the caverns illuminated by the dancing orange glow of the torchlight. He soon found a set of spiral stone stairs that led upward, and he followed these. The corkscrew stairway continued upward for quite some time, but eventually Andy came to a stout wooden door at the top. When he tried to open it, however, he found that it was barred from the other side. 
 
    He banged on the door with his fist. “Hey, hello! Is anyone there? It’s me, it’s Andy Knight! Hello?” 
 
    There was no response from the other side of the door but silence, though. Andy tried to give the door a few kicks, but it quickly became clear that it would be quite impossible to kick it down; the bar on the other side of the door was far too sturdy. 
 
    Andy quickly realized, though, that he wouldn’t need to smash the door to get it open. He closed his mind, sent his ki-feelers out and quickly located a couple of rats nearby, somewhere on the other side of the door. He promised them a plentiful bounty of food scraps if they would lift the bar for him, which they gladly agreed to do. He heard the scrabbling of claws on the other side of the door, and a few seconds after that came the thump of the heavy wooden bar hitting the floor. Andy tried the door handle again, and this time it opened. 
 
    He took some nuts out of one of his pouches and tossed them to the rats, who were waiting expectantly on the other side of the door. “Don’t worry guys, there’ll be more where that came from later,” he said. “Thanks again for the help.” 
 
    Andy found that he was in a storage cellar, and from the cool, stale air, it seemed that he was still underground. Now, however, there was a drastic change in the situation, for he was not alone. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” a familiar and hated voice sneered, “if it isn’t the stone oni…” 
 
    “Sabazaki,” Andy said, doing his best to keep his cool in the face of Sabazaki’s insults and combative tone. “I have no quarrel with you. I don’t know and don’t care what you’re doing down here, but let me pass, please. I have something important to take care of.” 
 
    Sabazaki stepped out of the darkness into Andy’s circle of torchlight, and Andy was alarmed to see that the shinobi’s sword was in his hands, and he was in a combat stance. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere, stone oni,” Sabazaki hissed. “Except to your grave. Not after what you’ve done.” 
 
    “Are you insane?!” Andy asked. “What’s your problem? What is it that you think I’ve done?” 
 
    “It was you,” Sabazaki snarled. “Everyone thinks you’re so wonderful, you foreign ape, but I know the truth. I’ve put it all together now, now that I know where you’ve been all day. Yes, I followed you this morning, and I know where you went, who you saw and what you’ve been doing with that evil heretic Oshiki. And my cousin, she’s in on it too. I don’t know what sewer she dragged you out of, but I do know what you two plotted and attempted to carry out, so I’m sending you straight back to whatever cesspit you crawled out of… in pieces.” 
 
    The look in Sabazaki’s eyes was one of murder. Andy knew that there would be no reasoning with Sabazaki, not while he was in this state. He drew his own ninjatō and shifted into a fighting stance, but as much as he tried to bolster his courage, he knew that as a novice he could not hope to defeat Sabazaki, who was a far more experienced swordsman. At least, not without some help. 
 
    “We don’t have to do this, Sabazaki,” Andy said as he and Sabazaki began to circle each other. “I’m not the one who tried to kill Ozu. You’ve got it all wrong. And I have incontrovertible proof of who did it.” 
 
    “Save your lies for the gods of the underworld,” Sabazaki growled. “You’re a lying, treacherous assassin, and I’m going to make sure you pay for your crime against my master. No more talk, barbarian. Shut your sniveling mouth and at least have the courage to die with honor, with steel in your hands!” 
 
    Andy knew he couldn’t beat Sabazaki under the current circumstances, but there was a way to shift the balance of this fight. In desperation, he shot his ki-feelers out into the stronghold, seeking out the only being who could save him at this crucial moment. 
 
    “What do you want, human?” Fluffy-san the housecat sneered when Andy established a communication link with him. “Coming to ask for yet another favor, eh?” 
 
    “Please, please Fluffy-san,” Andy begged telepathically. “Extra fish from the kitchen from me every night for the rest of your life, I swear it. If you don’t help me now, I’m dead.” 
 
    “Throw in some chicken and you have a deal,” Fluffy-san said. “But if you break this promise to me, don’t ever speak to me again or I’ll claw your eyeballs out while you sleep, got it?” 
 
    “Understood,” Andy said hastily. “Thank you.” 
 
    As soon as Andy connected his ki to the cat’s, the tables were turned. At this exact moment Sabazaki lunged forward in an attack, and Andy sprang back. As he did this, he flung the torch across the cellar, plunging the immediate area into inky darkness. 
 
    “Foreign scum!” Sabazaki hissed. “Coward! You think you can hide from me in the dark, your fearful little rat?! I’m a shinobi, I can hear your breathing and feel your movements in the air! You cannot hide from me, barbarian.” 
 
    Andy could now see clearly in the pitch-black darkness, and, what was more, his reflexes, agility and speed of movement had been supercharged by his connection to the cat. “I’m not trying to hide from you, Sabazaki,” he growled. “I’m just evening out the odds, you psychotic bully. You wanna do this? Alright, let’s do this.” 
 
    Sabazaki snarled wordlessly and darted in for a lightning-fast attack. If Andy had still been holding the torch and fighting with only his human senses and abilities, Sabazaki’s savage and rapid lunge would have skewered him. However, with Andy’s cat-enhanced reflexes, he was able to parry the blow and launch a counterattack, which the surprised Sabazaki was only barely able to parry, and which forced him onto his back foot. 
 
    Andy hadn’t trained for nearly long enough for the various cuts and lunges Ozu had taught him to become muscle memory, but he had picked up a number of sword techniques quickly, and instinct had taken over. Part of him wanted to deliver a lethal blow and end this ongoing conflict with Sabazaki once and for all, for the man’s bullying and vitriol were relentless and completely unjustified. However, a greater part of Andy understood that killing Sabazaki, even in self-defense, was not only the wrong thing to do, but could also have disastrous consequences for him. 
 
    “You’re totally wrong about me, Sabazaki!” Andy yelled, keeping his distance and moving swiftly and silently through the darkness with the aid of his feline senses. “I’m not the one who tried to get Ozu killed!” 
 
    “Lying barbarian scum!” Sabazaki snarled. Orienting himself via the sound of Andy’s voice, he darted in for another rapid attack, which was surprisingly well aimed despite him fighting in conditions of near blindness. 
 
    Andy parried the blow, but this time he didn’t spring back. Instead, he followed through and delivered a cracking blow with the flat of the blade to the side of Sabazaki’s skull. The impact of the blow sent Sabazaki staggering back, half-dazed, but he still refused to give in. 
 
    “Curse you, Andy Knight, you ugly, stinking coward!” he snarled. “Step into the light and fight me like a man instead of using your demon magic like this!” 
 
    “I could have killed you there, Sabazaki,” Andy said coolly. “But I didn’t. Remember that. Throw your sword down and admit you’re wrong and I’ll let you walk away from this without any more injuries.” 
 
    “Never!” Sabazaki roared. “Traitorous deceiver, foul assassin! Only one of us is walking out of this cellar with his head still attached to his shoulders… and it’s not going to be you!” 
 
    With a howl Sabazaki charged in with his blade swinging, attacking viciously with a flurry of blows. These cuts and thrusts were blazingly fast, but poorly aimed because of the inky darkness, and Andy was able to move steadily back, dodging or parrying each blow. He needed to end this fight with a knockout. That was the only way he could stop Sabazki without killing him, since the shinobi had made it blatantly obvious that he would never surrender. 
 
    Andy didn’t speak again. Instead, he took two deliberately loud steps across to the left and tossed his sword across the cellar, where it landed on the stone floor with a loud clatter. Sabazaki spun around, following the sound of both Andy’s footsteps and the clang of the sword. 
 
    Seeing through the darkness as clearly as if it was noon on a sunny day, and holding his breath so as not to make a single sound, Andy watched silently as Sabazaki’s mouth curved up into an evil smile. Believing Andy had dropped his sword, Sabazaki moved swiftly and stealthily in the direction he thought Andy had gone. Andy glided soundlessly across the stone floor using the power of stealth the cat’s abilities had bestowed on him, and wound up his right arm as he took aim at Sabazaki’s jaw. In an explosion of brutal power, Andy unleashed a perfect right hook, putting every ounce of strength he possessed into the blow. 
 
    The well-placed hook crashed home, snapping Sabazaki’s head to the side. The shinobi’s body instantly became limp and he flopped to the ground with a dull thud. Andy stood over him, shaking out his fist, which hurt a little from the impact. He couldn’t deny that there was a definite sense of satisfaction that he had gained from knocking Sabazaki out, but he still wished that it hadn’t come to this. At least, he reasoned, nobody had been seriously injured or killed, and when the truth about Kishiko came out—which it would, now that he had incontrovertible evidence that it had been her who had attempted to have Ozu killed—Sabazaki would be forced to admit that he had been wrong about Andy all along. 
 
    Andy took the unconscious shinobi’s ninjatō and tanto, as well as the throwing stars he had on him; he didn’t want to leave Sabazaki with any weapons, for he knew that as soon as he woke up he would come after him again. Hopefully by then, though, everyone would know the truth about Kishiko, and Sabazaki would be forced to admit he’d been wrong and beg for forgiveness. 
 
    Andy grabbed the burning torch from the far end of the room and disconnected his ki from Fluffy-san’s, thanking the cat profusely and promising him a generous supply of fish and chicken from the kitchen. After that, he navigated his way through the cellars and found a set of stairs, which took him into the granary, the door to which was unlocked. The servants were surprised when Andy emerged from this door, but because most of them were now firm fans of his because of the dramatic improvements to their lives his redesign of the water collection system had made, none of them said anything or demanded to know what he was doing there. 
 
    After exiting the granary, Andy dumped Sabazaki’s weapons into an empty barrel and then made a beeline for Ozu’s quarters. As he approached Ozu’s chambers, his heart began to race and his pulse quickened with anxiety. Even though he knew the truth about Kishiko, he knew that Ozu wouldn’t want to hear it. This was not going to be a pleasant conversation, but it was one that couldn’t be put off for a moment longer. 
 
    When Andy got to the door, he took a moment to breathe in deeply and do his best to compose himself. When he felt that he was ready, he exhaled slowly and knocked on the door. “Master Ozu, it’s me, Andy.” 
 
    “Andy Knight? You’re back sooner than I expected,” came Ozu’s voice from within. “Come in.” 
 
    Andy opened the door and took half a step in, but froze. Kishiko was in the room with Ozu, and they were playing some sort of board game that looked like a form of checkers. 
 
    “How did your day’s training go?” Ozu asked, smiling. “Did you learn many things?” 
 
    “I did, yes, Master Ozu,” Andy said, bowing. 
 
    “Good, good, I’m happy to hear that,” Ozu said cheerfully. “Come, join us, I’ll show you how to play this game.” 
 
    Andy avoided making eye contact with Kishiko as he spoke. “Uh, Master Ozu, could I speak to you alone, please?” 
 
    Ozu frowned. “Alone? Why? Kishiko is my most trusted servant. Anything you want to say to me you can say in front of her. I trust her with my life, and you should too.” 
 
    Your life is the last thing you should be trusting this pretty little viper with, Ozu. This was what Andy thought, and what he wanted to say, but he stopped himself from blurting it out. Instead, he came up with a quick cover story. “It’s uh… something embarrassing, Master Ozu,” he said. “A, er, a male problem that I cannot talk about in front of a woman.” 
 
    Ozu chuckled. “Ah, I see, I see. Alright Kishiko,” he said to her, “leave Andy Knight and I alone for a few minutes. A fresh pot of tea would be most welcome; you can go and brew one.” 
 
    Kishiko got up and bowed demurely to Ozu before gliding elegantly out of the room. Andy noticed that she didn’t once make eye contact with him, and he couldn’t help wondering if she now knew that he knew her secret. It didn’t matter. Everyone would know her secret soon enough. 
 
    “Sit down, tell me about this problem,” Ozu said, with mischief sparkling in his eyes. “Is there a young lady who has caught your eye?” 
 
    Andy glanced over his shoulder and listened intently, waiting for Kishiko’s footsteps to fade away before he spoke. When he turned to face Ozu, the old man immediately perceived that Andy did not, in fact, want to talk to him about a crush. 
 
    Frowning, Ozu cocked his head to the side. “It seems that you have something a lot more serious on your mind than talk of women, Andy Knight.” 
 
    “I do, Master Ozu,” Andy said. “And please, I need you to promise me that you won’t get angry about what I’m about to tell you. I have tangible, incontrovertible proof of what I’m about to say. You need to understand this, and I want you to come and look at this proof with your own eyes, so that you can see what I’m saying—what we’re saying—is the absolute truth.” 
 
    “Who is ‘we’, Andy Knight?” Ozu asked. 
 
    “Me and Oshiki. He helped me to find the evidence I needed to prove my theory.” 
 
    Ozu’s frown deepened. “What is this theory? What are you trying to say?” 
 
    Andy drew in a deep breath and held it in his lungs for a few moments before exhaling slowly. “Promise me, Master Ozu, that you won’t get angry, and that you'll listen with an open mind to what I’m about to say. Please.” 
 
    Ozu’s frown remained in a tight knot on his face, but he nodded slowly. “Alright, I will listen with an open mind,” he said slowly. “But I cannot make a promise that I may break, and if you have done something terrible, then I cannot say that it will not anger me.” 
 
    “I haven’t done anything bad,” Andy said. “But someone close to you has…” 
 
    “Who? What are you talking about?” 
 
    Andy swallowed a mouthful of dry nothingness. He felt like a first-time skydiver or bungee jumper about to take the plunge. It was now or never, and all he could do was jump. “It was Kishiko,” Andy said softly, staring intently into Ozu’s eyes. “She was the one who set up your assassination.” 
 
    “What?!” Ozu roared, springing to his feet and whipping his body into a combat stance, icy rage flashing across his eyes. “You ungrateful swine! How dare you accuse her of such a thing?! I’ll teach you a lesson in pain you’ll never forget, Andy Knight,” he hissed, advancing on Andy, who jumped up and started backing away, keeping his hands raised, his palms facing the elderly shinobi master. 
 
    “Ozu, please, listen to me, I have undeniable proof that it was her,” Andy pleaded. “Undeniable proof! I know she’s your favorite servant, and—” 
 
    “She’s been here for over ten years!” Ozu hissed through clenched teeth as he advanced on Andy. “And you, you cursed upstart, you’ve only been here for a sliver of a fraction of that time, and you think you can waltz in here and accuse my most trusted servant of such a heinous crime?! I was wrong about you, barbarian, so terribly, terribly wrong—” 
 
    “She’s a user of Beast Magic!” Andy blurted out as he continued to back away from Ozu. “I sensed it the first time I saw her, and I’ve sensed it every time after that! She never told you, did she?!”   
 
    For the first time since he had made his accusation, Andy saw a flicker of doubt flash across Ozu’s face. Nonetheless, he refused to accept what Andy had just said. “Lies!” he hissed. “Why would she never have told me that she possesses such a rare ability?! She tells me everything!” 
 
    “I don’t know why, Master Ozu, and I have no idea why she would want to kill you, but she’s the only person who could have done it. You have to listen to me, please!” 
 
    Ozu’s face darkened with wrath, and he let out a low, menacing growl that morphed into a howling roar. Suddenly, he launched himself through the air in a spectacular flying kick at Andy, who threw his hands up and stumbled back in a futile attempt to shield himself from the blow. 
 
    It never landed, however. Instead, Ozu pulled out at the last second and, twisting his body in midair, he landed next to Andy. When Andy lowered his hands and looked nervously up at Ozu, he saw that the wrath was gone from the old man’s face, and in its place was an expression of deep pain. 
 
    “You say you have incontrovertible proof of this, then, Andy Knight?” Ozu murmured softly. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have made the accusation if I didn’t, Master Ozu,” Andy said. “Please, come with me, and you can see it with your own eyes.” 
 
    “I will,” Ozu said. “But first, I want to look her in her eyes and ask her if she can truthfully deny the accusations you are making against her. I’ll know if she’s lying. And if she isn’t… you will sorely regret the day you ever set foot in Nobu-Teng, Andy Knight. I promise you that.” 
 
    “I understand, Master Ozu,” Andy said solemnly. 
 
    “Where is she, though?” Ozu asked, walking over to the door. “She should have been back with the tea by now.” 
 
    A small flame of triumph sparked to life inside Andy. If Kishiko had overheard anything of what had just been said, she would surely be on the run by now. But just as quickly as this fire of triumph had been ignited, however, it was extinguished, blown away by a rush of panic—if she escaped, Ozu’s life would still be in danger, and there would be no justice for her crime. 
 
    “Master Ozu,” Andy said urgently, making for the door, “she’s probably running! She knows she’s guilty, and if she escapes—” 
 
    Ozu gripped Andy’s wrist and effortlessly twisted it into a painful, crippling lock that forced Andy, gasping with pain, onto his knees. “No,” Ozu hissed. “She will return. I know it. We wait here, and she will look into my eyes and tell me that she had nothing to do with the attempt on my life.” 
 
    With agony blasting through his arm, Andy looked up at Ozu and saw that tears were rimming the old man’s eyes, and his features had collapsed into an expression of deep, heartrending pain. “Alright Master Ozu,” Andy said softly, realizing that the old man understood deep down that he would probably never see his beloved Kishiko again. “We’ll wait.” 
 
    Ozu released Andy’s wrist from his grip, and then turned and walked stiffly back to his table. He sat down and moved a piece on the checkers board, his face now a tight, inscrutable mask. “It’s her move next,” Ozu said softly. “She will return and play it soon.” 
 
    “Yes, Master Ozu,” Andy said gently. 
 
    They sat in somber silence for a while, but after a few minutes a number of screams and shouts from outside shattered the silence. Ozu and Andy both scrambled to their feet, and Ozu grabbed his ninjatō from the wall. “Go!” he yelled to Andy, pointing at the door. 
 
    Andy drew his ninjatō and burst out of the room, his heart racing. From the sound of it, there was some sort of serious commotion outside, and he wondered if the stronghold was somehow under attack. 
 
    Ozu and Andy ran out into the courtyard, where servants were running around screaming in terror, and the guards were all running toward the north wall. Ozu grabbed one of the servants as the man ran past. “What’s going on here?!” he demanded. 
 
    “A tiger!” the servant gasped, his eyes wide with terror. “A huge tiger just ran through the stronghold! It climbed over the north wall!” 
 
    Andy knew right away that the beast had been no ordinary tiger—he was certain that it had been Kishiko, who had shifted into a tiger form to escape. Why had she caged a panther when she could shift into a tiger this whole time? Andy didn’t know the answer, but he suspected Kishiko had her reasons, and he didn’t have time to give it any more thought. He and Ozu raced through the stronghold to the north wall, where the guards had assembled on the battlements and were pointing and gesturing excitedly. 
 
    With Andy following closely behind him, Ozu ran up onto the battlements and pushed the guards aside. 
 
    “I can’t believe what I’ve just seen, Master Ozu!” one of them gasped. “This huge tiger jumped over the wall here! But then, then there was a flash of bright light, and where the tiger was, there was a flying fox instead! It glided away toward the forest down below. We loosed a few arrows at it, but it flew too far too quickly, and we couldn’t hit it.” 
 
    “That was no normal beast,” Ozu said sadly. “That was a practitioner of Beast Magic.” 
 
    Gasps and murmurs of awe rippled through the crowd of guards, and they all started talking excitedly. Ozu ignored them, though, and began trudging back toward his quarters. Andy followed him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Master Ozu,” Andy said. “I know that this must be difficult for you, given how close you were to her. Even though I think that what just happened is proof enough, I still want to show you the other evidence I’ve uncovered about her guilt. I think you need to see it, as painful as it might be.” 
 
    Ozu stopped and turned to face Andy, and there was a look of deep sincerity in his eyes. “No Andy Knight, it is I who needs to apologize to you. I said some hurtful things to you, and my rage blinded me to the truth—the truth that you were only trying to protect me. Please, forgive me for what I said to you in my quarters. I should have listened to you.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to forgive, Master Ozu. I know how difficult it had to have been to hear what I said, and believe me, I took no joy from saying it. I—” 
 
    “There the traitor is!” roared a hated, familiar voice from behind them. “Master Ozu, step away from that stinking barbarian!” Sabazaki snarled. “He’s a lying pile of dung! Don’t believe a single filthy word that comes out of his deceitful mouth! He’s the one who tried to kill—” 
 
    “No, he isn’t, Sabazaki,” Ozu growled, slowly turning around to glare at Sabazaki. “I know exactly who is behind my attempted assassination, and it certainly isn’t him. In fact, I’m quite sure I can trust Andy Knight more than I can trust you.” 
 
    Sabazaki’s face fell and his jaw dropped. “B-but, but, he, he—” he stammered. 
 
    “Get out of my sight, you pitiful, childish wretch,” Ozu hissed. “And if you make even one more of your baseless accusations against Andy Knight, I’ll have your tongue cut out. One more, Sabazaki, one more. I mean that.” 
 
    Sabazaki gulped and swallowed whatever other words he had been meaning to utter, and he gave Ozu a stiff bow before turning and striding away, his fists clenched tightly at his sides. 
 
    Ozu turned to Andy, and his eyes were twin pools of deep sadness. “Alright, take me to the evidence,” he said. 
 
    Andy led him down through the granary and cellars to the old dungeons deep beneath the stronghold. 
 
    “Ah, I haven’t been down here since I was a boy,” Ozu remarked as they walked through the dusty dungeons. “And even then, I just wanted to explore the place. These prison cells haven’t been used for centuries.” 
 
    “Until now,” Andy said. “Kishiko kept that panther locked up down here and starved it, and on the night it attacked you she led it up to your chamber and let it in.” 
 
    “How did she make the wild beast do these things?” Ozu asked. 
 
    “One who wields powerful Beast Magic, as the girl clearly does, can turn any wild beast into a slave, forcing it to do her bidding,” Oshiki said, stepping out of the shadows into the circle of light cast by Andy’s and Ozu’s torches. “That girl, Kishiko, was far more powerful and dangerous than you ever could have imagined, Ozu.” 
 
    Ozu stiffened at the sight of Oshiki, and there was no smile on his face when he saw the shaman. However, he bowed formally to him and spoke in a polite tone. “Oshiki, thank you for your help.” 
 
    Oshiki simply nodded in response. “Come, Ozu, I will show you what Andy and I have found. You will smell it before you see it, I think…” 
 
    They journeyed deeper into the dungeons, and soon enough Ozu was wrinkling his nose with disgust. “It smells like cat urine,” he muttered. 
 
    “Close enough,” Oshiki said. “Panther piss is what you’re smelling. This is where Kishiko kept it locked up.” He showed Ozu the cell, and also showed him the long hair they’d found that had to belong to Kishiko, and the tiny scrap of scarlet silk. 
 
    Ozu held the tiny scrap of silk in his hand, and his eyes were filled with sadness. “I know this silk,” he said softly. “I know the kimono this comes from. I am sorry, Andy, I truly am sorry that I ever doubted you.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Master Ozu,” Andy said. “You know the truth about what happened now, and that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “The girl must be dealt with,” Oshiki said. “And I’m happy to help with that. The use of the Old Way for such nefarious purposes fills me with anger and disgust. Given how powerful Kishiko’s Beast Magic clearly is, I think you’re going to need my help when it comes to dealing with her.” 
 
    “She’s already fled,” Ozu said. “And I doubt she’s going to come back any time soon.” 
 
    “Hmm, then you are probably safe… for now,” Oshiki said. “But there’s no telling when she’ll strike again. I would suggest doubling your guard, especially at night. And make sure you tell your guards to kill any wild creature that approaches the stronghold. Any of them could be her in beast form or could be sent by her to attack you. And if you need any more proof of Kishiko’s guilt in this matter, every rat who lives in these dungeons has told me that it was a beautiful young woman who brought the panther down here and imprisoned it. Animals, unlike humans, do not tell lies.” 
 
    Ozu filled his lungs, then released the air in a protracted sigh, staring at the ground, clasping his hands behind his back and shaking his head sadly. “I need no further evidence,” he said, the hoarseness of his voice betraying the depth of pain in his soul. “I know now that it was her.” He looked up and transfixed Oshiki with an intense gaze. “Oshiki … I now consider you a friend, and I beg your forgiveness for my former ignorance about your ways. Will you come into my stronghold and sit down with me for tea?” 
 
    Oshiki smiled, placed one of his meaty hands on Ozu’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you, Ozu. That means a lot to me. I have always respected and admired you as a man of strong character and noble principles. You alone tolerated my ways when others saw me as nothing but a vile heretic, worthy only of execution. I am glad that you now consider me a friend… for I have always thought of you as one. But I must graciously refuse your invitation; while you now understand who I am, the others in your stronghold will not, and many will probably claim that I am bewitching you or that you are under some sort of curse I have placed on you, and I’m in no mood to deal with ignorant people who want nothing more than to lynch me. It is best that I remain on my own in the forest, as is my way. But you, of course, are welcome to join me at my shack anytime for a tipple. I have heard that you are quite fond of your fire shōchū. Much of your winter supply of shōchū was destroyed when Andy and Yasami and the others fought off the Ghost Army, I am told. Well, fear not, my friend, for I have plenty of that wondrous liquid in my shack! Come and get drunk with me anytime; day or night, I’m always up for a drink!” 
 
    Oshiki and Ozu laughed heartily. “I think I will take you up on that offer, Oshiki,” Ozu said, giving the shaman a half bow. “Yes, I would like that. But now I must return to the stronghold and gather everyone together to tell them about Kishiko. Thank you again for all your help.” He turned to face Andy. “And thank you, Andy Knight. Once again you have surprised me most pleasantly. Come with me now. I want to tell the whole stronghold that it was you who helped to uncover the treacherous plot against me.” 
 
    A warm blush spread across Andy’s cheeks, but well-deserved pride swelled his heart. “Thank you, Master Ozu, but I really don’t need to go up in front of everyone and—” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Ozu said sternly. “A little modesty is good, but too much—as with anything—makes a man a mouse instead of a man. Too many people in this stronghold still look down on you as a barbarian, as somehow less than and inferior to we natives of Nobu-Teng. I’m going to make sure that that changes right now.” 
 
    Andy bowed. “Thank you, Master Ozu,” he said. “I appreciate that, I really do.” Andy turned to Oshiki. “And thank you, Oshiki, for what you’ve taught me and the help you’ve given me. Are you going to be okay getting down the rock on your own?” 
 
    Oshiki grinned. “I’m in the mood for some flying. Getting down will be a breeze when I take on the form of a flying fox. I’ll see you soon, Andy. Although Ozu and I now agree about most things, I suspect we will still argue about who gets to train you and when we get to have training sessions with you! But we will sort that out, will we not, Ozu?” 
 
    “We will, Oshiki,” Ozu said. “I understand that Andy Knight has a rare gift, and I now understand the true value and potential of Beast Magic. We will communicate, you and I, and figure out a fair and equal schedule for both his shinobi training and his Beast Magic training.” 
 
    Oshiki grinned, and in a flash of bright light transformed into a flying fox and flew off into the darkness beyond the torchlight. Andy and Ozu watched him go, and then began making their way back to the stronghold. 
 
    “What you did took great courage,” Ozu said to Andy as they walked. “You knew how fond I was of Kishiko, and you surely must have expected me to react very badly to your accusation that she was the one who tried to have me killed… yet you proceeded with it anyway.” 
 
    “You saved my life when I first got to Nobu-Teng, Master Ozu,” Andy said. “And you took me in, gave me food, shelter and clothing, and started to train me as a shinobi, even though I was nothing but a stranger to you. I owe you everything. And I knew from the first moment I laid eyes on Kishiko that there was something different about her. What I didn’t know then was that I was able to sense her Beast Magic. As soon as I figured out that that’s what was weird about her, I put two and two together, and it was a no brainer. She had to have been the one who did it, and I couldn’t sit by and give her another chance to attempt to take your life. I knew you wouldn’t take very kindly to me accusing her of being the one behind the assassination, and that’s why I had to get as much proof as I could to make sure that my case was watertight. Thankfully, Oshiki helped me with that and as soon as I knew that she was undeniably guilty, I came straight to you.” 
 
    “At great risk to yourself,” Ozu said. “And again, I apologize for my initial reaction. Anyway, what’s done is done, and the truth has come to light. Let us put this behind us, and continue with our training. I am now convinced, more than ever before, that you have the makings of a great shinobi.” 
 
    This statement filled Andy with pride, and only made him more determined to dive headfirst into his training and give it his all. 
 
    When they got back to the stronghold, Ozu called everyone there, from shinobis to guards to servants and cooks, to the main courtyard, and there he addressed everyone, telling them about Kishiko, and how Andy had uncovered her deception and treachery. Ozu warned them all that from this moment onward, anyone who treated Andy with even the slightest disrespect would have him to deal with. As Ozu was saying this, Andy’s eyes drifted over to Sabazaki, who was clearly squirming. Andy couldn’t deny that he derived an immense sense of satisfaction from observing his rival’s discomfort. 
 
    That night, Ozu invited Andy to have dinner with him in his chambers, and they had an enjoyable meal together, with Ozu telling Andy more about the history of the Akai clan and some of the legendary exploits his ancestors had undertaken. Ozu was a masterful storyteller, and his vivid storytelling reminded Andy that he hadn’t set eyes on a screen of any sort for a long time. With a storyteller like Ozu, though, he didn’t miss TV or YouTube one iota. 
 
    After dinner with Ozu, Andy headed to the kitchens and got some chicken and fish scraps for Fluffy-san. After seeing how useful the cat’s powers had been, he wanted to honor his promise and make sure he stayed on this particular feline’s good side. 
 
    “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the strange looking human who knows how to talk to animals,” Fluffy-san said as Andy approached with a saucer packed with chicken and fish scraps. 
 
    “I’m here to honor my promise to you, Fluffy-san,” Andy said. “I said I’d get you this, and trust me, there’ll be a lot more where this came from. You’re going to turn into a real fat cat soon enough.” 
 
    The cat stared with hungry eyes at the saucer of scraps, licking his lips. “Perhaps I misjudged you,” Fluffy-san’s voice said in Andy’s head. “Maybe I can trust you after all. And by the way, don’t call me Fluffy-san. I hate that name. It’s so… undignified. I wish I could get these damn humans to stop calling me that, but none of them seem to understand me but you and that pretty girl.” 
 
    “Uh, alright,” Andy said. “What should I call you then?” 
 
    “My real name is Yakamatashi Hukiromi Akazakashami Kawabashi Umakazami.” 
 
    Andy stifled a chuckle, and did his best to keep a straight face. “That’s quite a mouthful,” he said. “Is it okay if I just shorten that to Yakamatashi?” 
 
    Fluffy-san looked as if he wanted to roll his eyes. “Ugh. Fine, fine. Go on, be on your way now.” 
 
    Andy thanked him again and then headed over to the bathing chambers and then to his room. That night he got into bed feeling greatly proud of himself and feeling a sense of pride and satisfaction in what he had achieved. After the busy day he had had, he didn’t have much trouble falling asleep. 
 
    His slumber turned out, however, to be neither long nor restful. He woke sometime in the early morning, sitting bolt upright with his heart pounding. It hadn’t been a nightmare that had awoken him, he was certain of that fact. No, it had been something external. 
 
    With his pulse racing, he scrambled out of his bedroll and peered through the window into the moonlit courtyard beyond—and what he saw froze the blood in his veins. 
 
    The courtyard was crawling with armed shinobi, and Andy saw immediately that they were not Akai shinobi. The stronghold was under attack.  
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    For a few seconds Andy was paralyzed with indecision, but he rapidly overcame this and sent out his ki-feelers, seeking out Fluffy-san, whose aid he would certainly need in the coming night-time battle. 
 
    “Hey Yakamatashi,” he said to the cat, “I need your help again—but this time you really want to give it to me right away, because the stronghold is under attack. If we all die, so do you.” 
 
    “Kill the invader scum,” Fluffy-san’s voice growled in Andy’s mind, and with that he felt his senses and muscles being supercharged with feline speed and agility, and the darkness outside became as light as an overcast day. 
 
    Now, using his feline-enhanced night vision, Andy was able to clearly see the dead bodies of guards lying slumped across the battlements. Most of them had either had their throats slit, or had arrows embedded in their skulls. They had been taken out rapidly and efficiently, with no chance to raise the alarm. 
 
    “Well, assholes, you’re not getting past me like that,” Andy whispered as he loaded his crossbow. Now that he was a novice shinobi, he was allowed to keep his armor and weapons in his room, and at this moment he was immensely thankful for this fact. 
 
    He got one of the enemy shinobi lined up in his sights and held the air in his lungs as he prepared to squeeze the trigger. Once this bolt was loosed, the battle would be on. He slowly exhaled and fired the crossbow. The bolt zipped through the chilly night air and thudded home, striking its target—the head of the shinobi—with deadly precision. The enemy flopped to the ground, dead before he hit the dirt, and his companions froze in their silent advance. 
 
    “We’re under attack!” Andy roared at the top of his lungs. “The Akai stronghold is under attack! Everyone, wake up! We’re under attack!”  
 
    Sensing the incoming missiles before they were launched, Andy dropped the crossbow and flung himself flat on the floor. At that moment, a horizontal hail of arrows and throwing stars smashed through the flimsy rice paper walls and zipped through the space Andy’s body had occupied a half-second earlier. 
 
    It was too late for the enemy to silence Andy, though, for now the alarm had been raised, and shouts were ringing out all across the stronghold. The breach had been made on the northern wall, and the guards on the other walls came rushing in to fight off the invaders, while the Akai shinobi jumped out of their beds and grabbed their weapons. 
 
    Andy hadn’t had the time to put on his shinobi suit or armor, so he ran out into the courtyard clad only in his baggy sleep pants, with his ninjatō in his hands but no other weapons on him. 
 
    His cat-enhanced senses warned him of an incoming projectile, and with reflexes far faster than any human, he ducked under a throwing star flung his way. The shinobi who had thrown it roared out a wordless challenge and came charging at Andy with his ninjatō at the ready. The blade was glowing red, and Andy knew that it was charged with the man’s ki. Without charging his own blade, his enemy’s ninjatō would likely slice through both his sword and his body. 
 
    Operating on pure survival instinct and adrenalin, he shifted into a combat stance and dumped a hefty load of his ki into his ninjatō just as his opponent reached him. The enemy shinobi came at him in a flying double somersault, with his blade scything out of this terrifying tornado of spinning motion. With his feline reflexes Andy spun on his heel and slashed at the spinning enemy, and their blades clashed in an explosion of ki that sounded like a twelve-gauge shotgun blast going off right next to him. 
 
    The enemy shinobi landed with acrobatic grace and lunged at Andy, whose cat-enhanced reflexes and crystal-clear night vision in the darkness saved him again. He turned away from the lunge with superhuman speed, but now, unlike in his fight with Sabazaki, he was under no obligation to spare his opponent’s life. As soon as he parried his adversary’s lunge he darted forward and with a snapping backhand slash, his glowing ninjatō took his enemy’s head clean off his shoulders. 
 
    There was no time to be shocked at the fact that he had just decapitated a man. Another enemy shinobi came charging in, howling and loosing a flurry of rapidly fired arrows at Andy as he raced toward him. For a few surreal and adrenaline-soaked moments Andy felt like Neo dodging bullets in The Matrix as he twisted his torso and writhed, using his feline speed to dodge each of the arrows, which his mind perceived as moving far slower than they actually were. 
 
    When the enemy shinobi loosed the last of his arrows he flung his bow aside and whipped out a kusarigama—a weapon against which Andy had no idea how to fight. His enemy came charging in, whirling the chain and blade of the kusarigama above his head, and lashed the blade at Andy’s face. Andy ducked under the blow and slashed at the kusarigama chain with his red-glowing ninjatō, but this shinobi was far faster and more of a skilled fighter than the previous one had been, and he yanked the chain back before Andy could sever it. 
 
    Andy darted in with a nifty lunge Ozu had taught him, but the shinobi deflected the rapid strike with the handle of his kusarigama, immediately slashing the blade end across Andy’s midriff. If Andy hadn’t been tapping into Fluffy-san’s cat reflexes, the strike would have torn his midsection open and disemboweled him, but Andy was only just able to jerk his midriff back in time to avoid this. The blade sliced a deep cut across his stomach, but it didn’t cut deep enough to slice through his muscles. 
 
    Andy had no time to dwell on this near-miss, though, for it was followed up with a forward lunge and a backhanded whip of the kusarigama chain, and this time not even Andy’s cat-enhanced reflexes could save him. The chain lashed around his neck, wrapping itself around his throat with the throttling grip of a python, and a half-second later the shinobi kicked Andy’s ninjatō out of his hands. Choking and coughing as the tight kusarigama chain strangled him, Andy reached up and grabbed the chain, trying in vain to loosen its death grip from his throat. 
 
    The enemy shinobi wasted no time in pressing his advantage. With a flying kick that crashed into Andy’s chest, he sent Andy crashing to the ground, and after landing with acrobatic deftness, the shinobi, straddling Andy, who was still trying to free his throat from the throttling hold of the chain, gripped the handle of the kusarigama and started twisting it in his hands, further tightening the chain around Andy’s throat. 
 
    Andy’s head felt as if it were about to explode, and his lungs were screaming out for air, while it felt as if his throat was being crushed with the relentless and irresistible force of some terrible industrial machine. Consciousness was fading rapidly, as was his strength, and black spots were appearing at the edges of his vision. His lungs felt as if they were on the verge of collapse, and his throat was being squeezed with such force that it felt as if he would soon be decapitated. 
 
    A new sensation intruded on these terrible feelings: a splattering of liquid warmth across his face and throat. He tasted the metallic tinge of blood in his mouth—and it wasn’t his. The pressure around his throat abruptly slackened, and as he gazed up at the enemy shinobi who was throttling him with his kusarigama, he saw that a barbed arrowhead had erupted from the man’s throat. Another arrow zipped through the air and slammed into the back of the enemy shinobi’s skull, and the man toppled forward onto Andy, dead as soon his arrow-riddled body slumped onto him. 
 
    “Andy! Are you okay?!” 
 
    The voice was one Andy knew well but had certainly not expected to hear. “Yasami!” he rasped hoarsely, still barely able to breathe or speak, for the kusarigama chain was still wrapped tightly around his throat. “You’re back?” 
 
    Yasami, bow in hand, raced over to him, ducking casually under a throwing spear hurled her way, and hurriedly knelt down and unwound the chain from his neck. 
 
    “What are you—” Andy began, but Yasami hushed him, quickly putting her hands on his throat. Warmth flooded from her hands into his flesh, and he could feel her ki healing his crushed windpipe. 
 
    “There,” she said, releasing him. “Do you feel strong enough to keep fighting?” 
 
    Andy groaned, grabbed his ninjatō, struggled up onto his feet and nodded. “I’m good, thanks,” he said, his voice still hoarse and raspy. 
 
    “Then let us destroy these invaders and make them regret the moment they decided to scale these walls,” Yasami growled, nocking an arrow to her bowstring. “Kill them! Kill them all!” 
 
    Without another word she raced away, loosing arrows in rapid fire left, right and center as she sprinted. Andy’s senses were still enhanced with feline powers, and he could see through the darkness of night with as much clarity as if it were merely an overcast day. And when he looked across the courtyard, in which the chaos of battle was raging, with half-dressed, heavily outnumbered Akai shinobi desperately fighting the enemy invaders, he saw a curious sight: an orangutan climbing over the battlements with an enemy shinobi clinging to its back. As soon as the enemy shinobi sprang off the orangutan’s back onto the battlements, the creature vanished back over the wall. Then, a few yards along the battlements, Andy saw another orangutan doing the same thing: dropping off an enemy shinobi, then heading back over the wall, presumably to pick up another waiting shinobi from the valley floor below. 
 
    “Kishiko,” Andy growled. It all made sense now. This was how the enemy had overcome the seemingly impassable barrier of the sheer north cliff face: Kishiko had enlisted the aid of a large group of orangutans to carry them up the steep rock, which was unclimbable by humans but a breeze for these agile apes. 
 
    Realizing right away that the most helpful contribution he could make to the battle would be stopping the flow of incoming shinobi rather than taking on individual invaders, Andy shot out his ki-feelers into the night, attempting to link with the orangutans who were carrying in the invaders. He immediately detected dozens of orangutans, all climbing the sheer face of the rock with enemy shinobi on their backs.  
 
    However, when he tried to link with one of them, he found that he couldn’t. Kishiko was not only controlling their minds, she had blocked off any possibility of anyone else linking their ki to the beasts’ and overriding her control. Andy understood now, in this terrible moment, that both he and Oshiki had greatly underestimated her powers. 
 
    “Dammit,” Andy muttered, as attempt after attempt to link to any of the orangutans was blocked. 
 
    Just then, however, he saw a magnificent sight—two of them, actually. The first was Ozu bursting out of his quarters, barefoot and dressed only in a silk kimono, carrying his ninjatō in his hands. He had managed to get an armored bracer onto his left forearm, and this piece of armor served multiple functions: the first was as both a makeshift shield and, with its spiked hooks on the outer edge, as a sword-breaker for any ninjatō blades that he caught in the hooks. The second was as a holder for small but lethal throwing knives, which were stored on the inside of the bracer. 
 
    When Ozu, moving with incredible speed and agility, flung the first of these throwing knives at an enemy shinobi, Andy got to see an enchanted weapon in action for the first time. The four-inch knives glowed green in the darkness, and when one of them slammed into the side of an enemy’s neck, the invader dropped his spear and fell to his knees, coughing and retching. He vomited up a torrent of blackened blood, and his skin began to bubble, with boils bursting out globs of yellow pus, while black blood began oozing from his eyeballs and every other orifice as he convulsed violently. 
 
    “Poison damage,” Andy murmured with both disgust and awe, his eyes locked on the dying man. 
 
    Ozu paid no heed to the man he had just taken down. As soon as his throwing knife slammed home, he turned his attention to the next target, flinging another poison-enchanted knife, which also slammed home with deadly accuracy. Two enemy shinobi came charging in, converging simultaneously on Ozu, who dealt with these multiple opponents with effortless contempt, cutting both down with magnificently speedy strokes of his ninjatō— which was an enchanted blade, also glowing green with poison magic—before he somersaulted agilely over an airborne throwing spear flung his way, decapitating another enemy shinobi as he landed. 
 
    The other sight Andy saw was equally as awe-inspiring, but in a completely different way. A huge male orangutan came over the wall, holding a large, crude wooden club in one hand, and Andy knew right away that this wasn’t one of Kishiko’s slaves. The orangutan jumped down into the courtyard and began lashing out with immense strength with its club, smashing one of the enemy shinobi with such force that his body was shot through the air as if flung by a catapult, and he smashed with a grisly splat against a stone wall. 
 
    The huge orangutan walloped another enemy shinobi with a savage downward chop, caving in his skull like an overripe melon. Other enemy shinobi noticed that this orangutan was no ally of theirs, and three of them charged in with their spears and ninjatōs, attacking the beast simultaneously.  
 
    And at that moment there was a bright flash of light, and standing where the orangutan had been a split-second earlier was a huge rhinoceros. The rhino’s armored hide was impervious to the shinobis’ spears and blades, and with primal fury and monstrous strength it plowed into them like a tank. 
 
    “Oshiki!” Andy yelled. Movement to his left caught his eye, and he saw Sabazaki desperately battling two enemy shinobi at once a few dozen yards away. Sabazaki was a skilled swordsman, and his blade was glowing red with ki as he fought, but so were the ninjatōs of the enemy shinobi, who were also elite fighters, and they were clearly gaining the upper hand. 
 
    After everything Sabazaki had done to Andy ever since he had first arrived at the stronghold, Andy was tempted to simply look away and allow the enemy warriors to finish Sabazaki off. This temptation was only a fleeting one, though, and it was rapidly seared away by the burning flame of justice and fellowship. For all Sabazaki’s faults, he was a fellow Akai shinobi, and Andy wasn’t going to sit by and allow the enemy to kill one of his own. 
 
    He charged his ninjatō with ki and then sprinted over to Sabazaki, who had taken a cut to his leg and was now on his knees, while the closer of the two enemy shinobi raised his ninjatō above his head to deliver the killing blow. 
 
    “Suck on this!” Andy roared, skewering the man from behind. His ki-powered blade burst through the enemy shinobi’s chest, spraying Sabazaki with a shower of blood, and Andy kicked the dead man off his blade and turned to face the remaining enemy. 
 
    The man came at Andy with a scream of both rage and aggression. Andy’s cat-enhanced reflexes and night vision allowed him to duck, bob and weave around the man’s frenzied slashes and stabs. For all his speed, the enemy shinobi’s sword found nothing but air and he just couldn’t hit Andy. 
 
    Finally, he overextended himself on a lunge, which Andy sidestepped. As he dodged the attack, Andy brought his own ninjatō down in a vicious chop, and the glowing red blade took both of the enemy’s arms off just above his elbows. Andy turned the blade and lashed it across the stunned man’s neck, and as his decapitated, armless body slumped to the ground, his head dropped onto the ground and rolled to a stop against Sabazaki’s knees. 
 
    Sabazaki, who had been expecting the arrival of death, looked up at Andy with both gratitude and surprise in his eyes. Andy offered him his hand, and Sabazaki gripped it. Andy hauled him to his feet, gave him a curt nod, and raced off to get Oshiki’s attention. Only the shaman could stop Kishiko’s orangutans from continually resupplying the enemy with fresh troops. 
 
    “Oshiki!” Andy yelled as he sprinted toward Oshiki, who was smashing through groups of enemy shinobi in his rhino form. “It’s Kishiko, we have to stop her!” 
 
    Oshiki trampled one last enemy beneath his rhino hooves, and in a blaze of light he shifted into his human form. “Protect me,” he said to Andy, “I need to concentrate fully to override what she’s doing.” 
 
    “This way!” Andy said. “Behind the water barrels, you’ll be shielded from missiles there, and there’s only one approach point, which I’ll be able to hold while you do your thing.” 
 
    “Take me there, hurry!” 
 
    Andy and Oshiki raced across the courtyard and through the servants quarters to the adjacent courtyard with the water supply system and the huge water storage barrels. Two enemy shinobi came charging out from behind the barrels, but Oshiki shifted back into his rhino form and flattened both of them before transforming hastily back.  
 
    He got into a sheltered spot behind both barrels, seated himself in the lotus position and closed his eyes and started muttering a chant in a language Andy did not recognize. 
 
    Andy didn’t know what Oshiki was doing, but he immediately felt the shaman’s power. It was pulsing out of him, as if Oshiki had become a concentrated ball of pure electricity. Every hair on Andy’s body stood on end and his skin tingled. He couldn’t focus too intently on what the shaman was doing, though, for another enemy shinobi with a ninjatō glowing brightly with ki came charging across the courtyard and engaged with him. 
 
    As Andy and the enemy battled, Oshiki’s chanting grew more intense and fervent, and he seemed completely unaware that Andy and this man were engaged in a life-or-death battle mere feet from him. 
 
    This enemy swordsman was far more skilled than any Andy had faced thus far, and even with his cat-enhanced senses and reflexes, it was all he could do to stay alive and parry the man’s relentless, speedy attacks, much less launch any counterattacks of his own. Also, the man’s ki seemed to be far stronger than his own, for although his blade was charged with almost all of his ki, every time the enemy’s blade clanged against it, it felt like a sledgehammer struck by a giant, and Andy’s ninjatō was taking some serious damage. 
 
    Then, with one potent slash from the enemy’s ninjatō, Andy’s blade snapped in half. At that moment, though, he felt a tremendous surge of power from Oshiki, almost as if a bomb had exploded right behind him. The enemy shinobi did not seem to notice this, however, and he grinned as he prepared to deliver the finishing glow. But before he could, a bright flash of light exploded behind Andy, and the enemy shinobi’s expression of smug aggression crumpled into one of shock and terror. 
 
    Fur brushed the top of Andy’s head as a tiger leaped over him and smashed like a cannonball into the enemy shinobi. In this tiger form, Oshiki gripped the man’s head between his jaws and tore it off his body before spitting it contemptuously out. 
 
    Oshiki then shifted into his human form. “Come, Andy, it is done. I’ve released the orangutans from that evil witch’s hold, and they threw whatever enemy soldiers were clinging to them off their backs down to their doom on the rocks below. No more enemy soldiers will be getting into the stronghold, so let’s finish off those who are in here and win this battle!” 
 
    Andy and Oshiki raced back to the main courtyard, but when they got there they found that the battle was mostly won. Ozu personally finished off the final remaining enemy shinobi with a throwing knife to the man’s eyeball, and then the Akai shinobi and guards who were still alive collapsed with exhaustion, panting and gasping. 
 
    Akazitu was nearby, and although he was badly wounded his injury was not mortal, and he gave Andy and Oshiki a weak but genuine smile as they passed him. “You fought well, Andy Knight,” he rasped. “I am proud to call you a fellow Akai shinobi. And you too, shaman, you saved us.” 
 
    Sabazaki had either been killed or had disappeared, for Andy couldn’t see him anywhere. Ozu and Yasami limped over to Andy and Oshiki. Both of them were wounded too. 
 
    “We have won this battle,” Ozu said grimly, “but at a great cost. Half of my men are dead.” 
 
    “Yasami, you saved my life,” Andy said. His throat still hurt and his voice was still soft and hoarse from the injuries the kusarigama chain had wrought on it, despite Yasami’s healing. “Why did you come back?” 
 
    “Two nights ago, I had a dream that this would happen,” she said. “I told the other Akai shinobi to go on ahead to the Great Library without me. I knew that the stronghold was in great danger and that my help would be needed. I cannot explain why, but I knew with every fiber of my being that this was no mere dream, but instead, a premonition.” 
 
    “I am glad that you listened to your instinct, granddaughter,” Ozu said. “Without your help, our casualty list would have been a lot longer, I think.” 
 
    “This was the work of the witch, Kishiko,” Oshiki said. “She is far more powerful than we could have guessed.” 
 
    “How did you know to come here?” Andy asked. “I thought you would have flown home in your flying fox form.” 
 
    Oshiki chuckled. “I was going to do that, but then I remembered that before you and I scaled the rock earlier, we left our remaining jugs of ale down in the forest near the base of the rock. I thought I may as well camp out in the forest and polish off the ale, and make my way back to my shack in the morning, which I did. But then, I woke up in the middle of the night, sensing someone using potent Beast Magic.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing you stayed nearby, Oshiki,” Ozu said. “Thank you for your aid. I am now even more indebted to you than ever.” 
 
    “Not to me,” Oshiki said, “to the power of the Old Way. All I want from you—a man with some influence—is to convince your shinobi, guards and servants that I’m no demon, that the Old Way and Beast Magic are not the so-called ‘black arts’ that the Grand Temple has made them out to be.” 
 
    Ozu nodded. “I will do this. No longer do I believe what the Grand Temple says about your ways, for I have seen with my own eyes and felt with my own spirit the good you have done.” He walked over to a dead enemy, and pulled the man’s wrist bracer off, revealing a tattoo of a stylized viper with a Japanese-like kanji symbol on his wrist. “Now I know who Kishiko was working with,” he muttered grimly. 
 
    “Who?” Andy asked. 
 
    “These are Hushaki shinobi. I should have known from the moment that someone attempted to have that panther kill me that the Hushaki clan was behind this. They have long been working to bring about the downfall of the Akai, and now, with the unmasking of their spy and assassin Kishiko, they have had to resort to open war. Well, if it’s war they want, it’s war they shall have.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this, grandfather?” Yasami asked.   
 
    Ozu’s eyes hardened, gleaming like twin balls of iron in his wrinkled sockets, and his jaw tightened. His hands balled into white-knuckled fists. “I do not want it, no,” he growled, “but there is no other way now. They have declared war, and the only we can respond is in kind. The Akai clan is now officially at war—and we will fight the Hushaki either until not one of them remains alive, or not one of us remains alive. We are now at war!” 
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    “I agree that there seems to be no other option but war, grandfather,” Yasami said, “but we are going to have to be extremely cautious in our approach. The Hushaki clan dealt us a terrible blow tonight, halving our strength in one fell swoop. And even with all of these dozens of Hushaki shinobi we killed tonight, they still have far more in the way of numbers than we do.” 
 
    “I know this, granddaughter,” Ozu said. “And while I’m sure that Nago Hushaki was hoping that this night attack would be a mortal blow against our clan, he’s no fool. He will have a contingency plan in place in case of failure, and will surely be ready for a counterattack.” 
 
    “So what are we going to do, Master Ozu?” Andy asked. 
 
    “For now, we reinforce our defenses,” Ozu said. “They managed to sneak up on us once by the traitor Kishiko’s use of her Beast Magic—” 
 
    “Er, misuse of Beast Magic, Ozu,” Oshiki said. “The Old Way should never be used for such things as this, and that witch’s enslavement of the souls of those orangutans is a most heinous crime against every core principle of the Old Way.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I understand, but you know what I mean,” Ozu said. “My point is, she will not be able to do this again. Not with you here, Oshiki—if you will agree to stay with us for a time to counter her Beast Magic. Will you do this for us?” 
 
    Oshiki frowned, looking distinctly uncomfortable, and stared at the ground while shifting his feet around. “I’m not sure about that, Ozu. I appreciate your offer of hospitality, I really do, but… these people despise me. And I understand why. From the moment they were born, their heads were filled with Grand Temple lies about Beast Magic and the Old Way.” 
 
    “I promise you, my people will give you the respect you deserve,” Ozu said. “Don’t worry about them.” 
 
    Oshiki remained unconvinced. “They will obey you, of course, but your command cannot erase suspicion from their hearts and minds,” he said. “I will feel uncomfortable around them, and they around me, as misplaced as their beliefs are.” 
 
    “What about the dungeons?” Andy suggested. “If you could hang around in the woods near the base of the rock during the day, and camp out in the dungeons at night, you’d be close enough to protect us against another attack from Kishiko and the Hushaki. I don’t think anyone goes down there, or even knows about the dungeons, right Master Ozu?” 
 
    “That is true,” Ozu said. “Most of the servants have never been down there, and I’m sure one of those cells could be made to be quite comfortable.” 
 
    Oshiki chuckled. “You’ve been inside my shack, Ozu. You know that I’m quite happy with very little! Alright, I’ll try this arrangement out for a few days and see how it goes. As long as I can be in the forest with my many animal friends during the day, I’ll be happy. And a few jugs of ale and fire shōchū will go a long way toward making me feel at home down there too!” 
 
    Ozu gave Oshiki a bow. “Thank you, my friend. I will do everything I can to make your stay as comfortable as possible … and to change the hearts and minds of my people about Beast Magic and the Old Way.” 
 
    “Come, enough of this talk now,” Oshiki said. “There are people who need healing, and we must tend to them before talking any more about strategy, battles and war.” 
 
    They split up, and Ozu, Yasami, and Oshiki went off to administer healing to the injured shinobi and guards. Andy, meanwhile, walked over to the water barrels to take a drink, for he was parched after the intensity of the battle, and was feeling drained after having spent so much of his ki. He had just finished gulping down a hefty mouthful of water when he heard footsteps approaching and sensed a pair of eyes focused intently on him. 
 
    He turned around and saw Sabazaki approaching, and in the shinobi’s hands was a nodachi, which seemed to shimmer faintly with a barely perceptible purple glow. Andy immediately stiffened up, expecting an argument or some sort of confrontation. He reached for his ninjatō, which was leaning against one of the water barrels. 
 
    “You won’t be needing that anymore, Andy Knight,” Sabazaki said, and his tone was unusually demure. 
 
    Andy’s posture slackened, and he looked up at Sabazaki, who couldn’t seem to meet Andy’s gaze. Instead, as he approached, he kept his eyes on a spot on the ground just in front of Andy’s feet. 
 
    “What do you want, Sabazaki?” Andy asked, unable to disguise the suspicion in his voice. 
 
    Sabazaki knelt down in front of Andy, placing the nodachi on his upturned palms as he offered it to him. 
 
    “Why are you giving me this?” Andy asked, now more confused than suspicious. 
 
    “I must apologize most deeply and sincerely to you, Andy Knight,” Sabazaki said, still unable to make eye contact with Andy. “I have treated you worse than a diseased beggar, from the moment you first arrived here. And worst of all, I accused you of being the one who tried to have Ozu killed. I have acted shamefully and brought immense dishonor upon myself. Tonight, you saved my life… even though you could have easily let me die. If I were in your shoes, I probably would have let me die. But you didn’t. And in doing so, you displayed your true worth. Your honor. Your courage. And never have I felt such shame and guilt as I did in that moment. Take this sword. It is an offering from me to you to beg for forgiveness for how I have acted.” 
 
    “Get up, Sabazaki,” Andy said. “I can’t take this sword from you, as cool as it is. Your apology is enough.” 
 
    “Do not dishonor me further by refusing my gift,” Sabazaki pleaded. “I have sunk low enough already. Please, you must take this sword from me.” 
 
    Andy guessed that this was some sort of honor custom, and from the tone of Sabazaki’s voice he understood that he would bring great shame upon the shinobi if he did not accept his gift. He reached down and picked up the nodachi. Despite the massive size of the blade, it felt surprisingly light and agile in his hands—nowhere near as light as his ninjatō, of course, but far more agile than a sword this size had any right to be. The blade was superbly well-balanced, and beautifully crafted. The blade did indeed have something of a purple iridescence to it, and the handle, made of some sort of opaque violet ivory-like material, was beautifully carved in the shape of a dragon’s head. In the hilt there were a few sockets that originally seemed to have contained gems, but which were now empty.  
 
    “Thank you, Sabazaki,” Andy said, examining the blade with quiet wonder. “This really is a magnificent sword. All is forgiven, trust me. Water under the bridge. If you’re cool with me now, I’m cool with you.” 
 
    He offered Sabazaki his hand, and Sabazaki took it and shook it. Now, finally, he was able to make eye contact with Andy, and instead of the mocking sneer he usually wore around Andy, his lips and eyes now glowed with a genuine smile. 
 
    “Thank you Andy, thank you, you have no idea how much this means to me,” Sabazaki said. “And once again, I want to apologize most sincerely for how I have treated you up to this point. There is no excuse for my behavior, none at all.” 
 
    “Like I said, water under the bridge,” Andy said. “Man, this really is an epic sword…” 
 
    “It was my grandfather’s,” Sabazaki said. “A samurai of legendary size and stature—neither of which I inherited, as you can no doubt tell. I should have been a samurai, like my father and his father and his father before him, but circumstances in my life prevented that from happening. Fate sent me down a different path than the one I had imagined. I never wanted to be a shinobi, but here I am. Anyway, I won’t bore you with the long tale of my life, but the point is, I have no use for this nodachi. There are other things I inherited from my father that are more precious to me, and this has been sitting gathering dust for decades. I will never use it, and my sons—if and when I have any—will not grow up to be samurai, so there is no point in keeping this.” 
 
    “I see,” Andy said, his eyes still locked on the magnificent blade. “But I’m no samurai either, and I’m pretty sure I’m never going to be one either. I still appreciate this gift immensely, of course.” 
 
    “You may not be a samurai, but has Ozu not told you that the way of the shinobi is far less rigid than that of the samurai? We use the most appropriate weapon for whatever job is at hand, regardless of whether that weapon is a ‘traditional’ shinobi weapon or not. If a crude spade or a basic peasant’s pickaxe happens to be the best weapon for a particular situation, then use a spade or a pickaxe. There is nobody I’ve met who I believe is more suited to wielding a nodachi like this than you, Andy. You are taller and stronger than any native of Nobu-Teng, and this blade, while unwieldy in my hands, will surely suit your long arms and tall stature quite well. It is not suitable for all circumstances, of course, but I am sure you will find that it is very suitable for a great number of situations.” 
 
    “I’m sure I could find some use for it,” Andy said, smiling. He stroked the mirror-finish flat of the gently curved blade. “The steel has this slightly purple iridescence to it. Why is that?” 
 
    Sabazaki gave Andy one of his rare smiles. “This is no ordinary blade!” he exclaimed. “It is enchanted with Lightning Magic. Unfortunately, the magic gems that powered the blade’s ki are long gone, but a hint of the old Lightning Magic still clings to the steel.” 
 
    “If I put new gems in here, would the blade be recharged?” Andy asked. 
 
    “It would… if you could get your hands on the right gems. Good luck doing that, though. Lightning gems are among the rarest of the magic gemstones.” 
 
    “And what could this blade do, if I were to hypothetically get the right gemstones for it?” Andy asked. 
 
    “Fully charged, you could bring down a bolt of lightning upon your enemy, as strong as the strongest lightning bolts in the fiercest storms—those lightning bolts capable of splitting a five-hundred-year-old oak tree in half with one strike. This nodachi has the potential to be a tremendously potent weapon. But like I said, that potential will probably remain untapped because of how incredibly rare Lightning gems are.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll find one or two someday,” Andy said. 
 
    Sabazaki shrugged. “Maybe. But the blade is an excellent enough weapon without them anyway. The steel is the very best in all of Nobu-Teng, and this nodachi was forged by the greatest swordsmith of my grandfather’s era.” 
 
    “Thank you again for this gift, Sabazaki,” Andy said. “I really do appreciate it. All is forgiven. The past is the past. Let’s move forward from this moment as not just allies, but friends. Agreed?” 
 
    This time it was Sabazaki who extended a hand to Andy, who took it and shook it firmly. 
 
    “Agreed… my friend,” Sabazaki said. He gave Andy a quick bow. “Forgive me, Andy, but I must be going. I need to assist the others with healing the wounded.” 
 
    “No problem,” Andy said, and he watched as Sabazaki walked off and melted into the darkness. He continued to marvel at the blade for a while, until his thoughts were interrupted by a familiar voice inside his head. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be alive right now if it wasn’t for me.” 
 
    Andy looked up and saw a pair of intense green eyes staring up at him from the shadows nearby. 
 
    “Fluffy-san—sorry, I mean, Yakamatashi,” Andy said to the cat. Unsure of what sort of decorum the cat was expecting, and aware of how touchy the feline was about certain things, Andy decided to be as respectful as possible and gave him a bow. “I’m deeply grateful for your aid. I was just about to head down to the kitchens to get you some—” 
 
    “There’s no need for that,” Fluffy-san said as he sauntered over to Andy and butted his leg with his head, affectionately wrapping his tail around Andy’s shin. “I think I may have… misjudged you, human. You’re one of the good ones, and you fought impressively tonight. I’m grateful that I was able to assist you. We cats are capable of some serious speed of reflexes and jaw-dropping agility, aren’t we?” 
 
    Andy chuckled and reached down to scratch the cat behind his ears, which quickly resulted in a rumbling purr. “I couldn’t have done what I did tonight without your help, Yakamatashi, and I promise you, I do not take it for granted, not for a second. You and I make a pretty good team, don’t we?” 
 
    “I think we do,” the cat said as he continued to snake his body around Andy’s legs, purring. “And I’m under no illusions about what would have happened to me and the other animals here had the invader scum won the battle. I’d have been skinned alive for fun or been thrown into a fire or hurled off the rock for amusement, no doubt.” 
 
    “Good thing they didn’t win then,” Andy said. “I’m sure the human survivors wouldn’t have fared much better than you guys either.” 
 
    “Yes, so let’s make sure that the invaders don’t ever get the chance to do this again,” Fluffy-san said. “You may connect your ki to mine and make use of my senses and abilities whenever you wish, human. No need to ask permission.” 
 
    “Thank you, Yakamatashi,” Andy said. “That’d be a great help for me.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Fluffy-san said before wandering off nonchalantly. 
 
    Andy had some more water, but at this point a crushing weariness was beginning to hit him, coming down with the abrupt force of a collapsing wall of bricks. And now that the adrenalin of the battle had worn off, his injuries were throbbing with increasing pain, and his muscles and joints were aching. He picked up his new sword, limped slowly back to his room and flopped down onto his bedroll, passing out mere seconds after his head hit the pillow. 
 
    The next morning Andy was awoken by a persistent soft thumping on the shutters of his window. The room was painted in hues of dull gray, the sun still not yet risen. Andy wasn’t worried about the thumping on the window, for he could sense that it was an animal, and that it wasn’t here to do him any harm. 
 
    He yawned and struggled out of bed, acutely experiencing every ache and pain from the previous night’s battle, and slid open the shutter. A large fruit bat was flying circles near his window, and the creature informed him that it had a message for him from Oshiki: he requested that Andy join him for breakfast an hour or two after dawn in the dungeons below the stronghold. 
 
    “Tell him I’ll be there lil’ buddy, thanks for the message,” Andy said. 
 
    Andy got a few more hours of much-needed sleep, and then got breakfast from the kitchens for Oshiki and took it down to the dungeons, where Oshiki had camped out for the night. The shaman, dressed only in his usual grubby fisherman’s pants, was sprawled out on a straw mat in one of the cells, snoring as loudly as an idling eighteen-wheeler. Andy wasn’t surprised to see a few empty ale jugs scattered across the cell too. 
 
    “Uh, Oshiki, I’m here like you asked, time to wake up,” Andy said, gently tapping Oshiki on the shoulder. 
 
    The shaman, however, showed no sign of stirring. Andy grabbed Oshiki’s shoulder and shook it more forcefully, but it seemed that this was an entirely futile exercise. Sighing, Andy walked over to the bucket of water in the corner and dipped his finger in. The water was suitably cold, so Andy filled a cup with it and tossed it over Oshiki’s face. 
 
    The shaman sat bolt upright, gasping and spluttering, his eyes bulging in their sockets. However, he quickly got over this initial panic when he realized where he was and who had woken him up, and his countenance shifted back into its usual accurate mimicry of a laughing Buddha. “Andy, is it morning already?” he asked, wiping the water off his face with the back of his hand. “I could have sworn I closed my eyes but a mere second ago…” 
 
    “The sun’s high in the sky outside, Oshiki,” Andy said, “although I guess it’s kinda hard to tell down here. Anyway, I brought you some breakfast, hot and fresh from the kitchen. This should wake you up nicely.” 
 
    “Did you bring any ale with this breakfast?” Oshiki asked eagerly, staring at Andy with a hopeful expression on his face. 
 
    “I thought it was a bit early in the morning for ale,” Andy said. 
 
    Oshiki’s hearty laughter resounded through the dungeons. “It’s never too early for ale, Andy! That’s a maxim I live by! Alright, alright, hand it over, it won’t be nearly as good with only water instead of ale to wash it down, but I suppose it’s better than nothing.” He sat up in a cross-legged position and began to wolf down his breakfast as soon as Andy passed him the plate. 
 
    “What did you want to talk to me about?” Andy asked. 
 
    Oshiki held up a hand as he shoveled his food down, signaling to Andy to wait. Andy couldn’t help but be quite astounded at the speed and voracity with which the shaman was devouring his breakfast. Far faster than he could have imagined, the plate was soon empty, and when he was done eating, Oshiki tossed it aside and let out a burp that was so vociferous and thunderous that it got the stone walls and floor vibrating. 
 
    “Alright, now that that’s out of the way,” Oshiki said, grinning, “we can talk.” As he continued, however, his smile quickly faded. “This Kishiko, we—or, at least I—have very clearly underestimated her greatly. To do what she did last night, enslaving those orangutans like that, requires far more power and experience with Beast Magic than someone of her age should be capable of. Then again, you yourself are of a similar age to her, and already you possess far greater powers than you should. I’ve been thinking about this, and the mysterious arrival of the Ghost Army… and I think something far bigger than any of us realize is going on.” 
 
    Andy frowned. “Do you think that Kishiko has something to do with the Ghost Army?” 
 
    “I think it’s all connected. Your arrival too,” Oshiki said. 
 
    “Me?!” Andy gasped. “Oshiki, I don’t know anything at all about—” 
 
    Oshiki chuckled and shook his head. “No, no, you misunderstand my meaning, Andy,” he said. “I don’t mean that you had something to do with conjuring up the Ghost Army or anything like that. What I mean is, everything is connected. Not in terms of basic cause and effect, no, no, in a far more complex manner than that. The unknown and unknowable cosmic powers are fighting a never-ending war for balance in the world. That is what they strive for. Not good, not evil, but balance. There cannot be one without the other, and one side cannot dominate without causing chaos. And they use all sorts of elements in this war. You and Kishiko and the Ghost Army are, I believe, instruments of the cosmic powers.” 
 
    “What exactly do you mean by cosmic powers?” Andy asked. 
 
    “In the Old Way, there are no gods, no goddesses. Just forces too large and complex to understand. When you look up at the sky at night, do you understand what lies beyond the curtain of black, what the stars are? No, and you cannot know. But you do know—you instinctively understand—that there is something to them that is far greater and vaster than yourself, something you could never truly comprehend. And that’s fine! Unlike the priests of the Grand Temple, we shamans of the Old Way do not claim to have all the answers, to know the unknowable and understand the understandable. We acknowledge our limitations, and seek only to pass through this world doing as little harm as we can, and upholding justice and supporting the force of Good. We support Good in aid of maintaining the balance that the cosmic powers fight for. If Kishiko and the Ghost Army were sent here as agents of Evil, to upset the balance, then I am quite sure that you—who arrived very timeously—have somehow been sent as an agent of Good.” 
 
    Andy wasn’t quite sure how to respond to this, and Oshiki picked up on his uncertainty immediately. “You don’t have to worry about this, Andy, or do anything,” he said, smiling. “Just know that you are here for the force of Good, to restore the balance that Kishiko and her friends, as well as the Ghost Army, are upsetting. Let this knowledge be your guide, that is all. Your destiny will steer you through whatever storms lay ahead.” 
 
    “What about your part in all of this, Oshiki?” Andy asked. 
 
    “I have always known that the cosmic forces brought me here to tip the balance in the favor of the force of Good,” he said. “And I have tried to live my life in a manner that would achieve this. Maybe it is my destiny to train you. Maybe you are the one who will finally resurrect what little remains of the Old Way from the ashes. Who can know these things? All we can do is make the best of whatever circumstances and situations we find ourselves in. And you, Andy, appear to have been doing that quite well.” 
 
    “Thank you, Oshiki. I couldn’t have asked for a better mentor than you,” Andy said. 
 
    “Think nothing of it, Andy,” Oshiki said with a smile and shrug. “You know, while you have learned a great deal from me, you haven’t told me much about where you come from. I am quite curious about this land, what was it called… California, yes?” 
 
    “I’ll definitely tell you all about it sometime,” Andy said, “but right now, I need to go talk to Yasami and Ozu about this whole war with the Hushaki thing.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Oshiki said. “You and I will have plenty of time for stories in the future. And I must admit, that breakfast, as good as it was, has put me right back in the mood for sleep! I quite like sleeping down here. It’s dark, warm and quiet, good for the ol’ shuteye. I love having my animal friends around, of course, but sometimes they do get a bit noisy! I think I’m going to get a little more sleep before I head out into the forest.” 
 
    Oshiki stretched out, yawned and then flopped down onto his bedroll, and before Andy could say anything else, the shaman was snoring like a clattering diesel motor. Andy chuckled and shook his head, gathering up the plates and jugs before heading back up the stronghold. 
 
    When he emerged from the granary, he almost bumped into Yasami, who was walking past. She was dressed in a black gi and looked as if she was heading to the dojo. “Are you a servant as well as a shinobi now, Andy?” she joked, glancing at the dirty plates and jugs he was carrying. 
 
    “You forgot to add ‘engineer’ to that list,” Andy quipped with a wink. 
 
    “I have been enjoying the benefits that your new water delivery system has brought to the stronghold, I can’t deny that. I love how fast and effortless it is now to have a hot bath! But anyway, enough talk of domestic matters. I was actually looking for you; Ozu wants you in the dojo as soon as possible for training, so you’d better get those plates and jugs back to the kitchen and get your gi on.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll see you in Ozu’s dojo in a few minutes,” Andy said. 
 
    A short while later, he was in his gi in the dojo, but this time he wasn’t alone with the shinobi grandmaster. Yasami, Sabazaki, Akazitu and the other surviving shinobi were all there. Everyone was kitted out in their gis for a group training session, and they were all sitting cross-legged on the mats in the center of the dojo. Ozu was pacing slowly back and forth in front of them all, his hands clasped behind his back, his brow furrowed, his face scrunched up into an expression of deep concentration. 
 
    When everyone was finally seated, he stopped his pacing and turned to face them. Instead of saying anything, though, he simply raised his hand and snapped his fingers. At this signal, a number of servants entered the dojo from both side doors—and each of them was dragging the corpse of a Hushaki shinobi. 
 
    Everyone watched in grim silence as the servants arranged the corpses in rows in the front of the dojo, just behind Ozu, who continued to survey his seated shinobi with an intense look in his eyes. Finally, when all the bodies were laid out and the servants had left, Ozu spoke. 
 
    “Observe,” he said gravely. “These are not all of the enemy dead. These are only those of them with intact bodies and limbs, killed by sword or spear thrusts, or arrows to the throat, chest or head. They are Hushaki shinobi, and they are—were, I should say—just as skilled in the art of ninjutsu as we are. We lost half of our fighting men, guards and shinobi, in that terrible battle last night. Half! Let that sink in.”  
 
    Ozu resumed his slow pacing back and forth before the shinobi, who listened in somber silence. 
 
    “We lost half of our fighting force,” he continued, “but they didn’t. These corpses, and the dismembered and decapitated ones outside, all represent a far smaller percentage of the total Hushaki fighting force. So even though last night, we killed more of them than they did of us, they struck a far more devastating blow in this war. Our numbers were halved in one battle—but they only lost perhaps a sixth of their men. Maybe even a smaller number, perhaps only an eighth. They almost won the war with one terrible strike. And if we suffer such losses again, they will win.” 
 
    He paused here to let his words sink in. After a decently severe interval, he continued. 
 
    “All of you in this dojo fought well last night, and I am proud of each and every one of you. But our dead comrades, who we will burn on a funeral pyre tonight, also fought well, and it was only through the noble sacrifices they made—the sacrifice of their lives—that we were able to win this fight. I will not allow the Hushaki clan to do this to us again; I cannot allow it. Everyone, stand up and come here. I will tell you why I have dragged the enemy dead into the hallowed space of this dojo.” 
 
    Everyone stood up in silence and walked up to the rows of enemy dead. 
 
    “From now on, you are not going to only train in your Akai armor and ninja-yoroi. Pick one of these enemy dead who is similar in size and build to you, and you will train in his Hushaki armor and ninja-yoroi. For when we launch a strike against the Hushaki—and I promise you that we will, and it will be a strike that hits them like an assassin’s arrow through the throat—we will strike at them from the very heart of their stronghold. We will walk among them, and they will greet us as brothers before they realize who we really are. They will sleep soundly, believing that we are their brothers, guarding them… but then we will begin the slaughter, and most of them will be dead before the alarm is even raised, while the Hushaki shinobi we secretly killed rot in the forest beyond the stronghold. Our numbers are few, and we only have one chance to strike: we have to make it count, and we have to make it a more vicious and potent strike than any they ever could have imagined.” 
 
    The Akai shinobi murmured their approval. 
 
    “Choose a set of Hushaki armor,” Ozu commanded. “And from this moment on until the moment the signal to attack is given, you will be Hushaki in everything but your hearts. And whether that signal is given tomorrow or ten years from now you will wait, and you will obey this command. You will move like them, talk like them, fight like they do, cry out Hushaki battle cries when you fight. You will discard your own weapons and take a weapon from the pile of Hushaki weapons outside these doors. You will be Hushaki in everything but your hearts until we rip them open from inside, like a parasite patiently biding its time and bursting their hearts from inside their chests! Go now! Choose a set of armor and a ninja-yoroi, and the servants will repair, wash and prepare them for you!” 
 
    Each of the shinobi set about choosing a set of Hushaki armor—all except Andy. Not even the biggest man among the enemy dead was anywhere close to his size. Ozu, however, took him aside and spoke to him on his own. “Not you, Andy Knight,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’m well aware that none of the Hushaki clothes will fit you! I have other plans for you and my granddaughter. But don’t worry about that just yet. Stand to the side and simply watch and take everything in.” 
 
    Andy couldn’t help but feel a little relieved. The prospect of entering the heart of an enemy stronghold as a novice shinobi with barely any training in the art of stealth was more than a little daunting. However, Andy was as eager as any of the rest of them to strike back at the Hushaki for what they had done. 
 
    Once all of the shinobi had picked out a set of Hushaki ninja-yoroi and armor, the servants made a note of these and then dragged the corpses out of the dojo, and hurriedly swept and mopped the areas of the polished wooden floor that the corpses had defiled. The shinobi, meanwhile, returned to their seats.  
 
    Andy was seated next to Yasami, and he leaned over and whispered to her. “Ozu said that he’s going to burn the Akai dead on a pyre tonight, but what’s he going to do with the bodies of the Hushaki?” 
 
    “Because they are enemy dead, they will be taken to the great lake nearby and fed to crocodiles, fish, and maybe even the dragons that live there. They do not get to ride the smoke.” 
 
    “Ride the smoke?” Andy asked.    
 
    “We burn our honorable dead, because the smoke carries their souls to the heavens, where they will be reunited with their ancestors, who now dwell among the stars,” Yasami answered. “But for those like enemy soldiers, criminals and other dishonorable people who do not deserve the warm, safe passage that smoke provides, they are fed to water-dwelling beasts and fish. Their souls will also eventually get to the stars, as all souls do, but first they must endure the agony and stench and rot of passing through a beast’s body as food. Then, when they emerge as excrement, they slowly dissolve in the icy cold of the lake water, and will only slowly get to ride to the stars when the mists from the water drift up into the sky.” 
 
    “Whoa, that’s pretty intense,” Andy said. “I guess it does make sense, though. Better to be burned up and turn into smoke than be ripped up and eaten and turn into crocodile poop.” 
 
    Yasami had to stifle a chuckle, and her eyes sparkled with mirth as she looked up at Andy. “Andy!” she gasped. “You cannot joke about such things!” she said with mock shock. 
 
    “Ahem!” Ozu said sharply, his eyes on Andy and Yasami, who quickly stifled their conversation. “I’m sure I do not need to tell you all this, but this is the most important campaign of the last ten years. No, no, it is even more important than that. It is certainly the most important in a generation, perhaps even a hundred years, or even more! For in this war, we are not fighting for some mighty daimyo, or even the Emperor himself. We are fighting for the very existence of the Akai clan. Make no mistake, my friends—if we do not destroy the Hushaki, they will annihilate us. Nago Hushaki, as dishonorable a man as he is, is a methodical and ruthless shinobi. And he is relentlessly dogged. Once he has set his mind to a task, he does not give up until that task is complete. And the task he has currently set his mind to is clearly the complete destruction of the Akai clan. Why? We cannot know. We have always been rivals, the Hushaki and the Akai, but our enmity has never been such that either of us has attempted to completely annihilate the other—until now. But if destruction is what Nago Hushaki wants, it is what he will receive—except it will be his own destruction, and the destruction of his entire clan!” 
 
    The shinobi let out a proud cheer, and Andy, caught up in the sincerity and fervor of Ozu’s speech, cheered along with them. Ozu surveyed his seated warriors, and pride blazed in his eyes as he nodded slowly. 
 
    “I see before me men—and a woman,” Ozu added, giving his granddaughter a nod of respect, “of great honor, of fierce courage and indomitable spirit. I could not ask for a better and braver clan; as much as the Akai clan has declined in strength, power and influence over the last few decades, we still draw breath. Even though our numbers are small, perhaps smaller than they have ever been throughout the entire history of the Akai clan, there are no doubts whatsoever in my mind that we have the courage, discipline, intelligence, skill and ferocity to overcome the far greater numbers of the Hushaki. Do you agree, my friends, or do you not agree?!” 
 
    “We agree!” they all roared in unison. 
 
    “Good, good,” Ozu said, clasping his hands together and nodding slowly. “Then there must be a singular goal in each of your hearts, one primary driving force for every one of your thoughts and actions until the task before us is complete. And we all now know what that task is, do we not?” 
 
    “We do!” the shinobi yelled back. 
 
    “Death to the Hushaki!” Sabazaki roared. “Death to the Hushaki!” 
 
    “Yes!” Ozu growled, slamming his right fist into his left palm. “Death to Nago Hushaki and death to the entire Hushaki clan! They will rue the day they tried to exterminate us. Every single one of them will rue that day. Death to the Hushaki!” 
 
    “Death to the Hushaki!” everyone chanted, and Andy, caught up in the passionate fervor, chanted along with them. “Death to the Hushaki! Death the Hushaki!” 
 
    As Andy chanted, a realization came over him, a realization that both frightened and invigorated him. This was the real thing, this was war—and it would be a war from which there would be no escape. There would only be victory… or death. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After the speech, Ozu spoke more in-depth about the strategies he intended to use to fight the Hushaki, who would no doubt be expecting a counterattack. The first thing to be done, he said, was for half of the Hushaki dead to be added to the pile of Akai dead who were to be burned that evening. This elicited gasps of shock from the shinobi. 
 
    “Master Ozu, how can you burn the Hushaki scum along with our own hallowed dead?!” Sabazaki asked. “These invader scum do not deserve such an honor!” 
 
    “Of course they do not,” Ozu replied, smiling slyly. “And that is exactly why we will do this. We will make the pyre at the southern end of the rock, beyond the fortified gates, on the boulder that juts out over the valley. This way, the pyre will be seen from miles around. We can be certain that there are Hushaki spies in the forest down below. And I’m sure the traitor Kishiko will send some bats to fly close and count the bodies as we burn them. They know how many of their own fighters they lost in the battle—but because we destroyed all of the invaders in the battle, and none escaped to tell the tale, the Hushaki do not know exactly how many of us died in the fight. It pains me to give their dead an honorable send-off, believe me, but by adding Hushaki bodies to our own pile it will make it seem like our losses were far greater than they actually were. And by giving the illusion that our numbers were cut down by three quarters instead of half, the Hushaki will believe they have already won, and will become complacent and overconfident. It will also make us seem like weaker fighters than we actually are. We can use this to our advantage.” 
 
    Everyone murmured their approval. 
 
    “Remember, my friends, deception and illusion are integral aspects of the way of the shinobi,” Ozu said. “And we can employ these devices right away, in a very public manner.” 
 
    He went on to discuss the larger strategy he would employ and got the shinobi to begin their training, which consisted of advanced methods of moving with speed, agility and stealth. However, while the others were busy with this, he took Yasami and Andy aside.  
 
    “I must train the experienced shinobi in the art of advanced stealth and agility,” he said. “Yasami, you are already the best in the clan when it comes to such skills, so you do not need to train in this area as much as the others do. I want you to take Andy and train him in the more basic skills of stealth and agility. However, there is something more: because you two possess the gift of Beast Magic, which the others do not, I want you to incorporate this into your stealth and agility training. In recent days my position has completely changed about Beast Magic and the Old Way, and what happened last night has only reinforced my new views on it: I see it as something immensely powerful that we can—and must—use to our advantage. Especially seeing as the Hushaki have Kishiko, whose Beast Magic is powerful. We must fight fire with fire, as the saying goes. Speak to Oshiki about this. I suspect that by using the stealth, speed and agility of various animals, you and Andy will be able to perform greater feats of stealth, agility, camouflage and acrobatics than even the greatest shinobi.” 
 
    Yasami gave him a bow. “We will do this, grandfather.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on that, Master Ozu,” Andy added. “And I’m sure that Oshiki will be able to teach us to maximize our stealth and agility and stuff by using animal powers.” He paused, wondering if he should tell Ozu and Yasami about Oshiki’s theory about the Ghost Army, and the cosmic struggle between the powers of Good and Evil, and how the shaman thought that he had arrived here as some sort of agent of Good to fight in a greater cosmic war. 
 
    “Was there something else you wanted to say, Andy Knight?” Ozu asked. 
 
    “Oh, uh, no, nothing else, Master Ozu,” Andy said, deciding that perhaps that particular conversation could wait for another time. 
 
    “Very well. Go now, and begin your training. While you must use your Beast Powers, though, Yasami, you must first get Andy to master the basic shinobi skills of camouflage, stealth of movement and agility without the use of Beast Magic. Beast Magic must be used to enhance these skills, not as a complete substitute for them. Do you understand?”  
 
    “We do, grandfather,” Yasami said. 
 
    “Good. Go then and begin. There is no time to waste.” 
 
    They left the dojo and headed out. “Where are we going to do this training?” Andy asked. 
 
    “My grandfather has taken you to the training area in the forest before, hasn’t he?” Yasami asked. “We’re going there. Before we leave the stronghold, though, we’d better get some weapons. There could be Hushaki hiding in the woods waiting to ambush us down there.”  
 
    They split up to retrieve their weapons from their respective rooms. Andy wondered if he should take his ninjatō or the nodachi Sabazaki had given him. He knew that the ninjatō would be the more practical weapon, but from the moment he had first laid eyes on it, he had loved the magnificent nodachi, and he was itching to give the huge sword a few real swings. 
 
    “Ah, screw it,” he said, picking up the nodachi. “We probably won’t have to use our weapons anyway.” 
 
    “That’s one hell of a sword!” Yasami remarked when she met up with Andy at the stronghold gates. 
 
    Andy explained how Sabazaki had given it to him after he had saved his life in the battle. 
 
    “Perhaps that foul-tempered brute actually does possess a smidgen of honor, then,” Yasami said. 
 
    “You don’t think that this was too great a gift?” Andy asked. 
 
    “You saved the life of a man who tried to kill you, and who publicly accused you of a horrendous crime of which you were not at all guilty,” Yasami said. “In my opinion, the gift he gave you—as nice as it is—is nowhere near extravagant enough to make up for what he did to you. Perhaps in your culture in California it is different, but here we take such matters extremely seriously. Ozu could easily have had Sabazaki put to death for what he did to you.” 
 
    “Whoa, okay, then I guess this nodachi was an appropriate peace offering,” Andy said. “Either way, I’m glad I have it. It’s gotta be the coolest sword I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Yasami’s lips curved upward and her eyes sparkled. Andy was sure that there was something more than mere politeness in her smile—something that got his blood flowing hotter and faster through his veins. He wondered, though, if his own growing attraction toward Yasami was perhaps causing him to perceive things that weren’t there. “It suits you,” she said. “Your strength and stature are perfect for wielding a weapon such as this.” 
 
    “I feel like it fits me like a glove,” Andy said. “The ninjatō always felt a bit small to me… more like a machete than a sword. This, though, feels like one serious sword in my hands.” 
 
    “Did Sabazaki show you how to use its Lightning magic?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “He said that there wasn’t much magic left in the blade, seeing as the Lightning gems are missing.” 
 
    “That’s true, but it doesn’t mean that there’s no magic left. Try charging the blade with ki, the way you would a non-magical blade.” 
 
    Andy gripped the nodachi in both hands, pulled some ki from his core and injected it into the blade. Unlike a regular weapon charged with ki, however, which would glow red, the nodachi glowed violet, and tiny veins of bright electricity rippled and crackled along the surface of the blade. A broad grin spread across Andy’s face. 
 
    “Test it out,” Yasami suggested. 
 
    “I’d love to, but on what?” Andy asked. 
 
    “My blade,” she said, drawing her ninjatō. 
 
    “It won’t damage it?” he asked. 
 
    “Not without the gems in it to give it truly potent power,” she answered. “Go on, aim a test cut at me.” 
 
    “You’re sure it won’t break your ninjatō?” he asked. 
 
    Yasami chuckled. “I’m sure. Go on, just do it!” 
 
    Andy shifted into a basic sword stance, and then aimed a downward diagonal slash at Yasami. She blocked it with her ninjatō, but a vein of electricity ripped down her sword and shocked her, causing her to yelp with pain and drop her weapon. 
 
    “Sorry!” Andy said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, shaking out her hands. “There’s clearly more magic left in that blade than I thought there was, though!” 
 
    “I’m liking it more and more, I gotta say!” Andy said, staring with awe and wonder at the sword. 
 
    “I bet you are,” Yasami said, picking up her ninjatō. “Anyway, let’s get going.” 
 
    When they passed through the gates and got to the narrow stairway that wound a treacherous passage down and around the rock, Andy was tempted to call on Fluffy-san for help, but he decided against this, remembering what Ozu had said about the necessity of mastering skills on his own first, without using his Beast Magic as a crutch. He had been up and down the passage a few times now, with some of those being in complete darkness, so he was confident that he could do it without the aid of a cat’s reflexes, balance and agility. 
 
    Yasami set off down the stairway at a good pace, and Andy did his best to keep up with her. Vertigo still pulled with terrifying relentlessness at him as he descended the stairs, but it wasn’t quite as horrifically frightening as the first few times he had done it, and soon enough he was moving with respectable enough speed. 
 
    He got down to the bottom without once having to call on Fluffy-san for aid, a fact that made him quite proud. Yasami and Andy greeted the sentries on the ground, and then set off into the woods. 
 
    “Keep your eyes and ears wide open for enemies,” Yasami said. “Use your Beast Magic if you need to.” 
 
    Andy figured that although he needed to master the requisite shinobi skills without the aid of Beast Magic, it would be fine to use it here. He also figured out that he didn’t necessarily need to directly connect his ki to that of any nearby animals to make use of their natural abilities. All animals, great or small, were extremely wary of human beings, and not even the stealthiest shinobis could avoid having their presence detected by every animal in a given area. Andy therefore decided to try something a little different from his usual method. 
 
    Instead of linking to one specific animal, he closed his eyes and picture his ki breaking up into a sort of mist that spread out from him in all directions. He pictured this ki-mist to be a conductive entity, like a storm cloud through which lightning could flow. He also imagined that every animal nearby was a source of electricity, as such, a beacon of sensitivity. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Yasami asked, but Andy was concentrating so intently on the task at hand that he barely heard her voice. 
 
    He sent his ki-mist billowing out in all directions, and every animal that this mist touched sent a spark coursing through the fog. Andy was seeking out only the most basic and primal sensations among the animals that the mist touched—fear and wariness. With the animals who were very close to him and Yasami, there was a definite wariness, but when his ki-mist connected with them and they realized he was a human being who possessed Beast Magic, the wariness faded. Also, there was no fear among them, especially among those who were a hundred yards or further from his position. This assured him that there were no other humans nearby. 
 
    He opened his eyes. “We’re safe,” he said confidently to Yasami. “There are no Hushaki waiting to ambush us, at least not in this area. I’ll check again a few hundred yards down the trail, but there’s no need to worry here.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” she asked. 
 
    “Dead certain,” he said. “Oh, uh, maybe ‘dead’ isn’t exactly the right word to use at this point…” 
 
    Yasami chuckled. When Andy saw the sparkle in her eyes, he was sure that there was more than mere mirth in her laughter and the way she smiled. Again his blood felt hotter and quicker in his veins, but he didn’t want to read too much into this and see things that weren’t actually there. 
 
    “No,” Yasami said, grinning, “I don’t think that is the right word to use! But if you’re sure that there are no enemy shinobi nearby, then we can move on without fear. I assume you used your Beast Magic to check. Is that a new trick Oshiki taught you?” 
 
    “Actually, it’s something I just kinda figured out myself right now,” Andy said. 
 
    “Hmm… you seem to be good at that, Andy,” she said. “You’ll have to teach me how to do that sometime. Anyway, let’s get going.” 
 
    Soon enough they arrived at the obstacle course and training ground. Andy performed one more ‘ki-mist’ to survey the area for enemies. He found none, so they began their training. 
 
    “The first and most basic thing you need to learn when it comes to the art of moving with stealth,” Yasami said, “is where to place your weight, and how to place it. It’s easy to walk across, say, smooth stone quite silently, right? Anyone can do that.” 
 
    “Sure,” Andy said. “You just keep your footfalls slow and light, and you can pretty much walk silently across smooth rock or stone.” 
 
    “Right. But what about, say, a carpet of dry leaves and brittle twigs?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “Now that's pretty much impossible,” Andy answered. 
 
    “You might think so now, Andy,” Yasami said with a playful grin, “but I’m about to prove you wrong. Let’s get some props from the hut.” She unlocked the supply hut and got out some sacks of dry leaves and twigs. “Sit on the ground there,” she said to Andy, who did as he was instructed. 
 
    “I’m guessing I’m going to need to close my eyes?” Andy said as Yasami started to scatter dry leaves and twigs from the sacks all around him. 
 
    “That’s right,” she said. “So it’s an exercise with an additional benefit: you also get to train your sense of hearing and your ability to sense the presence of another person without using your eyes.”   
 
    Once she had covered an area with a radius of around half a dozen yards all around Andy, she set the sacks down. She picked up a dry stick that was larger than the others—about the size of a drumstick—and handed it to Andy. “Alright, we’re going to play a little game. You’re going to sit in the middle of the circle of twigs and leaves with your eyes closed, and I’m going to try to sneak up on you. If and when you detect my presence, keep your eyes closed but throw the stick in my direction. If you hit me, you get a point. But if I get close enough to touch you before you throw the stick, or if your throw is in the completely wrong direction, I get a point.” 
 
    “Okay,” Andy said. He was quite sure he would be able to detect her presence long before she got close enough to touch him. After all, she had to cross a carpet of brittle twigs and tinder-dry leaves to get to him, and he didn’t think that even a feather-light insect could do that soundlessly. 
 
    “No cheating now, keep your eyes closed,” Yasami said. 
 
    “They’re closed, don’t worry,” he said. 
 
    “Alright,” she said. “Let’s begin.” 
 
    Andy closed his eyes and listened intently, gripping the stick loosely in his hand. He couldn’t deny that he felt quite confident that he would detect Yasami’s presence long before she could get close enough to tap him on the shoulder. However, the longer he listened, the more difficult it seemed to become to hear anything but the gentle rustle of the soft wind through the trees, and the multilayered chorus of birdsong from the forest. 
 
    Before he even felt a hint of a presence there, there was a tap on his shoulder. 
 
    “One point for me!” Yasami said. 
 
    Andy opened his eyes and turned around, staring at her with disbelief. “How did you do that?!” he gasped. “I didn’t hear a single sound! How could you get through that mess without cracking a single twig or crushing even one leaf?” 
 
    “I’d say with magic,” she answered, winking, “but you know that’s not the case. It’s purely a matter of skill and technique. Let’s go a few more times, then I’ll show you how it’s done.” 
 
    They went through the exercise a few more times. Once or twice Andy had thought he’d heard a sound and he flung the stick in that direction, but he ended up being totally wrong. 
 
    “So, that’s ten points for me and, uh, zero for you, right?” Yasami said, grinning. 
 
    “You wiped the floor with me, I’m man enough to admit that,” Andy said as he got up. “I knew shinobi were masters of stealth, but I don’t think I realized just how crazy those skills would be. You gotta show me how to do this.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that Ozu has already taught you that one of the core principles of combat, whether armed or unarmed, is balance,” she said. “How you distribute the weight of your body, how you carry it when you move, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, he taught me some of that stuff,” Andy answered. 
 
    “It’s a similar principle when it comes to moving with stealth, as well as the later exercises we’re going to do with agility, like wall running, tightrope walking, scaling vertical surfaces, all that kind of stuff. But as the saying goes, you have to learn to walk before you can run, and learning—or, rather, relearning—how to walk is what we’re going to do first.” 
 
    To begin, Yasami simply had Andy walk barefoot back and forth in a straight line for a while, and she observed him closely, analyzing everything from his posture to his gait and the placement of his feet. 
 
    “You’ve spent most of your life wearing shoes, haven’t you,” she said after a while. “And some very thick-soled ones, most likely far thicker than those we wear in Nobu-Teng, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” Andy said. “Everyone’s pretty big on, uh, good foot support where I come from.” 
 
    “Perhaps such things have health benefits that we in Nobu-Teng are unaware of,” Yasami said, “but it does present a problem for you when it comes to moving with stealth. I think you’re going to have to go barefoot a lot to get your feet strengthened up, especially if you want to truly be able to move with the kind of stealth I’m able to. Right now, you wouldn’t stand a chance in the game we just played if the roles were reversed. But don’t worry, even with the disadvantage you have, we’ll be able to get your stealth skills leveled up in no time with a few basic tweaks to the way you move. You may not be able to fool any shinobi, not without falling back on your Beast Magic, but you’ll definitely be able to get past most ordinary people, and even a few slack guards if they’re not paying close attention.” 
 
    “I’m ready and eager,” Andy said. “Show me how to do this.” 
 
    “Alright,” Yasami said. “But I must warn you, some of the things I’m going to teach you might seem… I don’t know, a little silly. Perhaps even irrelevant. But trust me, everything I’m going to show you is exactly how countless generations of shinobi have learned these methods for hundreds, even thousands of years. Before we get into it, though, let’s replay the game quickly with a reversal of roles. Then you’ll have something to compare your progress with at the end of the day.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll give it a shot,” Andy said. 
 
    They reversed the roles, with Yasami sitting with her eyes closed in the circle of dry leaves and twigs. Andy tried his utmost to approach her with silence from all different directions, but every time he merely had to take one or two steps onto the leaves before she casually flung the stick his way. The projectile hit him every time. The best he could do was creeping forward four paces before she got him. 
 
    “So, that’s another ten to zero wash, right?” she said after ten attempts. 
 
    “Yep, ten zero again,” Andy said, shaking his head. “You floated over these leaves and twigs like a ghost, but I feel like all I can do is blunder through them like a drunk hippopotamus.” 
 
    Yasami laughed. “Don’t worry, you’re a complete novice! Most people, whether samurai or peasant, wouldn’t have done any better. But by the end of the day, I think your score is going to be quite different.” 
 
    Yasami spent the next few hours working on what felt to Andy like extremely basic aspects of movement and motion. Some things, like practicing walking on tiptoes or using his toes to pick up rocks and fling them at targets, felt downright childish. A lot of the time he felt more like he was learning to be a ballet dancer than a shinobi. However, Andy knew that regardless of how silly and irrelevant a particular action might feel, every one of the drills and exercises Yasami was putting him through were tried and tested methods of building the skill of stealthy movement, so he did whatever she told him to the best of his ability. 
 
    It took many hours and a lot of frustration and cursing, but he soon began to feel the training having an effect. By late afternoon he was feeling lighter on his feet, more agile and more balanced. 
 
    “I feel like I’ve gone from being a clumsy farmer’s machete to a katana forged by a master swordsmith,” he said, bouncing agilely on the balls of his feet, and feeling as if his bodyweight was more perfectly and evenly distributed through his core, hips and legs than he’d ever felt it. 
 
    “We’ll soon see just how apt a comparison that is,” Yasami said. “We’re going to play that game we played this morning again.” She smiled. “Let’s see if you can do better than zero points this time.” 
 
    Yasami took a seat in the center of the circle of leaves and closed her eyes. Andy began his approach, moving in the manner Yasami had taught him. Now, instead of simply plonking his weight down on his feet and toes, he was using each toe as a sensor, gauging the brittleness of every twig or leaf. He was able to use his toes like fingers to quietly move leaves or twigs out of his way. And while his toes were still nowhere near as strong as Yasami’s, he was able to place far more weight on them now than he had previously. 
 
    On his first attempt, he got within four paces of Yasami before she detected his presence. Two attempts later he got within two paces, and three attempts after that he got his first point, tapping her on the shoulder before she had even picked up the stick. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” Andy exclaimed, punching a triumphant fist into the air. “I did it, Yasami, I did it!” 
 
    She jumped up from the ground and laughed. Her face lit up with an expression of glee—and something else. She and Andy shared a sudden and very unexpected moment of fiery intensity, gazing deeply into one another’s eyes. Yasami abruptly broke off this potent stare, turning away hurriedly and blushing. 
 
    A blissful heat was surging through the entirety of Andy’s body, and he wasn’t quite sure what to do or say. Up to this point, he’d felt as if any perceived attraction Yasami had toward him had simply been wishful thinking or projection, conjured up by his own eager imagination. However, the look that had just passed between them had been no figment of his imagination, and it threw him into a strange and heady sense of emotional turmoil. He wasn’t sure what to do or say, and from what he could tell, neither was Yasami. 
 
    “We need to get back to training,” she said sharply, avoiding eye contact as she spoke. “There are only a few hours of daylight left, and we can’t afford to waste them.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, no, no, we can’t,” Andy mumbled, looking away. 
 
    They played the game a few more rounds. Andy managed to score two more points. After this, Yasami taught him about scaling vertical surfaces, something with which he wasn’t entirely inexperienced since he had done a bit of recreational rock climbing as a teenager. However, during the rest of his training, Yasami made sure to keep things almost uncomfortably formal, and gone was the sparkle of delight from her eyes and the smile from her lips. 
 
    As dusk began to fall, they called it a day, and headed back to the stronghold in a strange and rather awkward silence. As soon as they were inside the gates, Yasami mumbled something about having to take care of a bunch of things and hurried away from Andy, seeming to want to get away from him as soon as humanly possible. This left him feeling even more uncertain and confused about what had happened and what was happening between them.  
 
    “Women,” Andy muttered as he watched her go, shaking his head. 
 
    “Andy Knight…” 
 
    A new voice jarred him from his thoughts. It was a familiar voice, but the tone in which his name was uttered was completely different to that in which the owner of this voice usually spoke it. 
 
    “Sabazaki,” Andy said, turning around to face the shinobi, who was wearing a warm, friendly smile instead of a mocking scowl. 
 
    “I’m glad to see that you’re carrying the Lightning nodachi!” Sabazaki exclaimed. “It suits you well, my friend, it suits you well. Have you had a productive day of training?” 
 
    Andy and Sabazaki chatted about their respective days, and Andy was surprised at just how friendly Sabazaki was. It was as if he was talking to a completely different person than the one who had repeatedly called him a ‘stone oni’ and, indeed, had tried to kill him just a day ago. ‘Water under the bridge’ was clearly a sentiment Sabazaki took to heart. Andy did find it difficult to fully trust his former tormentor, but he felt that Sabazaki’s efforts to be friendly were genuine, so he did his best to reciprocate them. They talked for quite some time, and Sabazaki insisted that they drink together one evening, an invitation that Andy gladly accepted. 
 
    Andy was just about to head over to the bathing chambers to wash up after a long and strenuous day when one of the servants came hurrying over to him. The elderly man gave Andy a deep bow before clasping his hands together and delivering a message. “I have been sent by Master Ozu. You are to report immediately to his chambers.” 
 
    “Okay,” Andy said. “Did he say why?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but he was quite insistent that you come immediately, Novice Andy.” 
 
    “Thanks for delivering the message,” Andy said. 
 
    Five minutes later he was at Ozu’s door. He knocked on it and called out to let Ozu know he was there, but there was no response from within. 
 
    “Master Ozu?” he asked. “Hello, anyone there?” 
 
    Again, there was no response, only silence. Andy stood and listened for a while, and couldn’t hear anyone inside the room. He opened the door a crack and peeped in, and quickly discovered that it was empty. However, there was a hastily scrawled drawing on the floor. The image was of a pile of barrels, a barred room and a flying fox. None of the servants would have figured out what it meant, but it immediately made sense to Andy: Ozu was in the dungeons with Oshiki, and he clearly wanted him to be there too. Andy took the note and burned it in the fireplace, guessing that discretion was paramount. He headed off to the cellars to sneak into the dungeons, wondering what this secret meeting would be about. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Andy arrived in the dungeons, he found that Ozu and Oshiki were not alone in Oshiki’s cell—Yasami was there too. She made brief eye contact with Andy when he arrived, and there was a brief blaze of something enticingly intense in her gaze, but she quickly broke off eye contact and looked away. 
 
    Andy did his best to ignore this and stifle the messy confusion of emotions he felt for her. He bowed to Ozu. “Master Ozu, Oshiki,” he said, greeting each of them. 
 
    “Come, sit with us,” Ozu said, indicating a spot on the floor between him and Oshiki. 
 
    Andy sat, like the rest of them, cross-legged on the stone floor. He wasn’t as effortlessly comfortable as the others, who were used to sitting in this manner and could clearly do it all day if they wanted to, but he was growing more accustomed to this position. 
 
    “Oshiki has some news,” Ozu said, and judging from his grave and severe tone, whatever Oshiki was going to say was not likely to be good news. 
 
    “I’ve been increasingly worried about Kishiko,” Oshiki said, “so I spent the day doing some investigating. I’ve talked to hundreds of animals between here and Ragashimo, and all of them have told me that Kishiko has been secretly coming and going from the town for months.” 
 
    “I thought she was working for the Hushaki,” Andy said. “They haven’t seen her traveling to the Hushaki stronghold?” 
 
    “No,” Oshiki said. “Only town. So I entered Ragashimo and spoke to more animals in the city about her, and got some more information. She’s not simply been going into the city, she’s been going to a very specific location within the city: the daimyo’s castle. And, what’s more, my animal friends have given me detailed descriptions of two men who frequently accompany her on these journeys into the daimyo’s castle. These two men are, I believe, Nago Hushaki and Itzu.” 
 
    At the mention of his traitorous son’s name, both Ozu and Yasami’s faces scrunched up into expressions of disgust, and Ozu let out a low, wordless growl of anger. Neither had forgiven—nor, understandably, ever could forgive—Itzu. He had murdered his older brother—Yasami’s father, Ozu’s firstborn son—and betrayed the clan to become a powerful and wealthy samurai lord. 
 
    “Whoa,” Andy exclaimed. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Dead serious,” Oshiki said, the usual jovial expression gone from his chubby visage, replaced instead by one that was every bit as severe as the look on Ozu’s face. “My animal friends never lie. You know this, Andy.” 
 
    “We believe,” Ozu said, taking over, “that Itzu, the daimyo, Ryuku, Nago Hushaki, and Kishiko are all working together… and that whatever nefarious thing it is that they’re working on could be far bigger than simply destroying the Akai clan.” 
 
    “We think they may well have something to do with the sudden and inexplicable appearance of the Ghost Army,” Oshiki said. “That, at least, is what my gut instinct is telling me. And my sixth sense about such things is rarely wrong.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ozu said, “we have no idea what they’re actually doing, what they’re up to, and what their ultimate aim is, beyond at least the one goal they have of eliminating us. But we need to find out. And that is why I want you and Yasami to travel to Ragashimo soon and infiltrate the daimyo’s fortress.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, hold up Master Ozu,” Andy said. “I’ve only just finished my first day of stealth training, and now you want me to infiltrate a castle?! I, uh, I guess I’m flattered that you think I’d be able to do such a thing, but pretty much any other shinobi would be a far better choice than me.” 
 
    “I’ve lost half my shinobi, Andy,” Ozu said. “And of those that remain, I must use them against the Hushaki, to strike against them before they can finish us off. And as you well know, simply because of your foreign looks, size and stature, you are completely unsuitable for this mission. You couldn’t pass yourself off as a Hushaki shinobi even to a blind man. I mean no offence by this, of course, I am simply stating a fact.” 
 
    “I get that, Master Ozu, I do,” Andy said. “And no offence was taken, trust me. But I still don’t think I’m the right person to be breaking into a castle.” 
 
    “Maybe you don’t, but I do,” Ozu said, a glimmer of a smile coming to life on his lips and in his eyes. “Time and time again, Andy Knight, you have proved to me that my faith in you has never been misplaced. But more than this, you and Yasami both share a rare gift, one that will give you both a tremendous advantage in this mission…” 
 
    “Beast Magic,” Andy said. 
 
    “Exactly. None of the other shinobi possess this power,” Ozu said, “and as you know, I have changed my mind about this magic in recent days. While Yasami’s shinobi skills are greater than yours, from what I’ve heard, your Beast Magic is stronger than hers, so in my eyes, these two things balance out and give you both a roughly equal ability when it comes to stealth, speed of movement, agility, camouflage, and other such traits that are necessary for a successful espionage mission.” 
 
    “Alright, Master Ozu,” Andy said, still uncertain. “If you really think that I can pull this off, I’ll do my best to make it happen.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I don’t plan on sending you there tomorrow,” Ozu said. “You’ll need to complete a few more weeks of training in both the shinobi arts and Beast Magic before you and Yasami can embark on this mission. I’m not going to send you in before you’re ready, even though the clock is ticking and we cannot waste time. But this will be your goal, and the focus of your training. You and my granddaughter must infiltrate Ryuku’s castle and find out exactly what is going on there.” 
 
    Andy dipped his head in a quick bow. “I will do this, Master Ozu.” 
 
    “Good,” Ozu said. “And one more thing—keep the details of this mission quiet. Although I do not believe that there are any more spies in the stronghold, after what happened with Kishiko, we cannot be too careful. Nobody is to know of this mission other than we four who are seated here, do you understand?” 
 
    “I understand, Master Ozu,” Andy said. 
 
    “Good. That is all for now, Andy Knight. You and Yasami may leave. I will see you both at midnight to send off the souls of our dead to the stars. Andy, please wear your ninja-yoroi and armor, and carry your weapons. We wear our battle dress at such ceremonies as a mark of respect for the dead.” 
 
    They both got up and bowed to Ozu, and then said their farewells to Oshiki, who said goodbye with his usual infectious joviality. Yasami and Andy then set off through the darkness of the dungeons, heading toward the entrance to the cellars. As they walked, Andy couldn’t resist turning to gaze at Yasami. In the soft glow of the torchlight, her feminine features looked even more delectably beautiful, sending a surge of fierce attraction blazing through Andy. His feelings for her had reached the point of undeniability, and he suspected, from the intense look they had shared earlier in the day, that at least part of Yasami felt the same. He had no idea how to approach this, though. 
 
    Feeling as if he might explode if he continued to ignore these feelings and pretend that there was nothing between them, Andy stopped. “Yasami, wait,” he said. 
 
    Yasami stopped and looked quizzically at him in the torchlight. “What’s wrong, Andy?” 
 
    There were a million things he wanted to say, but in this moment, not a single one of them seemed capable of emerging from his lips. He didn’t know where to begin, or how to broach the topic. “I… uh… I was just thinking… I… well,” he murmured, stumbling awkwardly from one half-formed phrase to another. 
 
    “We don’t have time to waste, Andy,” Yasami said with a sigh. “This is obviously nothing important, and I need to get back to my chambers to get some rest before the midnight funerary ceremony. It’s been an exhausting few days for me, racing back to the stronghold with barely an hour of sleep, then fighting a midnight battle, and now training you all day. I can’t chat right now, I’m sorry. Let’s go, please.” 
 
    Andy sighed. “Uh, yeah, sure. Never mind, we can talk another time. I’m pretty tired too.” As disappointed as he was that they hadn’t discussed what was clearly growing between them, Andy had always been good at reading signals from people, and the signal that Yasami had been unequivocally transmitting had been that she wasn’t ready to talk about this, and Andy knew that if he had pushed it, it would have done more harm than good. She would talk about it when she was ready to, he now saw. 
 
    They parted ways as soon as they got out of the cellar, and Andy was, in a way, grateful for this. At least with Yasami not around, his emotions were more stable and not in such a state of confusion and turmoil. After he’d taken a hot bath and changed into his sleep clothes, he headed back to his room. However, when he got there he found that a servant had packed his belongings into a sack and cleaned the room. 
 
    The servant, the same elderly man who had brought him the message from Ozu earlier, was just finishing up cleaning the room when Andy arrived. “Ah, Novice Andy,” the servant said, bowing. “You’ve saved me the trouble of tracking you down.” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Andy asked. “Why have all my things been packed up?” 
 
    “Master Ozu’s orders,” the servant said with a thin smile. “You’re to be moved to the shinobi quarters now, since, well, you’re a shinobi. And after the battle, with so many Akai shinobi killed, there are now many empty rooms in the shinobi quarters. It is only fitting that you should be housed there.” 
 
    “Cool, an upgrade,” Andy said. “Not that I’m happy about Akai shinobi dying, of course. I’d much rather they were all still alive. I’d gladly sleep here for the rest of my days if it would somehow bring them back.” 
 
    The servant shrugged. “Without death there can be no life,” he said. “Say farewell to their souls tonight, then get on with the business of living your life. I will miss them, and I am sad that they are gone, but in our world death is as much a part of life as living is. We learn to accept it from an early age. And besides, we will only temporarily be apart from them; we will see them again when our own souls make the journey to the stars.” 
 
    Andy smiled. “That’s a beautiful way to put it. I’ll grab my things and move, thanks.” 
 
    “Follow me, please,” the servant said, tucking his feather duster under his armpit. 
 
    He led Andy out of the servants’ quarters and across the stronghold to the shinobi quarters, which were adjacent to Ozu’s quarters. While the building was constructed in the same style as the servants’ quarters—curved tiled roofs supported on thick pillars of stone, with a combination of stone walls and rice paper walls—it was larger, and the rooms were more spacious, to allow for the practicing of fighting and acrobatics moves. Each room—Andy found as he passed them, walking barefoot on the gleaming, painstakingly polished hardwood floors—had enough room to swing a spear, and high enough ceilings to wield such a weapon without hitting the roof. 
 
    He also saw that each room had a weapons rack in it, as well as a wooden mannequin on which he could store his armor. This made for a much neater and more efficient method of storing armor and weapons than simply piling them up in a corner. Also, unlike in the servants’ rooms, there were desks in these rooms, complete with blank scrolls, quills and inkpots. 
 
    The servant stopped in front of one room, which was particularly large and spacious. The room was one of a few along an open corridor, which on the other side opened onto a magnificent Zen-style garden, complete with a gurgling brook and a koi pond. The windows on the other side of this room looked out over the main courtyard and entrance to the stronghold. 
 
    Another servant arrived, bringing Andy his dinner. After both servants had left, Andy sat at his desk and ate, not caring that this was breaking protocol. He just wanted to sit on a chair and eat at a table again instead of sitting on the floor. It was one of the few things he missed about home—if he could even truly think of California as ever being ‘home’ again, since he had no idea if he could ever go back… or whether he even wanted to go back. 
 
    After this, he arranged his weapons and armor on the racks and the mannequin, and then laid down on his bedroll—which was neither more nor less comfortable than the one he’d slept on in the servants’ quarters—to get a few hours’ rest before the midnight ceremony. 
 
    After a long nap, he felt refreshed and energized, and got up and put on his ninja-yoroi and armor and grabbed some weapons, including his new Lightning nodachi, and headed to the front gates of the stronghold, beyond which the funerary ceremony would be held. 
 
    Although Andy had done his best to emotionally prepare himself for the ceremony, no amount of mental, spiritual or emotional preparation could have prepared him for the sight of dozens of corpses stacked in a high pile upon an enormous pyre of logs, right on the edge of the cliff. Ozu and the shinobi were all arranged in a semicircle around the pyre, and each of them had their swords in their right hands, and a burning torch in their left hands. 
 
    Andy wasn’t sure if he should join them or stay back, for although he was technically a novice shinobi and had fought in the battle, in many ways he still felt like an outsider. Ozu himself, however, commanded one of the servants to give Andy a torch, and he gestured to him to take his place in the semicircle. 
 
    Andy copied the other shinobi, holding his nodachi in his right hand and the burning torch in his left. Just after Andy took his place in the semicircle, Yasami arrived. She too was given a torch, and once she was in place, all the shinobi were there, so the ceremony could begin. 
 
    Ozu, whose place was in the center of the semicircle, stepped forward, standing only a yard away from the pyre. “Suzokanda, God of Warriors!” he cried in a clear, solemn voice. “These brave fighters died in battle, and their deaths were surely honorable in your eyes. They lived as warriors, practicing the way of the warrior, as your decrees dictate, and they died with courage in their hearts and their weapons in their hands. On this night, we send their souls to the stars, where we will one day meet them again when our own souls make this journey. Suzokanda, I beseech you, grant them access to the Warrior Star, where their swords will remain forever sharp, and their souls filled with courage and joy. Their bodies have served their purpose, as warriors in this realm, and now these lifeless bodies are mere prisons for the courageous souls within, who now yearn to make the journey to the stars. With these flames we release their noble souls from their prisons, and the smoke from this great pyre will be the smooth-paved road upon which they travel to their rightful place in the Warrior Star! My friends… release their souls!” 
 
    At this command, everyone stepped forward in unison, with Andy hurrying to catch up as he did his best to mimic the others. In one gloriously synchronized movement, each of the shinobi simultaneously raised their swords high above their heads while thrusting the burning torches into the kindling at the base of the enormous pyre. 
 
    Andy did the same, and watched as the kindling, soaked in oil, burst into fierce flames as soon as he shoved his torch into it. The shinobi all stepped back simultaneously and watched in solemn silence as the pyre and all the corpses on it went up in flames. 
 
    It was a sight Andy knew he would remember for the rest of his days. The raging conflagration swallowed the stacked-up bodies in a mountain of fire. Beyond the pyramid of flames was the vastness of the night sky, moonless and black, sprayed with millions of stars. And above the fire a great column of smoke billowing up into the heavens, carrying the souls of the dead to the stars. 
 
    Nobody spoke and nobody moved. Everyone simply stood in place and watched as the fire raged. There was no need for words, and Andy understood this. Even though he had only known the dead for a short time, and had not known any of them well, emotion swelled within him as he watched the bodies burn, and tears burned the rims of his eyes. 
 
    Eventually, Ozu turned away from the burning pyre and sheathed his sword. As he did this, all of the other shinobi sheathed their blades too. He walked slowly back into the stronghold, without once turning and looking back at the fire, and one by one the other shinobi followed him. 
 
    Andy brought up the rear of the long, slow moving line of shinobi, and behind him came the servants. Everyone went straight back to their rooms, and not another word was uttered that night. Andy headed over to his new room, undressed and got into bed, feeling a profound and almost overwhelming sense of being filled with all sorts of warring emotions all the while. 
 
    Despite this, it didn’t take him long to fall asleep, and his slumber that night was long and restful and undisturbed by either dreams or nightmares. 
 
    He spent the next few days training with both Ozu and Yasami, going over all sorts of skills he would need to become an effective shinobi. Given how necessary it would be to use his Beast Magic in the upcoming mission, he also spent a day out of every three or four training with Oshiki in the forest, and learning how to refine and hone his powers, and link his ki more effectively to the ki of animals. 
 
    Also, when he was on his own, Andy trained with his Lightning nodachi, practicing stances, as well as the various cuts, thrusts, parries and other maneuvers Ozu had shown him. He practiced these repeatedly, over and over, for he knew that they needed to be performed thousands upon thousands of times to be committed to muscle memory and become instinct. Soon enough, the sword felt light, flickable and agile in his hands, and this only motivated him to practice even harder. 
 
    While the weapon could never be used to its full potential without getting hold of some Lightning gems, Andy found that if he poured a significant amount of ki into the blade, he could generate a decent charge of electricity. And electricity, as he well knew from his former life in California, could be used for a great many things, and not simply as a weapon. The charge he was able to generate was not enough to kill a weak opponent or even a small animal, but it was certainly enough of a zap to perhaps make them drop their weapon. 
 
    Andy had asked Ozu about the possibility of getting hold of some Lightning gems somehow, but Ozu had said that it would simply be impossible. Even with all the gold he had left at the stronghold—which wasn’t that much anyway, considering the flagging fortunes of the Akai clan over the past few decades—he couldn’t afford to purchase a Lightning gem. He knew of one man who might have one—a master artificer of magic armor and weapons, and an eccentric alchemist—but he lived far away in another prefecture, and commanded hefty fees for his services. 
 
    After another week of training with Ozu and Yasami, working on stealth, agility and combat training, Andy took a day off to learn more about Beast Magic with Oshiki. For this particular session, Oshiki took Andy deep into the forest. As they walked, Andy told Oshiki about how he had figured out how to use what he called his ‘ki-mist’ to lightly make use of large groups of animals’ senses without directly harnessing them. 
 
    This delighted Oshiki, who boomed with joyous laughter and clapped Andy so heartily on his back that he stumbled forward. “Excellent, excellent, Andy!” Oshiki exclaimed. “You truly do have a prodigious talent when it comes to the gift. One day, you will be a powerful shaman of the Old Way. And that day might come sooner than either of us think, considering just how astoundingly rapid your progress has been.” 
 
    A burning question had been on Andy’s mind for quite some time now, and he couldn’t resist asking it. “When do I get to learn how to shift forms, Oshiki?” 
 
    Oshiki, grinning impishly, clapped him on his back again, but not so forcefully this time. “Patience, Andy, patience!” he said. “I love how eager your spirit is, truly, it warms my heart to see a student of the Old Way approach it with such keenness.” But the smile faded from his face, giving way to an expression that was far graver. “You may have grasped many other Beast Magic skills rapidly, but this one is one that you cannot rush. It takes a great deal of power to do this, to take on so much of an animal’s power and soul that you take on the outward appearance of that creature.” 
 
    “What exactly do you mean by that?” Andy asked. “I thought you literally transformed your body into that of an animal—not your soul, just your body.” 
 
    “This is why the process cannot be rushed,” Oshiki answered. “Your body is changing in a manner, yes, but it is also staying the same body. I know that this is a difficult concept to wrap your head around, but it is how it works. Let’s say that I, Oshiki, wish to take on the form of a tiger. Well, I do not stop being Oshiki and turn into a tiger—no, my mind, my soul, they stay that of Oshiki. And my body stays Oshiki’s body.” 
 
    “But when I saw you as a tiger, and a flying fox, and all the other forms I’ve seen you shift into,” Andy said, “I literally couldn’t tell it was you. And nobody else could either. I mean… the eyes don’t lie, right? What I see, physical objects before me, like, like… this litchi,” he continued, picking a ripe litchi from a litchi tree they were walking past. “This is real! This litchi, it’s, well, it’s a litchi, nothing more, nothing less. That’s reality.” 
 
    Oshiki cocked his head to the side, and a strange smile painted mischief onto his face. “You must have very strange magic in California if you cannot imagine that that object could ever conceivably be anything other than a litchi,” he said. 
 
    Andy was flabbergasted. “How on earth could it be anything else, Oshiki?!” 
 
    “Give it to me,” Oshiki said. 
 
    Andy handed Oshiki the litchi. Oshiki examined the fruit in his hands for a few moments, then shrugged and gave it back to Andy. “I agree, it looks like a litchi to me.” 
 
    Andy was puzzled. “So… you agree with what I’m saying?” 
 
    Oshiki placed his hand on Andy’s shoulder. “Since you’re so convinced that it couldn’t possibly be anything other than a litchi—because that’s what your senses of sight, touch, and smell—are telling you it is, then why don’t you confirm this ‘reality’ by tasting it? Go on, it looks ripe and juicy. Bite into it!” 
 
    Andy, suspicious of some trick that Oshiki was about to play, peeled the litchi and sniffed at the pale flesh of the fruit. It smelled like a litchi, felt like a litchi. He couldn’t see how it could possibly taste like anything else. He bit into it, and immediately his face puckered, and he spit the fruit out, coughing. Oshiki, meanwhile, roared with laughter, slapping his thighs. 
 
    “Holy crap!” Andy gasped, coughing and spitting, “that tasted like a lemon that had sex with a bottle of vinegar and made some sort of disgustingly sour mouth-melting baby!” 
 
    “Magic can quite easily deceive the base senses,” Oshiki said, offering Andy a drink from his ale jug to get the sour taste out of his mouth. At least here in Nobu-Teng it can. And that’s what’s happening when you use the ultimate power of Beast Magic: shifting forms. Because you’re not actually changing your body. That would be impossible. Instead, you’re taking on such intense animal powers—in a similar way that you are currently able to link your ki to an animal’s to harness their abilities to enhance your own—that the senses of everyone around you are tricked into perceiving that a complete physical transformation has taken place. And you yourself will feel that your body has changed completely when you shift forms. But it hasn’t—it cannot. However, you will have taken on such an intense degree of the animal’s powers that you literally cannot move like a human being anymore. You will move exactly like that animal.” 
 
    Andy was beginning to understand the concept now, and it was quite mind-blowing to get a grasp on it. “Is that why I see a bright flash of light whenever you shift forms?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, yes!” Oshiki said, nodding enthusiastically. “You are seeing such a burst of intense ki, such an immensity of my ki merging with an animal soul, that your senses can only understand it and interpret it as a flash of light. And the change is ‘blinding’—that’s the term used by the old shamans who taught me. When a person observes the transformation taking place, their mind cannot truly process the intensity of what’s happening before them, so their eyes interpret it as a flash of bright light.” 
 
    “I see, I see,” Andy said. Then, however, he frowned. “But how does that explain how you transformed the litchi into something that tasted like the bastard child of a lemon and vinegar?” 
 
    Oshiki chuckled. “I didn’t actually do that. Take another bite.” 
 
    “Ugh, one was enough, thank you,” Andy said. 
 
    “Trust me, take another bite,” Oshiki said. 
 
    Andy took another cautious bite, but this time the fruit was sweet and juicy, as it should have been. He stared with awe at what was left of the fruit. “But… but…” 
 
    “Did you notice that this time, I wasn’t touching you when you tasted the fruit?” Oshiki asked. 
 
    Now Andy understood. “So… you used your ki to subtly influence my senses, right? You didn’t actually change anything about the fruit itself?” 
 
    “That’s it, Andy, that’s it,” Oshiki said. “Now, now you are beginning to grasp one of the core tenets of this magic. You can influence physical objects with your ki—like how you charge up a weapon with your ki to make it much more powerful. But when you do something like this, you aren’t actually changing that object into something else. Your ki is doing the work. Another way you can think of this, is that there are two distinct worlds that exist here. One is the world of physical reality—the one that your senses tell you exists. Everything you can see, hear, smell, touch, taste. But, as you’ve discovered, there is a sixth sense: ki, spirit. And the world of ki exists alongside the one your senses tell you about. It is just as ‘real’, for lack of a better word. This spirit world is both separate from and completely enmeshed with the ‘real’ world. It is just that most people cannot perceive it with their senses—not until some act of magic is performed, at least. So magic, really, is a bringing of what already exists in the spirit world, the world of ki, into the world that our senses perceive. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    Andy nodded slowly, contemplating this information. “I think I do, yeah, I think I do,” he said. 
 
    Oshiki chuckled, joy beaming from his face as if it were a radiant sun in the gloom of the forest. “Excellent, my friend, excellent! This is good, this is very good. You are a fast learner, and you have a keen mind and quick perception. Let me tell you something else interesting about the two worlds, the ki world and the ‘real’ world. Animals are far more aware of the ki world than people are!” 
 
    “I’m not actually too surprised about that,” Andy thought. “The Ancient Egyptians believed that cats were a kind of a link to the spirit world, and that belief kind of existed in Europe too, with cats being linked to witchcraft and stuff.” 
 
    Oshiki frowned. “Egyptians? Europe? Are these people of California?” 
 
    Now it was Andy’s turn to chuckle. “It’s a little more complicated than that,” he said. “But yeah, I get why you say that animals are more aware of the ki world, the spirit world, than people are. A lot of people where I’m from used to say that cats and dogs could, like, see ghosts or sense presences in haunted houses and stuff.” 
 
    “Yes, and this is true. Animals can perceive all sorts of spiritual entities: demons, ghosts, the spirits of the dead who have not yet traveled to the stars…” 
 
    “Wait, so the Old Way also believes in the whole souls of the dead traveling to the stars thing?” Andy asked. “I thought that was a Grand Temple belief?” 
 
    Oshiki shook his head. “The Grand Temple rejected most of the beliefs of the Old Way, but they did steal that one from us. But like the other one or two things they stole, they modified it. We of the Old Way don’t believe that your body has to be burned to accelerate your journey to the stars. It doesn’t matter how you die or what happens to your body after you die, you’ll eventually make your way there. Unlike the priests of the Grand Temple, we shamans of the Old Way don’t claim to have all the answers and all the knowledge about such things—in fact, we will gladly and openly admit that we do not know many things.” 
 
    “I see,” Andy said. “What about the gods of the Grand Temple? At the funerary ceremony last week, Ozu sort of prayed to the God of Warriors. Are there gods in the Old Way?” 
 
    “No. Not in the sense that the Grand Temple considers beings to be ‘gods’. The beings they revere as gods are not immortal, all-powerful deities. Instead, they all started out as ordinary men and women, who, over the course of their lives, learned to wield immensely powerful magic. The so-called ‘Warrior God’ was a man, who lived a man’s life and died a man’s death at the end of that life. But make no mistake, he was incredibly powerful—more powerful than almost any other man who has ever lived, and was certainly a more potent warrior than any in history. He mastered magic and combat to such a great degree that it has never been equaled. But even so, he could not defeat death. Nobody can.” 
 
    They carried on talking about such things and walking through the forest. Eventually, they got to a particularly gloomy section of the forest, where mist hung thick between the gnarled, twisted trees, whose growth seemed stunted by the darkness, which was dense despite it being midday. Here, strange moss-covered rocks formations jutted from the ground in some places while chasms abruptly opened underfoot in others. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” Andy asked. 
 
    “You’ll see soon enough,” Oshiki answered cryptically. “Tell me, what do you think of snakes?” 
 
    This question took Andy by surprise somewhat. “Uh, well, I gotta say I don’t like ‘em much,” he said. “I don’t really have an intense phobia of them or anything, but I don’t like ‘em at all.” 
 
    Mischief glimmered in Oshiki’s eyes. “I see,” he said. “Being a newcomer here, you won’t know much about the snakes native to this area. I’m surprised nobody has warned you about the golden horned pit viper. We call them gold vipers for short.” 
 
    “They, uh, sound pretty mean,” Andy remarked. 
 
    “Oh yes, very mean indeed!” Oshiki exclaimed. “They’re beautiful snakes, make no mistake—black, with golden scales that shimmer in the light in a diamond pattern. They have small horns above their eyes, and on their noses. Big too, with fat bodies. They can grow up to six or seven feet in length.” 
 
    “They sound, um, interesting,” Andy said, “but why are you telling me about them?” 
 
    “The most important thing to know about them is that they are the most venomous snakes in all of Nobu-Teng,” Oshiki said, lowering his voice to almost a whisper. “One bite of their long, sharp fangs and you’ll have about five minutes to live. Five minutes of excruciating agony, in which you’re totally paralyzed, and experience every organ in your body failing, all while fully conscious of the pain…” 
 
    “Damn,” Andy murmured. “Could we use that venom? I mean, by linking our ki to a golden viper’s?” 
 
    “Oh no,” Oshiki said. “Well, you couldn’t. Even I would have trouble linking my ki to a snake’s—they are notoriously difficult to communicate with and link to. Snakes hate human beings, even those of us with Beast Magic.” 
 
    “So what should I do if I come across one of these golden vipers?” Andy asked. 
 
    Oshiki shrugged. “Run, I guess. Unlike many snakes, who will leave you alone if you leave them alone, they’re extremely aggressive. And they see humans as fair prey. If one sees you, chances are it’ll attack.” 
 
    “Man,” Andy murmured. “I sure as hell hope I never come across one of these golden vipers, they sound quite terrifying.” 
 
    “What about a whole pit of them?” Oshiki asked. “Come this way, follow me.” He led Andy through a narrow passage between two enormous house-sized boulders. They followed the dark, narrow passageway for a few dozen yards, and then emerged into an especially gloomy clearing in which all sunlight seemed to be absent, and the shadows were dense and thick. 
 
    In the middle of this clearing was a steep-sided hollow in the ground, around ten feet deep with a diameter of perhaps a dozen or so yards. And this pit was filled with golden vipers; at least twenty or thirty of them. At the approach of the two men, all of the snakes raised their heads and stared, hissing menacingly. 
 
    “Holy crap. Are those golden-horned pit vipers?” Andy murmured. 
 
    “They are, yes!” Oshiki answered. 
 
    “Can they… get out of that pit?” Andy asked. 
 
    “They can if they want to, but they seem to enjoy congregating in here at this time of year,” Oshiki said. 
 
    “This is one scary sight,” Andy said, “considering everything you’ve told me about these snakes and how dangerous, aggressive and venomous they are.” 
 
    “It is scary, isn’t it?” Oshiki asked. 
 
    “Totally,” Andy answered. 
 
    “Would you be more scared of a pit of tigers?” Oshiki asked. 
 
    “No. I could talk to the tigers, bargain with them. Maybe I could even force control over them if things got to that point. But you said that snakes are different. We can’t link our ki to theirs or communicate easily with them. This is definitely scarier.” 
 
    “That’s what I was hoping you would say,” Oshiki said. “Go stand by the edge and take a closer look in.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” Andy said, walking over to the edge of the pit. 
 
    Oshiki then walked calmly up behind him—and gave him a sudden, violent shove, hurling him into the midst of the deadly snakes. 
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    Andy’s shinobi training allowed him to recover from the shock of being abruptly hurled into the pit. He landed agilely on his feet without injury—but getting a twisted ankle from a bad landing was the least of his concerns. He instinctively rose from his landing crouch into a combat stance, but nothing that Ozu or Yasami had taught him about fighting involved battling deadly snakes. He wasn’t carrying any weapons either; he never did for his sessions with Oshiki. The snakes’ hissing intensified, and they began slithering in closer to Andy, preparing to strike. 
 
    After the initial shock of what had just happened, the overwhelming emotion that grabbed hold of the entirety of Andy’s being was a basic and primal one: pure, unadulterated terror and panic. He hated snakes, and now he was surrounded on all sides by the most deadly and venomous snakes in all of Nobu-Teng. There was also rage and disbelief that Oshiki had done this to him, but the extent of his crippling fear and the immediacy of the danger prevented him from dwelling on this. 
 
    The snakes were slithering in from all sides, preparing to strike. It was a matter of seconds before one of them sunk its fangs into him—and going by what Oshiki had said, one bite was all it would take to end his life. 
 
    There was no possible way to escape the pit without running directly through a mass of writhing, aggressive snakes, some of which were six feet in length. In desperation, Andy attempted to reach out to the serpents with his ki, but he found that they simply stonewalled any attempt to communicate with them. The only thing he sensed from them was a primitive, hungry aggression to attack and kill him—and this came through loud and clear, in no uncertain terms. 
 
    Andy spun around on his heels, his pulse racing, his breath coming in desperate, heaving gulps. Adrenaline saturated his blood. The snakes were closing in. The closest were within mere feet, and soon enough one of them would lunge at him with its fangs and inject its lethal venom into his veins. 
 
    There was no way out of this—there could be no way but Beast Magic. In a flash Andy darted his ki out, desperately seeking out any animals nearby that could be of assistance to him in this dire and desperate situation. 
 
    “Think Andy, think,” Andy muttered to himself. “What kind of animal kills snakes? What fights and kills snakes?” 
 
    Two answers popped immediately into his head: eagles and mongooses. He had never linked his ki to a bird’s, and figured that now was probably not exactly a good time to try something brand new. If he wasted time trying something like that and it ended up failing, it would be the last mistake he would ever make in his short life. 
 
    It would have to be a mongoose—or mongooses, as he quickly discovered; there was an entire family of them nearby. Andy didn’t have time to bargain or plead. Instead of doing what he usually did and requesting to link his ki to a single animal’s in order to gain access to its natural skills and abilities, an altogether different idea, fueled by the desperate and dire situation he found himself in, popped into his head. 
 
    He ripped the single strand of ki, which was like a harpoon seeking out a target, into multiple strands—multiple harpoons seeking targets. Each of these ki-missiles plunged into a member of the mongoose family, and Andy’s ki jolted with energy as his spirit connected with multiple animal spirits. 
 
    This was an altogether different sensation, and he was connected to them differently than he had before. Now, more than ever, he could sense the world through their perspective, but without having his senses and abilities enhanced by theirs. Instead, this was a bizarre and intense sharing of consciousness—their experience of consciousness became his, and his theirs. 
 
    The world felt as if it was moving far, far slower, as if time had slowed down to a crawl. Andy realized he was experiencing time as a mongoose, a creature with a much faster heartbeat and shorter lifespan than a human’s, would experience it. He was overcome with an irresistible urge to hunt, to devour flesh raw from fresh-killed prey, longed for the taste of hot blood in his mouth. 
 
    And as for the mongooses, they felt the presence of a deadly and hated enemy: snakes. Lots of snakes. 
 
    A few seconds later the mongooses came bursting out of the woods, snarling with rage. They leaped into the pit and started attacking the golden vipers. Andy snarled and growled wordlessly in the center of the pit, feeling overcome with uncontrollable aggression and fury. 
 
    Through his mongoose-enhanced perspective, the snakes were now moving pitifully slowly. One of them lunged at his leg with a strike that a human would have perceived as lightning fast. He dodged it with ease, and snatched the viper up from the ground and bit its head off with one savage bite. 
 
    Another viper lunged at his ass from behind, but he spun around with superhuman speed and reflexes and grabbed its neck just below its head, stopping its fangs a mere inch from his skin. Consumed with maniacal fury, he ripped this one’s head off as well, and contemptuously flung its headless, writhing body aside. 
 
    Around him in the pit, the mongooses ruthlessly annihilated the remaining vipers until none remained. When both Andy and the mongooses saw that all of their foes were dead, their consciousnesses delinked, and Andy felt his senses of perception return to normal. Time sped up, and the strange sense of ultra-slow motion faded away, as did the irresistible urge to hunt and kill and eat raw flesh. 
 
    “Holy crap,” he gasped, panting, his mouth full of snake blood, which was also smeared all over his lips, chin, cheeks and hands. “That was… intense.” 
 
    Oshiki, grinning devilishly, leaned over the edge of the pit and reached down, offering Andy a hand. 
 
    Andy looked up at him and anger flashed across his face. “You almost got me killed! Are you insane?!” 
 
    “But you didn’t die, did you?” Oshiki asked, chuckling. 
 
    “One little bite and I would have! That wasn’t funny, man, that wasn’t funny at all!” Andy yelled. 
 
    Oshiki laughed. “Sometimes you are too trusting for your own good, Andy. The golden viper is not actually as venomous as I told you before, and while they are aggressive, their aggression level is low compared to other snakes, despite their fearsome appearance.” 
 
    Andy’s jaw almost hit the floor, and for a few moments he was too flabbergasted to speak. “Why the hell did you tell me they were the most dangerous and lethal snakes in Nobu-Teng?!” he finally blurted out. “I nearly had a freakin’ heart attack!” 
 
    “But you didn’t, did you?” Oshiki said. “You could not have achieved this without the urgency and terror of immediate and inevitable death to activate this in your mind, in your spirit.” 
 
    “And what if there hadn’t been a group of mongooses nearby?” Andy said. 
 
    “Who do you think asked them to be here, now?” Oshiki chuckled. “It’s no coincidence that they were here when you needed them.”  
 
    Andy shook his head in frustration. “Couldn’t you have just, like, told me what to do and then pulled another trick like when you transformed into a tiger outside your shack?!” Andy asked. “Man, I still kinda feel like I’m about to have a heart attack…” 
 
    Oshiki laughed. “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine! And you succeeded in your mission far more spectacularly than I could have imagined. You felt the heart of the mongoose in your heart, didn’t you? You felt their instincts merge with yours, and the primal blood that flows through their veins flowing through yours, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I guess I did. It was weird. I really felt like I was a mongoose, seeing and feeling and experiencing the world through their eyes,” Andy said. His heart rate was finally slowing down, and the intense, surging adrenalin was slowing. 
 
    “That’s because you were, in a sense,” Oshiki said. “This is sort of… a precursor to a complete transformation. And, of course, it can be very useful if you find yourself in an emergency situation and there are animals around who could help. Of course, there is a downside, as you experienced.” 
 
    Andy stared at his bloody hands and nodded. “I almost lost control of myself completely. I felt like I pretty much became an animal. All I could think about was to kill those vipers, and to kill them as quickly and as ruthlessly as possible.” 
 
    “And that is the danger that comes with using this technique,” Oshiki said. “You do lose control of your human self, and surrender your spirit to those of the animals whose ki you  are merging yours with.” 
 
    “Is it like that when you do a full transformation?” 
 
    Oshiki shook his head. “No, a full transformation is completely different. You retain full control of your human mind and mental faculties. But as you have now experienced, it takes a lot of discipline to overcome the primal power of an animal spirit. Come, you have learned a valuable lesson today, and have increased greatly in skill. Let’s get going. I feel like having some ale!” 
 
    “I don’t need to practice what I just did?” Andy asked. 
 
    “This is one of the most instinctual uses of Beast Magic,” Oshiki answered. “It’s not really something you can hone as a skill. Once you know how to do it, you can do it and you will never forget. It’s a difficult, intense and frightening lesson to learn, but it is also a fast one.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Andy said, “because it’s definitely a lesson I’d prefer to not have to experience again. By the way, what would have happened to me if one of those vipers had landed a bite?” 
 
    “Well, it wouldn’t have been pleasant, but you wouldn’t have died,” Oshiki said. 
 
    “Define ‘unpleasant’, Oshiki,” Andy said dryly. 
 
    Oshiki chuckled and flashed a devilish grin at Andy. “Whatever limb the viper bit would swell up to three times its size, you would have the worst migraine of your life for about three days straight, and you’d be so sick that you wouldn’t even be able to keep chicken soup down. You’d be erupting like a volcano out of both ends for a couple days, and probably lose twenty or thirty pounds in weight. Something like that.” 
 
    Andy’s jaw dropped. “And you were willing to put me at risk of that?!” 
 
    Oshiki shrugged, still grinning fiendishly. “Hey, look on the bright side, you wouldn’t have been dead, right? Anyway, enough with this complaining, those vipers didn’t even nick you with their fangs, and I knew they wouldn’t have been able to—I made sure there were mongoose nearby before I shoved you into the pit, after all! Now come on, quit your bellyaching. You’ve learned your lesson, so let’s get moving.”  
 
    This was the one new lesson that Oshiki taught Andy in the two or three weeks that followed the Hushaki clan’s attack on the Akai stronghold. Andy kept pushing to learn how to complete a full transformation, but Oshiki simply kept saying that Andy wasn’t ready yet, and instead focused on honing the Beast Magic skills and abilities he already possessed. 
 
    Ozu and Yasami, meanwhile, kept on training Andy in the various shinobi arts. While it would have been impossible for him to have gotten to the level of an elite shinobi in the short time he had in which to train, he made remarkable strides and impressed both Yasami and Ozu with his progress. 
 
    As for Yasami, she seemed to be doing her best to put up a wall between herself and Andy. She kept their training sessions on a strictly professional level, and quickly shut down any attempt Andy made at conversation beyond the immediate topics necessary to get him trained up. She also—he noticed with no small degree of emotional pain—avoided direct eye contact with him, looking everywhere when they trained but into his eyes. 
 
    Despite all of this, however, he knew without a doubt that she was attracted to him. The more she tried to shut it down and hide it, the more obvious it became. Yasami would often blush in his presence, and would become somewhat flustered when the teaching of a particular move or technique required their bodies to be in extremely close proximity. This, however, only seemed to make her try even harder to distance herself from Andy. Seeing how uncomfortable Yasami seemed to be with all of this, Andy did his best to stifle his own attraction to her, but this simply made things more awkward for both of them. Both realized that things would have to come to a head at some point, but neither knew how or when that would happen—only that it would, eventually. 
 
    After around three or four weeks of intense training, Ozu called Andy into his quarters one evening. 
 
    “Master Ozu,” Andy said, bowing as he entered Ozu’s room. 
 
    “Sit, Andy,” Ozu said, gesturing to the spot on the floor across from him, at the other side of the low table in the center of the room. 
 
    Andy took a seat while Ozu walked over one of his chests and retrieved a small, ornate box, made from thick cream-colored card, from it. Ozu then placed this box on the table between him and Andy and took a seat. 
 
    “What’s this, Master Ozu?” Andy asked, intrigued by the object. 
 
    Ozu pushed it across to Andy. “Open it,” he said, a faint hint of a smile on his lips, its sparkle dancing in his eyes. 
 
    Andy opened the box. In it was a yellow cloth belt. He took it out and cradled it in his hands, staring at it with awe. “Master Ozu, is this what I think it is?” 
 
    “It is indeed… Apprentice Andy Knight,” Ozu answered, his smile broadening. “Normally, a novice shinobi would have to study for a year to be promoted to the rank of apprentice, but because of the exceptional circumstances in which we find ourselves, as well as the sterling rate of progress you have made in your training in recent weeks, I have decided to expedite the process.” 
 
    “Master Ozu… I don’t know what to say,” Andy murmured, his eyes still locked on the belt. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Ozu said. “Because I haven’t told you yet. Now that you are an apprentice and a yellow belt, you are required to make an oath of allegiance to this clan, bound by blood. If you wish to accept this belt and promotion of rank, of course.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Andy said without a moment of hesitation. “I’m ready for this, Master Ozu. As ready as I’ll ever be, anyway.” 
 
    “Good,” Ozu said. “Put the belt on and come over here, then.” 
 
    Ozu got up and walked over to the shrine in the corner of his room, in which there was a small, intricately carved wooden statue of the God of Warriors, with candles and incense sticks burning around it. Ozu stood in front of the statue and retrieved a small dagger from the ornate cabinet on which the statue stood. 
 
    “Kneel before me and the God of Warriors, Andy,” Ozu instructed.  
 
    Andy did as Ozu said, kneeling in front of the fearsome looking statue. 
 
    “Give me your right hand,” Ozu said, “and open your palm.” 
 
    Andy was quite sure he knew what was coming, but he steeled himself against the coming pain and presented his hand to Ozu. As Andy had expected, Ozu slashed the blade across his palm. The pain was quick and fiery, and it made him suck in a sharp breath, but he made no other sound and did not try to jerk his hand away. He watched as blood began to ooze from the cut Ozu had made. 
 
    “Repeat after me,” Ozu said. “I, Andy Knight, accept this yellow belt and the rank of apprentice, and in exchange for this honor, I dedicate my life from this moment onward to the Akai shinobi clan.” 
 
    Andy repeated this solemnly. 
 
    “By my blood I make this oath,” Ozu continued, “which is breakable only by death or by being released from it by the Grandmaster of the clan. I make this sacred oath and dedicate my life to the Akai shinobi clan before the God of Warriors and the Grandmaster of the clan.” 
 
    Again, Andy repeated what Ozu had said. Now, Ozu told him to close his fist and squeeze it, which he did. As he did this, his blood dripped from his tight fist. Ozu caught these drops of blood with the middle and index finger of his right hand. With his index finger he smeared a drop of blood onto his own forehead, and with his middle finger he dabbed a drop of blood onto the little statue’s forehead. 
 
    “So enters Andy Knight into the service of the Akai clan, from this moment until the moment of his death, or until I, Grandmaster of the clan, release him from his oath. Andy Knight, you may now rise to your feet as an apprentice of the Akai shinobi clan.” 
 
    With his heart swelling with pride and joy—as well as a little apprehension—Andy rose to his feet. “Thank you, Master Ozu,” he said. “You have no idea how much this means to me.” 
 
    “You won’t have too much time to revel in this honor, Andy,” Ozu said. “Tomorrow, you and Yasami will be traveling to Ragashimo to infiltrate the daimyo’s castle and get as much information as you can on what’s going on there.” 
 
    Andy was taken aback by this news. He had known that this mission was coming, of course, but had not expected it to take place so soon. There was nothing he could do, however, but accept that this had to be done. He bowed to Ozu. “I will do this to the best of my ability, Master Ozu.” 
 
    “I have faith in you, as I always have, Andy Knight,” Ozu said. “After all, it was prophesied that you would do great things for the Akai clan. This prophecy has not yet been proven wrong, and I don’t believe it will. That is all for this evening. Get a good night’s rest, for tomorrow night you will likely not sleep until dawn the next day.” He walked over to one of his ornate cabinets, and retrieved a small glass vial with a viscous brown liquid in it. He handed this to Andy. 
 
    “What is this, Master Ozu?” Andy asked. 
 
    “I know that on a night like this, before a dangerous mission, a novice—sorry, an apprentice—such as yourself might understandably have some nerves and worries, which will make sleep difficult. Getting a good, long night of restful sleep is crucial to the success of the mission; this potion will help with that. Take it five minutes before you go to bed, and you will sleep deeply for at least twelve or thirteen hours. You’ll be a bit groggy when you wake, but that grogginess will fade after a few hours and you’ll soon be fully alert.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Ozu,” Andy said, taking the potion from Ozu.  
 
    Andy said goodnight to Ozu and returned to his own chambers. He gazed for a while at his armor, which was set up on the wooden mannequin, and his weapons on their rack on the wall. He picked up his Lightning nodachi. The weapon now felt like an old, comfortable pair of shoes; it just felt right in his hands, as if he was the owner the blade had been waiting for ever since it had been forged. Now that he was an official member of the Akai clan, sworn by blood oath to protect it, everything felt a lot more intense, a lot more real. 
 
    He set down the sword and knelt down in front of the chest of drawers in which his clothes were stored. Another item of his was also kept in here, and he took it out and turned it over in his hands, his eyes locked on its intricate carvings. 
 
    “You’re what brought me here,” he whispered to the mysterious box. As he said this, the stump on his left hand where his left pinky used to be throbbed with mild pain—the first pain he had felt in that area since arriving in Nobu-Teng. 
 
    It had always felt as if he had an out, a means of escape if he really needed to go back where he came from—up until this moment. The box still felt as if it was radiating magical power, and Andy was sure that if he cut off another finger and added the requisite animal parts—all given willingly by their owners, of course—the box could transport him back to Earth. Or somewhere else—the power that pulsed from the strange object told him that much. 
 
    Despite the box’s ability to transport him, though, Andy wasn’t sure whether he could leave now, whether he wanted to, even with the weight of the next day’s mission hanging over him like a guillotine blade. It would without a doubt be the most dangerous mission he would undertake in this new world of his, and it was one that, perhaps unlike the others, he was certain that he was in over his head, above his skill level. 
 
    He resolved, however, to approach the coming mission with courage and determination, even in the face of the overwhelming odds against him. At least he would have Yasami with him. 
 
    This thought made him resolve to do something else, too: he was going to corner Yasami and tell her how he felt about her. If he was going to die during the course of the mission—something which could easily happen—he wanted to be able to die having told her the truth of his feelings rather than continuing to pretend that these feelings simply didn’t exist. If she wanted to continue to pretend that her own feelings didn’t exist, that was fine, but he wasn’t ready to die without Yasami knowing how he felt about her. 
 
    “This is it,” Andy whispered after he blew out the candles and crawled into bed. “This could be my last night alive.” 
 
    Such thoughts would keep him up all night and prevent any semblance of rest, so he popped the cork from the small glass vial Ozu had given him and downed the contents, which had an almost nauseating sickly-sweet taste. Shortly after ingesting this substance, however, Andy felt a soothing drowsiness coming over him, and all his worries about the coming mission simply melted away into a feeling of pleasant, fluffy warmth and lightheadedness. It didn’t take him long to fall asleep, and when he opened his eyes, feeling wonderfully rested and restored, the sun was already high in the sky. 
 
    “Oh man,” Andy groaned, yawning and stretching. “That’s definitely the longest I’ve slept since I got here.” 
 
    This was the first morning since he had arrived that he hadn’t been up either at or before dawn, and a late sleep-in was a welcome luxury. Some grogginess remained, sticking like cobwebs on the inside of his skull, but it quickly began to fade away. 
 
    This was also the first real day off Andy had had since arriving, for Ozu had told him not to do any training. He needed to conserve his energy and focus for the coming night. He thought of having a heart-to-heart with Yasami, but she was nowhere to be found. Later in the day, Andy bumped into Sabazaki, who informed him that he had seen Yasami heading off into the forest just after dawn. 
 
    “She’s probably going to spend the day meditating deep in the forest,” Sabazaki said. “She’s done it before, always prior to a major mission. I’m planning on doing some long meditation myself, since I’m heading off to the Hushaki stronghold tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “How are you feeling about that?” Andy asked. 
 
    Sabazaki’s face tightened and his muscles knotted up. “I can’t wait to kill a whole bunch of those scumbags,” he growled. “But up until the signal is given, for all intents and purposes, I am a Hushaki.” He was dressed in a Hushaki ninja-yoroi and armor taken from one of the enemy dead, so he certainly looked the part. “It’s something you perhaps haven’t been taught yet as an apprentice, but a master shinobi is able to compartmentalize his feelings and emotions about something extremely effectively. For example, to truly be a Hushaki—which is the only way to be in effective disguise, one hundred percent—my emotions have to be in the right place. My hatred for the Hushaki burns like the fire of a blacksmith’s forge, yet for me to be a Hushaki, I must also love their ways, convince myself that I am one. And that is what I have done. These completely conflicting emotions exist side by side, and they will remain within me until the signal is given to attack. Then, like a snake shedding its skin, everything within me that loves and admires the Hushaki will abruptly vanish… and only hatred and my burning desire for vengeance will remain.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty intense,” Andy remarked. 
 
    “It is,” Sabazaki said. “These warring emotions are a struggle for the soul. But they are all part and parcel of being a shinobi. You will learn this too. Now, Andy, if you will excuse me, I have some last-minute preparations to make for tomorrow’s mission.” He extended a hand to Andy, which Andy gripped and shook firmly. “Good luck for tonight’s mission in Ragashimo,” he said. “I know how dangerous it will be… just as my mission is dangerous. There is a good chance that we will not see each other alive again. If not, I’m sure I will see you in the Hall of Warriors in the stars, Andy. You have earned your place there many times over.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sabazaki,” Andy said, somewhat taken aback by just how blasé the shinobi’s attitude about his possible imminent death was. “I’m sure you also have a well-earned place waiting for you there.” 
 
    Each man gave the other a bow before they parted ways. Andy, after growing bored with wandering around the stronghold, picked up some hot food from the kitchens and headed down to the dungeons. He guessed that Oshiki would be rising around now; the shaman preferred to crawl out of bed closer to noon than dawn when he could help it. 
 
    When Andy arrived at Oshiki’s quarters, however, the shaman was gone, and it looked like he’d gotten up and left early. However, just as Andy was about to turn around and leave, a rat scuttled out of a hole in the wall. 
 
    The little creature’s squeaky voice immediately echoed inside Andy’s head. “Oshiki left before dawn, but he asked me to give you a message. Go meet him at the waterfall three miles from the stronghold.” 
 
    “Are you sure he said that?” Andy asked the rat. 
 
    “Why would I lie?!” the rat countered indignantly. “I know we have a bad reputation among you humans, and I’ll admit that some of my brethren can be a little dirty at times, but we sure as hell never tell lies. Go meet him at the waterfall or ignore my message, it makes no difference to me.” The rat paused. “Say, uh, are you just gonna throw that food away since Oshiki isn’t here? Those noodles are smelling mighty good… maybe leave the messenger a little tip, huh?” 
 
    Andy set the bowl of noodles down on the floor. “Here you go, little guy. Thanks for delivering the message.” 
 
    Andy knew the waterfall the rat was talking about—he and Oshiki had been near it a few times while training in the woods. He put on his armor and took a few weapons while heading out into the forest, for one could never be too careful, and the threat of a Hushaki ambush was a constant danger. 
 
    His journey to the waterfall, however, was uneventful. When he got there, he couldn’t help but stop and stare. The waterfall and the pool below it were exquisitely beautiful, surrounded by lush vegetation and ancient, gnarled trees. The pool—about the size of an Olympic swimming pool—was a brilliant hue of turquoise. The broad waterfall rimmed the pool in a semicircle, the water tumbling down a face of sheer black rock from a height of around fifty feet. 
 
    However, what quickly grabbed Andy’s attention was not the serene beauty of this scene. There was a group of hippopotamuses near the edge of the pool, and they were hemming in a different creature. Sitting near them on a rock was Oshiki, who was calmly slugging on a jug of ale. Andy’s gaze was not drawn to Oshiki or the hippos, though. Instead, he stared slack-jawed at the creature they had trapped. 
 
    It was about the size of an adolescent child, but although humanoid, it was no human. The green, scaly monster looked like the bizarre result of an experiment crossing human DNA with a turtle’s. The creature had human-like arms and legs, but with webbed fingers and toes. Its torso was encased in a turtle-like shell, and its face, which was green and covered with reptilian scales, had remarkably human eyes, but the beak of a turtle. The creature was clearly agitated, and kept trying to swim out of the small circle of water on the edge of the pool in which the hippos had trapped it, but each time it made for a gap, the hippos would press their ponderous bodies together to close the gap. They weren’t trying to attack the monster; they were only preventing it from going anywhere. Andy immediately knew that Oshiki had something to do with this. 
 
    “Oshiki!” he called out. 
 
    “Ah, Andy! You got my message! Come over here, my friend, come over here,” Oshiki yelled, beckoning to him. 
 
    Andy made his way down the steep bank and walked over to Oshiki, who offered him a jug of ale. Andy noticed the strange creature staring intently at him as he approached—and as soon as it caught sight of him, it ceased its frantic attempts to escape. Andy saw a keen and somewhat frightening intelligence in those black, eerily human eyes. 
 
    “He’s real!” the creature gasped. 
 
    The unexpected sound of its shrill, raspy voice—speaking human words, and not communicating telepathically, like animals did—gave Andy such a fright that he stumbled and almost fell. 
 
    “Whoa!” Andy exclaimed. “You can… you can talk?!” 
 
    “Of course I can talk, you imbecile!” the creature spat. “What do you think I am, one of these braindead lumps?!” it added, gesturing with contempt toward the hippos. “Get these overgrown water cows out of here now, shaman!” the creature yelled at Oshiki. “They stink to high heaven! I believe you now, and I’m not going anywhere! C’mon, make these fat morons move, I can’t stand their stench and their stupidity.” 
 
    Oshiki snapped his fingers and the hippos immediately dispersed. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Andy said, staring slack-jawed at the creature, “but what are you?!” 
 
    “Are you as stupid as these dung machines?!” the creature asked, jerking a webbed thumb in the direction of the dispersing hippos. “What’s the matter, stretch, you never seen a kappa before?!” 
 
    “I haven’t, no,” Andy said. 
 
    “This unpleasant fellow is a kappa, Andy,” Oshiki interjected. “A water monster.” 
 
    “Stop calling me a monster!” the kappa said indignantly. “That’s an insulting term. How would you humans like it if we kappas called you monsters?!” 
 
    “I thought you did call us monsters,” Oshiki countered with a wry grin. 
 
    “Er, well, I suppose we do,” the kappa said. “But why shouldn’t we?! You humans are always trying to kill us, and fouling our homes with all the stuff you dump into rivers, destroying our favorite peaceful stretches of water with your damned boats and ships, taking our food with your cursed fishing. Is it any wonder we think of you as monsters?!” 
 
    “Point taken,” Oshiki conceded. “Anyway, kappa—” 
 
    “I have a name, you know! Shiro, Shiro Gappazoku,” the kappa said, folding its arms across its chest. “I’d appreciate it if you respected me enough to use it, shaman.” 
 
    “Well I have a name too, as does the foreigner,” Oshiki said. “I am Oshiki, and this is Andy.” 
 
    “I’d say I’m pleased to meet you,” Shiro muttered, “but I prefer to avoid telling lies. You and your fat brutes,” he continued, casting an angry glance in the hippos’ direction, “captured me and forced me to come here against my will.” 
 
    “You refused to believe me when I told you about Andy,” Oshiki countered, “so you gave me no choice. But now that you’ve seen him, you know I’m not lying.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, this is true, this is true,” Shiro continued. “I did think that you were a filthy liar, trying to trick me in some manner… but here he is, in the flesh, this wondrous barbarian who has the gift of Beast Magic. He’s a little strange looking, you can’t deny it, but I also cannot deny that I’m impressed.” 
 
    Andy was growing increasingly confused about what was going on here. “Excuse me,” he said, “but could someone tell me exactly what’s going on here?” 
 
    The kappa could not smile with its beak, but Andy saw a glimmer of a grin appear in its eyes. Then, like a turtle would, it retracted its entire head into its shell, up to the point where its whole head was swallowed by darkness. A few moments later, its head reemerged from the cavity of its shell, but gripped in its beak was a dazzling gemstone the size of a halved golf ball. And inside the transparent stone, tiny veins of lightning crackled. The kappa spit the gem out and caught it deftly in its hand.   
 
    Andy’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets. “Is that a…” 
 
    “Lightning gem,” Shiro said. “Yes, you moron, what else could it be?!” 
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    “You’re serious?!” Andy gasped, his eyes locked on the gem. “That’s a real Lightning gem?!” 
 
    “Like I said, what else do you think it could be?” Shiro snapped. “A piece of fossilized hippo dung?! Oshiki, I thought you said this barbarian was smart.” 
 
    “I just, I just can’t believe what I’m seeing,” Andy said. “I was told it would be pretty much impossible to get hold of a Lightning gem, that it would take more gold than they have in the entire Akai stronghold.” 
 
    “And yet here I am, holding one in my hand,” Shiro said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “I spread word around my animal network,” Oshiki said, “asking if any of them knew of the location of any Lightning gems, since I know that you would benefit greatly from one, with that Lightning nodachi of yours. Plenty have been lost over the centuries, and you never know when one might turn up. Eventually, word came back to me that there was a kappa who was said to possess a Lightning gem. “ 
 
    “And that’s not all I have,” Shiro said proudly. “Hoo boy, you should see what I’ve got stashed in this shell of mine! For over three hundred years I’ve been collecting treasures. And this Lightning gem is a mere trinket compared to some of the other things I’ve got in there. Items to make kings green with envy. But they’re mine, all mine!” 
 
    Judging from what he’d seen of the kappa’s nature, Andy knew that Shiro wasn’t about to simply hand over the Lightning gem. He shot a questioning look in Oshiki’s direction, and from the way the shaman flinched, Andy knew that he had spun some sort of tall tale about him to Shiro. 
 
    “So, what do you want in exchange for the Lightning gem?” Andy asked warily. 
 
    “You come from a foreign land, with many foreign treasures!” Shiro exclaimed excitedly. “Foreign treasures that do not exist in Nobu-Teng! I have almost anything you could think of that comes from this land… but nothing from foreign lands. Bring me a treasure from your land, and you can have this Lightning gem. It is one of a few I possess, so I could let this one go. There is also a larger and more powerful one I’d be prepared to give you in exchange for an object that was stolen from me, if you could recover it.” 
 
    There was no way Andy could go off on a quest to recover the kappa’s stolen item, since he was leaving tonight on a critical mission. However, he did possess one foreign treasure that he was sure the kappa would love. The only problem was that this object was his only ticket back to Earth, if he ever wished to return. 
 
    “There is… something,” Andy said slowly. “A treasure from my home. I think you would like it.” 
 
    “Ooh, ooh, tell me, tell me, what is it, what is it?!” Shiro asked eagerly. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful item, an ornate wooden box, and it possesses some powerful magic. It’s just that… I’m not sure that I’m willing to give it up,” Andy said. 
 
    Shiro closed his fingers around the Lightning gem. “Well in that case, I think it’s time for me to leave,” he said coldly.   
 
    “Andy,” Oshiki said gently, “I think you should carefully consider this. Very carefully…” 
 
    The way Oshiki said this made Andy think that the shaman knew something that he didn’t – something about his future, as impossible as that sounded. Andy frowned. “Oshiki, could I talk to you in private quickly?” 
 
    “Excuse us, Shiro,” Oshiki said to the kappa, and then walked with Andy until they were out of earshot. 
 
    “What is it you’re not telling me?” Andy asked. “And why did you go to all this trouble to find me this Lightning gem? I mean, I appreciate it, I really do, don’t get me wrong, but why? I can see that there’s something you know that you’re not saying.” 
 
    Oshiki sighed, and the resident joviality melted from his face, leaving in its wake an expression of deep worry and concern. “Andy, I have been having two recurring dreams in recent nights,” he said softly. “About your upcoming mission to the castle in Ragashimo. And let me put it bluntly: in one of these dreams you live, but in the other… you do not survive the mission.” 
 
    Andy was taken aback, not least because Oshiki’s words immediately brought forth a flood of memories of the vivid dreams of Nobu-Teng he had had back on Earth, long before he had ever known that this world existed. 
 
    “What does the Lightning gem have to do with these dreams?” Andy asked. 
 
    “It—or, rather, the nodachi with the Lightning gem installed—will be what determines whether you live or whether you die. Without the Lightning gem, the nodachi will not be powerful enough to save your life when the critical moment arrives. You may think that these are mere dreams, but often what happens in my dreams comes to pass in real life. I do not know what this object you possess is, but can it be worth your life? I don’t mean to frighten you, but I seriously, seriously think that regardless of what this item means to you, you should exchange it for the Lightning gem. There is more danger than you can possibly imagine in this mission. I would try to dissuade you from even going on it in the first place, but I know that you are now bound by blood oath to the Akai clan, and that your own sense of dedication and honor would prevent you from backing out anyway. But please… give up this thing, whatever it is, for the gem. Your life may well depend on this.” 
 
    Andy let out a long sigh. If Oshiki said that his life was in danger, chances were that it really was. Giving up the box, though, would mean that he was choosing to remain in this world forever, with no going back. It would be a monumental move—one from which there could be no turning back. 
 
    “Let me think about it,” he said to Oshiki. “I appreciate your concern for me, Oshiki, I really do, but this item represents more to me than you understand. Would the kappa be able to travel to the river near the stronghold before sunset?” 
 
    “He would, they can travel quickly and cover great distances in rivers,” Oshiki answered. 
 
    “Then I’ll ask him to meet me later, so that I can at least have the afternoon to think this decision over.” 
 
    “Alright, fair enough,” Oshiki said. 
 
    “I have another question,” Andy said. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Even if I get this Lightning gem, how do I go about setting it in the socket in the sword? Wouldn’t I need to go to an artificer for something like that?” 
 
    “There is a shinobi at the Akai stronghold, Akazitu. You know him, yes?” Oshiki asked. 
 
    “I do, yeah,” Andy answered. 
 
    “His uncle was a well-known artificer of magic items in Ragashimo. The old man died a few years ago, but Akazitu knows something of the craft. And simply setting a gem in a weapon is a very basic task for someone with even minor knowledge of the craft, especially in a weapon like yours, which has already been forged and imbued with magic. It is the imbuing with magic that takes the most skill and effort, not simply putting a gem in. I’m certain that Akazitu will be able to do this in less than an hour.” 
 
    “Just like changing a battery then, huh?” 
 
    Oshiki frowned and cocked his head to the side. “What is a battery?” 
 
    Andy chuckled and shook his head, grateful for this brief moment of levity. “Nothing, never mind about that.” This moment passed quickly, though, and an atmosphere of dire seriousness quickly returned. “I have one more question for you, Oshiki,” he said. 
 
    “Ask away, my friend.”  
 
    “Will you accompany Yasami and I on this mission?” Andy asked. “Not for the most dangerous parts, of course, but as an aid, a helper. I would feel a lot better knowing that you’re nearby, and that you have my back. I know it’s a lot to ask, given that this isn’t your fight—” 
 
    Oshiki smiled, dismissing Andy’s concerns with a wave of his hand. “I was planning on shadowing you on this mission anyway,” he said. “Now I won’t have to hide myself, at least! And you’re wrong—this is my fight. The Ghost Army is the enemy of everything that is alive, and I will always fight on the side of the living.” 
 
    “Thank you, Oshiki,” Andy said sincerely. “I mean that.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it,” Oshiki said. “I know you would do the same for me. And now we’d best get back to Shiro. Kappas are not known for their patience.” 
 
    “Sure. By the way, is he really over three hundred years old?!” 
 
    “I’m sure he is,” Oshiki said. “Kappas live for hundreds of years. Some even live to the age of a thousand years and beyond.” 
 
    They walked back to Shiro, and Andy asked if he could meet him at sunset in the river near the stronghold. Shiro agreed to meet him there, and sank under the water with a plop, swimming off beneath the surface with surprising speed. 
 
    “Where will I see you later?” Andy asked Oshiki. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” Oshiki answered. “I need to spend the rest of the afternoon and the evening talking to various animals. But don’t worry, I’ll find you and Yasami before you two reach the walls of Ragashimo, I promise you that. I’ll see you later, Andy … and I hope you make the right decision when it comes to the Lightning gem.” 
 
    “I’ll do what’s best for me,” Andy said. 
 
    There was a flash of light, and where Oshiki had been a mere second earlier there now stood a sleek black panther. Without another word, the shaman turned and raced off in his panther form, leaving Andy on his own by the waterfall. Andy went down to the water’s edge and picked out a few flat pebbles, which he skipped across the smooth, turquoise surface. The question of whether he should give up the box in exchange for the Lightning gem was weighing heavily on his mind. The question of whether he should stay in Nobu-Teng forever or return to Earth had never weighed more heavily on his mind. It had always been something that he could shove to the back of his mind, to think about another day—but now it was a decision he would have to make in hours, with the deadline looming ever closer as the sun began its slow descent in the western sky. 
 
    Andy took a slow, meandering journey through the forest on his way back to the stronghold, arguing both positions in his mind. Although there had been nothing worth staying for back on Earth, it was his home. This strange new world in which he found himself was fascinating and wonderful, but was also full of danger and peril. And Yasami was here. Andy couldn’t remember feeling the way he felt about her about any other woman—but she seemed to be doing her utmost to quash whatever feelings she had for him. 
 
    Then there was the whole Beast Magic thing, and becoming an elite shinobi. Neither of these possibilities could exist back on Earth, and all he could look forward to was a lifetime of bills, and menial, unfulfilling jobs for decades to come. 
 
    But even so, Earth was home. It was everything he had known, everything he had experienced up until a few months ago. 
 
    And now, depending on what choice he made, it could be home again, or it could be nothing more than a memory… for the rest of his days. 
 
    Andy got back to the stronghold not knowing what he would do. He made his way up the steep and treacherous stairway not even worrying once about the vertigo and terrifying heights; his mind was in such turmoil about the choice that lay before him that he barely even noticed these things. 
 
    When he entered the stronghold, Ozu was waiting for him in the beautiful Zen-style garden outside the shinobi quarters. He called Andy over to the koi pond, where he was feeding the eager fish. 
 
    “I trust you have had a relaxing day, Andy Knight?” Ozu asked. “I hope you have. You will need all your strength, energy and mental focus for the mission tonight.” 
 
    “I haven’t exactly done much, Master Ozu,” Andy said. He thus avoided having to tell a lie and say that his day had been relaxing, for with the impending decision that was weighing so heavily on his mind, the last few hours had been anything but relaxing. 
 
    “Good, good,” Ozu said. “Is all your equipment ready for the mission?” 
 
    “I’ve checked and double-checked everything,” Andy answered. “I’ve got my ninja-yoroi, my armor, my sword, my throwing stars and throwing knives, crossbow and bolts, water skins, climbing gloves, ropes and grappling hooks… I’m pretty sure that’s everything I’ll be needing.” 
 
    “It sounds like you are well prepared,” Ozu said. “Eat well tonight, but not to the point of overindulgence. You want to have enough energy for the journey, but not feel sluggish. I’ve instructed the cooks to prepare you and Yasami a meal with ingredients that will provide you with maximum energy and no sluggishness. They will also brew you a tea that will keep you awake and alert throughout the night without making you feel hyperactive.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Ozu,” Andy said. He glanced up at the sky and saw that there was around an hour to go before sunset. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go rest in my room for a while.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ozu said, smiling kindly. “I will see you at dinner. You and Yasami will eat in my chambers, and you will depart immediately after that.” 
 
    Andy bowed to Ozu. “I will see you then, Master Ozu.” He left the garden, but did not go straight back to his room. Instead, he went to Akazitu’s room and knocked on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Akazitu said. 
 
    “Akazitu, I need to ask you a favor, if that’s okay?” Andy said as he entered the room. 
 
    “Of course, my friend,” Akazitu said with a friendly smile. “What exactly do you need?” 
 
    “I’ve heard that your uncle was a famous magic item artificer, and that you know something of the art. If I was to get hold of a Lightning gem, could you set it in my Lightning nodachi?” 
 
    “I do know a little of the art, and yes, I could do that quite easily,” Akazitu said. “I have a set of my uncle’s tools, actually. It wouldn’t take me too long to do that, but I have no idea how you’d be able to get your hands on a Lightning gem.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I might know where to find one,” Andy said. “I’ll come to you if I get hold of it.” 
 
    “Please do, I’d love to help restore that beautiful sword of yours to its full potential.” 
 
    Andy thanked Akazitu and headed over to his room. He shut himself in, took the box out, and lay down on his bedroll with it. 
 
    For a very long time he simply held the object and stared at it, turning it over in his hands and thinking about everything it represented—and everything its loss would represent. By the time the shadows began to grow thicker and darker in his room, signaling the imminence of dusk, he was still no closer to making a decision. His time had run out, though, and he needed to make his way down to the river, for if he missed his appointment with Shiro, the decision would be made for him. 
 
    Andy tucked the box into his kimono, left the stronghold and made his way down to the river, getting there just after sunset. He looked up and down the river, which was calm and broad, and saw no sign of the kappa. 
 
    “Shiro!” he called out. “I’m here, and I have something for you! Where are you?” 
 
    After a minute or two some bubbles rose to the surface of the water a yard from the bank where Andy was waiting, and Shiro’s head broke the surface. The kappa rose from the water but did not leave the river, preferring to keep his feet and legs in the water. In his beak, he was holding the Lightning gem, which he spit into his hand. 
 
    “So, barbarian,” Shiro said, staring greedily at the box in Andy’s hands, “are you prepared to make the exchange? My Lightning gem for your… what is that? It looks interesting, very interesting, whatever it is. I can feel its aura of power even from here. I cannot deny that it is something that my heart greatly desires.” 
 
    “I… I’m not sure,” Andy said, uncertain. 
 
    “What?!” Shiro grumbled. “You’ve had the whole afternoon to think about it, human! I’ve come all this way for you, and if you’re about to change your mind, well, I’m not going to waste another moment of my precious time on your indecision. Either we do this right now, this very moment, or I’m leaving, and you’ll never see me again.” 
 
    Andy thought of the sincerity with which Oshiki had told him of his two recurring dreams, each with a very different outcome, and the earnestness in the shaman’s eyes when he had said that having or not having the Lightning gem would be the difference between him surviving the mission or not living to see another sunrise. It seemed crazy to gamble his one and only ticket back to Earth on another person’s dreams, but then again, it had also seemed crazy to chop off his own pinkie finger in an attempt to unlock the box’s magic in the first place—and that had worked out pretty well. 
 
    With a sigh, Andy held out the box. He could hardly believe he was doing this, and everything felt quite surreal, as if this was a dream rather than cold, hard reality. But he was here, and he was doing this. 
 
    “Take it, Shiro,” he said. “Hurry up and take it before I change my mind.” 
 
    Shiro snatched the box out of Andy’s hand with his greedy webbed fingers, and tossed the Lightning gem in Andy’s direction as if it were nothing but a lump of coal. From the moment the kappa got his hands on the box, he could clearly think of nothing else. His eyes bulged in their sockets as he turned the box over again and again in his hands, and he was so entranced by the object he was practically drooling over it. 
 
    “You won’t regret this, human,” he said, still utterly entranced by the box. “And if you want another Lightning gem—a much more powerful one than what I’ve just given you—find me again and I’ll send you on a quest. I might even offer you my aid in a quest of your own if you can help me get back what was stolen from me.” 
 
    “So we’re friends now?” Andy asked warily. He was feeling an intense and confusing rush of conflicting emotions; in this moment, regret and grief flowed as strongly through his veins as hope and relief. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I like you, stretch, I really do!” Shiro exclaimed, nodding enthusiastically. His bulgy eyes never once left the box. 
 
    “How do I get hold of you if I need you, though?” Andy asked. 
 
    Shiro’s head disappeared inside his shell for a moment, and when it popped back out, he was holding a small iridescent shell in his beak. He spit this into Andy’s hand. “Throw this into a body of water,” he said. “River, lake, or ocean. I’ll appear within minutes, wherever you are.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll do that. Thank you, Shiro,” Andy said. 
 
    “No, no, thank you, Andy!” Shiro exclaimed. “This is an incredible treasure you have given me, an amazing object! No other kappa has anything like it! Shiro alone now possesses this!” He cackled maniacally, then popped the box into his back and retracted his head into his shell. 
 
    When his head reemerged, the box was gone, and a sinking feeling came over Andy, a feeling that he would never see the box again. At least, he tried to reason, he would live to see another sunrise—if Oshiki’s dreams could be trusted, of course. 
 
    “Farewell, my friend,” Shiro said, and he slipped under the water and vanished, taking Andy’s only means to get back to Earth with him. 
 
    Andy stared at the Lightning gem in his hand. It was a marvelous stone, as clear as a polished piece of glass, yet with veins of electricity actively crackling through it. It reminded him of a plasma ball lamp. “I sure as hell hope that you can save my ass like Oshiki said you would,” Andy whispered to the gemstone, and then he closed his fingers around it and headed back to the stronghold. 
 
    Akazitu was utterly astonished at the fact that Andy had somehow gotten hold of a Lightning gem, but he got over his surprise, got his tools out and assured Andy that the stone would be set in his nodachi by the time Andy and Yasami were due to depart on their mission. 
 
    While Akazitu worked on the sword, Andy returned to his room to prepare for the final dinner in Ozu’s chambers. When he got to his room, he found a servant waiting there for him. The elderly man was holding a beautiful black silk kimono, with stylized dragons and tigers embroidered on it in gold thread. 
 
    “A gift from Master Ozu,” the servant said, bowing to Andy. “He requests that you wear it for the dinner.” 
 
    “Whoa, this is pretty damn amazing,” Andy said. “Thank you.” 
 
    He put on the kimono, which fit perfectly, and headed over to Ozu’s chambers, where Ozu and Yasami—who were both dressed in their own finest kimonos—were waiting. Andy couldn’t help but let out a gasp when he caught sight of Yasami, for she was wearing makeup, which he had never seen on her before, and she was looking more beautiful than ever in her red silk kimono, which hugged her figure closely and revealed her alluring feminine curves. For a brief moment their eyes met as she took in the sight of Andy in his new kimono. The parting of her lips and the intensity of her gaze revealed the truth of her feelings that she had been working so hard to conceal. However, she hastily did her best to put on a mask of cool neutrality. 
 
    “Andy Knight, come in, sit down,” Ozu said with a smile. 
 
    Andy bowed to him, then entered and took a seat on the floor. To Andy’s surprise, as soon as Ozu began to talk, the atmosphere became light-hearted and cheerful. It was almost like a birthday celebration, or any other cheerful family celebration. Ozu regaled Yasami and Andy with tales of his youth, and of the crazy and daring escapades he’d had as a young shinobi. There was not a single mention of the upcoming mission, of which there was a high probability of neither Andy nor Yasami returning alive. 
 
    The food was delicious, probably the best Andy had had since arriving here, and he could tell that Ozu had asked the cooks to go all out to make it a dinner to remember. None of the food, however, left him feeling as if he had overindulged, and the special tea that Ozu had brewed filled him with energy. It was not the hyperactive energy of caffeine, though, for there was no fracturing of his attention span. Instead, his focus felt razor sharp, and his body felt ready to run an ultramarathon. 
 
    Finally, the dinner came to an end, and Yasami and Andy stood up and bowed to Ozu. Now, finally, the reality of the danger of the mission came to the fore. Ozu, however, approached this with stoicism and pride, which glowed in his eyes as he gazed upon Andy and Yasami. 
 
    “Yasami, my granddaughter, and Andy Knight, the one whose arrival from distant shores was prophesied to restore the Akai clan’s failing fortunes… never have I looked so proudly upon two shinobi. It is I who should be setting out on the mission on which you two are about to embark, for it was I who brought that viper Kishiko into this house. It is my fault that she was able to spread her venom, and that she was able to set up the Hushaki attack. But alas, the Grandmaster of the clan must remain behind to supervise and rule over the stronghold, so you two must go into the bowels of the enemy’s lair. I know how perilous this mission will be, but you must succeed—not only our survival, but the survival of all may depend on what you discover in the castle tonight. It pains me to place such an immense responsibility on your young shoulders… but these are the times we are living through, and this is what we must do. A great evil has fouled the land, and Kishiko, my traitor son Itzu, Nago Hushaki and the daimyo Ryuku are behind it, somehow. It is only in finding out exactly how they are involved and what they are up to that we can hope to save both ourselves and the other thousands, even millions of souls who are in danger of falling victim to the Ghost Army. Go now, Andy Knight and Yasami, and make me proud.” 
 
    “We will do this, grandfather,” Yasami said with one more bow. 
 
    “Yes, we will do this, Master Ozu,” Andy echoed, bowing again. 
 
    Ozu bowed to them. “The honor of the Akai clan goes with you.” 
 
    They left Ozu’s chambers. “I’ll meet you at the gates in half an hour,” Yasami said. “Make sure you’ve got everything.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Andy said. 
 
    He stopped at Akazitu’s room, and there he found the shinobi waiting for him with a broad grin on his face. “It is done,” he said to Andy, and pointed to a sword mount on his wall, where Andy’s Lightning nodachi was sitting. 
 
    Andy noticed a difference immediately, and it wasn’t just the fact that one of the formerly empty sockets now had the Lightning gem installed in it. The blade’s violet iridescence had become more intense and brighter, and the sword seemed to radiate power. Andy slowly picked it up, and the instant he curled his fingers around its hilt he felt the intensity of the power crackling within the weapon. “Whoa…” he gasped, feeling almost as if he was holding a nuclear device. 
 
    “With that gem installed,” Akazitu said, “you can bring down a bolt of lightning from the heavens. I must admit, I am envious. And I cannot deny that I thought of keeping the blade for myself. Perhaps I would have if my stature, unlike yours, wasn’t so ill-suited to such a large weapon. You will wield it well, Andy Knight.” 
 
    “How many lightning strikes can I bring down with this thing?” Andy asked, still marveling at the sword. 
 
    “You could bring down one powerful lighting strike in a day,” Akazitu said. “That’s about all this small Lightning gem can handle. It’ll need a full day and night to recharge after that. But even one lightning strike is an immensely powerful weapon. Use it wisely. But that’s the only benefit—each blow you strike with this blade will now add a potent strike of lightning damage, enough to knock most men off their feet.” 
 
    “Thank you, Akazitu,” Andy said. “I owe you big time for this. Seriously.” 
 
    “Use the sword well, that’s all I ask for in return,” Akazitu said. “Make yourself worthy of such a weapon.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” Andy said. “Thanks again, and good luck for your mission against the Hushaki.” 
 
    “Thank you, and good luck for your own mission, Andy Knight. I am sure the God of Warriors will be by both your side and mine.” 
 
    Andy returned to his room, put on his ninja-yoroi and armor and gathered his weapons. This was it: the time had arrived to set off on the mission from which he could not be sure he would return. 
 
    Yasami was waiting for him beyond the main gates. Under the gentle light of the half moon and the stars of the clear night sky, she looked almost ethereal. In her ninja-yoroi and armor, she cut a menacing yet enticing silhouette. Andy wondered how and when he could talk to her of his true feelings for her. Not yet—but if a moment of true life-endangering peril arose, he knew that he could not go to his grave without looking her in her eyes and telling her how his heart felt. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Ready,” he said, firm and resolute. 
 
    “Let’s go then,” she said, and turned and set off down the stairs. 
 
    Although he had grown more confident with the stairs in recent days, navigating them in the dark was still a risky and difficult affair, so Andy enlisted the aid of Fluffy-san to help him with the treacherous passage. Thanks to the training he had done with Oshiki in recent days and weeks, Andy was able to use the cat’s senses and natural abilities far more effectively than he previously had. With the cat’s night vision enhancing his eyesight, balance and agility, what would have been a hair-raising descent in the darkness became as easy as a stroll along a broad, flat sidewalk in bright daylight. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Andy and Yasami to reach the ground. They passed the guards in the forest, who wished them well on their mission, and they set off into the thick, foreboding darkness of the forest beyond.  
 
    The mission had officially begun.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “We’re going to have some backup on this mission,” Andy said to Yasami as they set off into the dark forest. 
 
    “We are?” she asked, surprised. 
 
    “Oshiki’s going to come along. He didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “He did mention that he would be watching over us, but I didn’t think it would be so closely,” she said. “Where’s he meeting us?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, he didn’t say,” Andy answered. “All he said was that he would meet us along the way somewhere. So don’t be too alarmed if a huge tiger or bear or something suddenly comes crashing out of the trees in front of us, it’s probably just Oshiki.” 
 
    Yasami chuckled. “Thanks for letting me know.” 
 
    She was walking with her bow in her hand and an arrow already nocked, just in case she needed to be able to fire rapidly. Andy noticed that her arrows were glowing orange in the darkness, as was her bow, which was a different one to the one she usually carried. 
 
    “What kind of arrows are those?” he asked.   
 
    “They’re enchanted with Fire magic,” she answered. “As is the bow. They’ll turn whatever they hit into a raging ball of flame. I figured it’d be handy if we ran into the Ghost Army. I see that a little section of your nodachi is glowing too. Have you done something to it?” 
 
    Andy drew the nodachi from its sheath on his back, and he saw that the entire blade was indeed glowing, casting enough light for them to walk by. He told her what had happened with Shiro, although he altered the story a little—after all, he hadn’t yet told anyone that he came from another world, and now probably wasn’t the right time to mention such a thing. He did, however, say that the box had allowed him to travel with ease across the ocean. It wasn’t exactly the truth, but it wasn’t a malicious lie either. He also left out the fact that Oshiki had said that without the gem, they may not survive the mission. 
 
    “And you gave the box away?!” Yasami gasped, stopping dead to turn and stared at Andy, her jaw hanging open. “The only thing that will allow you to get back to California?!” 
 
    “I had to,” he said. “I really needed this gem.” 
 
    “This is a mission of stealth above all else, Andy,” Yasami said. “Bringing down a crashing lightning bolt from above will hardly help us to remain conspicuous!” 
 
    “I don’t intend to use it unless I really, really have to,” Andy said. He realized that without mentioning what Oshiki had said about the visions in his dreams, Yasami wouldn’t be able to understand why he had made such a monumental decision. He didn’t want to tell her what Oshiki had said for fear of alarming her and sowing seeds of doubt in her mind. 
 
    “I know that it’s an immense power to have, and it could make a tremendous difference if we find ourselves in a bad situation,” Yasami said, “but I still think you acted far too recklessly in simply giving away your only ticket home like that.” 
 
    “Is that what you want?” Andy asked softly. “Do you want me to leave Nobu-Teng and go home, and never return?” 
 
    A tense silence filled the air between them. In the gentle violet glow from his nodachi blade, Andy saw Yasami’s cheeks darken with a blush. Neither of them was wearing their fukumen masks yet. They would only put them on when they were within sight of the walls of Ragashimo. 
 
    “No,” she said, her voice barely clearing a whisper. “I don’t want that at all. I just thought that you…” she trailed off and looked away. 
 
    “That I didn’t intend to stay?” Andy asked. “That I wasn’t going to be here forever?” 
 
    “Why would you stay here forever?” she asked. “You’re a foreigner, a stranger in these lands, which are far from your home. How could you ever want to stay?” 
 
    Andy smiled. “Home doesn’t have to be a place,” he said. “It could be people. A person. Family. And that could be anywhere at all. Even here, in this place that’s so different from where I’m from. Where I come from, I never felt like I fit in anywhere. It may have been ‘home’ in the technical sense of the word, but after my parents died, it never felt like home—not a real sort of home, anyway. Instead, it was starting to feel more and more like a prison, a prison in which the walls were closing in faster every day. Here, I’ve been given a new lease on life – I got something which very few people anywhere are given: the chance to start over, to start from scratch. To live a completely new life. And you know what? It’s a life I’m starting to love. Your grandfather welcomed me with open arms, and treated me better than most people in my so-called ‘home’ ever did. I’ve been able to achieve more and better myself more in the short time I’ve been here than I ever did in all the years I lived in California. There are opportunities here that I could never have dreamed of back home. I mean… Beast Magic! Come on, how amazing is that?! And the fact that I’m now an apprentice shinobi?! Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined that this was how my life would turn out. But you know what? It’s not just those things that make me want to stay here forever, that make me want to call Nobu-Teng my home.” 
 
    “It’s not?” she asked. 
 
    “No. There’s something else that makes me want to stay here for the rest of my life. Someone else.” As he said this, he locked a deep and intense stare into Yasami’s eyes, one that she couldn’t evade or ignore. And in her eyes, he saw reflected back at him the same passionate desire that burned in his core. His spirits soared—whatever Yasami’s lips might say about her feelings, her eyes could not lie. 
 
    Before she could say anything in response, however, there was a loud, sudden crashing in the forest just ahead of them. Yasami whipped her bow up, drawing the bowstring back with a swift pull, and Andy drew his Lightning nodachi from its sheath on his back, charging the weapon with ki as he gripped it so that the blade crackled with surging veins of bright electricity. As he did this, he sent his ki feelers out, and quickly sensed that the presence was not a threatening one. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s a deer,” Andy said, sheathing his sword and pulling the ki from the blade. “And not just any deer, I suspect…” 
 
    Yasami, using her limited Beast Magic, also detected the presence of the deer, and she lowered her bow. They both watched as a large, majestic stag stepped out of the woods ahead of them and stood in a patch of pale moonlight in the road. Then, after a brief and dazzling burst of light, a far more familiar figure occupied the spot on which the stag had just been standing. 
 
    “Oshiki!” Yasami exclaimed. 
 
    The shaman chuckled with delight, and walked over to them, throwing his arms around Yasami, and then turning to Andy, to whom he also gave an enthusiastic hug. “You didn’t think I’d let you two stroll into the open jaws of the enemy without some backup, did you?” 
 
    “Thank you, Oshiki,” Yasami said. “We really appreciate your help.” 
 
    “Andy, did you get what you needed to get?” Oshiki asked, his jovial expression giving way to one of grave concern. 
 
    Andy drew his sword, and the effulgence from the blade illuminated all three of their faces with a gentle purple glow. Bathed in this violet light, Oshiki’s features glowed with hope and relief. “Good, good, I knew you would make the right decision,” he said, rubbing his hands together eagerly. 
 
    “Wait a minute, you knew about this whole Lightning gem thing?” Yasami asked. “And you thought it was a good idea for Andy to give up the only thing that would allow him to cross the ocean in exchange for a gem?!” 
 
    “It may be in exchange for a lot more than just a gem,” Oshiki said softly. “Andy may just have saved both of your lives with what he did.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “A dream I had… well, two dreams, both with different outcomes,” Oshiki said. “Look, never mind that, it’s not important now. What is important is the fact that Andy now has a very, very powerful weapon that he can use to its full potential if things get dire. Come, let’s not waste any more time talking about this, though. I’ve learned something new about the Ghost Army. Something that’s in one sense worrying, but in another, reassuring… if anything about this monstrous entity could be considered ‘reassuring’, anyway.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Andy asked. 
 
    “They do not simply materialize out of nothing, or dematerialize into nothing,” Oshiki said. “Instead, they transform into tiny gnats. Millions of them—but they’re so small that human eyes can’t see them. When clusters of them fly, they look like a fine mist, if they look like anything at all. But here’s what’s really interesting: when these swarms of gnats get far enough away from human settlements to be seen by people they transform again. The gnats come together to transform into larger entities: white vampire bats. Some of my animal friends have seen these swarms of white bats flying over remote areas of forest. An interesting fact they have mentioned, though, is that neither the bats nor the gnats have any kind of scent, nor, for those animals who can sense the body heat and heartbeat of living organisms, do these bats and gnats seem to have any sort of pulse or body heat. They’re stone cold.”  
 
    “So essentially, they’re like animated corpses?” Andy asked. He remembered his own encounter with the Ghost Army—how he had hacked the head off one of the ghouls, and how both its decapitated head and its headless body had simply carried on attacking relentlessly. 
 
    “That’s what my animal friends report, yes,” Oshiki confirmed. 
 
    “How is this ‘reassuring’ in any way?!” Yasami gasped. 
 
    Oshiki chuckled. “Wouldn’t you be more worried if they could simply materialize out of thin air, anywhere at any time? I find it reassuring to know that, like any physical entity, they have to transport themselves to wherever they want to go, whether by walking, swimming or flying.” 
 
    “I agree with Oshiki,” Andy said. “The fact that these things are physical entities, even if they can shift into the forms of tiny gnats or vampire bats, makes them seem a little less threatening than if they were these pure phantoms that could literally pop up anywhere in the blink of any eye.” 
 
    “Also,” Oshiki added, “it seems clear to me that Kishiko’s Beast Magic is behind at least part of what’s fueling the Ghost Army. And that means I can counter it, at least partially.” 
 
    “When do you think the delegation will return from the Great Library?” Andy asked Yasami. 
 
    “It could be weeks,” she answered. 
 
    “I don’t think we have weeks,” Oshiki said grimly. “We need more information now. That’s why it’s so crucial that your mission succeeds. With that in mind, I think we need to quit talking and start moving. The only way to get the information we need is for you two to get into the castle and see what’s going on behind the scenes. I’m going to shift back into my deer form now. I can run all night in my deer form, and I can scout the entire path ahead and make sure there’s no danger or ambushes lying in wait for you. I suggest you two pick up your pace—move forward and don’t worry about dangers ahead. If there’s any trouble, I’ll backtrack and alert you long before you stumble into it.” 
 
    “Thanks Oshiki,” Andy said. 
 
    In another flash of light, Oshiki transformed back into his stag form and raced off into the darkness. There was no time for any more talk, and now, confident in the knowledge that Oshiki would spot any possible dangers ahead, they had no reason to continue moving forward with great caution. They took off at a job, propelled both by the seemingly boundless energy Ozu’s special tea had given them and by the sense of just how much rested on them pulling off the coming mission successfully. 
 
    They were able to reach the outskirts of Ragashimo without incident, and got there shortly after midnight. After stealthily making their way through the fields and homesteads of the peasants who lived outside the city walls, they met Oshiki in the shadows of a large tree at the foot of the imposing city walls. The two moons had risen in the sky, two bold yellow orbs, and against these twin lights the city’s walls were silhouetted. It was plain to see that the walls were crawling with guards, who were heavily patrolling all of the most vulnerable sections. 
 
    “Damn,” Yasami muttered, looking up through the boughs and leaves at the sheer stone wall. “This was the section I was planning to climb, but there’s no way we’re going to get even a third of the way up without being spotted.” 
 
    “There’s gotta be another way in,” Andy said. 
 
    “There are only a few sections of wall that are even vaguely climbable, even by elite shinobi standards,” Yasami said. “And they’re all being watched. It looks like Ryuku has doubled the number of guards tonight.” 
 
    “While it’s true that the climbable sections are being heavily watched,” Oshiki said, “there are a few sections of wall that are considered completely unscalable, even by the most elite climbers—and my bat friends have reported that these aren’t being watched nearly as intensely as most other sections of the wall.” 
 
    “And why would they be?” Yasami asked. “There’s literally no way up those sections. The stone is so smooth and the brickwork so perfect that there aren’t even eighth of an inch lips to use as handholds and footholds. Not even our climbing gloves will be able to get a grip on that.” 
 
    “You’ve forgotten a key detail, my dear,” Oshiki said. “One of us here can fly. I’ll get up onto the wall and throw a rope down for you two.” 
 
    “Even if you find something to anchor the rope onto, that section will take us an hour to climb,” Yasami said. “The stone is so smooth, our feet will be slipping all over the place. We’ll have to do it by climbing with our arms only. Andy might have the upper body strength for that, but I don’t.” 
 
    “You won’t have to climb at all,” Oshiki said, grinning. “Just hold on. I’ll pull you up.” 
 
    “Both of us? Not even the strongest man in Nobu-Teng can manage that.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but a gorilla could do it without breaking a sweat,” Oshiki countered. “Get around to that section of the wall, and I’ll have you inside the city walls in minutes.”   
 
    “He’ll get us in, Yasami,” Andy said. “Don’t worry, Oshiki’s got this.” 
 
    “Alright, if you say so,” Yasami said, uncertain. 
 
    “Trust me,” Oshiki said. In a flash of light he became a flying fox and flew away into the darkness. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Andy said. 
 
    Yasami led him around to the rear of the city. They had to keep a constant eye on the guards on the walls above; even though the moons were in their half-moon phase and therefore not as bright, and the guards were a hundred feet above them, being spotted by even a single guard could result in disaster. The two shinobi watched the guards like hawks, and as soon as there was an opportunity to move, they dashed between trees with silent speed. 
 
    Finally, they arrived at the section of the wall that was relatively unguarded – the section that was regarded as being completely unclimbable. Andy had been somewhat skeptical about this fact, but now that he was able to see it in the flesh, he realized just how impossible it would be to scale, even for the most elite climber. A steep gully plunged down to a rocky floor, adding fifty feet to the already imposing height of the walls. And the stones of the walls here were so perfectly fitted together and so well-cut that they were as smooth as marble. He doubted that even a gecko could ascend these walls. 
 
    They looked up at the top of the wall, which looked like they were scraping the very heavens. Looking up at the crenellated top of the wall gave Andy a mild sense of vertigo. As intimidating a prospect as getting up on top was, though, it had to be done, and Andy had faith that Oshiki would get them in. 
 
    Sure enough, just as Andy detected the presence of a large animal on top of the wall, a rope dropped down to them. Oshiki’s voice echoed inside Andy’s head. “Grab onto the rope, both of you, and hold tight. I’ll have you up on top before you know it. I’ll tell you when to grab it. A guard patrol passes this section of wall every two minutes, and they’re about to come past again. Wait for my signal, then grab on and hold tight.” 
 
    Andy relayed this message to Yasami, and then, while waiting in the dark shadows in the bottom of the gully, they quickly tied knots in the rope to allow for a better grip on it.  
 
    “Grip… now!” Oshiki’s voice said in Andy’s head. 
 
    “It’s time,” Andy said, gripping onto the rope. Being taller, he grabbed onto the knot they had made around seven feet up the rope, while Yasami held onto the knot they had made at the very end of the rope. 
 
    “We’re ready!” Andy said telepathically to the shaman. 
 
    The rope jerked, and with a lurch the two shinobi felt themselves being hauled upward. They were ascending so quickly it felt as if they were being pulled up by a winch. Andy was both thrilled and uneasy. As he gripped the rope with his hands and knees, he kept his eyes locked on the top of the wall, for the sight of the hungry rocks below would certainly send a rip of terror racing through his veins. Just below his feet, Yasami held on just as doggedly. 
 
    For all his training in recent weeks, and the increases in strength and endurance that that had brought, Andy felt his grip starting to fail around halfway up. Perhaps it was the nerves, or maybe it was the height, but regardless of what was causing it, the fact was that it was happening. In a moment of sheer panic, Andy thought about what would happen if his grip suddenly slipped from the rope before he reached the top of the wall. 
 
    No animal power would save him from being smashed like an overripe watermelon on the rocks below. However, an even greater fear than that of his own safety suddenly gripped him: if he was having this much trouble holding on, what about Yasami? She lacked his upper body strength, and would surely be having an even tougher time than him right now. 
 
    A quick glance down at her—risking the vertigo that looking down would inevitably invite—revealed that she was having a difficult time as well, and her arms and legs were shaking violently from the effort of holding on. Shinobi were trained to climb, but actively, using their legs to brace themselves against a solid surface—not to hold on passively like this. 
 
    Thinking fast, Andy shot out his ki feelers, seeking out any animals nearby. There was Oshiki, in his gorilla form, but Andy didn’t want to link to him and sap any of the strength the shaman needed to get them up the wall as fast as possible. There were plenty of beasts of burden in the city, and Andy soon found an ox who was willing to help out with a quick promise of some tasty vegetables. 
 
    Andy linked his ki to the ox’s—a smooth, effortless and tremendously effective process, after all the training he had done with Oshiki—and strength instantly swelled his muscles. Suddenly, maintaining his grip on the rope felt beyond easy—so much so, in fact, that he was able to shinny down the rope, gripping on only with one hand, and reach down to grab Yasami’s wrist with his free hand. 
 
    “Here,” he said, “link your ki to mine and share the ox’s power. It’ll make the rest of the ride up to the top a lot easier.” 
 
    Yasami did this, and as soon as she did, her arms and legs stopped shaking, and her grip on the rope felt effortless and strong. “Thank you, Andy,” she said. “I didn’t know the ride up would be this tough.” 
 
    “I didn’t either, otherwise I would have done this before we started,” he said. “Shh, we’re almost at the top.” 
 
    They reached the crenellated top of the wall, and both of them were extremely relieved to be able to grip the stone and pull themselves up onto the wall and feel solid ground beneath their feet once again. Oshiki was there in his gorilla form with the coiled up rope in his hands. 
 
    “Follow me, hurry,” his voice said in Andy’s head. “I can’t transform into my human form here, the light will attract attention, and the guard patrol is almost back.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Andy said to Yasami. “Quick, follow Oshiki.” 
 
    Oshiki scrambled down a set of wooden stairs that led off the top of the wall down to a courtyard below. Beyond the courtyard, they could see the rooftops of the city stretched out as far as the eye could see, and in the center of it all, their target: the hilltop castle. There was no time to appreciate the view, though. At one end of the courtyard was a large woodpile, where firewood for the many fires that burned at various points on top of the walls was stored. Oshiki led them behind the woodpile, and here they waited in the shadows while the guard patrol passed on the walls just above them. 
 
    “I know where we are now,” Yasami whispered when the guards were out of earshot. “There’s a roof just below this courtyard we can jump onto. Then we’ll have to go from rooftop to rooftop until we get to the castle.” 
 
    “I’m ready when you are,” Andy said. 
 
    Oshiki transformed back into his human form, and most of the flash of light from the transformation was hidden by the woodpile. “You two must go on alone from this point on,” he said. “I’ll use various animal forms to keep an eye on you. The castle walls are much more heavily guarded than these walls. I’ve already scouted them out. It almost seems like Ryuku is expecting trouble tonight. When you’re in place at the foot of the castle walls, I’ll create a diversion at the gate. Use the distraction I create to climb the walls and get in. Hopefully I’ll be able to pull this off without getting myself arrested… or worse.” 
 
    “Thank you, Oshiki, and thank you for all the help you’ve already given us,” Yasami said. 
 
    “Good luck, you two,” Oshiki said. “Wait for my signal, and snatch the opportunity to get inside the castle as soon as it arises. You won’t have another chance, and I’m not sure how long I can keep the guards distracted.” 
 
    There was another brief blaze of light, and Oshiki was gone. He fluttered in a circle around the two shinobi in his flying fox form, and then flew away. 
 
    “Alright, now we’re on our own,” Yasami said, pulling her fukumen up from her throat to cover her whole face, leaving only her eyes exposed. “Follow right behind me, Andy, and don’t lag. Timing is everything from this point on; one wrong move, one slip or fall and not only will the mission be ruined, but you could be dead. We’re traveling solely via the rooftops.” 
 
    “Lead the way, I’ll be right behind you,” Andy said, pulling up his fukumen to cover his face. 
 
    They waited for the patrol to pass again. After the guards had moved on, Andy and Yasami dashed over to the edge of the courtyard and looked over the edge of the wooden barrier. Around ten feet below them was the large, ornate curved roof of one of the city’s many temples. Its red-painted tiles gleamed darkly in the pale light from the twin half-moons, and the animals and mythical beings that formed the carvings on the ridges along the top of the roof looked alive. 
 
    “Is that gonna support our weight if we jump onto it from this height?” Andy asked warily. 
 
    “As long as you land correctly, you’ll be fine,” Yasami said nonchalantly. “Make sure you land on the top ridge. It’s directly supported by one of the strongest logs in the roof structure.” 
 
    Of course, if Andy didn’t land correctly, he knew he would go sliding down and right off the edge of the roof, and the drop from the edge was an eight-story one onto the hard cobblestone streets below—a fall that would certainly be fatal. 
 
    Yasami gave Andy no time to dwell on these doubts, though. Without another word or a second of hesitation she vaulted over the wooden barrier and dropped soundlessly onto the top ridge of the temple roof below. Andy had no option but to follow her. He vaulted over the edge, aiming for the large ridge, which consisted of a large pine log covered by tiles. His weeks of intense training paid off and his landing was smooth, aside from a minor slip of his left foot. 
 
    There was no time to revel in his successful landing, though. Yasami had already taken off at a sprint along the top ridge of the temple roof, and Andy had to scramble to his feet and dash off after her. The thin, foot-hugging boots that were part of his shinobi uniform made for excellent stealth; it was almost like he was running barefoot. They also offered a good, sticky grip on slippery surfaces. Even so, running along the rooftops like this felt tremendously risky, and Andy knew that if he stopped to think about what he was doing, he might slip and tumble to his death. It was best, he realized, to simply let instinct, momentum and adrenalin propel him onward. 
 
    He could have paused and darted out his ki to seek out a cat whose aid he could enlist to greatly boost his balance, stealth and agility, but he wanted to be able to do this without using his Beast Magic as a crutch, to prove to both himself and the rest of the Akai clan that he deserved to be a shinobi as much as any of the others. And right now, the dedication he had put into his training was allowing him to do exactly that. 
 
    Ahead of him, Yasami sped up and launched herself off the end of the temple roof, leaping across a gap of a few yards to land with a fluid roll on a flat wooden roof of a house across the street from the temple. Andy couldn’t hesitate or stop to check the gap—he had to keep going and follow close behind Yasami. With his heart in his mouth, and without breaking his stride at all, he sped up as he reached the end of the temple roof and hurled himself off. 
 
    For a few terrifying seconds he was airborne, dozens of yards above the cobblestone streets below. The wooden roof of the house seemed like an impossible chasm to cross, and for a heart-stopping moment Andy thought he wasn’t going to make it. He tucked into a dive as he flew, and managed to grab the end of the roof as he landed, while his torso slammed into it with a heavy thump. Pain blasted through him, but it wasn’t crippling, and he knew he hadn’t done himself any serious injury beyond a bruise or two.  
 
    He scrambled up onto the roof, aching but proud that he had made the jump, even if only just. There was no time to revel in his success, though, for Yasami was already streaking on ahead of him, and he was getting left behind. He carried on sprinting across the roof, with the sleeping city below him, feeling almost as if he was running across the surface of a frozen lake in which a flooded civilization had been drowned. 
 
    Andy imagined that this was how professional athletes, the best of the best, had to feel when they were truly in the zone. He had always been athletically gifted, but had never managed to find a sport that fit him like a glove. MMA had come close, but he had never quite gotten into it, not with all his heart and soul. But this—the art of ninjutsu, of being a shinobi—ticked every box, and he felt like this was what he had been born to do. 
 
    Of course, it was no game, no sport—this was life and death. One mistake could mean the end of his life, and there were no opponents to be vanquished on a playing field or in a ring. Instead, there were enemies to be killed, enemies who would gladly kill Andy without a second thought. And as he raced along the rooftops, Andy was all too conscious of what was at stake. 
 
    Ahead of him, Yasami skidded to a halt at the edge of the roof. A large chasm yawned hungrily before them, with a square that was used as a market during the day but which was now deserted. On the other side of the square from them was a huge pagoda with ornate statues of various gods and mythical creatures on top of it. 
 
    “Crossbow and grappling hooks?” Andy asked, following Yasami’s gaze, which was locked on the top of the pagoda. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Aim for the statues on top of the pagoda. We’ll be able to swing across the square, past the pagoda, and with the momentum of the swing we can make it onto the roof of the Merchants’ Guild building next door.” 
 
    Andy glanced at the building she was referring to. It seemed to be an impossible distance for a swing, even if they used the full length of their grappling hook ropes. He performed a quick mental calculation, estimating the height and distance, and the length of his rope. “Are you sure we can make it?” he asked, uncertain. “We can only do it by using the full length of the rope, and that kind of swing will bring us dangerously close to the ground at the bottom of the arc.” 
 
    He didn’t need to explain to her what effect an impact with the ground would have on a human body at the sort of speeds they would reach swinging from this height, across that sort of distance. 
 
    “We’ll make it,” Yasami said. She suddenly spun around to face him, and in her eyes there was a sparkle of mischief. “You may have to tuck in those long legs of yours at the bottom of the arc to make sure they stay attached to your torso, of course. C’mon, let’s go! Unless you’re scared, Andy?” 
 
    “No fear whatsoever,” Andy said, trying to sound as confident as he could, but feeling as if he was failing dismally. 
 
    “See you on the roof of the Merchants’ Guild building then,” Yasami said with a grin. 
 
    Andy handed her his crossbow, which she loaded with a grappling hook harpoon with a thin but strong rope attached to it. She fired the grappling hook at the statues on top of the pagoda across the square. The projectile zipped through the air, trailing the rope behind it, and it passed through a gap between two statues and hit another one behind them, which stopped its passage. Yasami gave the rope a tug and the grappling hook gripped fast around a statue’s arm. Without a word she launched herself off the roof, gripping the end of the rope.  
 
    Andy watched with his heart pounding as she tore through the air, the arc of her swing taking her dangerously close to the ground. She swooped low over the cobblestone square, almost brushing the ground with her feet, and then arced upwards, slowing down as the pendulum effect of the swing took her toward the roof of the large, imposing Merchants’ Guild building. At the very end of the arc, just as she was about to stop and swing back toward the ground, Yasami jumped from the rope and landed agilely on the edge of the tiled roof of the building. 
 
    Now Andy had to do the same. He knew that the longer he hesitated the more difficult it would be to do it, so he tried to do what Ozu had taught him to: to maintain his momentum in situations of stress and danger, and to avoid focusing his thoughts on fears of disaster. He took aim with his crossbow at the statues on the roof of the pagoda and shot the grappling hook harpoon across the square at them, easily hitting his target and getting the grappling hook locked in place. That was the easy part. 
 
    With a slow gulp, Andy looked down. Vertigo tugged at him mercilessly. A fall from his height onto the unforgiving stone below would certainly be fatal, as would crashing into the ground at the fastest point in the arc of his swing. 
 
    “No hesitation, no doubt,” he whispered to himself, bolstering his courage. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Without another second of contemplation or hesitation, he gripped the end of the rope and launched himself off the roof. Acceleration ripped him groundward with tremendous force, and it felt as if his stomach was trying to exit his body via his mouth. The wind roared in his ears as the ground raced toward him. For one heart-stopping moment, it looked as if he was going to hit the ground at the bottom of the arc, and with all his strength he pulled his legs up into a tuck against his chest. His butt nicked a cobblestone as he swung over the ground, and then he was decelerating and heading upward. 
 
    Alive with the thrill of the mad swing, his worry was now not one of speed, but rather of slowness. He felt like he was slowing down way too fast, and that the top of his arc would be too low to make it onto the roof of the building. 
 
    “Come on, come on, come on,” he whispered through gritted teeth as he approached the roof, losing a ton of momentum with every split-second that passed. 
 
    Finally, he reached the end of the arc and had no choice but to jump from the rope, so he made his leap. Yasami was waiting for him, and she extended a hand, which he grabbed as his feet hit the edge of the roof. She was able to give him just enough support for him to prevent himself from toppling over backwards off the roof, and with a pounding heart and adrenaline coursing through his veins he scrambled up onto the gentle slope of the tiled roof. 
 
    “Holy crap, I made it,” he gasped. “I actually made it.” 
 
    “Don’t pat yourself on the back too enthusiastically,” Yasami said. “We’ve still got a bunch of roofs to cross. Let’s go!” 
 
    They raced across the network of rooftops, jumping, scrambling, tumbling, sprinting and clambering. Andy paused halfway across the city, for he sensed down below the ox who had helped him during his climb, and he tossed the animal an apple he snatched from an open window he and Yasami had crept past earlier. 
 
    “Why are you stopping?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “Just paying a quick debt,” Andy answered. “I always pay my debts.” 
 
    They carried on across the city, moving from roof to roof, and finally they arrived at Ryuku’s castle in the center of Ragashimo. There were no buildings near the castle, so they climbed down onto the ground and hid in the shadows of an alley that opened out onto the empty cobblestone buffer zone that surrounded the castle to observe their target for a while. 
 
    The walls were imposing, but not nearly as high as the city walls that surrounded Ragashimo. Instead, these walls were around thirty feet tall. The problem wasn’t the height of the walls, though—it was the number of guards patrolling them. There seemed to be a guard every couple of yards along the crenellated walls, and between the guards bonfires burned, lighting up the walls and the buffer zone below them with bright light. There wasn’t a single shadow or object near the walls that could be used for cover. 
 
    “I hope Oshiki comes through with this diversion he’s promised us,” Yasami whispered. “Otherwise we’re going to have to take some major risks.” 
 
    “Hang in there, he’ll come through,” Andy said. 
 
    Right after he said this, Oshiki’s voice echoed inside his head. “I hope you two are ready, because something big is about to happen!” 
 
    “We’re ready, Oshiki,” Andy replied. “Let rip!” 
 
    “Here it comes,” Andy said to Yasami, tensing his muscles as he prepared to sprint up to the wall and scale it like a gecko. “Get ready.” 
 
    From the other side of the castle, where the main gates were, there came a low, buzzing roar that was increasing rapidly in volume. 
 
    “What is that?” Yasami whispered. 
 
    Andy sensed it before he saw it: bats. Tens of thousands of them. A dense, black cloud of the creatures rose up in the sky, blotting out the twin moons and the stars. They swarmed across the castle walls, enveloping the castle in a chaotic fog of madly flapping wings and swooping bodies. It was absolutely apocalyptic, like a biblical swarm of locusts, and the guards on the walls started freaking out as the swarm of bats began to utterly swamp the castle. Men were ducking, running, flailing at the swarm, screaming and yelling, with some jumping off the walls into the inner courtyards of the castle beyond in panic. 
 
    “Go!” Andy said, taking the initiative and surging past Yasami. 
 
    As he sprinted, it felt almost as if he was swimming, for the air was so thick with swarming bats that he could barely breathe, let alone see anything. Nonetheless, he reached the walls easily enough and began scrambling up them, acutely conscious of the ticking clock, for once the swarm had passed he and Yasami would be completely out in the open. 
 
    Andy didn’t look behind him as he scrambled up the wall. There was no time to check if Yasami was close behind. The stones of this wall were smooth, and the gaps in the masonry were small, but Andy had had enough practice with climbing to make it to the top of the wall without any animal aid. His climbing gloves and boots, which were lined with dozens of little hooked spikes for extra grip, made the ascent a quick if challenging one. 
 
    Once he was on top of the wall, Andy finally looked back behind him. The bats were still swarming madly, and he couldn’t see a thing other than an endless blur of furry bodies and flapping wings flowing around him, but through the chaotic flapping he heard Yasami pull herself up onto the wall next to him. 
 
    “Yasami, is that you?” he whispered, his voice barely audible over the thunderous flapping of tens of thousands of wings. 
 
    “I’m here!” she whispered back. “Where are you? Take my hand!” 
 
    They both reached out through the flowing swarm of bats, and in the mass of tumbling, swooping bodies their hands found each other. Andy felt an electrical energy surge through him as his hand gripped Yasami’s, but this was not the time and place for such feelings. 
 
    “On three, we jump into the inner courtyard,” Yasami said. 
 
    “Alright, let’s do this,” Andy said. 
 
    “One, two, three!” 
 
    They jumped blindly through the swarm of bats and dropped ten feet down into the inner courtyard. Just after they landed, the swarm began thinning out, and patches of what lay beyond the mad swarm started to become visible. And if the two shinobi could see the guards, the guards could see them. 
 
    “Quickly Andy, this way!” Yasami whispered urgently. 
 
    She took off. Andy followed closely behind her, barely able to see her through the thousands of careening bats. She came to a door, at which she knelt. She took out her lockpicking set while Andy watched her back, and began working on the lock. The swarm of bats was now dispersing rapidly, and where thousands had been only moments earlier, there were now only hundreds, and their numbers were dwindling fast. 
 
    “I hope you’re almost done with that lock,” Andy whispered, “because the bats are almost all gone.” 
 
    “Almost… almost… there!” Yasami announced triumphantly. 
 
    Just as the last few bats flew away, leaving the night air clear and unobscured once again, Yasami opened the door and slipped inside, and Andy darted in behind her, hearing the sounds of guards’ boots tramping on the stone floor nearby. They swiftly but quietly closed the door behind them, and that was it—they were inside Ryuku’s castle. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was beyond crazy,” Yasami whispered to Andy as they hid in the shadows behind a couple of barrels in a storeroom. “Oshiki must have summoned not only every single bat in Ragashimo, but every single bat in a ten-mile radius beyond the city!” 
 
    “I know, it was spectacular,” Andy whispered back. “And kind of terrifying. But it worked. It was a perfect diversion, and here we are, inside. Have you been inside this castle before? Do you know where we are?” 
 
    “I’ve been inside once or twice, but only in the areas the public are occasionally allowed to see. But that doesn’t matter,” she continued, retrieving a rolled-up scroll from one of her pockets, “because I’ve got this.” 
 
    “I can’t see anything in this darkness,” Andy said. “What is that?” 
 
    “A complete map of the castle,” Yasami said. “Don’t worry, I shouldn’t need to look at it. I’ve already memorized most of it. I just brought the map along as a backup, in case we get lost. Right now we’re in the weapons storage area. These barrels are full of oil. It’s for the lamps, but the barrels can also be used as weapons, to be ignited and dumped on anyone foolish enough to try to attack this castle. We need to get out of this area and get down one floor to the guards’ barracks.” 
 
    “The guards’ barracks?” Andy asked. “Why would we want to go there? Surely that’s the last place in this castle we’d want to end up?” 
 
    “No, as crazy as it sounds, it’s exactly where we want to be,” Yasami said. “The biggest laundry chute in the castle is there. All the guards dump their dirty clothes down it, and it goes all the way into the bowels of the castle where the laundry chambers are. It’s the fastest, stealthiest way to get down to the bowels of this place without spending hours painstakingly sneaking down, floor by floor.” 
 
    “And I’m guessing that whatever dark, evil stuff is going on is happening in the bowels of the castle,” Andy said. 
 
    “Most likely. There’s a large chamber deep inside the castle, according to the map,” Yasami said. “In the past it was used for secret ceremonies and rituals that were hidden from the eyes of everyone but the rulers of the castle. I suspect it’s being used for exactly the same thing now, but with a much darker twist.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” Andy said. “So let’s get down there, and then get out of here as quickly as we can. Something about this place gives me the creeps in a big way.” 
 
    “You can feel it too?” Yasami asked. “I thought it was just me. The air of this castle feels foul, tainted by… something. I’m not sure what, but something dark, and something powerful.” 
 
    “I can feel it alright,” Andy said grimly. “And whatever it is, I have a feeling it’s gonna be worse than anything we could imagine.” 
 
    “Shh, guard approaching!” Yasami hissed. 
 
    They both held their breath and remained utterly still as a guard entered the room. The light from his lamp immediately seared away the darkness of the storeroom, but the shadows remained thick and black behind the barrels, and Andy and Yasami, in their matte-black ninja-yoroi and armor, remained completely camouflaged in these patches of darkness.  
 
    The guard, oblivious to their presence, burped and farted as he tramped through the room to one of the barrels to refill his lamp. He stood so close to Andy when he filled his lamp that Andy felt as if he could hear the man’s heartbeat, but the guard didn’t notice his presence at all, and seemed to have no idea that there was anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    The guard finished filling his lamp and then strolled off, humming a tune to himself as he walked away, completely unaware that he had been mere inches from two shinobi. The two of them waited for a few minutes for the sound of the man’s footsteps to fade away.  
 
    “Time to move,” Yasami whispered. 
 
    They left the storeroom, moving like stray cats from shadow to shadow, pressing themselves into corners and behind objects to hide in silence whenever a guard walked past. It would have been laughably easy for them to have killed any of the guards who passed them, but then there would be the problem of what to do with the body, how to clean up blood splatters on the floor, and a host of other issues. And for all they knew, the guards were innocent men simply doing their job, who had no idea what was really going on behind closed doors, in the bowels of the castle. Yasami and Andy wanted to avoid violence completely and would draw their weapons and fight only as a last resort. 
 
    It took around an hour of sneaking around, but finally they made it to the laundry room in the guards’ barracks. Due to the hour, most of the castle’s contingent of guards was asleep, with only a third of the total number on late night duty. Even so, the passage through the quarters was risky: Yasami and Andy had to sneak through a number of rooms, in which dozens of guards were sleeping in bunk beds, snoring contentedly. The shinobi had to use every iota of skill they possessed in the art of stealth to avoid waking anyone up, particularly when passing sleeping men mere inches from their beds. 
 
    Finally, however, they made it to the laundry room. Yasami quietly shut the door behind her and let out a sigh of relief. “Alright,” she whispered, “we should be safe now. Nobody’s going to be coming to the laundry room in the early hours of the morning.” 
 
    “It’s not like we’ve got much time to hang around here,” Andy whispered back. “We need to get down the chute and get into the bowels of the castle.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Yasami said. “Let’s just have a quick drink of water, rest for two minutes to get our strength and focus back to optimal levels, and then get going.” 
 
    While they rested, Andy walked around the room. Like most of the rest of the castle, the floor of the laundry room was made of smooth, polished hardwood. However, unlike most other rooms, whose exterior walls were made of stone and whose interior walls were made of rice paper, with ornate wooden frames, all of the laundry room walls were made of solid stone, and the door was made of thick oak. This, at least, made Andy feel a little more at ease, and not so worried that he might inadvertently make some small sound that would give them away. 
 
    There were large wooden barrels filled with what seemed to be dirty loincloths and other underclothes, and the smell in the laundry room was worse than any locker room he’d ever been in. As much as a brief rest was welcome, the stench of the room made him desperate to get out and keep moving. “Man, it smells like a thousand rotting jockstraps in here mixed with a few vats of rancid sweat,” he muttered. 
 
    “What was that?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “Uh, nothing,” Andy said, almost gagging on the inescapable odor of the dirty loincloths. “Never mind. I think we need to get moving soon, though.” 
 
    “I agree. There’s the chute,” Yasami said, pointing to a large chute made of polished wood in the far corner of the room. 
 
    “Just how far down does this chute go, anyway?” Andy asked, peering down the chute, which looked like it formed an almost sheer drop. 
 
    “A few floors,” Yasami answered. “More than half of this castle is underground, built deep into the hill upon which it stands.” 
 
    “And how do we know that we’re going to have a soft landing at the bottom of it?” Andy asked warily. “You’re essentially asking me to jump blindly down into what looks like a mineshaft, without knowing what’s at the bottom of it…” 
 
    “It’s very likely that there’s a pile of laundry at the bottom that’ll cushion your fall,” Yasami said cheerfully, “but just in case there isn’t, we can still make sure that we have a soft landing. Grab those barrels of laundry.” 
 
    “Uh, the ones filled with dirty loincloths that make the smell of rotten milk seem like perfume?” Andy asked. 
 
    “I don’t see any other barrels of laundry, Andy,” Yasami said. “Come on, grab ‘em, dump the laundry down the chute and then jump down after it.” 
 
    “Oh man,” Andy groaned, wrinkling his nose as he stared at the barrels of dirty underwear. There was no getting around the fact that Yasami was right, though; this was the only way to ensure a soft landing at the bottom of the chute. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” she asked. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Andy said, and he walked over to the first of the barrels, holding his breath as he picked it up, carried it over to the chute and dumped its contents into the darkness. He repeated this process until all the laundry had been dumped down the chute. 
 
    “Ready?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “Ready,” Andy said. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” she said. “Give me five seconds to get out of the way after I land, then you come down.” 
 
    Without another word, she leaped nimbly into the opening of the chute, and in the blink of an eye she was gone. A few seconds later there was a muffled thump that echoed up the chute. There was no cry of pain that followed it, so Andy figured that Yasami’s landing had been safe enough. He counted to five, then held his breath and jumped feet-first into the opening of the chute. 
 
    Gravity immediately sucked him downward with a terrifying force, and once more he felt his stomach hit the roof of his mouth. He hurtled through the blackness, accelerating madly, but then with a thudding impact that almost drove the air from his lungs with its force, he landed, plunging like a meteor into the huge pile of laundry at the bottom of the chute. 
 
    The impact was enough to send a shock through his body and joints, but the cushioning effect of all the laundry was enough to ensure that he didn’t injure himself. Groaning and gagging on the stink of the pile of laundry he was now buried in, Andy fought his way through the reeking loincloths like a swimmer drowning in mud, and sucked in a deep breath of air when his head broke the surface of the mound of dirty garments. He fought his way out of the pile and staggered away from it, gasping in greedy lungfuls of air. 
 
    “You aren’t fond of the aroma of dirty guards’ underwear?” Yasami asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “One pair of a sweaty dude’s dirty underwear smells bad enough,” Andy muttered. “A couple hundred put together? Man… I’m not sure whatever evil is going on elsewhere in this castle can compare to the foulness of that stench! Let’s get the hell away from it!” 
 
    “Agreed,” Yasami said. “I feel like I might have to burn my ninja-yoroi and armor after being submerged in all that. Anyway, forget about that. We need to go this way,” she said, leading Andy to one of the four doors that were connected to this room. 
 
    She tried the door handle, and wasn’t surprised to find that it was locked. “Keep watch on the other doors,” she said. “I doubt anyone will be coming through here at this hour, but it’s better to be safe than sorry. This is a complex lock and it’s going to take me a few minutes to pick.” 
 
    Andy did his best to hold his breath while Yasami worked on the lock. After what felt like an eternity, she managed to unlock the door. When they went through it, they found themselves in a long stone hallway that spiraled downward into the depths of the castle, lit up dimly by only a handful of torches, one every twenty yards or so. 
 
    There were no alcoves to duck into or any objects to hide behind in this spiraling passageway, but Yasami had a trick to get them out of any sticky spot they might find themselves in if they ended up running into any guards. She took out two throwing stars, each of which glowed with a turquoise effulgence, and tossed one to Andy. 
 
    “This is a magic throwing star, I can see that much,” he said as he caught it, “but what kind of magic is it?” 
 
    “Water magic,” Yasami answered. “Throw one into a torch or lamp or fireplace, and it’ll extinguish the flames right away.” 
 
    “And what would happen if I used it against a person?” Andy asked. “I can see how lightning, poison and fire can add damage to a strike, but water?” 
 
    “It thins their blood greatly,” Yasami said. “So much so that they could bleed out and die from even a slight nick—so basically anywhere this star hits will cause a wound that they’ll quickly bleed to death from, unless they heal the wound with magic.” 
 
    “Damn, okay, so Water magic can do some pretty hardcore damage then,” Andy remarked. 
 
    “It can, yes, but keep these for extinguishing torches quickly if we find ourselves in a pinch,” Yasami said. “If someone’s coming from ahead of us, I’ll take care of the nearest torch ahead. If they’re approaching from behind, you take care of the torch closest behind us.” 
 
    “Will do,” Andy said. 
 
    They carried on down the passage with their throwing stars at the ready in their hands, but they didn’t end up needing to use them. After following the spiraling passageway deep down into the bowels of the castle, the slope flattened out and they found themselves in a small hallway with a number of doors leading off of it. 
 
    “Which door do we take?” Andy whispered. 
 
    “Hold on a sec, I’m trying to remember the directions from the map,” Yasami answered, her brow furrowed and her eyes narrowed. “Alright, I’m pretty sure it’s the second door on the right,” she said after a few moments. 
 
    Andy walked over to this door and tried it, and to his surprise found it was unlocked. He opened it a crack, peeking through the narrow gap to make sure there were no guards on the other side. The passage beyond, however, was just as deserted as the winding spiral passageway they had just come down. 
 
    “All clear,” Andy whispered to Yasami. 
 
    They slipped through the door and closed it gently behind them. While this passage looked the same as the spiral passageway, with walls of gray stone and a few torches spaced wide apart providing dim umber lighting, there were more sounds than just the crackling and hissing of the torch flames in this passage. Andy could hear something else floating on the musty air of this subterranean tunnel—a voice, chanting words in a language that neither Andy nor Yasami was familiar with. 
 
    “I guess we’ve come to the right place,” Andy whispered. 
 
    “We have indeed,” Yasami replied. “Let’s go find out what all this chanting is about.” 
 
    They followed the passage for a while, and with every step they took the chanting grew louder. 
 
    “Why aren’t there any guards around here?” Andy whispered to Yasami. “The walls and upper levels were crawling with ‘em, but ever since we came down that laundry chute I haven’t seen a hint of a single one.” 
 
    “I think that Ryuku doesn’t want his men to know what he’s really doing down here in the bowels of his castle,” Yasami said. “And that makes me worried.” 
 
    They reached a corner, and after they turned it they found another door. This one, however, was locked, and it took Yasami a while to pick it. When she finally opened it, they saw that it led to a balcony overlooking the hall Yasami had spoken about earlier. This was clearly where the chanting was coming from. They crept up to the edge of the balcony, and peered through the gaps in the balustrade at the scene below. The balcony, like the other balconies overlooking the hall, was shrouded in darkness, so it was easy for the two shinobi to remain hidden. 
 
    Around twenty yards below them, on the dais of the hall, was a small group of people, some of whom were familiar to Andy. There was Itzu, Ozu’s traitor son who had murdered his brother, Yasami’s father, and betrayed the Akai clan. He was dressed in his imposing samurai armor, with his katana sheathed at his side. The mere sight of him aroused feelings of hatred and disgust in Andy. He remembered his first encounter with Itzu in the streets of Ragashimo—an acrimonious affair, a prelude to the battle he had later almost fought against Itzu and his samurai, when Oshiki’s herd of elephants had saved the day. 
 
    Alongside Itzu was a man who could only be Nago Hushaki. He was an elderly man, perhaps a little younger than Ozu, but he still stood with a ramrod-straight back, and his limbs were muscular beneath the Hushaki ninja-yoroi he wore. He was not wearing his zukin or fukumen, so Andy was able to get a good look at his hard-featured visage of a cruel and violent man. His balding hair, cropped close to his skull, was white, as were his eyebrows and his long mustaches, but there were barely any wrinkles on his face, and his large, dark eyes were bright with a malicious intelligence. 
 
    Next to Nago Hushaki was a man Andy was sure was the daimyo, Ryuku. He was a tall, willowy man in his late forties or early fifties with a long, narrow face with pinched features. He wore an extravagant kimono, and his long, jet-black hair was tied into an elaborate bun. He sported a full, thick beard that was trimmed into a tapering shape, which gave his otherwise weak chin a boost in size and volume. His long, thin fingers were bedecked with an array of impressive rings set with jewels, which all sparkled and shone as he fidgeted relentlessly. 
 
    And next to Ryuku was a figure who was very familiar to Andy. No longer dressed in the humble servant’s kimono, Kishiko looked even more gorgeous than ever in the figure-hugging cream qipao dress she was wearing, which revealed every one of her feminine curves in tantalizing detail.  
 
    Despite her physical beauty, Andy was repulsed by her. Now he could see that those stunning good looks and that sultry figure were a hollow veneer, barely able to disguise the evil heart beneath. And, as he had since he had first met her, he could sense her powerful Beast Magic. Indeed, it seemed almost more powerful now than it ever had before. 
 
    “She’s a foreigner,” Yasami whispered to Andy. “Or, at least, she’s wearing foreign clothing. That style of dress comes from a land far to the west of Nobu-Teng. I always did think her accent was a little strange for someone who supposedly came from this area.” 
 
    As Andy’s eyes drifted over to the final figure on the dais, the one next to Kishiko, the man who was doing the chanting in the strange language, Andy’s heart almost stopped. Although he had never laid eyes on the man up until now, he knew his appearance well, and it didn’t take more than a split-second of deja-vu to realize where he knew him from: this was the man he had seen in the vivid dreams he had had of Nobu-Teng before he even knew Nobu-Teng existed, the evil monk who could levitate and bring down bolts of lightning at will with a snap of his fingers. 
 
    Yasami heard Andy’s sharp intake of breath and sensed his body tensing up. “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    “That monk,” he whispered, staring with a horrified gaze at the small, slender man in purple monk’s robes, who looked anything but imposing or fearsome with his bald peanut head and curiously ageless androgynous features. “I’ve seen him before… in my dreams…” 
 
    Before Andy could say anything else, the chanting stopped. He and Yasami had to hastily shut their mouths before their whispers drifted down to the people below. 
 
    Just after the monk’s chanting ceased, two doors, one on each side of the hall across from the dais, opened, and a number of armed samurai entered the hall. They were Itzu’s men; Andy recognized them from his previous encounter with them. 
 
    The samurai were not alone. They had a large number of prisoners with them, who they led into the hall in chains. The prisoners were a motley crew, but they did all seem to have one thing in common: all were emaciated, dirty and ragged individuals. They all appeared to be members of Ragashimo’s large population of beggars, pickpockets and other people who eked out a miserable living on the streets of the city. 
 
    The prisoners were all silent, and they shuffled along slowly, moving with stiff, jerky movements, almost like zombies. Andy and Yasami could tell right away that there was something wrong with them. When they looked closer at these people’s faces and eyes, it was clear that they had been drugged with something. 
 
    The samurai manhandled the group of prisoners, shoving them around until they were all in place in front of the dais. Once there, the monk started chanting again, and one of the prisoners, a rail-thin man in his forties covered with the infected sores and weeping boils of some horrific skin disease, was unlocked from his chains by two of the samurai, and forced up onto the dais just in front of the monk and Kishiko. 
 
    “I have a feeling that something really bad is about to happen,” Andy whispered, his eyes locked on the eerie spectacle below. 
 
    “I know,” Yasami whispered back. “There is an energy in the air—a dark and evil energy.” 
 
    The monk’s chanting became louder and more fervent. He raised his hands to the high, domed ceiling of the hall. A bolt of red lightning erupted with an ear-splitting crash from the air just below the ceiling. It smashed into the man, who let out a cry of pain as the red lightning slammed into his chest. He collapsed to the ground, but he wasn’t dead—not yet. 
 
    His spine arched abruptly. Every single muscle in his body began to spasm, pulsing and writhing madly like frantic snakes beneath his skin. His eyes bulged in their sockets, and he started to froth at the mouth as he thrashed madly on the ground, howling out in sheer, animalistic agony. 
 
    Andy and Yasami watched in horror as the man flailed in a frenzy of unimaginable pain. Both of them had to suppress gasps of utter shock as the man’s skin started to split and slough off his muscles. 
 
    Neither of them could believe what they were seeing. Within the span of one stomach-turning minute, the man was turned into a writhing abomination of exposed muscles and bare, bloody flesh—and still, he lived, screaming unearthly howl after unearthly howl. 
 
    “We have to put him out of his misery,” Andy whispered, loading his crossbow. “We can’t let this go on any longer, we can’t…” 
 
    Yasami reached over and stopped him before he could take aim and fire, though. “No… wait.” 
 
    With one final screech of pure agony, the man’s flayed body finally became limp, and he breathed his last. But whatever was happening was far from over. Indeed, it had only just begun. 
 
    The man’s flesh and muscles began to ripple and bulge, and steam started to rise from his defiled corpse. His blood boiled and hissed and frothed like powerful acid. His muscles, flesh, veins—his entire body—turned snow-white. His limp form began to twitch and jerk. His emaciated muscles swelled with power. New skin grew over his exposed muscles—skin as smooth and as pale as white marble. His dead eyes became glossy again, but his eyeballs turned completely black. With a wordless groan, he got back up onto his feet. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Andy gasped. “The monk just turned that guy into one of the Ghost Army ghouls!” 
 
    The ritual wasn’t over just yet, though. The snow-white ghoul stood motionless before the figures on the dais, alive and yet simultaneously dead. Now Kishiko stepped in, taking the monk’s place in front of the newly made ghoul. 
 
    Andy felt Kishiko’s Beast Magic power swelling. He watched with horror as she placed both of her hands on the ghoul’s skull. He could feel her injecting her ki into the creature, and he could sense that she was transferring some sort of power to its undead form. She whispered some words that Andy couldn’t quite make out, and the entire hall was abruptly illuminated with a dazzling flash of light—the kind of flash of light that both Andy and Yasami were very familiar with, having observed Oshiki’s transformations countless times before. 
 
    When the flash had faded away, the ghoul was gone. And in its place a snow-white vampire bat was flying, moving in a tight circle around the figures on the dais. 
 
    “Another soldier for our unstoppable army!” Ryuku cried, and the others cheered, as did the samurai who were restraining the prisoners, who were all still in a drug-induced stupor, for they had not reacted at all to the horrifying process of turning their fellow prisoner into a ghoul. 
 
    “We have many more to do before the sun rises,” Ryuku continued, gesturing with a nod toward the other prisoners. “Let us continue.” 
 
    As he spoke, the white bat flew higher and higher, and Yasami and Andy knew that it was only a matter of seconds before it flew past them and possibly saw them. 
 
    “Time to go,” Yasami whispered urgently, slipping away from the balcony. 
 
    “Damn right,” Andy whispered back, but before he could move, the bat suddenly swooped upward and flew right past the balcony, flying over them by mere inches. 
 
    Both shinobi froze, uncertain as to whether the evil creature had seen them or not. But before they could do anything else, the bat returned, hovering in the air directly in front of them—and it opened its mouth and let out a piercing scream. 
 
    “No!” Andy gasped. Before he even had the chance to really process what he was doing, he had whipped his crossbow up and loosed the loaded bolt at the undead bat. 
 
    His aim was true and the bolt skewered the creature, but it had no effect on it at all. Instead, the creature simply screamed louder and more aggressively. Everyone down below looked up, and the sight of the crossbow bolt that had impaled the bat immediately told them everything they needed to know. 
 
    “Someone’s up there!” Itzu roared, drawing his katana. “Get them!” 
 
    Andy and Yasami had been discovered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Go!” Yasami hissed. 
 
    There was no time to think, nor debate what course of action to take. All they could do right now was run as fast as they could. Already, Itzu and his samurai were racing out of the hall below with their swords drawn, yelling out cries to raise the alarm. 
 
    Yasami and Andy bolted, tearing through the dimly lit hallways, but they could not get out the way they had come in. The laundry chute was a one-way tunnel. 
 
    “How are we gonna get out of here with the alarm raised like this?!” Andy asked as they sprinted. 
 
    “I had an escape route planned, but it was contingent on remaining undetected,” Yasami answered as she veered around a corner, her bow in her hands with a Fire arrow nocked to the bowstring. 
 
    “Uh, you did have a backup plan too, right?” Andy asked as he flung open a door and allowed Yasami to pass through before him.  
 
    “Of course,” she answered. “But it’s going to need a lot of luck and more than a little fighting in order for it to succeed. This way, left,” she continued, as they came to a section where two hallways crossed. “We’re not going back to the laundry room. There’s a servants’ stairway that leads up to the castle gardens. From the gardens we can get to the walls, and if we can make it over the walls and get into the city, we might just have a chance of making it out—” 
 
    Two of Itzu’s samurai burst out of a side door a few yards ahead of them. Without a moment’s hesitation, Yasami loosed a fire arrow at the closer of the two men. Light blazed through the dim hallway as the samurai burst into flame, screaming and flailing as he was immolated by the bright, raging flames. His companion barely had time to roar out a battle cry before Yasami slammed a Fire arrow into him as well, creating another billowing fireball that blasted its terrible heat through the hallway. 
 
    The two shinobi hurdled over the burning men as they collapsed. Andy clipped his crossbow to his belt—there would be no time in this desperate flight to reload it—and whipped out his nodachi, the blade crackling with veins of lightning. He darted out his ki-feelers, seeking an animal to whom he could link his senses, but found that aside from bugs, there were only a handful of rats and mice around here, and their abilities wouldn’t be particularly useful in this situation. 
 
    Knowing that he would have to rely mostly on his shinobi training in tandem with his ki, Andy charged up his nodachi with ki. He didn’t pour the entirety of his ki into the weapon. He would need to conserve this precious resource until a true moment of crisis. Would that moment be the one that had appeared in Oshiki’s dreams about this fateful night? 
 
    He didn’t have much time to contemplate this question, for as he and Yasami rounded a corner, they were confronted with the sight of four more samurai blocking access to the stairs they needed to get to. As soon as the samurai saw the shinobi they charged, and as fast a shot as Yasami was, there was no way she would be able to shoot them all before they clashed. 
 
    “Take the man on the right, I’ll deal with the others!” Yasami said to Andy as she loosed her first arrow, turning the samurai on the left into a raging ball of flame. 
 
    “Die, barbarian scum!” yelled the samurai on the right—a powerful, hulking man in elaborate red armor, wielding a large katana – as he attacked Andy. 
 
    Andy parried the samurai’s downward chop. As their blades clashed a powerful blast of electricity ripped through the samurai, knocking him off his feet and hurling him through the air. Andy surged forward, not giving his adversary a moment to recover, and stabbed his sword through his downed opponent’s throat. Dazzling violet veins of electricity rippled and crackled along the man’s torso and limbs, and his body spasmed as he was electrocuted to death long before the blade through his throat could end his life. 
 
    Behind Andy, the metallic clang of blades clashing rang through the hallway. He plucked his blade from the dead man’s throat and spun around to see Yasami engaged in a desperate sword fight against the last of the four samurai. She had taken out two with her Fire arrows, but hadn’t been able to shoot the last of the four. He was a big, broad-shouldered man in gleaming black armor, and was clearly a superior swordsman to Yasami, who he was beating back with every rapid, powerful blow. Just as Andy turned around, the samurai delivered such a powerful strike with his katana that Yasami, who was only just able to parry the blow, was knocked off her feet, and her sword was sent flying. Her head hit the ground hard and she was knocked unconscious. 
 
    “Hey!” Andy yelled, shifting into a combat stance. “Pick on someone your own size, asshole!” 
 
    The samurai spun around. Andy couldn’t see the man’s face, for it was hidden within the confines of his elaborate full-face helm, which was sculpted into the leering face of a demon, but through the eye-slits of the helm Andy saw a look of pure murder in the samurai’s eyes. 
 
    “You want to die before your whore does, barbarian?” the samurai growled. “So be it!” 
 
    He charged at Andy, who, instead of preparing to parry the man’s blow, darted in with a counter against a charging opponent, a move that Ozu had taught him. The samurai was an exceptionally skilled swordsman, though, and he easily anticipated this move, swiveling on his heels and pivoting his hips to rapidly adjust his stance to parry the attack. Andy had been expecting the same thing as before to happen when their blades clashed, but instead the Lightning magic hurling the man off his feet, it merely caused him to jerk his sword back, grunting with pain as the veins of electricity surged up his arms. It was at this moment that Andy noticed that the man’s armor wasn’t simply painted black—it was glowing black, and clearly possessed some sort of magic that protected him from magic attacks. 
 
    “Your blade’s trickery won’t work on me, scum,” the samurai growled. “And since you were clearly relying on that to win this fight, you’re as dead as that weak bitch behind me is about to be.” 
 
    Andy had previously believed that the abilities of rats and mice wouldn’t be of much use to him, but now he had a change of heart. He remembered an item that could turn the tide of this fight—the Water throwing star. It would be a waste of the weapon to attempt to use it against the samurai—there were barely any chinks in his armor and it certainly wouldn’t be able to pierce any of his magic-enhanced armor plates.  
 
    However, there was a torch a mere two yards from them, and extinguishing it would plunge the immediate area into darkness. And while neither rats nor mice could see in the dark the way cats could, their extremely sharp other senses allowed them to navigate their way through darkness as accurately and as agilely as any feline. 
 
    Andy roared and lashed out wildly at the samurai, who laughed and jumped back, easily avoiding the vicious but clumsy strike. This was exactly what Andy had wanted him to do, though. Now there was a space of a few yards between them, and room for him to use the throwing star. Briefly shifting to a one-handed grip, Andy whipped out the Water throwing star and flung it into the burning torch flame. There was a sudden splash of water, as if someone had manifested a large bucket of water out of the air, and with a sizzle the torch went out, plunging the immediate area into darkness. 
 
    Right away, Andy shot out his ki and hurriedly begged the closest rat for assistance, promising the creature that he’d hand over the small bag of provisions he had on him. The rat was happy with this bargain, and with that Andy’s senses immediately changed. His eyesight weakened, but his other senses were flooded with fresh, detailed information, and his reflexes felt supercharged. Although he couldn’t see the samurai well, he could sense the man’s every movement, both through his enhanced hearing, and through his body’s interpretation of what a rat’s whiskers would feel, sensing vibrations in the ground and the air. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” he growled at the samurai, and charged in with his nodachi swinging. 
 
    The samurai was now at the disadvantage, and it took all of his skill to fend off Andy’s attacks. He tried to retreat into the light, but Andy slipped past him and attacked from his rear, keeping him in the area of darkness. 
 
    Even with the advantage he now enjoyed, Andy was finding the fight to be a difficult one. Without the darkness and the utilization of the rat’s senses, he knew he wouldn’t have been able to defeat this swordsman, and even now, with the samurai barely being able to see, he was able to parry, deflect or dodge every attack Andy threw at him. 
 
    However, as skilled as he was, the darkness was too much of a foe for him to overcome indefinitely. As his desperation grew, his counterattacks became sloppier, and he attempted an overaggressive cut at Andy’s head. Andy whipped his head to the side, dodging the cut, and saw an opportunity. With a ninjatō, which lacked the reach of his nodachi, it wouldn’t have been an opportunity at all, but Andy’s blade’s length gave him the chance to aim a one-handed counterthrust, his body fully extended, at his adversary. His aim was perfect, and the tip of the ninjatō stabbed through the samurai’s eye slit of his helm, pierced his eyeball and delivered a lethal jolt of electricity to his brain. 
 
    The man’s body jerked once, then went limp. His body flopped to the floor and his katana clattered on the ground. As he fell, Yasami groaned and sat up, and Andy hurried over to her. The sound of many more boots racing through the hallways was a clear indication that there was no time to waste. 
 
    “Can you run?” Andy asked urgently. 
 
    “I… don’t…” Yasami began, groggy and unsteady, trying to struggle to her feet on jelly-like limbs. 
 
    Andy didn’t need to wait for the rest of her answer. He unclipped and tossed away his pouch of rations as payment for the rat. Holding his nodachi in his right hand, he scooped her up with his left arm and slung her body over his shoulder. “If I’m gonna have to carry you like a sack of potatoes, that’s what I’m gonna do,” he said as he ran up the stairs. “Which way from here?” 
 
    “Just keep going all the way to the top,” she groaned. “Then when you get to the gardens, look for the pond. We need to get to the far side of it.” 
 
    “While you’re on my shoulders,” Andy said as he ran up the stairs, taking them three stairs at a time, “see if you can load my crossbow.” 
 
    Yasami fumbled with the crossbow, trying to regain her senses, and managed to get it reloaded just as they got to the top of the stairs, where one of Itzu’s samurai was blocking the exit. 
 
    Andy growled. His nodachi crackled with electricity, but by this point Yasami had recovered, so she sprang nimbly off Andy’s shoulders and fired the crossbow. The samurai fell dead with a crossbow bolt through his skull.  
 
    Andy and Yasami raced out into the large, beautiful castle garden, which was around the size of a football field, and filled with manicured trees, shrubs and flowerbeds. Just past the middle of the garden was a large pond that took up around a third of the garden, and just beyond the far edge of the pond were the castle walls, and a convenient stairway leading up onto them. 
 
    “That’s our way out!” Yasami yelled, pointing at the stairway. “Go!” 
 
    She and Andy raced toward the pond, but it quickly became apparent that their escape from this garden would not be an easy one. Dozens of samurai began pouring into the garden from multiple entrances, and by the time Andy and Yasami reached the near edge of the pond, the stairway was completely blocked by dozens of samurai. They skidded to a halt and spun around, only to see that they were cut off from behind too, by a contingent of samurai led by Itzu himself. 
 
    “There’s no way out, Akai scum!” Itzu roared. “You’re surrounded, trapped like the rats you are. And like all vermin should be, you’re about to be exterminated. You really are dead now, and this time there aren’t any Old Way heretics around to save you. And when I’m done with you, I’m going to wipe out my useless father’s stronghold once and for all. Now that you’ve violated the Emperor’s laws by breaking into a daimyo’s castle and coming here armed to kill, you and the entire Akai clan are officially outlaws! Think about the fact that you’ve just doomed the entire clan as we take your heads.” 
 
    With his heart pounding and his pulse racing, Andy glanced across at Yasami. Although most of her face was hidden by her fukumen, the fear and anxiety in her eyes was plain to see. 
 
    “He’s right, we’re trapped,” she said, nocking an arrow to her bowstring. “But we can at least try to take out as many of them as we can before—” 
 
    “We’re not going to die here,” Andy said firmly. A strange clarity had come over him. This was the moment Oshiki had seen in his dreams, he was sure of it—and it was for this precise situation that the Lightning gem, and all of the power it added to Andy’s nodachi, was needed. “I have a plan.” 
 
    “Andy, we’re done for,” Yasami insisted as the circle of samurai began to advance on them and slowly close in. “The greatest shinobi in history couldn’t fight his way out of this, not with these numbers of samurai.” 
 
    “Water conducts electricity,” Andy said excitedly, half to himself. “Water conducts electricity really well…” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Get into the pond,” Andy said. “That boulder in the center, we need to get onto it.” 
 
    “What?! How is—” 
 
    “Just do it!” he yelled, plunging into the water. “It’s our only chance!” 
 
    “Look at them run!” Itzu mocked. “What are you, water rats?! You think you can hide in the reeds?!” 
 
    Andy waded determinedly through the cold water, which at its deepest came up to his hips, and soon reached the boulder in the middle of the pond, which was around the size of a small car. He climbed up onto it and offered Yasami his hand, helping to pull her out. 
 
    “What are we doing here?!” she asked. “The water will slow them down a little, but not—” 
 
    “I need you to link your ki to mine, and pour every ounce of it into my nodachi,” Andy said. “Trust me, this is going to work.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Just do it! This is the only way we’re getting out of this alive. You have to trust me, Yasami, please, you have to trust me.” 
 
    Yasami saw the sincerity, courage and hope in Andy’s eyes. She nodded, placing her hands on his forearm as he gripped the nodachi with both hands and started pouring his ki into it. She linked her ki to his and began doing the same, and as they did this the lightning gem began to glow brightly, as did the blade. 
 
    “Into the water!” Itzu ordered. “If that boulder in the middle is where the scum wish to meet their end, so be it! Get into the pond and kill them both!” 
 
    Most of the samurai were now at the edge of the pond, and they now started wading into the water, coming at the two shinobi in the middle from all sides. 
 
    “Whatever you’re planning to do, Andy, you’d better do it now,” Yasami said. 
 
    Andy’s nodachi glowed brightly in his hands. Electricity rippled up and down the blade. He could feel the weapon’s immense power, could feel the fury of an enormous lightning bolt just begging to be released. This, he imagined, was how the Norse god Thor had to have felt while wielding his legendary hammer. “Not yet,” he whispered to Yasami, watching as more of the samurai entered the pond and started wading toward them. “Not yet…” 
 
    “Come on Andy, come on, we can’t just sit here like this,” Yasami said. “If you’re not going to do anything, I’m at least going to take a few of them out with what arrows I have left.” 
 
    “No, keep your hands on my arm, keep your ki in my sword,” Andy insisted. “We have to wait until they’re all in the water, or at least as many of them as possible. You have to trust me on this.” 
 
    The closest samurai were nearly at the boulder now—mere yards away. A few more seconds and they would be upon the two shinobi. Two dozen of them had not yet entered the pond, but Andy knew that their time had run out; it was now or never. With a shout he aimed the tip of his sword at the water and released its power. 
 
    For a brief second the air around them felt utterly charged with electricity, and every hair on Andy’s body stood on end. A blinding flash of light and a boom that sounded like the earth itself splitting open filled the space. For a few moments both Andy and Yasami were both blind and deaf, but when their vision and hearing came back—with a shrill, monotonous whining in their ears—they saw an astounding sight.  
 
    The entire surface of the pond was covered in floating bodies, steam trailing from their flesh. All of those close to the boulder were dead, but those closer to the edge were merely stunned. It did not matter. Andy’s bold plan had worked, and the lightning bolt he had blasted into the water had electrocuted every single one of the samurai in the pond. 
 
    Itzu and his remaining warriors were looking on from a distance. They were horrified, unable to believe what they had just seen. 
 
    “Go!” Andy yelled, jumping into the pond. 
 
    Yasami was just as stunned as Itzu, but she realized that this moment had to be capitalized upon, and not a second could be wasted. She jumped into the water behind Andy and began surging through the water behind him. 
 
    “G-get them!” Itzu howled as he broke out of his state of stupor. 
 
    As she pushed through the water, Yasami began loosing the last of her Fire arrows at the samurai who were blocking off the stairs. She hit two of them in rapid succession, turning them into human fireballs, but as she was about to loose her last Fire arrow, Andy yelled to her to stop. 
 
    “Don’t waste it on one man!” he yelled. “That barrel next to the stairs, it looks like one of those lamp oil barrels we saw earlier! Shoot that instead!” 
 
    “You’re right, it is an oil barrel!” she exclaimed, and loosed her arrow at it. 
 
    The projectile streaked through the air and slammed into its target. The massive, house-sized fireball that erupted skywards from the resulting blast sent out a shockwave that flung the remaining samurai through the air like ragdolls, hurling them upwards and outwards, and a good few seconds passed before their limp, airborne bodies finally began thumping limply to the ground, many dozens of yards away from the stairs. 
 
    Half of the stairway had been blown to pieces by the blast, but what remained was still serviceable. Andy and Yasami surged out of the pond and raced up what was left of the stairs. When Andy reached the weakest point of what remained of the wooden stairway, he waited for Yasami to pass and then hacked at it with his nodachi. The supporting beams, already weakened, snapped, and the lower section fell away, collapsing just as Itzu’s samurai reached it. 
 
    “No!” Itzu shrieked. “They can’t escape! They can’t!” 
 
    “Over the wall, use your remaining grappling hook, hurry!” Yasami said, whipping out her last rope and grappling hook. 
 
    Castle guards were now running along the wall from both sides, loosing arrows at Andy and Yasami. As Yasami hooked her grappling hook around one of the wall crenellations, Andy did the same, dodging projectiles as he did. Both shinobi gripped their ropes and jumped off the wall, hastily abseiling down the wall to the ground. 
 
    Just as they got near the ground, guards reached their ropes up top. Some of the guards loosed arrows at them while others began cutting the ropes. Yasami and Andy jumped the last ten feet, landing agilely, and then raced off into the city, disappearing into the dark, empty streets before the guards could loose any more arrows at them. 
 
    While the streets were empty at this late hour, they would not remain that way for long. The sound of the commotion and the guards’ shouts were drawing the attention of City Watch patrols in the streets, and in houses near the castle, people were starting to wake up and light up their lanterns. 
 
    “We need to get off the streets fast,” Yasami said as she veered off into a narrow, pitch-black side alley between two tall buildings. “The City Watch is closing in and people are waking up.” 
 
    Andy’s senses were still tethered to the rat’s, although the connection was weak because of the distance between them. Still, he was able to sense things in the dark far more accurately than he would have by relying solely on his human senses, and his rat-enhanced senses were telling him that there was a derelict building nearby. 
 
    With the sound of City Watch guards’ footsteps clattering on the cobblestone streets both behind and ahead of them, Andy surged ahead of Yasami in the dark alley. Another smaller alley branched off from this one nearby, and Andy rushed down it. “This way!” he whispered to Yasami. 
 
    There were a few buildings in this alley, and most appeared to be houses of the poorer citizens of Ragashimo. It was difficult to see anything in the thick darkness. The high buildings blocked the moonlight, and in these narrow alleys there were no street lanterns or bonfires—but Andy was able to see that one of the houses here was indeed abandoned. 
 
    “Follow me!” he said to Yasami. 
 
    They rushed into the derelict house, which was a three-story building. The rotten front door had fallen off its hinges a long time ago. The thick layers of dust on every surface, as well as the abundance of cobwebs, suggested that this place had been abandoned for a very long time. Yasami made for the stairs, but Andy grabbed her arm and stopped her. There was a better place to hide here. He knew this because his rat senses were telling him so. 
 
    “Search the floor,” he whispered. “I feel like there’s a cellar beneath us, we just have to figure out how to get into it.” 
 
    In the pitch-black darkness, they hastily searched the floor of the place on their hands and knees. Soon enough, when Andy pulled back a moth-eaten old rug, he found a trapdoor. He hauled it open and felt a ladder leading down into the cellar beneath. He and Yasami clambered down into the cellar, and then he shut the trapdoor over them. The air was musty and stale down here, and it was thick with the smell of old rot and decay, but at least they were safe for the time being. 
 
    “If they come in here with lanterns and see the trapdoor,” Yasami said, “we’re going to be in trouble.” 
 
    “What if they can’t see it?” Andy asked. 
 
    “Beast Magic can do a lot of things, Andy,” she said, “but it can’t make anything invisible.” 
 
    “Sometimes, hidden is as good as invisible,” Andy said. “Just trust me on this.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and sought out any animals in the immediate area. As he’d suspected, there were plenty of rats in the abandoned building. He promised the rodents a generous bounty of food if they helped him out, and they agreed. 
 
    After a few minutes, he and Yasami heard the scrabbling of claws and pitter-patter of tiny feet above them. 
 
    “What is that? What’s going on?” Yasami asked. 
 
    “Rats,” Andy said. “They’re pulling the rug back over the trapdoor to hide it… and they’re done. You’d best leave your rations behind here for them—I promised them food in exchange for this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Neither Andy nor Yasami knew how it happened, but they woke up in the musty darkness of the cellar in each other’s arms. Perhaps it had been because of the cold, or maybe something else had pulled them close, but both were surprised—and secretly delighted—to wake up like this. 
 
    Andy was thankful for the darkness, which concealed the hot blush that spread across his cheeks, but he was also regretful. He wished the moment could have lasted longer than it had. 
 
    “We’d better get moving,” Yasami said as she got up and dusted herself off. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s only been an hour or two?” Andy asked. He felt surprisingly well-rested, and it seemed difficult to believe that they had barely napped. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Yasami answered. “Trust me, I’ve spent many years training my internal clock. “You feel well-rested, right?”   
 
    “I do,” Andy answered. 
 
    “That’s one of the effects of my grandfather’s herbal tea. It allows you to recharge your energy completely with a short nap like the one we just had. We’ll crash completely when those effects wear off, trust me, but hopefully we’ll be back at the stronghold by that time.” 
 
    “Speaking of that, we need to get back as quickly as possible,” Andy said. “Is it true what Itzu said, that he’ll have the entire Akai clan declared outlaws because you and I were caught infiltrating Ryuku’s castle with weapons?” 
 
    “He’s not strictly correct, no,” Yasami said, “but you and I could be declared outlaws. However, if the clan leader was to do what we did tonight, then yes, the entire clan could be declared outlaws.” 
 
    “But Ozu wasn’t there, it was just us,” Andy said. 
 
    “True, but tonight we saw exactly what kind of heinous evil Itzu and his cronies are involved in. I’m sure none of them will have a problem writing up and signing a false testimony for the Emperor claiming that my grandfather was with us. I have a very strong feeling that the whole clan is in serious danger.” 
 
    “All the more reason to get moving fast,” Andy said. “We need to get back and warn everyone.” 
 
    Andy sent his ki-feelers out, linked to one of the rats who had helped them earlier, and used the little creature to scout out the derelict house and the alley beyond. “All clear,” he announced when he was done. 
 
    He and Yasami left the house and crept through the alleyways, pausing regularly to stop and listen. The city was quiet, and the lamps were out in most houses. It appeared that the City Watch had given up the hunt for them, at least for now. 
 
    “Where do you think Oshiki is?” Andy whispered as they hid in the shadows behind one of the city’s many temples. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Yasami answered, “but I’m sure he’s safe. He’ll turn up when he means to. He always does.” 
 
    “How are we going to get out of the city?” Andy asked. “We’ve used up all our ropes, and I don’t think we’re going to be able to free climb down those walls. And the guards on the walls are surely going to be a lot more vigilant now that the City Watch have probably told them about us.” 
 
    A mischievous smile came across Yasami’s face in the half-light. “I have a plan, don’t worry. And as long as we can get to the right section of the city walls, we’ll be able to get off of them and out of the city very, very quickly.” 
 
    Andy wasn’t sure if he liked the sound of this, but as long as Yasami had a plan, he would trust in it. “Lead the way,” he said. 
 
    It took them another hour or so of creeping through the city, sticking to alleys and backstreets, before they got to the city walls. This section, Andy noticed, was sparsely guarded, and that could only mean one thing: some feature on the outside of the wall made it practically impossible to scale it. Every hundred yards or so there were tall ladders leading from the ground level all the way up to the top of the walls, but there were two guards watching over the base of each ladder. 
 
    “Alright, so what’s the plan?” Andy asked as they observed the closest pair of guards from the shadows of a narrow alley next to a tavern. 
 
    “We take out those guards, ascend the ladder to the top of the wall, and then… I’ll tell you what to do from there,” Yasami answered. 
 
    “Alright,” Andy said. “And by ‘take out’ the guards, you mean…” 
 
    “We can just knock them out,” Yasami said. “There’s no need to kill them. They’re just doing their job, and I very much doubt that they have any idea what’s going on in the bowels of the daimyo’s castle.” 
 
    Andy was relieved to hear this, and he agreed with this sentiment completely. Before he could say anything, though, a new voice echoed inside his head, one that he didn’t recognize. As this new voice spoke telepathically to him, a sleek, furry body rubbed itself up against his shin. 
 
    “You’re Oshiki’s friends, aren’t you?” the cat asked. 
 
    Andy glanced down at the cat that was purring and snaking its furry body around his legs. 
 
    “That’s right,” he answered. 
 
    “Oshiki told me to let you know that he’s safe,” the cat said, “and that he’ll see you in the forest outside the city. He knows you made it out of the daimyo’s castle in one piece.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’m relieved to hear that,” Andy said. “I’d love to give you some dried fish or jerky to say thank you, but we’re completely out of supplies.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that,” the cat said. “Oshiki has already rewarded me.” With one last rub against Andy’s leg, the creature turned and slipped silently away. 
 
    “That’s good news,” Andy said to Yasami. “The cat just passed on a message from Oshiki. He’s fine, and he’ll meet us in the forest. We just have to get there.” 
 
    “Then let’s take out these guards and get there,” Yasami said. “You do the one on the right, I’ll take care of the one on the left. Approach him by going around the back of those carts there. Wait for me to get in position behind the other one, then we strike simultaneously. We’ll hide the bodies under the carts when we’re done. And based on the guard patrols on the walls that I’ve been observing, we’ll have a window of around three minutes to get up the ladder and get off the top of the wall. It’ll be fine as long as we time the knockouts perfectly.” 
 
    Andy crept through the alleys, making a wide berth so that the guards wouldn’t notice him crossing the street, and then approached them with perfect stealth, using the wagons near them for cover. He crept up to his target, waiting patiently in the shadows a few feet behind the man, who had no idea he was there. 
 
    He kept an eye on the shadows behind the other guard, and soon he saw Yasami appear in them, materializing as if out of nowhere. He couldn’t see what she was doing, but knew that she was looking up at the patrol on the wall to make sure everything was timed perfectly. 
 
    Tensing his muscles, balling his right hand into a fist and slipping into a combat stance, Andy prepared to strike. As soon as he saw Yasami move out of the shadows toward her target, he knew it was time. Without hesitation he crashed his fist into the man’s jaw from behind, delivering a savage and powerful knockout hook. Yasami used a powerful chop to a pressure point to knock her target unconscious. 
 
    They hurriedly dragged the bodies under the nearest wagon and then began scaling the ladder. The higher they got, the more insistently vertigo tugged at Andy’s body. He refused to give in to its increasingly potent influence, though, and simply focused on the basic motion of going up, step by dogged step. Finally, he reached the top and scrambled up onto the battlements. 
 
    Yasami used her last Water star to extinguish a nearby bonfire and plunge the area around them into darkness. She and Andy ran up to the wall, and when he looked over it, vertigo once again yanked at him with a terrifyingly powerful pull. Far below was the broad river that flowed past the city. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Andy whispered. “We’ve got about a minute before the guards come.” 
 
    “It’ll be far easier than getting in,” Yasami said, her smile bright in the darkness. “We jump.” 
 
    Andy’s jaw dropped. “It’s over a hundred feet down! What if—” 
 
    “You asked me to trust you blindly in a moment of dire peril,” Yasami said firmly. “Now I’m asking the same thing of you. Take my hand—we’ll go together. The important thing is to take a run-up and launch yourself as far out as possible. If you don’t get far enough out, you’ll hit the rocks at the edge of the river at the base of the walls. I don’t think I need to tell you what sort of consequences that will have…” 
 
    “Are you sure we can make it?” Andy asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be doing this if I wasn’t,” Yasami said calmly. “Take my hand, Andy. The guards are coming.” 
 
    Andy drew in a deep breath, searching for courage within his heart. He found a deep and rich well of it, and when he reached out to take Yasami’s hand, he was no longer afraid. “On three,” he said. 
 
    They counted down together, and then with a short runup, they launched themselves off the wall into the void beyond. For a few terrifying moments Andy was airborne, hurtling downward toward the black water with furious acceleration and eye-watering speed. The moment seemed to simultaneously last an eternity and the mere blink of an eye. 
 
    He hit the water, feet first with his toes pointed, as he’d done when jumping off diving boards into swimming pools in another life. He plunged below the black surface, sinking deep and decelerating rapidly. The shock of the cold almost drove the air from his lungs, but he managed not to cry out, knowing that he needed every last precious breath to make the swim back up to the surface. It felt as if his sinking was uncontrollable and unstoppable, but finally his feet brushed the bottom. Feeling the pressure of the water at this depth, he started swimming upward. 
 
    With every stroke, every kick, his lungs burned more furiously and cried out more desperately for air, but still the surface eluded him. Soon it began to feel as if he wouldn’t make it, but just as it felt as if his lungs were about to collapse, his head finally broke through the surface, and he sucked in the sweetest lungful of air he’d breathed in a very long time. 
 
    He saw Yasami treading water nearby, and she swam over to him with a broad grin on her face. He felt alive, utterly energized on the thrill of the magnificent leap. “We made it!” Andy exclaimed. “We freakin’ made it!” 
 
    In the east the sky was growing lighter, and dawn had begun its unstoppable advance. A new day was dawning. And with it, an entirely new era for both the Akai clan and the continent of Nobu-Teng. And only time would tell if this new era would be one of salvation—or ultimate destruction. 
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