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    Pilgrim Recap 
 
    (Contains spoilers!) 
 
      
 
    Book One 
 
      
 
    An orphan raised to be an assassin, Danzan Ravja has had enough. After twenty years working as a trained killer for the Diyu Brotherhood, Danzen, an incredibly powerful man who has a boomerang sword and a harrowing occurrence that takes place when he draws blood, decides to retire after an assassination attempt on his own life. Knowing nothing of his past due to being raised by the Brotherhood itself, Danzen spends two years wandering the countryside and avoiding contact with people. 
 
    Arriving in Suja Village, he takes refuge in a monastery outside of the village and is eventually called into action to help the villagers deal with mythological creatures known as yokai. His first mission is for Elder Sonders, and Danzen is sent to the nearby city of Chutham to find a drunken man named Shedrup, the Elder’s nephew, who seems to recognize Danzen’s power and understand what he truly is. Later, he befriends two yokai who become instrumental in his story, a shifty, shapeshifting bakeneko named Jelmay, who can morph into any human he encounters but generally stays in his humanized cat form; and Kudzu, a white kitsune who can morph into the form of a woman but rarely does so.  
 
    He continues to interact with the villagers, who help him fix the monastery into a proper home and invite him into their community After rescuing a child named Enkhmaa from a terrifying yokai, he’s also given a glaive known as the Blade of Darkness, which later allows him to utilize shadows to extend the power of his blade. 
 
    After two villagers are injured, Danzen and his two yokai companions, Kudzu and Jelmay, journey to the Tavern and the Edge of the World to save their souls. Along the way back he learns from Abbot Monpo, the leader of the fox shrine, that his father is Tengir Gantulga, the ruler of Diyu, which means Danzen is half-blooded, which explains why demons are unleashed when he breaks skin. He also learns that his mother is named Shodren Ravja, and that she is alive and well, living at a nunnery outside of the village of Odval. Danzen is presented with the opportunity to begin bending his echo to grow stronger, yet he declines.  
 
    Upon returning to the village, he is ambushed by two assassins, Soko, a former lover, and Norwin Dawa, who attacked him two years ago. Danzen kills Norwin Dawa but Soko gets away. He assumes that the people of Suja Village will never want to see him again, and is surprised to find them at the abandoned monastery the next morning for a picnic, indicating that the villagers have officially accepting him into their community. 
 
      
 
    Book Two 
 
      
 
    With monsoon season set to come, Danzen is attacked by several sugawara that he swiftly kills. He takes their armor before burying them. Heading to town to sell the armor sends him on yet another adventure to cure Khamdo the carpenter and a man named Oktai. They have their first encounter with the jade rabbit, Usagi, who can help but only will do so for a price. Once they have dealt with the lead sugawara, Usagi helps them heal Khamdo and Oktai. 
 
    Still wanting to deal with the contract put out on him by the Diyu Brotherhood, Danzen and his companions head west to the city of Sainshand. Along the way they encounter bandits, and Danzen has some work done by a blacksmith named Kunta who once betrayed him. They are able to successfully infiltrate the Diyu Brotherhood, and Danzen kills his former instructor, Birin Yeshe, who tells him that his brother will be visiting him soon.  
 
    Before Birin Yeshe dies, Danzen asks him where Nomin is, knowing full well that the blind female assassin would like to kill him. Danzen goes to the nunnery outside of Odval alone to encounter Nomin. They fight, Danzen’s demons are unleashed, and Nomin dies. 
 
    He finally meets his mother, the nun named Shodren Ravja. Shodren promises that they will meet again. He journeys back toward Genshin Valley to finally start bending his echo, and once again joins Kudzu after a brief encounter with Elder Sonders, the Suja Village elder and uncle of Shedrup, the former town drunk who is suspicious of Danzen.  
 
    Once he is with Kudzu, the echo cultivation portion of the second book starts up, with Danzen learning more about the power within him and testing his current level at the fox shrine, which is run by Abbot Monpo, where he learns he is at the Golden Adept level. Danzen vows to get even stronger. 
 
    A monsoon uncovers the head of one of the stone lion dogs that guard the monastery, Danzen already having named one of the statues Yama. This sends him on another mission to figure out a way to attach the head to the body, which puts him in direct contact with Usagi again. Through this mission, which involves collecting the head shears of a yokai named Monobake, Danzen encounters an orachi named Idzuma, which is a water-bound yokai with several heads, her back covered in trees that make her look like an island. Once the mission is completed, Danzen is able to have the statue repaired, and he names the second lion dog Nama.  
 
    From there, they travel to the Floating Candle Festival in Arsi alongside Kudzu, where Danzen is sure he will encounter Soko. Danzen hopes to tell her that the contract on his life has been nullified by the death of his teacher Birin Yeshe. This doesn’t go according to plan. Soko tells him that there is a new contract out on his life, one funded by Sumi, who is getting revenge for the death of her father. Soko battles Danzen, unleashing his demons among the crowd of the Floating Candle Festival.  
 
    Danzen flees with Kudzu, and once he reaches Chutham he is told that madam Eva Yin has a message for him. She wants him to deliver a letter to a hermit named Dalan whom he has met several times before.  
 
    Upon leaving the pleasure house, he is attacked by Thane, an old instructor of his, and Danzen is forced to kill him in the streets. He doesn’t know this at the time, but later, Thane’s three students will attempt to avenge his death. Danzen also takes Thane’s bladed gauntlets, which he will use later on. Traveling into the Panchen Mountains to deliver the letter, Danzen learns that Eva Yin is Dalan’s sister, and that she has a sickness that he is able to ease using herbal medicines. To get these medicines, Danzen and Kudzu must get a particular kind of yokai that congregate around mushrooms.  
 
    They return to civilization and deliver the medication to Eva Yin, who has moved from Chutham to Suja Village to check on one of her pleasure houses. Upon leaving, Danzen is attacked by his half-brother, Nomtoi. He is beaten pretty badly, and Nomtoi takes some of the villagers with him as hostages. In an effort to recover he consumes a remnant, which goes against his beliefs to some degree. He is also challenged by Shedrup, Elder Sonder’s nephew and the former town drunk, who is much stronger than Danzen once believed him to be.  
 
    Realizing he doesn’t have much time, Danzen makes a decision to grow as strong as he can in four days so he can rescue the villagers from Nomtoi. Rather than fight Shedrup, he recruits him to go to Diyu and bring the villagers back. He journeys to the fox shrine to get instructions from Abbot Monpo, who tells them to go after a remnant in an abandoned shrine somewhere in the Asura Forest.  
 
    Alongside Kudzu and Jelmay, Danzen returns to Idzuma’s pond and learns of an abandoned remnant, one that is embedded in a skull. To get it, he ends up killing an aquatic yokai in an underground cave. Abbot Monpo has Danzen wear this remnant as a necklace to give him more power in the fight against his brother. 
 
    Danzen, Kudzu, Jelmay, Abbot Monpo, Usagi, and Shedrup venture to Diyu to rescue the villagers that Nomtoi has killed. Danzen still doesn’t know that there is a three-legged raven tracking him as they journey once again through the Panchen Mountains.  
 
    They encounter Nomtoi, who has summoned several of Danzen’s former enemies, all assassins, including Nomin, the blind assassin later switching sides and fighting alongside Danzen. 
 
    Danzen and Nomtoi square off, and their father, Tengir Gantulga, arrives on the scene, finally meeting his half-blooded son for the first time. Tengir Gantulga returns the villagers to the mortal world; Danzen and his companions appear at the front of his monastery as if nothing has happened. Danzen is surprised to see that his mother, Shodren, has journeyed from her nunnery to meet him. Once Danzen and his companions leave to check on the villagers, it is revealed that the three-legged raven that has been tracking him all along has been working for Danzen’s mother. 
 
      
 
    Book Three 
 
      
 
    With Danzen’s mother now living at his monastery, there has been an increase in religious in the Suja Village. She tells Danzen that she wants to do something about his father, and that she’d like Danzen to be the one to do it. One morning, after Danzen has tried to help the ungrateful jade rabbit Usagi deal with a demon bear, Danzen is called to Suja Village to investigate a yokai attack, one that has left several dead bodies at a man named Panchen’s home.  
 
    It is decided that the yokai that did the killings are known as yamachichi, and after some conflict with Usagi, he tells them how to kill the yamachichi. To do so, they must destroy their nests with an explosive made from the Satorikai root and the leaves of a Tobikura tree. That night, they are able to use Jelmay as bait, and destroy the yamachichi’s nest. They later return to the monastery to find his mother speaking with the leader of the fox shrine, Abbot Monpo. The abbot asks Danzen to join him in the mountains. 
 
    Once they are alone, Abbot Monpo morphs into Tengir Gantulga. Danzen tries to attack his father and fails. His father tells him that he wants to challenge him, and his first challenge is to kill a yokai known as a kappa. At first Danzen doesn’t want to, but he decides to honor his father’s request since he fears his father could do something to his companions. He is later joined by Kudzu, but he keeps his father’s appearance a secret from her as they hunt down the kappa.  
 
    He kills the kappa and they return to his monastery, where he lets his mother know his father visited her the previous day in the form of Abbot Monpo. Shodren reveals that he must challenge his father for the throne and rebuild Sunyata that way and Danzen declines. He decides to head west, to get away from the valley, visit other monasteries, and deal with Sumi and the contract she’s put out on him that has been picked up by Soko. He also fears Thane’s three students may try something, and doesn’t want it to happen at his home. 
 
    Sure enough, on his way to visit Eva Yin alongside her brother, Dalan, he’s attacked by Thane’s three students, Tensei, Sonin, and Yato. He manages to injure Yato and the other two leave her behind. He travels to Arsi with Yato as their captive, hoping to lure out Soko, who has taken the three students under her wing. Danzen and his two yokai companions end up getting along with Yato, who later joins them after an ambush from Soko in which Kudzu is injured. 
 
    They head north to Odval, where they spend some time helping an innkeeper named Oiwa find her son, Shimaru, while Kudzu recovers. They end up rescuing Shimaru from an abandoned temple that has been possessed by a demonic yokai known as a mukmokuren. From there, they meet with Kudzu and head to Danzen’s mother’s nunnery. Danzen has improved his ranking, and it is here that he makes his final decision to allow Yato to join them. Danzen’s father appears with a new task for him. His father wants him to kill a demon in the Outer Regions known as Shutendorj. Once he begrudgingly does so, his father rewards him by bringing the blind assassin known as Nomin back to life, who goes off on her own for a while. 
 
    Once he’s back at the nunnery, Danzen sets out yet again, this time to look for remnants and deal with the Penumbra Clan after being told of their appearance in the region by a kitsune named Bawa, who has a glowing orb at the tip of his tail. Danzen once witnessed a demonstration of shadow-power from a man named Jinkai, the founder of the clan, and he has been given contracts to deal with them in his former life as an assassin. Penumbra is interested in remnants for consumption and talisman purposes, which puts them in direct conflict with Danzen, who insists on collecting remnants to ultimately rebuild Sunyata.  
 
    Danzen and his companions are able to deal with the Penumbra clansmen, and they return to the nunnery with more remnants for their collection. From there, they plan to head back toward Arsi, but are ambushed by Soko and the Witch of Diyu in Odval. They are all poisoned and imprisoned, but Danzen is eventually able to free himself by utilizing his demons. This officially opens a new mode of being for Danzen, one in which he can actually command his demons. It also leads to the betrayal of the Witch of Diyu by Soko, but not before Jelmay is able to stab her.  
 
    This event also completes the arc for Sumi, the teenager left orphaned after Danzen killed her father. While he didn’t want to kill her as well, it becomes inevitable after she has prevented his Demon Speak influence using remnants. Danzen kills Sumi to prevent her from hiring more assassins to hunt him. His group heads back to Genshin Valley, and upon arriving in Chutham, they’re roped into the disappearance of a local man and one of Eva Yin’s pillowers. This sends them to the Asura Forest, where they eventually find the couple, who later tragically take their own lives. Yato gets a talisman during the affair, which amplifies her speed.  
 
    After more interactions with Usagi and some of the other yokai in the Asura Forest, including the winged wolf known as Galzo, the third book ends with an epic showdown at Danzen’s monastery. He fights Nomtoi alongside his companions and the blind assassin Nomin, who has decided to join him. His mother intervenes, and Danzen’s father appears. Tengir Gantulga kills his mother and the three-legged raven appears, striking Tengir, who vanishes. The raven introduces himself as Sansar, and he believes in Danzen’s vision to rebuild Sunyata. 
 
      
 
    Book Four 
 
      
 
    Danzen is determined to open the northern passage, which will allow him to bypass much of the citizens of Kishu Kingdom when transporting remnants. Unfortunately, not everyone in the valley likes this idea. On the eve of his journey, he is ambushed by a yokai, who ends up destroying Jelmay’s home. It seems like Usagi may be tied to it as well, but they can’t be sure yet. 
 
    The northern passage is covered in a thick fog said to come from the mouth of a yokai known as a nue. Along the way, Danzen is visited by his father, who tells him that Nomtoi has freed what are known as the Seven Evils from Diyu, a group of some of the worst, most vile demonic beings. Tengir Gantulga explains that he is interested to see how it shakes out. He offers Danzen some help, but Danzen declines. 
 
    They travel through the fog of the northern passage and are separated, and Danzen and a few of his companions are forced to fight a giant frog yokai known as an ogama. After killing the frog, they head on, where they run into the rest of the companions, and later Bawa, the kitsune who lives in the Outer Regions. The group splits again and Danzen and company travel to a city called Verba, which is run by a bakeneko named Elder Bahjee. Danzen and Yato help Elder Bahjee with ogre-like oni who are terrorizing the village, and are rewarded with information about a remnant that turns out to be false. In their search for this remnant, they encounter Penumbra clansmen, the group started by a shadow user named Jinkai. Before returning to Elder Bahjee to threaten him, Danzen sends Sansar after the clansman that escapes. 
 
    Upon reaching Verba, they get information about a powerful remnant weapon known as the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, but are interrupted in their quest when Galzo the winged wolf appears. They journey to Odval to investigate kidnappings, where Danzen and his group encounter the first of Nomtoi’s Seven Evils, a pair of ghoul-like demons named Mayji and Onuma. After defeating them and saving the children of the village, Danzen plans to head back to the nunnery, and to the Outer Regions from there. Nomtoi appears. 
 
    Nomtoi tells Danzen that he has one week to head south toward the riverside city of Arsi, where an opponent known as Ginza awaits him in the mountains. Realizing he’ll need to do this alone, Danzen leaves Odval after Sansar arrives, figuring he’ll check on Penumbra as well. They visit the Penumbra outpost in Bahlinger, where Danzen learns that Jinkai, their leader, is still alive. He vows to return later with Yato and Nomin. Continuing on, Danzen has his weapons checked by the blacksmith named Kunta in Arsi. He then ventures south, where he is ambushed by Ginza outside of a shrine he has stashed his things in. 
 
    After breaking Danzen’s favorite blade, Astra, Ginza brings Danzen to his mountain lair. Danzen is rescued by Sansar, who can change into a raven large enough to carry the assassin. They escape to the shrine, where Danzen plans to get the items he’s left behind, only to be ambushed by Soko. He forms an unsteady alliance with Soko after discussing the Penumbra clansmen. They infiltrate the outpost together, and end up killing Jinkai’s apprentice. Before leaving to chase Jinkai, Soko tells Danzen to meet her at the shrine and that she wants to help him kill Ginza. 
 
    Returning to the nunnery, Danzen explains to his companions what has happened and Soko’s request. After having his echo tested and learning how to use his echo power in a new way, Danzen finds out that he’s a Soul Wielder. Alongside a handful of his yokai companions, Danzen heads toward the Outer Region to find the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. Yato stays behind at the nunnery to train with Nomin, who is teaching her how to operate with her eyes closed.  
 
    In the Outer Regions, Danzen and his group encounter a yokai named Midrah, a member of the Sundiyu Sect. She gives them an ancient remnant stored in an abandoned shrine, and introduces them to the yokai hermit named Kanjen, who is said to have the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. He tests Danzen by summoning a stone golem, which Danzen is able to beat by utilizing his power of shattering stone. For his troubles, he is given the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, which has been with Kanjen all along in the form of his cane. 
 
    There is some debate as to where they should head next. Should they either deal with Ginza head on, or finish what they started in the northern passage by killing the yokai known as a nue? Furthermore, Danzen still doesn’t know if he should try to rope Soko into their attack. If they join her, she may betray them. If they don’t, she might grow vengeful. The group decides to finish with the northern passage first, where they encounter the enormous demonic yokai known as a nue. Danzen and his group are able to kill the yokai, thus opening up the passageway. Galzo plans to bring his wolf pack to patrol the region while Danzen and his companions head over marshlands to Arsi, still undecided about what to do with Soko. 
 
    They plan to use Jelmay as bait, but before they do that, Danzen secretly goes to the meeting place he arranged with Soko, only to find that she isn’t there. He returns to his companions and they seek to handle Ginza the next morning. Their ambush doesn’t work, but it turns out they expected this all along and it was just a way to get Ginza out of the mountains. They fight the three-eyed monster of a man, who injures Yato and is close to doing something terrible to Danzen when Soko appears. 
 
    Soko uses her prosthetic that she got from the Witch of Diyu to blast poison into Ginza’s eyes, distracting him. Danzen and Soko fight him together, and Danzen is eventually able to use his echo power to shatter Ginza’s bones in his body. Soko tells him that she doesn’t want to fight Danzen, for now, and that she’d like to join him in his hunt for the other Seven Evils. She leaves after telling him where she’ll be, never revealing if she’d killed Penumbra leader Jinkai or not. 
 
    The focus then switches to Yato, who was injured by Ginza. They take her to a doctor in Arsi who is able to alleviate the pain to some degree. Jelmay knows of a lily that grows in the marshes outside of Arsi, which Sansar fetches while they take the ship toward Genshin Valley. Yato is stabilized, but it seems like things could get complicated once she goes into remission in the valley. She finally breaks her fever outside of Suja Village. As they reach Danzen’s monastery it becomes evident that it has been destroyed, razed to the ground along with all his things inside. Rather than start investigating, Danzen turns to the Panchen Mountains, where Yato can recover through the help of the hermit named Dalan, and Danzen can finally get some peace and quiet before they continue their mission to rebuild Sunyata and find out who destroyed his home. 
 
      
 
    The world 
 
    Most of Pilgrim takes place in Kishu Kingdom after heaven itself, known as Sunyata, has collapsed, leaving only the mortal world and hell, Diyu. When Sunyata fell three hundred years ago, its power was cast across the world in various remnants, and in every person alive at the time, which has extended to later generations. The remnants have since been used to forge weapons, as charms, and consumed by some to grant them incredible yet dangerous powers. Religious practices have sprung up around cultivating the Sunyata remnants inherent in every person, passed down through the generations. Doing so is known as ‘bending one’s echo.’ 
 
    The furthest city that is officially part of the kingdom is the eastern Suja Village, which is divided into three districts and tucked away in Genshin Valley, next to the Panchen Mountains, which separate the mortal world from Diyu. Moving west would lead one to Chutham, and then the Tudan outpost, the Door of the Valley, which is the gateway to Arsi and the rest of the world. Cut in half by the Sakai River, Arsi is arguably the most populous city of Kishu Kingdom due to the industries it has built upon trade. To the west of Arsi is Sainshand, which is where the Diyu Brotherhood’s main training academy is located, tucked into the Mount Laksh range. North of Arsi is Bahlingar, and further north is the village of Odval, followed by a famous nunnery that separates Kishu Kingdom from what is known as the Outer Regions.  
 
      
 
    The Echo Cultivation System 
 
    There are five tiers used to test someone’s inherent echo power at the various monasteries and shrines across the Kishu Kingdom. These tiers are decided based on what a person can do to a stone that has sat next to a remnant. Everyone is classified as an Adept, and to reach the Mancer tier they need to be able to float the stone. To move to the Wielder tier from there they need to shatter the stone. The Reaver tier has them repairing the stone, and the final tier, the Divinator tier, has them dissolving stone. 
 
    There is also a subranking system based on the color a clay slab glows when it is held by a person. If one is at the Stone subranking, the clay slab glows green. If they are at the Crystal subranking, it glows white; the Diamond subranking, blue; the Golden subranking, yellow; and finally the Soul subranking, purple. 
 
    People are listed with the subranking first, and the tier second. So a Diamond Reaver is someone who has been able to float, shatter, and repair the stone, and they are at the halfway point between moving to the final subranking of Soul, where they could theoretically test again to move to the Divinator tier. 
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    Part One 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja flung himself into the air, high enough that he was able to grasp onto a ledge above him. He pulled himself up with a single hand while still holding the horns of a fairly large mountain goat.  
 
    Once he was stable, the former assassin lifted the goat onto his shoulders and took a lumbering step forward. His next jump sent him over a deep crevice, stones scattering into the abyss as Danzen landed softly on the other side. The sun had started to set, the red sky of Diyu to the east, something closer to a purple ruby color to the west, gray clouds in the distance, the moon already visible. An otherwise peaceful time in the Panchen Mountains. 
 
    He dropped down onto the ledge below, a fall of nearly fifteen feet. Danzen felt the muscles in his thighs strain just a bit as he landed. Nothing he wasn’t used to. His chest swelled with oxygen as he took a deep breath in and continued on toward Dalan’s hermitage, the sound of running water letting him know that he was near. 
 
    He wished he could send his sword to the water and grab a few of the fish, but the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds had yet to return to him. Even if it was the most powerful weapon he had ever wielded, it still hadn’t been trained the way he’d like. The Sunyatic weapon was currently sheathed at his side, and aside from a single gauntleted blade on his right arm, it was all he carried at the moment aside from the goat. 
 
    He was deep enough in the mountains that he didn’t expect an ambush. If it did happen, there were a number of ways he could address potential opponents, from simply combating them to doing something like he had done to Ginza, Danzen able to shatter his bones within the monster’s body. 
 
    He had practiced this more in the mountains, shattering a few lesser rock formations, floating stones as he bent his echo. Something told him that this wasn’t a power he was always going to be able to rely upon in the throes of an intense fight. He felt like he had got lucky in that regard., Had the situation not been so dire, Ginza charging at him, his companions all out of the fight, Danzen may not have been so lucky. 
 
    And there was more to come. 
 
    Nomtoi had summoned some of the worst demons that Diyu had to offer to challenge him, ones known as the Seven Evils. Danzen had killed Mayji and Onuma, the pair of whom counted as one of the Evils. He had also slain Ginza, which meant that there were five more out there gunning for him. This was one reason he was in the Panchen Mountains. Danzen needed a moment to regroup. There were two other reasons, both of which affected him in different ways. Ginza had injured Yato, and thankfully, the young assassin had since recovered, Dalan the hermit aiding her recovery with his rare herbs. The other reason he was hiding away in the mountains was personal in a different way—someone had destroyed Danzen’s monastery. 
 
    It’d been a point of contention with his entire group, but what bothered Danzen most was that the monastery had sheltered him when he needed it the most, that he himself had helped rebuild it, and that his mother had put work into the monastery through its murals. 
 
    Razing it to the ground was as insulting as it was troubling, which was why Jelmay had ventured to Suja Village and the Asura Forest, the bakeneko planning to poke around for information while using a disguise. He didn’t know what would happen if Jelmay discovered who did it; Danzen wasn’t one to simply kill someone, not any longer. But there would be payback. 
 
    This also brought up another question, one that he had considered over the last several days: Should he rebuild the monastery? Was his time in Genshin Valley coming to a close now that the northern passage was opened, now that he had a mission to find and relocate remnants across Kishu Kingdom? And if he left the valley, where would he go? His mother’s nunnery? The Outer Regions? 
 
    Time would tell. 
 
    Danzen reached the hermitage, where he found Yato, Nomin, Dalan, and Kudzu handling various chores in preparation for the evening meal.  
 
    Sansar, the three-legged raven, had stayed with Danzen during his hunting excursion, never saying a word. He landed and hopped over to Yato, who was chopping root vegetables. She gave Sansar some as Danzen set the mountain goat down. 
 
    “Where’s that bakeneko when we need him?” Kudzu asked. The white-haired kitsune was in her human form as she stoked the fire that Dalan had prepared. She was referencing the fact that Jelmay generally handled the meat, the bakeneko’s absence was certainly felt over the last day, the rest of the group much quieter.  
 
    Danzen didn’t answer as he got to work on the goat alongside Nomin, the blind assassin quick with a knife. Soon, the meat was sizzling, Yato taking over at this point by adding herbs that Dalan had prepared to the pan. 
 
    In the end, it turned out to be a nice meal, a slight char to the meat coupled with a light spice that had a lingering taste to it, which Dalan had harvested from a mountain mushroom known as seer’s mushroom. They expected Jelmay to return the next day with what he had learned, the group far enough away from civilization that Danzen assumed there wouldn’t be an ambush, especially one sanctioned by the Diyu Brotherhood. 
 
    As the group prepared to sleep, Danzen was soon taught a lesson that he had learned countless times before—expect the unexpected. Prepare for the worst, and once you have done that, prepare again. 
 
    Assassins don’t sleep. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A series of kunai came whistling into Dalan’s hermitage, the small throwing knives dinging against the inner walls of rock. They weren’t meant for targets; these were meant to cause alarm and lead to confusion as Danzen and his companions came awake to an attack. 
 
    Nomin was the first to move into action since she was already up, the blind assassin drawing her sword and shuffling out onto the ledge before Dalan’s hermitage. Yato’s role became clear as she led Dalan deeper into the cave where she could protect him, Kudzu heading in that direction as well. Sansar flew out of the opening, Danzen following after with his new sword, not bothering to go for his other weapons. 
 
    Anyone brazen enough to attack Danzen in this way clearly wasn’t in their right mind.  
 
    Their assailants had gone for a classic strategy, one taught by the Diyu Brotherhood that caused sudden confusion by sending in a rush of kunai. Even better if one of the throwing knives was able to draw blood, or kill a target early on. Assassins operated well within this kind of manufactured confusion, at least early on. The smarter and more seasoned assassins didn’t bother with this sort of tactic, which told Danzen that their opponents were relatively new. 
 
    This still didn’t explain why they had been so bold in their attack, and as he burst out into the night, launching himself from a ledge to the ground below, he wondered why they would have gone for this tactic in the first place, especially with what their assailants would soon be up against. 
 
    Danzen landed, barely bringing his sword up in time to block an incoming strike, his opponent much faster and stronger than he had initially anticipated. Danzen spotted the culprit in an instant, even with his darkened robes. 
 
    The assassin wielded a jagged sword, with grooves in it meant to be used for both sawing purposes and to catch an opponent’s blade. The pale moon above provided just enough light for Danzen to get a glimpse of the man’s face. A series of tattoos stretched from his widow’s peak down the bridge of his nose. He recognized this as the insignia of a ritualistic group within the Diyu Brotherhood known as the Halcyon. The last he’d heard of this group, a former classmate of his named Kaysim had taken charge. 
 
    The Halcyon assassin tried again to go for a death strike; Danzen cut the man’s sword out of his hand, the assassin losing a few fingers as well as his weapon. Undeterred, the assassin withdrew a dagger from his boot and lunged forward. 
 
    “Who sent you?” Danzen asked, summoning his Demon Speak power. 
 
    “You’ll never stop me…” The man reversed course and brought the blade to his neck, slitting his own throat. At about the time he fell backward, Danzen stepped aside for another body to fall, that of the assassin that Nomin had slain above.  
 
    She dropped down next to Danzen, her sword still at the ready. 
 
    “They were from the Brotherhood, Halcyon.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Did they say who sent them? Was it Kaysim?” 
 
    “He just said that we wouldn’t stop him, and then he slit his throat. For all his faults, Kaysim wouldn’t instruct someone to kill themselves. It’s against the code.” 
 
    Nomin turned to Danzen. “He killed himself?” She examined the assassin, his last breath escaping through the grisly opening on his throat.  
 
    “He did. It was like he was possessed.” 
 
    Danzen heard Yato summon her blades. He looked up and saw her on the ledge above, her silhouette accented by moonlight, a sudden shock to her eyes that quickly settled. 
 
    “Is that all of them?” she whispered. 
 
    Sansar, who had already done a few rounds of surveillance above, fluttered down to Danzen and Nomin, landing on a stone. “I didn’t detect any other movement.” 
 
    “They were young, but they were good. I didn’t realize they had approached until kunai entered into the equation.” The blind assassin lowered her head in shame. “I should have sensed them.” 
 
    “They had remnants,” Danzen reminded Nomin. After returning his sword to his scabbard, he bent down to retrieve the talisman from the assassin who had killed himself. It was a thick necklace, and where the Sunyata gemstone should be was simply a broken clasp. “Maybe he didn’t have a remnant…” 
 
    Nomin retrieved the other talisman, her piece rimmed in light purple energy. 
 
    “This one is quite nice,” she said. “Perhaps it would aid Yato.” 
 
    Danzen looked up yet again at the young assassin, who was still perched above, prepared for anything. She already wore a talisman that increased her speed; enhancing her strength would be a bonus as well, but he didn’t want her to rely too much on something like this. 
 
    Danzen tossed the necklace over his shoulder. “Give it to Yato. I will deal with these bodies.” 
 
    “I can help you.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    Stubborn as always, Nomin got behind one of the bodies and began dragging it away. Danzen did the same, and quickly caught up to her.  
 
    Together, the pair walked in silence, Sansar circling overhead. Once they were about a mile away from the hermitage, the two headed up a slope, where they found a deep crevice to deposit the dead assassins in. 
 
    “I always hated this part of doing what we do.” 
 
    “Same,” Danzen told Nomin once he’d sent the body he’d dragged over the edge. 
 
    “If I recall, the bakeneko should be back later today. If he’s not, we may have to go find him.” 
 
    “It won’t be the first time I’ve done something like that.” 
 
    “And then we need to continue on.” Nomin shifted her assassin’s body into the crevice, where it tumbled down to the canyon floor below, a sickening crunch echoing through the Panchen Mountains. 
 
    “Have you decided what you will do about the monastery?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “That’s just like you.” 
 
    “Either way, I’m going to find out who destroyed my home.” 
 
    “And make them pay?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The last time Danzen had his echo tested he had ranked as a Soul Wielder, close to moving up to the next tier. He had been able to float the stone and shatter it, but he hadn’t been able to repair it. 
 
    This was what he worked on the next morning, Danzen floating stones, shattering them, and then trying to put them back together, growing increasingly frustrated in doing so. It made sense in his head. He could see how everything was connected through purple streams of energy when he closed his eyes, yet he was unable to push over this final test, the stone never repairing itself.  
 
    What was he doing wrong? 
 
    For one, he knew that the stones at a shrine were powered in some way considering their proximity to remnants, and the pedestal they sat on. Maybe this was why it had been so easy for him to shatter the stone during his initial test. But he had grown stronger, he knew it, and by this point, he should have been able to repair it. 
 
    His lack of instant progression irked him to no end; he knew that once they reached the nunnery he would likely be tested again, and he wanted to move up to the Divinator tier by that point. If anything, it would make him stronger. Not only that, it would let him know that he was on the right path, and that the next time tragedy struck, because it was always around the corner, Danzen would be able to protect his companions. 
 
    He motioned for Yato to approach him, the young assassin with both her gauntleted blades drawn. She moved swiftly, her eyes closed, Danzen slipping aside as he brought his sword around, mere inches away from striking her.  
 
    He whipped back as Yato kicked forward, her power amplified by the new talisman that she wore, and a hint of something else. Danzen could sense it; he knew that she was growing in strength and endurance, that one day she would be a force to be reckoned with, but that wasn’t what he noticed in her movement over the last few days. He felt a newfound sense of aggression coming from her that seemed out of place. 
 
    It was remarkable that they never cut each other. 
 
    If they did, Danzen would take control of his demons and Yato would get to work. She had before, picking them off one by one, the younger assassin proving to him that she wasn’t scared of his hellspawns. For so many years of his life, he lived in fear of what happened whenif his blood was spilled. 
 
    Now, his fears had changed.  
 
    The thoughts that kept him up at night now were those tied to his companions: the kitsune, the young assassin whom he had taken under his wing, Nomin, Jelmay, even if he was scrappy and seemed to be able to take care of himself. There were demons out there hunting for him and he didn’t know when they would strike, or what their next move would be. Add to that the Halycon assassins that were apparently after him as well. 
 
    At least he had called a temporary truce with Soko. 
 
    Danzen didn’t know what would become of his relationship with the wraith, but he at least knew how to find her in Arsi. He didn’t want her assistance in dealing with any of the Seven Evils, but he had a feeling that in the end, he likely wouldn’t have a choice… 
 
    Sunyatic energy swirled around Danzen and Yato, the two continuing to bend their echoes until Nomin approached. Upon seeing the blind assassin, Danzen returned the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds to its porous scabbard at the same time that Yato’s gauntleted blades zipped back into their hooded sheaths. 
 
    “He’s back?” Kudzu asked, who had been watching along the periphery. 
 
    Nomin nodded. “The bakeneko has returned.” 
 
    “Did he say anything?” 
 
    “No, for once he didn’t say anything. I just assumed he would want to speak to the rest of you.” 
 
    Danzen, Yato, and Kudzu followed Nomin down a winding path, the four passing by a stream on their way up to Dalan’s hermitage. They found Jelmay seated at the edge of the cave, already eating some food, his eyes a bit bloodshot as he spoke to Sansar. “Pilgrim, fox…” He greeted the others with a short grin. “You’re here, finally.” Jelmay tossed the rib to the side. “Something has come up.” 
 
    Danzen kneeled before the bakeneko, instantly noticing something strange about the way he was acting. “What did you find?”  
 
    “It wasn’t yokai who burned down your monastery.” 
 
    “Then who?” asked Yato. 
 
    “The villagers. Shedrup…” 
 
    Danzen grimaced.  
 
    Shedrup was the town drunk who had worked on his echo when he was a younger man. He lived in Elder Sonders’ basement. Last Danzen had heard of him, Shedrup had been building a militia. Danzen had been so distracted by his fight against Ginza that when he had arrived to find his monastery destroyed, it hadn’t crossed his mind that it could have been Shedrup’s doing. 
 
    “Did you get their heads?” he asked, referring to his two stone lion dogs, Yama and Nama, who had been decapitated in the attack on his monastery. It made sense now. A normal person likely wouldn’t be able to do something to them, but someone like Shedrup, someone who had cultivated his echo…  
 
    Anything was possible. 
 
    Jelmay pointed to a burlap sack. “The heads were heavy, and we’re going to have to get Usagi to fix them. I spoke with him briefly about it.” 
 
    “The damn rabbit,” Kudzu growled. 
 
    “I told him as much, but he may be the only friend we have that can repair the statues. I’m sure he will in exchange for a favor.” 
 
    “Of course,” the kitsune said under her breath. “What do you think, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen considered their options. “First, we get Elder Sonders. Then we head to the forest after to deal with Usagi. I would like to speak to Shedrup about what he did.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jelmay said, “that’s exactly what I was going to suggest. Shall we head out now?” 
 
    This statement struck Danzen as odd. Normally, after a long journey, Jelmay wanted to eat and rest. At the very least, he expected the bakeneko to want to laze about for a few hours. Yet with the mention of heading to Suja Village, Jelmay was already on his feet, gathering his things. 
 
    Something had clearly gotten into him. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Nomin let the others go ahead, joining Danzen at the back, the group taking a shortcut that would let out just in front of his destroyed monastery. Truthfully, Danzen didn’t want to see it, not in its current state. He remembered what it had looked like upon his last visit, most of the walls collapsed, and a rooftop that had been caved in and charred black. He hadn’t even gone to any of the wreckage; there really was no point, but he knew that he would at least check along the way, as much as it pained him to do so. 
 
    After all, it was his home.  
 
    The monastery, which had been provided to him by the elder of Suja Village’s Third District, had become a refuge of sorts, a place where he had huddled in the cold, battled a monsoon, and had even fought his half-brother, Nomtoi. It was also a place where his mother had done some work, Shodren restoring the murals painted on the inner wall of the monastery. 
 
    “Something is off about the bakeneko.” 
 
    Nomin’s comment interrupted Danzen’s moment of reverie.  
 
    He slowly tilted his head in her direction, aware that the yokai in front of him could hear if they spoke too loudly. He slowed his pace to some degree. The group moved on, Kudzu, Jelmay, Yato, and Sansar oblivious to the fact that Nomin and Danzen had hung back. 
 
    “Close your eyes and look at him.” 
 
    Danzen did as he was instructed as he continued alongside the blind assassin. The outline of purple took shape on everything in his surroundings; not a moment later he noticed a string of energy connecting Jelmay’s head to some far-off point in the distance. 
 
    “You see it now, don’t you?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “He may be leading us into a trap.” 
 
    Danzen was fully outfitted with all his weapons now, his Blade of Darkness sheathed across his back, gauntleted blades on his arms, Nomin’s replica short sword and his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds at his waist. What had possessed Jelmay? And where did the string of energy go? Did it have something to do with Shedrup? 
 
    He would remain cautious until it was clear. 
 
    They reached Danzen’s monastery about an hour or so later. He approached the rubble and looked at what was left of the bodies of his two stone lion dogs. Whatever it took, he would bring them back to life; not only that, he would take them somewhere else once they were alive again, perhaps the nunnery. 
 
    The only problem this presented was that they were going to have to talk to Usagi to repair the yokai. But that could come later. And he would have to return to the hermitage to get the stone heads anyway. Danzen had asked Jelmay to bring the heads just in case bandits came across his monastery. He knew that there were other groups out there like Penumbra, known to steal from ruins. 
 
    Jelmay stood with an absent look on his face as Danzen, Kudzu, who was now in her human form, and Yato sifted through some of the wreckage of the monastery. Nomin kept her place near the bakeneko, within reaching distance of him. Danzen knew that she would be able to strike him down if he acted, a thought that bothered him to some degree. He liked Jelmay; the bakeneko was an integral part of their group. With Nomin’s proximity to Jelmay, Danzen wished he had told her to go easy on him if something were to happen. 
 
    He truly hoped this wouldn’t be the case, and found himself yet again second-guessing if anything was actually wrong with the bakeneko. But he could sense it, and he’d seen the string of energy connected to his head. 
 
    They finished searching the wreckage, and as Danzen had surmised, there really wasn’t anything that was salvageable. He even found his two rare yokai books, The Night Parade of Genshin Valley Yokai and The Hour of Meeting, both destroyed, the only thing remaining of them being a portion of their burnt spines. 
 
    Such a waste. 
 
    Danzen and his group moved on, down the hill and onto the main road that connected to Suja Village, one that he had traversed countless times now. He remained at the back with Nomin, the former assassin now with his hood over his head. He didn’t know what he would encounter once they reached the Third District, but if it truly had been Shedrup who had razed Danzen’s monastery to the ground, he would likely encounter resistance. 
 
    Yet this wasn’t what Danzen was met with once he reached Suja Village. He was met with an utterly fascinating visual, one yet again pointed out to him by Nomin. 
 
    “Close your eyes.” 
 
    Danzen did so, and as he did he noticed more of those strings of purple energy linking every single person that moved through the village. He stepped up to Yato and placed his hand on her shoulder, stopping the younger assassin from going any further. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” she asked. 
 
    Danzen placed a hand over his eye, and Yato interpreted what he meant. She shut her eyes. 
 
    “What… what’s that?” 
 
    “Something is about to happen. Be ready, and keep quiet about it for now.”  
 
    Sansar landed on Danzen’s shoulder. “I sense that there will be trouble soon.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    “Shall I go ahead and see what I can uncover?” 
 
    Danzen considered this. If this did have something to do with one of the Seven Evils, he wanted the raven to remain close. “Stay with us for now.” 
 
    None of the villagers said anything to Danzen and his companions as they turned in the direction of Elder Sonders’ mansion. He didn’t stop by Khamdo’s home as he normally did, nor did Jelmay ask for a meal from Sarnai, Khamdo’s wife, as the former assassin led his group directly up to the front door of the mansion.  
 
    The militia that Shedrup had started began to appear all around them. 
 
    They thought they were surprising Danzen and his companions, but he had noticed their presence in the short time it took for him to get from the entrance of the village to the mansion. The men carried pikes and swords, and all of them had the same purple string as Jelmay connecting them to some point in the distance. 
 
    Shedrup appeared, the often defiant man standing with his hair in his face, his robes tattered and flailing around him, mud and grime spread across his forearms, that wild look in his eyes reminiscent of the first time Danzen had encountered him in the mountains outside of Chutham. 
 
    “You dare show yourself…” he slurred. 
 
    Danzen didn’t remove his blade. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Shedrup began to laugh, his eyes igniting with a flash of purple energy. “There is no meaning. He will see you now.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t take a step forward, nor did he draw any of his weapons. He looked up at the mansion instead, to a window where he found Elder Sonders, the old man with his remnant-powered cane as always. 
 
    “What does your uncle have to say about this?” 
 
    One blink of his eyes and Danzen saw that the Elder also had a string of energy connecting toward some distant point on the horizon.  
 
    “How would you like us to do this?” 
 
    This voice belonged to Nomin, who had yet to draw her weapon. The blind assassin stood to Danzen’s left, Yato to his right. A few other militiamen had joined Shedrup and his crew, a quick head count telling Danzen that there were twelve men in total. 
 
    “If you do not come with us, we will be forced to bring you in through other means.” 
 
    Danzen looked with disgust at Shedrup.  
 
    It was a shame to see that he had succumbed to his addiction again. Perhaps it had been a way for him to combat whatever was controlling him via the purple string of energy, but it was clear that he was drunk, all the indicators present from his puffy red cheeks to the sweetsick smell radiating off his skin. 
 
    “What will it be, demon?” Shedrup drew his sword, and while he moved and behaved like a drunk there was mastery in the way he held his weapon. “Come with us, or face the consequences.” 
 
    “Pilgrim?” said Kudzu, also wanting an answer.  
 
    Danzen knew that it wouldn’t be much of a challenge for him and his companions to take on the militia. He could also summon his demons if he needed that sort of distraction. But something was off about the entire situation, and he knew that escalating things would only turn out worse for Suja Village. 
 
    “We will go with you,” Danzen finally told Shedrup. 
 
    The militia parted, allowing Danzen and his group to progress toward the main thoroughfare of the village, Shedrup at the lead. As he had seen earlier, anyone he came across had a purple string of energy connecting them to some point in the distance, and as they progressed toward the Second District, it was clear that the energy lines were all converging somewhere in the near vicinity. Not only that, but Jelmay was also still tagged. 
 
    The tension grew as they reached the First District, Danzen noticing that more of these purple energy strings had appeared, all twisting in the direction of Eva Yin’s pleasure house. Rather than go through the front, Shedrup led them around to the back of the establishment, to a large courtyard filled with manicured plants and flowers. 
 
    There were pillowers seated on the benches, all of them nude and of varying age, their heads dipped as if they were asleep. He saw guards as well, who looked to be dressed in the same way as Shedrup’s militiamen. Danzen’s eyes fell to a man sitting on a plush chair at the center of the courtyard, the former assassin understanding upon seeing him what they were up against. 
 
    The man had blue skin and two small horns on his forehead, and he wore flowing yellow-accented robes that were intricately stitched, the hems vibrant. He was rail thin and his hair was white, his eyes dark without any pupils.  
 
    He was clearly a member of the Seven Evils. 
 
    “Danzen Ravja.” The man started to clap, and as he did, those around them clapped as well. His voice was only that of a whisper, yet it was amplified all around him, to the point that Danzen noticed Yato cringing at the sound. 
 
    Danzen drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. “Release your hold on these people.” 
 
    Shedrup got down onto his knees and bowed his head at the man. The other militiamen in Danzen’s periphery did the same. As they did so, one of the nude women stood and approached the demonic being. She sat on his lap and began kissing at his neck. 
 
    “Precious human life. It has been so long since I was able to taste what it was like to be alive, to relive how it was in Sunyata.” 
 
    Sansar landed on Danzen’s shoulder and spoke. “You were banished from Sunyata, Uchi. This is not what life was like there.” 
 
    “Ah, the yatagarasu. How is your father?” 
 
    “Release—” 
 
    “No,” Uchi told Sansar, “you will not be dictating orders to me. Not after what I’ve been through.” 
 
    “You deserved every bit of it.” 
 
    “To you, perhaps.” Uchi grabbed the hair of the woman who was seated on his lap. He started to pull it back, exposing the pillower’s neck. He kept her like that, a crooked smile forming on his blue face. “This is the closest you will ever get to me, Danzen, half-blood son of Tengir. Enjoy it. The raven here can tell you more about my power, if you’re interested. Let me say now, if you ever come this close to me again, I won’t kill you, your companions will. They will all attack you at the same time. And in case you were wondering, I can control both humans and yokai.” 
 
    Danzen took a step forward, and as he did Kudzu moved in front of him. She was twitching now, her hand on her sword as if she were trying to stop herself from drawing it. One blink of his eyes and he saw the purple line of energy attached to her head. 
 
    “You care to test me?” Uchi asked Danzen. “I’m not interested in killing you, as your brother has tasked me with doing. I am more interested in making you suffer, and prolonging my existence here in the mortal realm. Do you think I’m foolish enough to believe Nomtoi’s promise of freedom? No, the longer I keep you alive, the longer I can enjoy the fruits of my labor. Now that I control your companions as well, you will never be able to touch me.” Uchi cast the woman that had been on his lap to the ground. She yelped, and quickly returned to the bench where she had been seated. 
 
    Danzen was at a loss for words.  
 
    It pained him in a way that he hadn’t experienced before to see Kudzu ready to engage, especially with the expression on her face telling him that there was some sliver of her that knew she was being controlled. He looked left to see Yato close to summoning her blades, now under Uchi’s spell as well. The blue-skinned man turned his focus to Nomin: “So Tengir Gantulga brought you back from Diyu, did he?” 
 
    “Your influence won’t work on me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to. If you or Danzen attempt anything, not only will your companions fight you, but everyone in this room, everyone in this village, will die. The people attached to me have been instructed to kill themselves if I am to perish. I own their minds, and they will follow these orders. Ask Sansar. He will explain what I am able to do. After all, I’m no demon; I’m a fallen angel.” Sansar’s silence confirmed what Uchi had just said. “Best of luck with the other Seven Evils, as they are known. Do not bother me again until I bother you.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There truly was nothing Danzen could do at the moment. As he left Suja Village, it pained him to see the strings of purple energy connecting his companions back to Uchi. Not only that, he could tell that those around him were also severely affected by what had happened. All of them aside from Nomin carried utter distraught looks on their faces, as if they had betrayed Danzen in some way. 
 
    He didn’t know what to tell them. 
 
    It wasn’t their fault that things had shaken out the way that they did, and now it left him with a new dilemma. How would they engage Uchi? If he could clearly control people over long distances, what would happen if his influence grew? What if he slowly gained control over the entire kingdom? Danzen knew he could always circle back and kill him from a distance, but doing so would cause everyone he had influence over to commit suicide, at least according to Uchi. 
 
    The situation was beyond him at this point. 
 
    Danzen hadn’t spoken to Sansar yet, but another thought came to him as they reached the end of the village. What was this about Uchi being a fallen angel? What did that entail?  
 
    As if he had been reading his mind, Sansar dropped in front of Danzen, the former assassin lifting his arm so the raven could perch on it. His group gathered around him, Suja Village behind them now, dark clouds in the sky above. 
 
    “I’m sure you all are wondering about Uchi.” 
 
    “What did he do to my mind?” Jelmay asked, the bakeneko not bothering to take his human form. He was visibly upset, his whiskers drooping.  
 
    The spell he had been under earlier was now lifted, yet a purple string of energy was still attached to the bakeneko’s forehead, making Danzen wonder if Uchi could influence him at any time. He also wondered about the pair of Halcyon assassins that had come after them. Had they simply been passing through when Uchi had taken control? Or had the Diyu Brotherhood issued another contract? 
 
    “Your mind, yes. He can do things like that, control people. Uchi was once a prince of Sunyata, where he used his power to take control over countless mortals in our current realm. He was banished before the fall, and died here, in the mortal realm.” 
 
    “He can die?” Yato asked Sansar. 
 
    “Strange as it may seem, Uchi has no power when it comes to defending himself or fighting off someone. His power lies in the people around him, those he is able to control. And there isn’t much that we will be able to do about that, from what I know. He can turn most of you against Pilgrim; if he does so, you will have little control over what he commands you to do. In that sense, we are lucky that he didn’t showcase fully what he was able to do back there. Because of this, I believe he meant what he said, that he simply wants to enjoy his time here. He will not be like the others.” 
 
    “Bah! Couldn’t you have warned us about him?” 
 
    “As you know, the fall of Sunyata was something that took place across the entire world. While I was present at that time and before, I don’t know what Nomtoi has in store, or who he has freed from the depths of Diyu.” 
 
    “What now? We just let him off the hook?” asked Kudzu, exasperation in her voice. It pained Danzen to look at her, at the shame she continued to hold on her face. Kudzu had been seconds away from drawing her weapon and engaging him. Things could have turned sour in an instant had she done so, had Danzen been forced to fight her. 
 
    Sansar flapped his wings and then smoothed them against his back. “I hate to say it, but for now, my thoughts are that we do nothing until we deal with the energy that he has attached to some of you. Perhaps we should go to Usagi and deal with the lion dogs. A welcome distraction. We can then take the northern passage to the nunnery.” 
 
    “If we are bringing those lion dogs with us, I’m totally riding one.” 
 
    Kudzu scoffed at the statement. “So we are retreating? We’re just going to let him do as he pleases? Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t yet have a solution; he agreed with Sansar that if Uchi wanted to act, he would have done so in the First District. In that case, sending Jelmay to fetch them was merely a warning. Uchi had overseen the destruction of his monastery through Shedrup, and Danzen wasn’t going to let this sit lightly. 
 
    After a few moments of silent deliberation, he ended up agreeing with Sansar, Danzen making the announcement that they would postpone dealing with Uchi.  
 
    Soon, Danzen and his companions were transitioning into the Asura Forest, shadows dancing on the ground interspersed with blips of light, the cloud coverage bringing with it a slight chill. Leaves had started to fall—orange, yellow, and red—one landing on Jelmay’s head as they continued, the bakeneko not bothering to remove it. 
 
    Eventually, the stray leaf bothered Kudzu, and the kitsune approached him and swatted the leaf off his head much to his chagrin. 
 
    “Hey, that was my leaf.” 
 
    “Stop thinking about leaves and start thinking about what we are going to do once we reach Usagi. We didn’t leave on good terms with the rabbit.” 
 
    The last time they had met with Usagi, the jade rabbit had baited him down to Jelmay’s home, where Danzen had been attacked by a yokai. It was all part of a warning that Usagi had given his group, one related to the yokai of the valley not being so keen on their plan to rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    With this in mind, he expected trouble once they reached the yokai village of Osul. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The village of Osul was deep in the Asura Forest, surrounded by towering trees and enormous boulders. The yokai made their home in some of these trees, like Kikikaki, Kudzu’s friend who lived in a hollowed-out trunk. Others lived amongst the rocks, in caves and hidden crevices. 
 
    As it had been during his last visit, the village seemed eerily quiet once Danzen and his companions arrived. Jelmay flicked his hand toward the place. “Still don’t trust us, after everything that we are going to do for these yokai?” he asked, loud enough for any yokai around to hear him. “You know, fox, I never really liked yokai.” 
 
    Yato laughed at this statement. 
 
    “What? It’s true. They are superstitious and narrow-minded. Not only that, they haven’t advanced any from the way they were living several hundred years ago. I mean, look at this place. Why aren’t we living in nicer homes, why aren’t there any hotels here?” 
 
    “Why, by the pilfered graces of Sunyata, do I hear the senseless ponderings of an overfed bakeneko sullying the air!?”  
 
    Danzen looked up to see Usagi glaring down at them from his hovel, his rabbit ears folded back, ire in his eyes. A sudden softness appeared on his face. “What… what has happened to you all?” As if he could see the strings of energy, Usagi tilted his chin toward the west, a frown forming on his face. “You’re being tracked.” 
 
    “Pfft! It’s worse than that, Usagi, believe me.” The bakeneko launched into a quick explanation of what had happened thus far, the fallen angel named Uchi, and how he had long distance mind control capabilities. 
 
    “A fallen angel?” Usagi scratched himself with his back leg. “Figures. They really are the worst.” 
 
    “There are more fallen angels?” Yato asked. 
 
    “Of course there are, woman. But not to worry. I know where we can fix your little problem,” Usagi said as soon as Jelmay had finished.  
 
    “You do?” Kudzu asked, barely able to hide skepticism in her voice. 
 
    “I’m much smarter and better connected than you will ever be, fox. I would have Monobake take you to find them,” he said, referring to the hasamidachi with the shears on his head that Danzen had once dealt with, “but I have him handling another task at the moment. While I don’t necessarily owe you one, I do feel bad regarding what happened the last time we met. Even if I was thrown off the side of that cursed hill of yours. An apology would be nice, but I’ll leave that up to you.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t apologize. 
 
    “Ugh. I suspected you wouldn’t,” Usagi told him under his breath. “Anyway, the yokai that can fix your little problem is a maikubi named Boldknot. He can be a bit aloof, but he owes me a favor.” 
 
    “That’s not why we came, but…” Jelmay tilted his head toward Danzen and shrugged. “I suppose that would be very helpful to us.” 
 
    “That’s not why you came?” Usagi squinted at the bakeneko. “Then why are you here bothering me?” 
 
    “His monastery was destroyed, as you know. We discussed it the last time I swept through here.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. You were almost run out of here just a day ago, if I remember correctly. It is funny, you know. Every time you come here, you raise hell in some way.” 
 
    “It’s other yokai that raise hell, not me,” Jelmay insisted. “I just thrive in it.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose we can argue about that later. You want your little problem fixed? In that case, we have a maikubi to find.” 
 
    “We also need help with our lion dogs,” Danzen said, circling back to the conversation that Jelmay hadn’t finished. “Their heads were removed during the destruction of the monastery.” 
 
    “Again? What’s the point in having those cursed creatures anyway if you can’t take care of them? I suppose I could fix them for you, as I have done in the past. But you will owe me a favor considering I’m now doing two things for you.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that,” said Danzen, ignoring the hesitant look on Kudzu’s face. 
 
    “And I may take you up on that favor anytime I’d like in the future.” 
 
    “You’re lucky we haven’t—” 
 
    Jelmay bumped his hip into Kudzu. “We can threaten him later,” he told her under his breath. 
 
    “You would be wise to listen to the bakeneko. Now,” said Usagi, his ears going alert. “I know where to look for Boldknot. He’ll be able to handle your little string problem.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” asked Sansar, who was perched on a ledge just above the jade rabbit. 
 
    “What other choice do you have? Follow me.” 
 
      
 
     **** 
 
      
 
    Traveling through the Asura Forest was something that Danzen had grown familiar with over the last year. With his companions he had to move much slower than normal, the former assassin fond of taking to the trees and leaping through their canopies when he was on his own. It was cathartic in a strange way, to be able to actually utilize his full potential, all the power that he possessed. But he was happy with sticking with the others as well, and the camaraderie that he felt. 
 
    “So, you really think this maikubi can do it, do you?” 
 
    “Are you seriously questioning me?” asked Usagi as he hopped at the head of the group. “When have I been wrong when it came to yokai power!?” 
 
    “You have been wrong numerous times,” Jelmay told him. “You remember the unibrowed man from Tudan who said it was going to rain, that it would ruin all the grain that we had swindled if we carried it in an open cart?” 
 
    “That was ages ago. And it didn’t rain, it hailed. That sorry excuse for a fallow nozuchi was wrong!” 
 
    “But it was warm outside, so the hail melted just as soon as it landed in the cart. Therefore, it sort of rained.” 
 
    “We still got our kip, did we not? Did we not?” 
 
    “Sure, we got our kip, but that required us having to trick the purchaser, and then backpedal and trick the guy who would supply just the grain in the first place.” Jelmay puffed his cheeks out, his whiskers suddenly erect. “It was a hassle. Admit that.” 
 
    “Will the two of you please, for the love of Sunyata, shut up.” 
 
    “How dare you,” Usagi told the kitsune. “We are having a friendly discussion here, and you decide to butt in?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we be a little more focused on where we are going?” asked Kudzu.  
 
    It took Danzen a moment, but he recognized the darker area of the Asura Forest now that she had mentioned it. He’d once saved a young girl named Enkhmaa from a terrible yokai in this very region, and had ended up fighting a demon bear, not the one that Jelmay had stored back at Dalan’s monastery, the hide of which he wore as a cloak over his head and shoulders, yet equally as challenging. 
 
    “I’m not worried if you aren’t, fox,” said Jelmay. “After all, we have one of the best guides there is, Usagi, the overlord of the Asura Forest.” 
 
    “Compliments will get you somewhere,” Usagi said, proud to be called an overlord.  
 
    Nomin was the first to draw her blade once they reached a nook defined by large trees and draping vines. As she did, a solid form pressed out onto their path, revealing a yokai that Danzen had never seen before. It was as if a wall had been conjured into existence, the yokai fleshy and with an enormous face with a flattened snout and large, cauliflower ears. 
 
    The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds suddenly felt light in Danzen’s hand, the former assassin now holding it at the ready. 
 
    “You will not pass,” said the yokai, its form growing in size, eyes dipping into a sinister letter V as a forked tongue fell out of its mouth. 
 
    Usagi hopped forward. “Nuri, you’ve got all of ten seconds to get the hell out of my way. Move, now!” 
 
    The wall-like yokai’s large eyes dropped to the jade rabbit.  
 
    “You heard me…” Usagi started tapping his foot. “One, two…” 
 
    With a grunt the yokai shifted to the side, shrinking into a thin pole, allowing Danzen to see that it actually had feet, which were covered by rolls of flesh. 
 
    “You may pass,” it said solemnly. 
 
    “You’re damn right we can pass!” Usagi said, leading the way once again. Once they were away from the yokai that had tried to block their path, Jelmay started to laugh. 
 
    “What kind of dirt do you have on that one?” 
 
    “I have dirt on all the yokai of this often-wretched forest, and if I don’t, I know someone that does, or I know a way to make it seem as if I do. You called me the overlord earlier. Do you remember?” 
 
    “Sure, but you’re not expecting me to continue to call you that, right?” 
 
    Once Jelmay and Usagi started to bicker again, Yato slowed so she could speak to Danzen. “Are you familiar with the yokai that we are going to see?” 
 
    “I can’t say that I am.” Danzen’s field diary was back at Dalan’s hermitage, meaning he couldn’t see if the previous abbot of his monastery had written about it before. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” 
 
    “I know what it is,” said Kudzu, answering for Danzen. “And don’t be put off by its appearance.” 
 
    It wasn’t much longer before they came to an area that resembled Osul in some ways, trees jutting out of the ground and surrounded by large boulders, a place of overhangs and hiding spots. There was much more stone around here than there had been in the darker areas of the forest, only a smattering of grass and dead leaves on the ground. 
 
    Usagi hopped forward. “Boldknot. It’s me!” 
 
    Movement in one of the caves caught Danzen’s eyes. He understood once the yokai appeared why Kudzu had told Yato not to be bothered by it. Three floating male heads connected by long strands of hair floated out of the cave, their faces haggard, eyes yellow and sullen. They spun, and the head on the bottom spoke. 
 
    “Why have you come here?” 
 
    “You owe me, Boldknot, and I intend to collect.” 
 
    The three heads spun and a different one spoke, his voice the same as the other. “I don’t owe you anything.” 
 
    “It’s not too much to ask. Do you see it?” Usagi nodded his head toward Danzen’s companions. “Do you see the string of energy?” 
 
    “We see it,” said a different head, still in the same voice as the first one. Every time they spoke, the three heads rotated, and Danzen started to notice that they were the spitting image of one another, nothing different about them once they were on the bottom of the rotation. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    The three heads coughed at the same time. 
 
    “Is that supposed to be an answer?” Usagi asked with a scowl. “Because it wasn’t convincing, if it was.” 
 
    “Can’t you tell I have a cold?” Now that Boldknot had framed it in this way, Danzen noticed that he did sound a little sick. All three heads coughed again. 
 
    “Congested?” Usagi thumped his foot against the ground. “I was wondering why there wasn’t any fire coming out of your mouth. Although, it could be just allergies…” 
 
    “Should there be fire?” Nomin asked, which was the first thing she had said in a while. 
 
    “What exactly do you think a maikubi is?” 
 
    Nomin didn’t answer this question. 
 
    “Fine, since no one is taking a guess, Boldknot here generally has fire blazing out of each of his mouths. It was that fire, which has a divine nature—ask the raven—that I was going to use to separate the strings of energy connecting you to the fallen angel that your demented sibling has summoned from the depths of Diyu.” 
 
    “Would that actually work?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Would it actually work?” Usagi asked, mocking her. “Of course it would work! Have I led you astray thus far? Do I look like a dimwitted kawa tengu to you? You just need to get some herbs for Boldknot here, something to clear up that cough.” 
 
    “I know somewhere we can go,” said Danzen. “I was meaning to head back there anyway. And then we can return to the monastery and continue from there.” 
 
    “Where is it exactly that you want to take me?” Usagi asked. “Because if it is anywhere outside of the Asura Forest, one of you is carrying me.”  
 
    “The Panchen Mountains.” 
 
    Usagi grumbled at Danzen’s suggestion. “Fine, but there better be room for me in that little satchel that you have there. Say…” He raised an eyebrow at the bag that Jelmay had given Danzen. “Is that a new bag?” 
 
    “Made from ogama skin, thank-you-very-much,” Jelmay said, pride in his voice. “We killed it, you know, in the northern passage.” 
 
    “You killed an ogama?” 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    Usagi offered Jelmay a grunt. “And you didn’t bring me anything?” 
 
    “We weren’t friends at the time,” Jelmay said with a playful shrug. 
 
    “We still aren’t friends now, but that doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t bring me something!” 
 
    “What would I even bring you?” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe a belt, or a little leather vest so I can dress up as you and annoy the yokai of Osul. Pilgrim, open your bag and let me get inside. This better be a quick trip to the mountains.” Usagi kicked up a little dust as he spoke again: “Boldknot. You’re coming with us. And no complaining. We’re going to get that cough settled, and you’re going to do a little energy work.” 
 
    “And then we’re even?” asked Boldknot. 
 
    “We’re even when I say we’re even, dammit! Now, let’s go. Hrm. We’re probably going to have to spend the night there, and I’d rather get there in time for a nice, quiet meal. In that case, I’m assuming one of you assassins can hunt for us.” 
 
    Danzen, Nomin, and Yato exchanged glances. 
 
    “Well? I don’t do well with silent types. Yes or no?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A dry riverbed demarcated the Asura Forest and the Panchen Mountains, some of the stones along the riverbed sparkly and granulated like sand. Jelmay scooped up some of these tiny rocks and tossed them into the air behind him. “For good luck,” he assured Kudzu.  
 
    “I thought you were already lucky.” 
 
    “Just like how Pilgrim has to bend his echo, a bakeneko has to bend his luck. Similar thing, believe me.” 
 
    “Oh, bother,” said Usagi, peeking his head out of Danzen’s bag. “How did I end up with your group again? Every time I think I am done with the half-blooded moper and his merrily demented friends, somehow you end up on my doorstep.” 
 
    Yato laughed quietly under her breath at this statement, her tolerance for yokai bickering extending well beyond just the normal conversations between Jelmay and Kudzu.  
 
    “And lucky for us, now we owe you a favor,” Jelmay reminded him with a sneer. 
 
    “Yes, a favor I plan to collect on, as I’m doing here with Boldknot.” 
 
    The three-headed floating yokai didn’t seem to appreciate this statement, his thick eyebrows arcing, nostrils flaring as he spoke. “After this, we’re even, Usagi.” 
 
    “I’m the one that decides when we’re even!” And with that, Usagi flipped himself around and shot his rear up, revealing his puffy little tail. He remained like this for the next half hour, while Danzen and his group climbed small hills, keeping away from some of the more trying paths through the mountains. Danzen recognized the general area, and knew that he could easily take to the air and arrive at the hermitage early, yet he remained with the group.  
 
    Sometimes, it was nice to simply feel normal. 
 
    As they continued on, he recalled a few of the times that he had slipped out of his role as an assassin. Every now and then, Danzen would accept a contract, complete it, and take his time turning in the contract, which was the standard practice for Diyu Brotherhood assassins. He wouldn’t take too long—news of certain deaths would reach the Brotherhood anyway—just a day or so.  
 
    These accumulated days over the course of his career were one of the reasons he’d made the decision he made two years ago, to retire, to give up the blood trade. To be able to disappear, to be anonymous, without a care in the world. It truly was priceless. 
 
    It was a part of himself that he’d never spoken to anyone about, aside from Soko, who’d happened to run into him on one of those extended trips. She was often trying to get away too, even if she’d never admit it. 
 
    This was one of the things he recognized in her every time they met, that regardless of how she looked or what she had done to herself, she was human, she was the girl he’d grown up with, and they were more alike than not. 
 
    Danzen had already told his group that they would head toward the northern passage next, that he would bring Nama and Yama along, but part of him wanted to head west, to begin the hunt that he knew was inevitable.  
 
    Soko was willing to go the distance with Danzen when it came to the Seven Evils.  
 
    She’d been clear about this, and her fierceness, desire to win, and dedication to a cause once she got started would be an incredible asset. Paired with Nomin, and perhaps with Yato, they would make quite a force, especially if Sansar was there for surveillance and to provide the occasional assist. The raven had, after all, attacked Tengir Gantulga directly. Danzen hadn’t forgotten about that, nor had he forgotten how Sansar had saved him from Ginza’s cave. There was more to the yokai from Sunyata than met his eye. Danzen would need to press him for more info soon.  
 
    “Don’t you do it,” Jelmay said as he pointed a claw at the sky. Thunder rolled yet again, the dark clouds from earlier signaling an early fall rain that promised a bitter cold. Danzen hadn’t sensed this earlier, but it was clear now, in the crisp breeze lightly rolling in coupled with the climb in altitude.  
 
    They needed to hurry. 
 
    The group picked up their pace once Kudzu announced that they had less than an hour to go. A few cold drops of rain hastened their journey, Jelmay switching to his nondescript human form so he could walk faster. 
 
    “His legs are longer,” he told anyone who would listen.  
 
    Sansar, who had flown ahead to tell Dalan they were coming, returned once they were nearing the waterfalls around the hermit’s home. As if he had summoned the rain himself, the sky opened up, the downpour that followed making Danzen glad they’d reached the hermitage, where they were greeted by a semi-surprised Dalan. 
 
    “It really is coming in strong,” Yato said once they were in safety of the hermitage, all of them sopping wet by this point. Kudzu shook her coat out, and Jelmay did the same once he was back in his bakeneko form. Danzen placed his leather satchel against a wall, allowing Usagi to hop out. 
 
    “What did I miss?” he asked in a sly way, aware that he was the only one aside from Dalan who wasn’t sopping wet. 
 
    “Such a rain!” said the hermit, his orange eyes filling with wonder. He’d started a fire, which crackled now, Yato already standing beside it to warm up.  
 
    Nomin didn’t seem to mind that her robes were wet, and was standing guard as always near the entrance of the cave. Boldknot hovered near her, watching the rain, all six of his eyes containing a hint of melancholy to them. 
 
    “I don’t like rain,” the maikubi told Nomin. 
 
    She didn’t respond, which caused Jelmay to crack up. “See? That’s why I call her Blind Pilgrim. It’s like the Diyu Brotherhood raised you all to be stubbornly quiet.” 
 
    “She nodded at me,” Boldknot told him. 
 
    “Did she now? Whatever becomes of this, I mean, after we’ve saved the world and rebuilt heaven—speaking of which, we really need to get remnant hunting—I’ll know an assassin when I see one by the way they nod. I’ll be able to read a book on it. It’s too easy to spot your kind!” 
 
    “I don’t nod, do I?” Yato asked. 
 
    “No, you’re different. You’re a young bakeneko cub raised by assassins, yokai, and sheer adventure. You’re a special one, Lady Pilgrim, and don’t let the fact that you nearly died by the hands of that arse-faced yamachichi Ginza get you down.” 
 
    “I’m not down.” 
 
    “Bah! We’re all down.” Jelmay swept his hand toward the rain outside, which was thick enough that it looked like it was coming in vertical bars. “Rainy days can do that. Bird, once we rebuild Sunyata, will you return there?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because if you could make it rain less frequently, or I don’t know, only at night, I’d appreciate that. I mean, Sunyata is heaven, right? I’m assuming you have some say on how the weather operates.” 
 
    Sansar shook his head. “You know that’s not how it works.” 
 
    “For the love of what is left of Sunyata to be squandered away by humankind, can you shut up for a minute so we can eat?” Usagi asked after he’d hopped over to the fire. “I was promised a quiet meal, and I intend to take you up on that promise.” 
 
    Dalan cleared his throat. “Yes, we do have some of the goat left and, if you can’t smell it already, I am boiling a stew.” 
 
    Usagi rolled his eyes. “I can see that, and clearly I can smell it. I’m more interested in useless conversations being kept to a minimum. We are here for a reason, you know. He needs his fire back.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” The hermit turned to Boldknot, who still floated idly next to Nomin. He wasn’t put off at all by the yokai’s appearance. “And I know exactly what you need to reignite your fire. It’s called sparkleaf, and grows just before the tavern at the edge of the world.” 
 
    “So we have to nearly go to Diyu to get it?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid so, and once you do have it, the sparkleaf won’t be potent for long. You’ll need to rush it back here so I can make the medicine.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem,” said Sansar. 
 
    “I suppose it shouldn’t,” Dalan said after a long, thoughtful pause. “But it can be difficult to transport. The plant is very finicky.” 
 
    “I can move pretty quickly.” 
 
    He turned to Yato. “I’m sure you can, as can you,” Dalan told Danzen. “The good news is that there should be plenty of sparkleaf there near Diyu; you can try a variety of ways to bring it back here, just as long as I get it.”  
 
    Jelmay yawned. “Well, I don’t know about the rest of you all, but all this walking, being controlled by a fallen angel, and arguing with Usagi has me feeling tired. Stew, rest, and regroup? Who’s with me?”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The morning mist had a biting cold to it, the wind whipping up tufts of snow on the higher peaks of the Panchen Mountains. Yato ground her teeth as she prepared to bend her echo, the young assassin trying to mirror Danzen’s resolve, how little the temperature seemed to affect him. 
 
    He appreciated this about her, yet he knew it would be best if she tried to stay warm rather than practice, especially with the lighter robes that she currently wore.  
 
    “Return to the others.” 
 
    “I want to bend my echo,” she told him, defiance in her voice. 
 
    Danzen recognized the stubborn determination in her eyes and body language; it was something he too possessed, which had caused obstacles for him in the past. Had he been less stubborn, Danzen could have begun bending his echo at Yato’s age, which would have made him so much stronger by now, light-years more powerful. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Yato said, her cheeks red, her breath visible, and her teeth chattering. 
 
    “Return to the others.” 
 
    The young assassin lowered her arms, a few strands of her long dark hair flickering across her face. “I think… I think I’ll return to the others.” 
 
    Yato left, leaving Danzen with Nomin, who had been standing on the periphery the entire time.  
 
    “Probably for the best,” she said once Yato was gone.  
 
    “I don’t like using my power on her.” 
 
    Nomin tilted her head toward the sky, which was dimpled in clouds. One of the higher peaks was currently blocking the sun, yet its light could be seen across some of the boulders and ledges that surrounded them, a warm, orange glow to it all.  
 
    “Do you feel cold?” he asked the blind assassin. 
 
    “I don’t feel anything.”  
 
    Danzen wondered yet again if Nomin could actually die. She didn’t sleep, when she ate she had only a little, and the weather and other environmental occurrences didn’t seem to bother her.  
 
    It would remain a mystery. 
 
    The power of Sunyata swelled within him as he lifted his sword again. Akin to the purple strings of energy he’d seen attached to his companions and tied to Uchi, Danzen now saw energy between himself and the stones he had levitated. There were six in total, all of which swirled around him as he moved into position. Using projectiles would be a new form of attack, a new way for him to engage enemies that he’d been working on.  
 
    And it didn’t have to just be stones.  
 
    It could be anything in his environment, from other weapons to wooden planks, anything he could come by.  
 
    Swiiick! 
 
    Danzen sent one of the stones into an old tree stump nearby. There were other trees in the area, but they were much smaller, this one clearly growing to an unmanageable size.  
 
    “Are you ready to try your sword again?” Nomin asked. Danzen nodded, invigorated. There was an addictive aspect in bending one’s echo, one of the reasons that people like Soko became dependent on deriving power from remnants. It was a way to get in touch with what was once heaven, something that existed within everyone.  
 
    The former assassin thought about the fall of Sunyata as he raised his sword in the same way he would Astra, the blade that had been destroyed by Ginza. He’d wondered what Ginza had done with the sword; part of Danzen just wanted a piece of it to carry with him, to honor those the weapon had killed along with Astra’s impact on his life. He had even contemplated heading toward the mountains outside Arsi in search of it. It was an area he was intimately familiar with, considering it had been where he had lived in the two years of his worldly disappearance. But there were other tasks that needed to be handled to accomplish his overall goal of rebuilding Sunyata.  
 
    What was left of Astra, if it even existed, could wait. 
 
    Thunk! 
 
    Danzen’s Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds struck the tree trunk in the same spot he’d sent it just a few days ago. It was becoming even more precise, just two entry points on the trunk.  
 
    The blade began to shake as he summoned it back. 
 
    It whisked through the air, aimed right at him. Danzen stepped aside at the last moment as Nomin struck it down with her weapon.  
 
    Clank!  
 
    This was another thing they’d started doing when Danzen practiced throwing his weapon: Nomin standing behind him to stop the weapon from going any further. Yato had offered to do it, but Danzen felt that would be risky.  
 
    “You must catch it; you must make it yield to your power.” 
 
    Danzen grunted at Nomin as he retrieved his weapon.  
 
    She’d been the one that had trained him to see the world with his eyes closed, the woman just about a decade older than him. He respected the white-robed blind assassin like he would a teacher, which was why the fight they’d once had in which he took her life had been so hard for him to process.  
 
    Nomin meant a lot to him. 
 
    Taking what inspiration he could from her words, Danzen got into position, his eyes falling onto the tree trunk yet again. He sent his sword forward and struck his target.  
 
    “You must return to me,” he said, surprised that he’d summoned his Demon Speak in this way. It had come almost naturally to him, and as the sword began to shake, he said it again. “You must.” 
 
    “Catch it. Do not be afraid.” 
 
    Nomin’s voice broke through his concentration in a good way, and Danzen’s eyes fell onto the sword in a new way just as it started to yank out of the stump. It blazed past him, his hand naturally reaching out to it and grabbing it by the grip. 
 
    He had done it. 
 
    Danzen kept his arm outstretched for a moment, exuberant, all but expecting the sword to burst out of his hand. But it never did. His determination, his power, and his practice had finally converged into teaching the remnant weapon to operate as a boomerang sword. 
 
    “You… you trained it,” Nomin said, stunned in her own way.  
 
    Danzen let out a deep breath, his shoulders sinking back. The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds vibrated in his hand, thrumming in what felt like satisfaction. It had been the breakthrough he desperately needed, the reintroduction to his preferred style of combat. 
 
    Danzen returned his gaze to the tree trunk.  
 
    It was time to try again. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The morning mist had faded, the sky pushing toward an amber teal once Danzen and Nomin returned to the hermitage. He carried with him several fish that he’d caught, mostly for Kudzu. 
 
    “It worked?” the kitsune asked as she came to the mouth of the hermitage, surprise in her gray eyes. Her white coat sparkled as always, and the fox licked her lips as Danzen handed off the fish to Jelmay. “You can throw your sword again?” 
 
    “That, or he has suddenly learned to fish.” Jelmay dropped to a cutting board to handle the fish. “Either way, we win.” 
 
    “Can you?” Kudzu asked, wanting a real answer. 
 
    “It appears I can.” 
 
    Yato came to Danzen; he could tell by the way she held herself that she wished she could have been there to see it happen. 
 
    “It returned several times,” Nomin announced to the group. “His sword is officially trained.” 
 
    “Training a remnant weapon, my arse. Clearly, the weapon trained him,” said Usagi, who was resting by the fire, an ornery look on his face. “And the both of you are late! I want to get back to the woods before nightfall.” 
 
    Kudzu snapped her jaws in his direction. “I’ve had just about enough of you…”  
 
    “Yeah? Do you want your precious lion dogs fixed? Do you want the energy connecting your fluffy little foxtail to a fallen angel dealt with? Yes? Then shut up, fox, and get used to me being in charge around here.” 
 
    Jelmay used his claw to cut off one of the fish heads, which he tossed at the rabbit. 
 
    “Eat that, you neutered hinnagami.” 
 
    “I will have my meat cooked!” 
 
    “Bwhahahaha!” Jelmay nearly fell over at the way Usagi scowled at him. 
 
    “Let’s not escalate things.” This voice belonged to Sansar, who was perched on a wooden drying rack near Boldknot, Dalan, the old hermit, seated on a rock beside him. 
 
    The raven’s words had a way of cooling tensions, and soon, the group shared a decent meal, plenty of fish and stew to go around. Nomin didn’t eat, and neither did Boldknot, the yokai merely floating there with solemn looks on his three faces. 
 
    Once they finished their meal, Danzen and his companions set out on their journey to the border of Diyu to acquire a plant known as sparkleaf, leaving Dalan and Boldknot behind. As he had the previous day, Usagi rode in his satchel, which eventually led to a conversation between Kudzu and Jelmay, Usagi chiming in yet again. 
 
    “Can you really turn into a rabbit?” the fox asked as they came to a series of sandstone spires twisted with crystal, a few of which had weathered tops that resembled mushroom caps. “I remember you saying something either in the marshlands, or maybe Arsi, about how you could.” 
 
    “Of course I can. You know I can.” 
 
    “Lies!” Usagi shouted from the comfort of Danzen’s leather satchel. “Look at how plump the bakeneko is. It is truly amazing he can take any form that isn’t already blob-like in shape.” 
 
    Jelmay grew offended. “I’m a perfectly normal size for a bakeneko. Back me up, Lady Pilgrim. You saw Bahj. Back me up.” 
 
    Danzen remembered the chunky elder who had scammed Verba for well over fifty years, growing fatter and fatter while the villagers remained poor. Elder Bahjee was certainly someone he wasn’t looking forward to seeing again. Danzen didn’t trust the bakeneko.  
 
    Yato confirmed what Jelmay had said: “Bahjee was much larger than him.” 
 
    “Bahjee? I don’t know who he is, human, but I can assure you all, by Sunyata and all its grace, that this particular bakeneko cannot morph into a rabbit.” 
 
    Jelmay stopped walking, his whiskers lowering to some degree. He turned to Danzen, his big eyes narrowed on Usagi, whose head was peeking out of the satchel. 
 
    “Want to bet?” 
 
    Danzen saw Nomin tilt her head up out of the corner of his eye, clearly annoyed at the yokai bickering.  
 
    The group now stood in a dry riverbed, the imprints of fish and aquatic plants visible in the surfaces of some of the rocks. Sansar circled overhead. Before them lay the red sky of Diyu, offset by the cerulean blue of the mortal realm. Danzen knew it would take them several more hours until they reached the border.  
 
    “Do… do I want to bet?” 
 
    “You heard me,” Jelmay told Usagi. 
 
    “You can’t turn into a rabbit, let alone an illustrious jade rabbit like myself, you corpulent son of a toothless hihi. Of course I want to bet!” 
 
    A sly look took shape on Jelmay’s face. “What are we betting?” 
 
    “Whatever you want to bet.” 
 
    “If I can turn into a jade rabbit, then you have to shut your little bunny hole for the rest of the trip.” 
 
    Usagi shook with agitation. “Bunny hole? I’m not a bunny. I’m not a bunny.” 
 
    “Can we please just get this over with?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “No, no, we can’t,” Jelmay said, still focused on Usagi. “And you know what? Let’s up the stakes a little. I want something bigger in return. How about this? If I can do it, if I can turn into a jade rabbit, then you have to tell everyone you know in Osul that I should be welcomed with open arms. No more running me out of town. You have influence there, and you’ll use your influence to put a good word in for me with everyone you meet. Deal?” 
 
    “And if you can’t?” Usagi asked. 
 
    “If I can’t turn into a rabbit, why, I’ll never visit Osul again. How’s that?” 
 
    “And your group will still owe me a favor, yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Here’s my counter offer: if you can’t—which I know you can’t—neither you nor the shabby fox here can ever visit Osul again.” Usagi smiled at the two of them, proud of his wager. 
 
    “Ugh, don’t bring me into this.” 
 
    “Quiet, fox, the adults are betting.” 
 
    Sansar landed on the ledge above before Kudzu could snap her teeth at Usagi. The three-legged raven spoke: “We need to continue, something is—” 
 
    “In a moment, bird,” said Jelmay. “And yes, I agree. Neither the fox nor I will ever return to Osul if I can’t turn into a jade rabbit.” 
 
    “Done.” Usagi started to laugh. “Have at it then, fool. I can’t wait to see this.” 
 
    Jelmay tilted his head to the side, and as he did his ears began to elongate, one at a time. He shrank by about a foot, his facial features changing, his normally light-orange fur turning a shade of white and gray. Two long teeth grew from the front of his mouth, and to complete the look, he turned to show Usagi his stump of a tail, which was also white. 
 
    Jelmay was now an oversized, bipedal rabbit. 
 
    “That’s… that’s not a jade rabbit!” 
 
    “It looks just like a jade rabbit to me,” said Kudzu, not able to contain her grin, “even down to the stupid face. I’ll admit, I didn’t think Jelmay could turn into a rabbit, and clearly I was wrong.” 
 
    “But, but he’s not my size! I’m not stout!” 
 
    “We weren’t betting on size,” Jelmay told him, his speech slightly accented because of his two front teeth. “Once again, you lose, Usagi.” 
 
    “Lose!? I… I…!” 
 
    Movement ahead caught Danzen’s attention, and the former assassin drew his blade, Nomin and Yato doing the same.  
 
    They had company. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen had killed nozuchi before.  
 
    The worm-like yokai were the first he’d encountered in Genshin Valley, and they’d later fought them on their way to the border of Diyu. But something was different about this batch of nozuchi, their bodies various shades of brown with visible veins and thick hairs, their faces consisting of large mouths rimmed in sharp teeth. 
 
    Not only that, these ones could spit. 
 
    Nomin rushed into position, slipping around the nearest nozuchi, which was easily six feet long. She came down on the back of the worm’s head with her sword, and used her leverage to turn its body to one of its companions just in time to absorb another burst of spit. 
 
    “I call their teeth!” Jelmay yelled as he stepped out of the way, allowing Danzen to move forward, the former assassin just about to loose his sword. 
 
    “Curses! Curses! Spitting nozuchi be damned! Kill them, Pilgrim, and don’t move around too much. Precious cargo on board!” Usagi shouted from the relative safety of Danzen’s leather satchel. 
 
    Fwitt! 
 
    The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds zipped forward and pinned one of the smaller nozuchi to a wall of stone. The yokai writhed for a moment, hissing and frothing at the mouth. It gave up the fight, and as it did Danzen’s sword began to tremble. 
 
    It was back in his hand in less than a second, just as Danzen jumped to the side to avoid more spit. Enhanced by her new remnant, Yato exploded forward and sent one of her gauntleted blades into the underside of a nozuchi. She was able to tilt it up and avoid more spit. The young assassin followed this up with a few rapid-fire jabs from her other arm to the worm’s body. 
 
    “There’s a nest ahead,” Sansar shouted.  
 
    The three-legged raven increased his size to the point that he could lift one of the final nozuchi still alive. He carried it high into the air and dropped it, and was back to his normal size by the time he returned. By this point, Danzen and Nomin had killed the last two yokai, and the pass they were walking through was littered with nozuchi carcasses and smelled of bile. 
 
    “Don’t touch any of them,” Kudzu said, clearly trying to not breathe through her nose as she spoke.  
 
    “But their teeth…” 
 
    “The last time you got nozuchi teeth…” Rather than finish her statement, Kudzu trotted ahead. “You remember what happened, Jelmay. Don’t you dare.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions continued on to the border of Diyu, Jelmay dragging his feet at the back, still in his portly rabbit form. Because he was behind Danzen, Usagi made it a point to scold the bakeneko, calling him everything under the sun and pleading for him to take his normal form, while Jelmay acted as if he couldn’t hear Usagi. 
 
    The red of Diyu became more ominous as they rounded a bend and slowly descended into a passageway carved thousands of years ago. There were strange cuts in the stone here, which looked to Danzen as if large stone blocks had been pushed through the area. His imagination was sparked yet again for this part of his world, the mysteries it held, the things that had been forgotten. 
 
    He recalled his encounter with Kanjen and Midrah, the Sundiyu Sect members who still thrived in the Outer Regions. They clearly knew more about the balance between Sunyata and Diyu than they had let on. This led him to wondering if the pair had an ulterior motive, and if Abbot Monpo of the fox shrine would be able to work with them. He had hinted that there was a way to rebuild Sunyata that required ultimate sacrifice, but neither he, nor Menya the nun, had elaborated on their plan. 
 
    Perhaps it was the missing piece in that regard. What would Danzen and his companions discover once they pressed more into the Outer Realms? What was the Sundiyu Sect hiding, or better, what had they yet to reveal? These questions, and a desire to revisit the northern passage, had Danzen wanting to finish up what they needed to do in the valley and head north.  
 
    Uchi could wait, as could Soko. 
 
    Yet again, he found himself unable to decide the best way forward. For now, it was best to focus on the task at hand, especially as they neared the Tavern at the Edge of the World. 
 
    The tavern was a stark contrast to the red of Diyu beyond. He remembered what it had been like to visit Diyu, how it mirrored his world yet added a dark element to it: demons, a red sky, the knowledge that everyone living there was no longer one of the living. This became an ontological question at that point. What was living? Whatever it was, Danzen had this innate feeling that it needed balance, and without Sunyata, there was no balance. 
 
    “There they are,” said Kudzu as she dipped over a ledge and came to a series of bushes that grew in the shade of an alcove. Yato gasped once she saw the bushes, how their leaves sparked like the embers of a fire. Danzen could feel the heat from them, and a few actually had blue plumes of fire lifting off their forms.  
 
    “It’s been a while, it truly has,” Usagi said as he scrambled out of Danzen’s bag. He hopped onto the ground and approached the bush. “By Sunyata, the last time I saw sparkleaf was well over a hundred years ago.” 
 
    “It is a true sight to behold,” said Sansar, “one of the rare plants that existed both here and in Sunyata as well.” 
 
    “In Diyu, too,” Usagi said, serious for once. “This plant spans three worlds.” 
 
    Yato approached one of the bushes, her hands outstretched. “I can feel the energy.” She looked to Danzen for assurance, yet again reminding him of the role he’d fallen into with her. Yato was young, just around twenty years of age, and while she’d been hardened by her life as an orphan under the wing of the assassin Thane, there was still that youthful hopefulness in her. She could still be amazed by something, and her youthful astonishment could cut through the walls that Danzen had put up over the years to protect himself. 
 
    He smiled and quickly looked away, back to Diyu, back to his strange birthright.  
 
    “How do you suppose we transport the sparkleaf?” Nomin asked, always a realist. 
 
    “We’re going to have a race,” said Jelmay. “Let’s see if the early bird gets the worm, or the straggling bakeneko can get it there the fastest.” 
 
    “A race?”  
 
    Jelmay grinned, his whiskers lifting off his face, rabbit ears folding to some degree. “If we cut any of the stems, the sparks will slowly peter out. We need to get it back to the hermitage in time for Dalan to use it. Pilgrim here can jump and sprint like a crazed hihi, and our bird can turn quintuple his size and just carry an entire bush, but you would run the risk of the sparks dying out. So a race back to the hermitage.” Jelmay turned back to the bush and smiled, his stumpy little tail flickering. “Let’s see if the old bakeneko here can’t save the day in the end.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Predictably, a race back to the hermitage wasn’t the way forward. 
 
    While it was true Danzen could travel in a unique way—leaping over gorges, springboarding off the top of buttes, scaling the side of steep bluffs in an instant—the others weren’t blessed with this sort of power, dexterity, and stamina, and there was always the chance that there could be more encounters along the way. 
 
    Before he could voice his concern, Jelmay began rustling in the bag that he carried. 
 
    “You knew all along we would fail,” Usagi growled as Jelmay produced a clay jar he had borrowed from Dalan the hermit. “You were going to show up with the sparkleaf in the jar and save the day, weren’t you? Answer me, cat!” 
 
    “I’m still saving the day, and for now, you should refer to me as ‘rabbit.’”  
 
    “Over… over my dead body!” 
 
    Jelmay approached one of the sparkleaf bushes and snapped a stem, which he quickly placed in the jar. He did this several more times, his whiskers rising to attention every time he got near one of the bushes, almost as if they were affected by static electricity.  
 
    Kudzu sat on her haunches near Danzen, a hint of fear in her eyes. He sensed she didn’t like being this close to Diyu and he couldn’t blame her. From his current perspective, facing the bush, the looming red sky of hell wasn’t visible, the alcove rimmed by the blue sky of the mortal realm. But turning to the left produced another story entirely, the crimson sky peppered with gloomy black clouds, the Tavern at the Edge of the World sitting just before it, awaiting its daily visitors before they passed on to the afterlife. 
 
    “That should do it.” Jelmay used the lid of the clay jar to fan the sparkleaf as they set off again, continuing to remain in his rabbit form, much to Usagi’s chagrin. 
 
    “You’ve proven your bloody point—change back!” Usagi cried once they were about thirty minutes away from the border, the group passing beneath a natural sandstone arch. Danzen sensed movement; he drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds and waited for the mountain goat to scurry off. 
 
    “Why didn’t you kill it?” Jelmay asked, one of his rabbit ears lowering. “That could have been dinner.” 
 
    “We’re not staying in a cave tonight,” Usagi said, who was still in Danzen’s satchel. “We’re getting Boldknot fixed up, removing the energy attached to all of your stupid bodies, healing your useless lion dogs, and I’m sleeping in my hovel back in Osul where it is nice and comfortable, where I don’t have to see or hear from any of you.” 
 
    “That’s no way to speak to a fellow rabbit.” 
 
    Danzen tuned Usagi out as they pressed on, the group walking along a natural stone bridge textured almost like a rope. It grew narrower, and as it did the chatter died down to some degree, yet it picked right back up once they came to a quaint waterfall that formed part of a grove, a bit of steam rising off the water, a handful of flies buzzing about.  
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” Kudzu said as she batted her tail at one of the flies that had landed on her shimmering white coat.  
 
    “Good sparkleaf, good sparkleaf…” Jelmay continued to fan the strange plant as the landscape began to dip.  
 
    Danzen and his companions zigzagged down a hill, Kudzu at the front, Sansar above, Nomin and Yato bringing up the rear. At one point, they stopped to rest in the shade of a few spires that reminded Danzen of sword tips rising from the ground, their tops brittle and discolored, pink and yellow swirling toward their bases. 
 
    “I wonder if you can use this stuff to cook food,” the bakeneko pondered aloud, eliciting a groan from Usagi. 
 
    “Sparkleaf is a sacred plant!” 
 
    “So, if it’s good enough for Sunyata and Diyu, it’s good enough for me.” 
 
    At one point Nomin went ahead, ghost-like in her movement, while the others continued to chat. Jelmay and Usagi had transitioned from bickering to a story about some of their exploits regarding hapless Chutham villagers, which finally drew the ire of Kudzu. 
 
    “I really don’t get it; the two of you have so much potential, yet you’ve spent most of your lives, it seems, trying to exploit humans.” 
 
    This caused a fit of laughter from both Jelmay and Usagi.  
 
    “No, you really don’t get it,” Jelmay told her. 
 
    Hours later, they found Nomin standing before one of the waterfalls that surrounded Dalan’s hermitage. The blind assassin was floating a pair of fish, one of which had already died. 
 
    “Now that is a way to use your Sunyata power,” Jelmay said. “Why have you been using your sword this whole time when you can just do that?” 
 
    Yato approached Nomin, her dark eyes falling onto a fish beneath the water. She tried to float it, and was able to briefly cause it to surface, but in the end she wasn’t able to.  
 
    Yet again, Danzen was reminded that there was so much more to Sunyatic power than what he had already proven he could do. He recalled struggling to catch fish with his new sword, Yato standing downstream to retrieve his weapon. Watching Nomin use her power so effortlessly told him yet again that it was time for Danzen to really embrace what he had been cultivating, that there would be a point where it became the dividing line between life and death, either for him or those he cared for. 
 
    “You look deep in thought,” Jelmay said as he approached Danzen, the bakeneko with the clay jar in his paws. He squinted up at the hermitage. “I think I’m going to hand this off to you so you can do your super-jump and deliver this to the hermit, rather than relying on me to scurry my way up there.” 
 
    Danzen took the jar from Jelmay, noticing it was warm. He looked up to the hermitage, where he now saw the three hovering heads looking down at them, Boldknot awaiting their arrival. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Dalan the hermit’s eyes grew wide with excitement once he saw the jar of sparkleaf. He opened it with reverence, his breath becoming shallow. “It has been ages since I’ve seen this plant, ages! And you’ve preserved it so well.” 
 
    “Thank Jelmay,” Danzen said as he offered Boldknot a greeting in the form of a short nod.  
 
    “I’m so ready to get over this cold,” said the yokai, who sounded even more congested than he had earlier that day. He still had a disheveled look about him, his beards long and dirty, eyebrows drooping and bushy, nose like that of an alcoholic. Boldknot was certainly an ugly yokai, but he was quiet, he didn’t argue with the others, and he didn’t seem to have any interest in scamming Danzen and his companions. 
 
    “I’m sure you are,” said Usagi, who had just wiggled his way out of Danzen’s satchel. 
 
    Sansar, who had traveled up to the hermitage with Danzen, hopped forward. “All of the plants made it, yes?” 
 
    “They certainly did.” Dalan went for a few other herbs, humming excitedly as he also procured a pestle and mortar. He began working on a concoction as Jelmay and the others arrived, Nomin taking her post at the entrance to the hermitage, Yato doing the same after offering Dalan the fish that the blind assassin had caught. 
 
    After a long breath and a bite of dried meat, Jelmay began gathering his things, including his demon bear hide, the bakeneko finally in his cat form. Kudzu merely sat there watching as he did so, a hint of exhaustion in her eyes from the day’s travel and the dialogue she’d kept up through their journey. 
 
    “And Diyu? Any reports?” Dalan asked as he crushed the sparkleaf and the other herbs into a fine powder, which glowed red. 
 
    “Just an eyesore, as always.” Usagi took a glance at the sky, squinting as he did so. “We have a few hours of daylight left and more to do. Hurry, hermit, there is no time to ask senseless questions.” 
 
    “Behave yourself,” said Kudzu, baring her teeth. But her heart wasn’t in it, her lips never pressing back as far as they normally did when she threatened the jade rabbit. 
 
    “I’ll take over from here, fox.” Jelmay grabbed a broom made of a straw-like shrub and proceeded to swat at Usagi, who raced across the interior of the cave, cursing. 
 
    “All of you, settle down,” Dalan said without looking up from his concoction. 
 
    Jelmay started laughing at the way Usagi glared at him.  
 
    “One day, cat, one day. You’re lucky… you’re lucky that I don’t go back to the forest now!” 
 
    “If you do, the bird will pick you off the ground and drop you from an incredible height, like he did that nozuchi.” 
 
    “You encountered nozuchi?” Dalan asked. 
 
    “Spitting ones,” Jelmay told him. “Nasty little buggers.” 
 
    “You should have procured a few of their teeth…” 
 
    Rather than say anything, Jelmay gestured at Kudzu. The kitsune rolled her eyes at him. 
 
    “It’s ready,” Dalan announced a few minutes later.  
 
    Boldknot spun once, the bottom head speaking: “Thank you again, hermit.” 
 
    “Glad to be of service.”  
 
    Dalan placed a leather glove on his hand. He pinched some of the powder and started sprinkling it in the air in front of the lower head. Boldknot inhaled the powder, and as he did his breath came alive in the form of a softly glowing flame. His body shifted, the next head doing the same and igniting. The yokai turned to Danzen’s companions. 
 
    “I’m ready,” he said, his voice a bit different now, deeper, as if there were an echo to it.  
 
    Danzen closed his eyes and saw the purple line connecting the bakeneko to Uchi in Suja Village’s First District. 
 
    “How do you want me to do this?” Jelmay asked as he stepped over to the strange yokai. 
 
    “Just lower your head,” Boldknot told him.  
 
    The bakeneko did so, and as Boldknot exhaled, the light-purple light connecting Jelmay to Uchi began to filter away. It snapped, and Jelmay took a step back. 
 
    “That… I could feel that.” 
 
    Boldknot coughed, one of his flames going out. Once Dalan helped him reignite it, the yokai continued, severing the ties that bound Yato and Kudzu to the fallen angel. His flames petered out after that, Boldknot lowering to some degree as if he were suddenly exhausted. 
 
    “Yes, you’ll need more rest before you’re truly well again, and you can do so here,” Dalan told the yokai. “I don’t mind looking after you.” 
 
    “Thank you, hermit, I believe I will do that,” said Boldknot, his voice with a hint of sickness to it again.  
 
    “As for the rest of you…” Dalan offered Danzen and his companions a toothy grin. “Where will you go next? Will you continue toward the northern passage, or do you have something else that you need to do?” 
 
    Kudzu was the first to look at Danzen, and the others followed suit.  
 
    Before he could answer, Usagi chimed in. “I don’t care what they do next, just as long as I end up in my hovel tonight. Let’s go already and fix those useless lion dogs. We’re wasting precious daylight. Also, you’re welcome, Boldknot.” His whiskers twitched. “And before you ask, you still owe me.”

  

 
   
    Part Two 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The northern passage without the fog that had once obscured it caused nearly everyone in Danzen’s group to gasp. It truly had an otherworldly appeal to it, the passage cutting through an open canyon scattered with buttes cast in the color of rust twisted with flashes of white, the layers reminiscent of candy, the sky above a deep, contemplative blue that Danzen had come to associate with higher altitudes. 
 
    Yama the lion dog charged ahead, Jelmay mounted on his back, his demon bear hide thrown over his shoulders. It wasn’t long before Nama caught up with her mate, the two lion dogs racing for a moment and forcing Jelmay to hunker down.  
 
    “Hey!” the bakeneko shouted after he’d nearly fallen off. He smacked the lion dog on the head to no avail. Yama tore up a ledge and leaped two feet into the air, Jelmay holding on for dear life.  
 
    It was a funny visual, one that spawned a short smile on Danzen’s face as he walked alongside Nomin, who remained alert as always. They’d purposefully hung back to discuss how they would handle Uchi, a subject the blind assassin continued to discuss as Kudzu chased after Jelmay and the other yokai. 
 
    “I could do it,” Nomin said, now with a hint of desperation. This wasn’t the first time she’d made this suggestion. “It would be my pleasure to kill a demon like that.” 
 
    “Fallen angel.”  
 
    “It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    “Remember, anyone under his influence will kill themselves. We have to do it another way.” 
 
    Nomin considered what Danzen had said for a moment. “If the three of us move in quickly enough, I don’t think Uchi will be able to do much of anything. And we don’t know if the people under his influence will actually kill themselves or not.” 
 
    She was referring to Soko, not Yato, when speaking of the three of them attempting to assassinate Uchi. It was far too dangerous for Yato to come along, something that Danzen had yet to tell the young assassin, who walked ahead of them now, alongside the other yokai. Their fight with Ginza had shown him just how quickly things could turn sour, not that he wasn’t already aware of this fact of his lifestyle. In this way, it served as a reminder, one that Nomin had interpreted without them needing to discuss it. 
 
    As much as he didn’t want to admit this, it would be best for Nomin and Danzen to go alone in their pursuit of the Seven Evils. Soko could join them, and if she did, they could operate as a trio. Irregardless, Danzen knew there’d be some tough talks coming up, and that concessions would need to be made. 
 
    One glance up at the sky and he remembered the ultimate goal of all of this—to rebuild Sunyata, which was yet another reason he had decided to venture through the northern passage. It was time to locate more remnants and touch base with his companions at the nunnery. Now was also a good time for them to figure out how much further they should press into the Outer Regions, and when they should connect up with the Sundiyu Sect.  
 
    “By Sunyata!” Jelmay shouted as Yama reared up onto his back legs, Nama going on alert. Both of the stone lion dogs seemed to be focused on something in the distance, which instantly sent Sansar higher into the air, the three-legged raven soaring ahead. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” Kudzu called back to Danzen, her ears flitted back, white coat glimmering in the sun.  
 
    All three assassins prepared to draw their weapons. Yato stopped in her tracks to allow Danzen and Nomin to move toward the front. With the young assassin’s enhanced speed and strength, it made sense for her to be the surprise that entered into the equation after Nomin and Danzen were already engaged. 
 
    A group of wolves trotted toward them, a few also taking to the air. Danzen recognized them as the hainu, the yokai wolves that Galzo oversaw. The last time he’d seen Galzo, the alpha wolf was heading toward the Asura Forest, to bring his pack to the northern passage to act as protection. He would have headed to the nunnery from there. Even if Danzen and his companions had Galzo’s blessing, he knew this didn’t necessarily translate to the others in the pack, some of which they’d come into conflict with in the past. 
 
    Two wolves took the lead, both with blonde accents around their ears, their coats brindle, tufts of white along their underbellies. They looked like brothers, and only the one on the left spoke. 
 
    “Welcome,” he said, instantly cutting the tension. “Galzo said you would come at some point.” 
 
    Another wolf landed, her wings folding onto her back and she joined the rest of the pack. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, we’re here,” Jelmay said as he hopped off Yama. He took a few waddling steps forward. “Now, point us in the directions of the most lootable treasure. And for the record, people usually greet guests with gifts and food, neither of which you seem to have at the moment. Next time, a little food wouldn’t hurt.” 
 
    “That’s not what we’re here for,” Kudzu reminded him. 
 
    “I mean point us to the remnants. Most lootable remnants.” 
 
    A few of the wolves grunted, their words indecipherable.  
 
    “We encountered a group of people living in the passage that you should likely meet first,” said the lead wolf. He nodded toward the east, in the direction of Diyu, which was obscured by a series of tors that rose into the clouds. 
 
    “People were living in the fog?” Kudzu asked the lead wolf. 
 
    “Above the fog. They are the Dukha people, an ancient tribe of various sects that rides reindeer. Sort of the way your cat here rides lion dogs.” 
 
    “Pfft! You’d ride one too if you could. And I’m nobody’s cat! Wait, can’t some of you morph? Didn’t you say Galzo morphed into the body of a kid?” Jelmay asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Yes, I did say that.” 
 
    “Some of us can, some of us can’t. There’s an issue.” Once again, the lead wolf pointed his chin toward the east. “We were able to slip around it, but a raijuu has started making trouble in that direction.” 
 
    “Raijuu?” Yato asked. 
 
    “A very specific kind of yokai,” Sansar told her, caution in his voice.  
 
    “And you want us to do something about this yokai, right?” asked the bakeneko. “Also, raijuu? Ever heard of that one, fox?” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t care what you do, bakeneko,” the lead wolf growled. “I’m telling you that seeing to this yokai may be an easy way for you to learn more about the remnants in the area. We’ve been too busy to sniff out the stones of Sunyata, nor is that our job. The news that the northern passage has opened has brought others into the territory, ones that we may not want here. Not only that, there was a group of bandits we chased off.” 
 
    “What did they look like?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “Some of them had an eye insignia on their clothing. All were remnant abusers.” 
 
    “Penumbra,” Yato said, Danzen nodding in agreement. 
 
     “It doesn’t matter who they are. The bandits are gone now. Best to start with the Dukhas if you are looking to better understand the northern passage. They have lived here since well before the fall of Sunyata, since the time of Jimmu.” The wolf motioned his chin toward Sansar, who hovered above the group. “Ask the raven about the Dukhas. He may know more. We must go for now. There is more patrolling to do.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Jelmay was the first to speak after the pack of hainu left, some of the wolves taking to the air, others simply trotting along. “You’ve got some explaining to do, bird.” 
 
    “The Dukhas, the Dukhas…” The three-legged raven was now perched on a stone, mystery in his dark eyes as always. “I haven’t heard of them in centuries, to be quite honest. They are a very hidden group of people, one that keeps high in the mountains. They practice shamanism, and…” 
 
    “—If they operate in this region, they’ll know more about remnants.” Kudzu sat, her tail slapping against the ground.  
 
    “Perhaps. Yes, that is likely the case. They are the custodians of remnants. At least that was the case before the fall of Sunyata. But not common day remnants, ancient ones, like the remnant your sword was forged from,” the raven told Danzen. 
 
    “And the graves I looted before?” asked Jelmay. “They belong to the Dukhas, don’t they?” 
 
    “They very well could. They aren’t the only people that have lived in this area, but I wouldn’t know much about them. This is long before my time, you know. Or rather, I was living in Sunyata at that time.” 
 
    “What was Sunyata like?” Yato asked, a hint of longing tracing across her eyes. “You’ve never said much about it.” 
 
    “Ha! Don’t you just love her innocence? Never change, Lady Pilgrim.” 
 
    Sansar hesitated. “Well, I… I prefer to keep my hopes and dreams under wraps, especially with how tied they are to painful memories. Maybe this is something we can discuss later. There is much we will need to do before we speak of what Sunyata was like before it was so viciously destroyed. We should continue on to the Dukhas.” 
 
    “What about that yokai?” asked Yato.  
 
    “The raijuu? Yes…” Sansar looked from Jelmay to Kudzu. “Have either of you encountered one of those before?” 
 
    The kitsune shook her head. “I’ve only ever heard of them. I was under the impression that they no longer existed.” 
 
    As Jelmay tried to remember what the raijuu was—the bakeneko made a few guesses, all of which were shot down by Sansar—Danzen located his field diary. Sure enough, the abbot who once lived in his now-demolished monastery had written about the yokai: 
 
    A raijuu is what is known as a divine beast, a yokai from Sunyata. The giant wolves are said to be the embodiment of lightning and thunder in animal form, able to attack with sound. They rode lightning bolts in Sunyata, and were instrumental in the defense of heaven until it fell. There is a famous folktale involving a man named Tachibana, who was able to absorb a lightning bolt from a rogue raijuu and return it to the creature. His namesake is now the name of a village south of Arsi. 
 
    “It’s a Sunyata yokai,” said Danzen. The former assassin was familiar with the village of Tachibana. He had visited multiple times in his two-year absence from the rest of the kingdom. 
 
    “A Sunyata yokai? I knew there was more to it!” Jelmay pointed a finger at Sansar. “Come clean, bird, or…” His whiskers twitched; the bakeneko was well aware of what the raven was capable of. Not only had Sansar brazenly attacked Tengir Gantulga, he’d also saved Danzen and had helped fight against Ginza. He clearly had hidden powers. 
 
    “There were raijuu in Sunyata, that much is true, but during the battle that brought down heaven, most were killed. They…” Sansar rocked back and forth. “They didn’t live up to their own reputation. They didn’t ultimately protect Sunyata.” 
 
    “So… you’re shunning them?” 
 
    “Shunning it? There is only one that I know of, and I just learned of it,” the raven told Jelmay. As always his voice remained steady, never one to show exasperation when dealing with the bakeneko. 
 
    “Is it like Uchi?” asked Nomin, who was standing away from the group now. Danzen had long stopped trying to get a read on her. There really was no point in doing so; she excelled at being enigmatic.  
 
    “A fallen angel? No, nothing like that. Although…” Sansar rocked back and forth once again. “There are other fallen angels across the land, but they have made it very difficult for me to find them. I suppose that is, yet again, a conversation for another day. Regarding the raijuu, it is like me, a Sunyata yokai, not a fallen angel like Uchi.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “In that case, maybe the raijuu isn’t as bad as the wolves thought they were.  And another thing. It’s a wolf, right? Maybe there was some doggie competition with the hainu that rubbed them the wrong way. I don’t know. I’m a cat, much smarter than any dog or wolf any of you will ever meet. Hell, even an idiot bakeneko like Bahjee is smarter than your average dog, and probably your average fox as well. I mean, if we’re being honest, I’d probably be nasty to a pack of flying wolves too.” 
 
    “But why is it here all of a sudden?” asked Yato, speaking over Kudzu’s growl. “I understand that the wolves have started patrolling the area, and discovered this Sunyata yokai. But where was it when the nue was here? Why is it only making its presence known now?” 
 
    This line of thinking made sense to Danzen. The fog that the nue created had obscured the entire valley, which would have made it a bad place to stay, even if the raijuu was a Sunyata yokai. 
 
    “Not only that, why is it protecting the Dukha people? Or is it the other way around?” 
 
    “Maybe it likes riding reindeer too?” Jelmay suggested. 
 
    “You’re ridiculous. How can a wolf ride a reindeer?” Kudzu snapped. “It can’t be as demented as you, a cat riding a lion dog.” 
 
    “Bah! You should take your human form and give it a shot. Beats walking around on four legs, I’ll tell you that.” 
 
    “If this yokai uses lightning, then we are at an immediate disadvantage,” said Danzen, ignoring their bickering. “My sugawara armor is at the nunnery. It won’t help us here.” 
 
    “Lightning? Where are you getting all this stuff again?” Jelmay waddled over to Danzen and took a quick look at his field diary. “Not a lot here, but what is here is… it’s not good. Lightning? Sound attacks?” He shook the diary at Danzen. “How did the guy who wrote this know so much anyway?” 
 
    “Abbot Mergen was friendly with yokai,” Kudzu told him, referring to the man who had once lived in the monastery outside of Suja Village’s Third District. 
 
    “Not only that, he copied much of the information from books on the yokai of Genshin Valley,” Danzen added. “I had those books. They were also destroyed in the fire.” 
 
    “Damn arsonists, and I can’t say I’ve ever heard of the guy, this Abbot Mergen, which should tell you something.” Jelmay handed the field diary back to Danzen. “In that case, we don’t want to fight this thing. Which means…” He turned to Sansar and once again pointed a claw at the raven. “It’s up to you to fix this mess, bird. If he’s a yokai from Sunyata, and you’re a yokai from Sunyata, then there has to be something that can be done here. I’d advise not going to meet the raijuu with a chip on your shoulder, if you have one. Whatever the raijuu did or didn’t do to protect Sunyata doesn’t matter now.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    Jelmay, who had just been turning back to Yama, stopped dead in his tracks. “You’re… you’re actually agreeing with me?” 
 
    “I am, yes. You raise a good point, Jelmay. The past is the past, and if we’re going to forge something revolutionary in the future, we’ll all need to shed some skin, as it were.” 
 
    “I’m not a snake, but I can turn into a rabbit, and I get what you’re saying,” Jelmay finally said. “In that case, lead the way. Unless someone else wants to be at the front of the group. Personally, I think I’ll stick in the back with the assassins. Yama.” The bakeneko whistled for the lion dog, who more or less ignored him. “Never mind, I’ll come to you.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen could certainly keep up with Sansar if he wanted to. He’d done so before, when the two had traveled from Odval to Arsi in Danzen’s quest to address the demonic being named Ginza. But he remained with the others, deciding to keep pace with his companions. The three-legged raven was no longer visible in the sky, yet Kudzu seemed able to track him, her ears folding back and straightening as she led the group forward.  
 
    “So many potential places to loot,” Jelmay said as he swept his hand at the increasingly rocky hills they had come to. Numerous dark cave openings signaled that the bakeneko was probably right, Danzen recalling the jewelry he’d found the last time they’d been through the northern passage. 
 
    Danzen pressed on, and caught up with Kudzu, leaving the other assassins behind to listen to, or ignore, Jelmay.  
 
    “We always get sidetracked, don’t we?” she asked. While she still seemed alert, something about the white fox’s features softened when she saw Danzen.  
 
    The former assassin now had his hood over his head casting a shadow on his face, his Blade of Darkness on his back, swords at his side, gauntleted blades strapped to his forearms and two bags filled with various items. He looked like someone who had traveled for a while, a deadly wanderer, not a person that one would greet with a smile. 
 
    Kudzu’s ears rose to attention as she grew increasingly alert.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Conflict.” 
 
    Jelmay heard it too; the bakeneko hopped off Yama and immediately shifted to a position behind Nomin and Yato, and both lion dogs looked alert. “It sounds like Sansar is having some trouble up ahead…” 
 
    “And you play the role of coward?” Kudzu asked him, her teeth suddenly visible. 
 
    “I’m back here to help the assassins, fox, or at the very least, not get in their way.” 
 
    “Where was the sound coming from?” Danzen asked. Try as he might, he couldn’t hear anything at the moment. To make matters worse, there was limited visibility ahead. The group had reached a large hill that sloped in a vertical way, making it impossible to see what was on the other side. This meant there was only one way forward: straight up. Danzen instinctively moved ahead once he got confirmation from Kudzu. 
 
    He felt it immediately in his calves, his group behind him. The former assassin pressed on, reaching the top well before the others. The area below was obscured by fog, but he noticed something from his vantage point, a flash of electricity moving horizontally. He also heard an incredibly loud sound, one that shook everything around him. 
 
    Danzen dropped, the sensation now felt in his knees, his bones vibrating. 
 
    After leaving his two leather satchels on the ground, Danzen pinpointed the disturbance below and took to the air, his Blade of Darkness gripped tightly in his hands. The sun was blotted out now, which would only amplify the power of his weapon, shadows and darkness already gathering at the tip. 
 
    Landing beneath the fog, Danzen was finally able to see what was before him, and what he saw had him taking a few steps back to get his bearings. 
 
    The raijuu resembled a wolf, just as he had read, but it was much larger, easily thirty feet in length, with four back legs instead of two, its eyes yellow and vibrant, electric, tufts of black and gray hair cascading down and forming a thick mane. The raijuu looked bewildered and furious as Sansar, in his larger form, flapped around the Sunyata yokai, trying to calm it. 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” Danzen shouted, his Demon Speak power naturally coming to him.  
 
    “He’s… he’s lost his mind!” 
 
    The ground shook to the point that stones began to lift into the air. Danzen swatted them away with the shadow-fueled end of his Blade of Darkness.  
 
    “Timbero, no! No!” Sansar shouted. “Stop this! I command you!” 
 
    Danzen felt a sonic boom, giving him the sensation that his chest had been carved out, his intestines unwound. His eyes bulged and his ears popped as pillars of lightning twisted up from the soil and joined the floating rock. 
 
    “Timbero!” Sansar screeched. “Calm yourself!” 
 
    Danzen dropped his weapon, his body going into shock as the giant wolf-like yokai lowered his head and began to open his jaw. 

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sansar blazed forward, the enormous three-legged raven shifting to a halt directly in front of Danzen. He swatted his wings; a wave of purple-tinged energy rippled forward and clashed with the roiling sound all around them. The raven dropped, his body instantly starting to shrink. 
 
    Danzen gasped as his sense of feeling came back to him. The high-powered rumbling that had been debilitating just moments ago fizzled out, wisps of electricity spinning away from him.  
 
    “Who… who are you?” These words belonged to the raijuu, a voice that was old as time itself and edged like a rusty blade. 
 
    “I am Sansar and this is Danzen Ravja. You may call him Pilgrim. His father is the current ruler of Diyu, Tengir Gantulga; his mother is a mortal, Shodren Ravja.” 
 
    Timbero started to growl. 
 
    “He is trying to repair heaven itself, Sunyata, where you and I are from. What has happened to you, Timbero? Why do you—” 
 
    “Who… are… you?”  
 
    Lightning began to lift from the ground in evenly spaced pillars. Danzen sensed yet another sonic boom in the making. His companions appeared, Yato first, who immediately went to his side, the young assassin brave even in the face of such an incredibly monstrous yokai. Nomin was there as well, the blind assassin moving into a good position for her to engage the gargantuan yokai. As usual, Kudzu immediately went to Danzen while Jelmay stayed back, the bakeneko generally the last to put himself in the path of direct harm. 
 
    “Yes… I see it now,” Sansar said as he hovered just a bit closer to the towering yokai. “Your remnant is missing.” 
 
    “My… my jewel. Yes…” Timbero shifted, the lightning once again settling all around him. The enormous wolf lowered onto his belly and sighed. “I sense… I sense there is something off. Something is missing.” 
 
    “Your remnant is missing; this is why you are having difficulties remembering things.” 
 
    “Yet I recognize you…” he finally told Sansar. 
 
    “What in the name of Sunyata is going on here?” Jelmay asked once he was sure that things weren’t about to take a turn for the worse. He shouldered his way to the front, his demon bear hide over his head. “The raijuu has amnesia?” 
 
    “You arrived at the same time I did,” Kudzu told him.  
 
    “And? Is that a confirmation or are you simply making an observation?” 
 
    Rather than argue with the bakeneko, Kudzu trotted past him, her glimmering white tail held out at an uncomfortable angle. 
 
    Yato, who still had her gauntleted blades at the ready, nodded her chin toward the enormous wolf. “What do we do?”  
 
    Sansar provided the answer as he circled above Danzen: “I suppose we will need to find the jewel if we want to help Timbero. I won’t be able to have a deeper conversation with him in his current state of mind. Take me a bit closer to him, will you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen lifted his arm a bit higher so Sansar could land and look directly at the gigantic wolf. He stepped closer to it, the beast’s enormous exhales reaching him.  
 
    “What is the last thing you can recall?” the raven asked. “Timbero, you must try to remember. It is clear that a part of you is missing; I can see it now. Perhaps we can find it.” 
 
    It was obvious now that Sansar had pointed it out. There was a boulder-sized indention in Timbero’s forehead, the wolf’s black hair matted around it. “You… you can help me?” 
 
    “We can try. But for us to help you, you must tell us what you know. Something has stripped you of your remnant.” 
 
    “Why does he have a remnant from Sunyata anyway?” Jelmay asked. The bakeneko was directly behind Danzen now. “He’s from Sunyata; what would be the point of the remnant?” 
 
    “All raijuu had Sunyata jewels in their skulls,” Sansar explained. “It was why they were so powerful, and able to protect Sunyata.” 
 
    “Some good that did…” 
 
    “There was fog for ages. I was lost in the fog. I remember that much…” The yokai sighed, and as he did the ground vibrated. “Then…” Timbero squinted up at the mist above him, the sun a pale glow. This mist was nothing like the fog that the nue had caused for so long in the northern passage, a light grayness to it, the occasional ruffle of a cloud allowing one to see straight through to the heavens. “Then… there were reindeer.” 
 
    “Reindeer…” Sansar considered this for a moment. “And people? Were there humans? The Dukha?” 
 
    “Yes… I believe so. I don’t know why.” Timbero began to grow angry again, the air crisp with lightning. Danzen felt the hairs on his arm and the back of his neck stand to attention.  
 
    “We will discover why.” Sansar looked to Danzen, and from there he twisted his head around to the others. “The Dukha people live high in the mountains to the east of here where it is much colder. Jelmay, you’ll need to give Yato your hide.” 
 
    “But it’s my hide.” 
 
    “You have fur,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “She has fur too, on her head.” 
 
    Yato’s gauntleted blades returned to their sheaths. “It’s not fur,” she finally told the bakeneko. 
 
    “Bah! Hair and fur are the same thing, and if you grew yours long enough, perhaps it would keep you warmer,” Jelmay said as he removed the demon bear hide. “Treat it well; it was difficult to kill this thing.” 
 
    “You took no part in killing it,” Kudzu reminded him. 
 
    “Pfft! I was there for moral support.” He placed his paw on Yama’s back, the lion dog now standing next to Jelmay. “Where do you think Pilgrim would be without me?” 
 
    Sansar cawed, getting everyone’s attention again. “My apologies. We need to start moving now if our group plans to reach the Dukha people before sundown. They are nomadic, but I should be able to find their camp. The journey may be arduous, especially if it gets dark. Timbero.” 
 
    “Hmmm?” the large yokai asked in a disinterested way.  
 
    “We will do our best to help you, but it may take us a few days.” 
 
    “What if he doesn’t remember this interaction?” asked Jelmay. 
 
    “We can cross that bridge once we receive the Sunyata gemstone.” Sansar lifted off Danzen’s arm, his black wings raising him higher into the air. “Follow me, stay close, and try to keep warm. Be on the lookout for shelter. This journey may take us a while.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The winds grew cold to the point that their breaths were visible, the change in terrain bringing a bitter frigidness that Danzen could tell was affecting most of his companions. Nomin didn’t seem bothered by it, nor did Sansar, who continued to soar overhead. Yet Kudzu had already started to slow, and Jelmay complained much more than usual, while Yato tried to maintain her demeanor through chattering teeth and bouts of intense shivering. 
 
    They needed to find a place to hunker down for the night. 
 
    Sansar had already pinpointed the Dukha people, but they were pretty high up, their location obscured by a gray cloud. Danzen didn’t know if they had taken the remnant from Timbero the raijuu, but they were the last people the Sunyata yokai could remember, and there was a chance they would be hostile. 
 
    As always, the former assassin was ready for anything. 
 
    The absence of heat conjured a memory of a mark that Danzen had taken over a particularly bleak winter nearly a decade ago. The contract called for him to assassinate the overseer of an overland shipping company, one whose superiors had discovered he was stealing from them. Taking kip off the top was a known practice and something that could prove hard to track, especially as money changed hands. But this man had been stealing the company’s actual products, and since they mostly dealt in antique Sunyata talismans, the Diyu Brotherhood had been contacted. 
 
    Namdak, the hamlet outside of Sainshand, was the last known whereabouts of the man. Marks didn’t always know that there was a contract out for them, but this particular man was well-connected within the shipping company and he’d been tipped off by a friend.  
 
    Right about the time Danzen had reached the hamlet, a snowstorm the likes of which they hadn’t seen in the region in ages drastically changed his environment, the snow four feet high in some places. The storm also created a haze that lasted for days, the sky dark gray with specks of white, the sun unable to cut through.  
 
    The villagers kept warm in their huts, unaware of the assassin who had taken shelter in a barn, Danzen kept company by barnyard animals that didn’t seem disturbed by his presence. There were goats as well, which were more curious than their ungulate counterparts, one of them even warming up to Danzen and sleeping next to him over a particularly cold night. 
 
    He waited for days without food, and only had a bit of the snow at night for water, Danzen with the patience of an ascetic when it came to seeing a contract to its natural completion. The snowstorm cleared, and as it did, the mark he was looking for entered the barn to slaughter one of the goats for his relatives. Clothed in thick furs, the man never saw Danzen approach from behind, and likely only felt his throat being slit for a moment before shock set in. The man certainly didn’t have the wherewithal to see the subsequent blood spurt that reached a few of the barnyard animals. 
 
    Danzen moved on, leaving the body behind, his contract complete, the hay stained crimson, and the villagers of Namdak none the wiser. 
 
    Now in the northern passage, so far away from known civilization, what Danzen had done so long ago felt like someone else’s memory, a fever dream, a hyper real hallucination. But he knew what had happened was real.  
 
    Danzen was a murderer through and through.  
 
    He’d taken the lives of multiple people, some of whom may have deserved it, others who had simply found themselves in the crosshairs. To many, he was a monster. If those he cared about, like a handful of the Suja villagers, knew the extent of his killings, they wouldn’t need a high-powered fallen angel to persuade them to hate and fear Danzen. 
 
    Yet here, climbing a mountain seemingly without a peak, his past behind him, it felt almost as if the cold cleansed him of what he had done. But he knew not to trust this notion. Even if he could accomplish his task of rebuilding Sunyata, it would never be a place Danzen would be allowed to visit. 
 
    He was destined for Diyu no matter what. 
 
    Yato slipped, breaking Danzen’s concentration. She slid down a steep incline and used her gauntleted blade to stop herself from falling any further. The young assassin stood, dusted herself off, let out a breath of fog, and rejoined the others. 
 
    “We have to find a place to rest for the night,” Jelmay said, ice now on the bakeneko’s whiskers. “Yato here is going to freeze to death if we continue any further. And if she slips again, she may tear my demon bear hide.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Kudzu said through gritted teeth, clearly cold. “And your hide will be fine, cat!” 
 
    “I care more about others than myself. You know that. That’s why everyone likes me.” 
 
    She huffed, and trotted a few steps forward, nearly slipping on a smooth plane of ice.  
 
    Jelmay nearly fell over laughing. “Best exit ever!” 
 
    Even with the snow in the air, Danzen caught a glimpse of a cave not far from their current location, something quickly confirmed by Nomin with a nod of her head.  “We can rest there for the night and continue tomorrow.” 
 
    “Works for me, Pilgrim.” The pudgy cat shuffled toward the cave, Kudzu and Yato falling in line behind him, the two lion dogs also trudging through the snow. This left Nomin behind, the blind assassin now standing a few feet away from Danzen. 
 
    “Perhaps we should let them rest and move on, then we can greet the Dukha people in the morning once we know more about their numbers and what they’re capable of.” 
 
    Sansar landed on a frozen root that had pressed through a large rock. “Shelter for the night?” 
 
    “For them, yes. For us?” Nomin tilted her head in Danzen’s direction. 
 
    “Note where they are staying, Sansar, and then lead us to the Dukha people. We will make contact in the morning when there’s daylight, but we’d both like to see what we’ll be working with.” 
 
    “Yes, that may be the best way to handle the situation, especially if they have taken Timbero’s remnant. From the camp I’ve seen already, I’d estimate their numbers at somewhere around three hundred.” 
 
    “That many?” asked Nomin.  
 
    “There may be more in other tribes that live around these parts. I have seen the markings of nomadic peoples, but they could just be from this core group. I do not know.” 
 
    “I’ll speak to the others.” Danzen approached the entrance of the cave to find that Jelmay had already figured out a way to keep the shelter warm. The place had been used before, and it was clear that whoever had been there last had left supplies for the next person to visit it. Nama and Yama came to him as he breached the entrance of the cave, both with excited looks on their faces. He placed a hand on each of their heads and tuned in to the bakeneko.  
 
    “Pilgrim! Can you believe it? We already have wood for a fire and by the looks of this space…” The bakeneko swept his hand at the rock ceiling. “I’m thinking it’ll be able to hold heat. There’s even a door that someone has made, a moveable one.” 
 
    “Nomin and I are moving on to check on the Dukha people.” 
 
    “You mean spy on them?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Bah! You act like that’s a bad thing, fox. Of course we should spy on them.” 
 
    “I didn’t say this was a bad thing…” she started to tell the bakeneko. 
 
    “You act like it is!” 
 
    “I… I can come.” 
 
    Danzen turned to Yato to find the young assassin with her head slightly bowed in his direction.  
 
    “No, you’ll stay here with Nama and Yama and keep an eye on our supplies.” He removed his two leather satchels, his Blade of Darkness, and Nomin’s replica sword, which he handed to her one item after another. “Nomin and I will be quick about it; I don’t think we’ll be back any later than midnight.” 
 
    “Trust me, Lady Pilgrim, it’ll be much nicer for you to stay here. I also don’t want you getting my demon bear hide dirty, and assassin work is usually…” Jelmay’s whiskers lowered. “Well, I don’t need to tell you.” 
 
    “What do we do if you don’t come back?”  
 
    Danzen was just turning away when Yato asked him this question, the former assassin with his back to her now. “If we don’t come back?” He didn’t need to look at Yato to see the fear in her eyes, and he knew that asking this question likely ignited similar feelings within Kudzu.  
 
    “Not come back? Ha! They’ll be back,” Jelmay finally said, speaking for Danzen. “They always come back. Plus they have the bird with them. If there’s an issue, he can alert us. Both of you relax. Since when has Pilgrim let us down?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Operating without the others was much smoother for Danzen and Nomin. After all, they had a history.  
 
    Nomin was by no means as fast as Danzen, nor could she do things like jump twenty feet into the air and propel herself forward, but she moved at a solid clip, regardless of the altitude and the cold. It was important, especially with barely visible rocky surfaces around them, to be in tune with their surroundings. To better accomplish this, and to match Nomin’s calculated movements, Danzen kept his eyes shut. He was presented with a moonscape tinted in purple outlines, Sunyata alive and vibrant, the former assassin wishing he’d had a moment to bend his echo. 
 
    His morning practice was slowly starting to transition into something he wanted to do whenever he could find time. The power he had been able to harness in a short amount of time was unlike anything he had experienced before. The next time he went through the ritual of having his power analyzed, he hoped that he would be able to move up to the Reaver tier, Danzen finally able to repair the stone. 
 
    The two assassins kept to the snowy shadows, Danzen reliving his experience with Uchi in Suja Village’s First District. Should he have tried to shatter his bones in the same way he’d done to Ginza? Was there a better way to use his echo, especially if he was able to advance?  Was Uchi’s threat of instant suicide for all of the people he controlled real? Yet again, Danzen’s thoughts fell onto Soko. He would be able to do something in conjunction with Nomin and the wraith of an assassin, but continuing to forge an alliance with her would only leave him vulnerable at some point in the future.  
 
    She was bound to betray him. 
 
    Sansar lowered, letting out a short squawk that Danzen interpreted to mean that they were approaching the Dukhas’ nomadic camp. He finally opened his eyes. Danzen paused, a deep breath of cold air invigorating him as he waited for Nomin to shift toward the left. It was a simple maneuver, one used when spying on a manageable location like a village or a camp. The two would see what they could from their different vantage points, and reconvene in the middle, outside of the target.  
 
    From there, they’d head back to the cave. 
 
    A wind picked up, Danzen’s robes billowing like a drape over an open window. The wind hadn’t been strong enough when they’d left the cave for him to tie up his clothing, and before heading out, he made it a point to use the loose leather rope he kept with him to strap the material around his legs down. Anything to stay hidden. 
 
    Once he was ready, hood over his head, Danzen shifted forward, moving at a snail’s pace until he found a solid rhythm that allowed him access to the shadows cast by some of the larger stones.  
 
    As he came over a natural ledge, Danzen was greeted by the sight of dozens of yurts with reindeer standing around them, their breaths visible. The Dukha people were camped in a dry lakebed. A great bonfire could be seen in the middle of the encampment, big enough that Danzen got this sense that the people weren’t concerned with yokai or other tribes bothering them. It was bold, bright, and the wood and dung they were burning created a lasting odor that wafted over to him. 
 
    He looked for any signs of people that had abused remnants. There were some of the nomads moving about, yet none moved in a heightened way, as if they wore talismans, and he didn’t see anyone floating or using powers that a normal person wouldn’t already have. Their clothing was appropriate for the way they lived, the men and women nearly indistinguishable in their thick leathers, tufts of fur lining the openings on their collars, sleeves, and the tops of their boots. They wore fuzzy scarves wrapped around their necks, the colors that Danzen could see a mix of natural tones, dark grays, beige, off-white, black and shades of rust, as if they’d been dyed with ochre.  
 
    Danzen began to look for armaments, weapons racks, or perhaps evidence of a nomadic blacksmith where they strengthened what they already had. He circled toward the back of the camp, where he found that the people had been using a type of rock he was unfamiliar with to make the tips of their spears and arrows. They had targets set up, ones made of shale, some of which were shattered.  
 
    He needed to get closer to figure out what it was they were using. 
 
    After a pair of men passed in front of one of the tents, Danzen moved into action, keeping his eye out for both reindeer and people. He slipped over to the target practice area, where he found a quiver with arrows in it. Danzen blinked, and immediately saw what the Dukha people were using, that familiar purple something he’d come to recognize. 
 
    All of their weapon tips were made of remnants. 
 
    It was time to report back.  
 
    If they were making weapons out of remnants, then it would make sense that they may have taken the Sunyata piece that was once lodged in Timbero’s skull.  
 
    Danzen slowly wound toward the rendezvous point, which coincided with the place that he and Nomin had first separated. Once he was in place, Sansar circled once and flew in Nomin’s direction to let her know that Danzen had finished. 
 
    Danzen crouched, and listened for any signs that Nomin was heading in his direction. He was now about two hundred feet away from the natural entry to the Dukhas’ camp, his body obscured by the shadow of a nearby cliff, the former assassin completely still.  
 
    He only saw Nomin when she wanted him to see her, the blind assassin’s shaved head slightly reflective in the subtle moonlight, her movements swift and thorough.  
 
    She would never reach him in time. 
 
    A voice met Danzen’s ears, startling him, the language one he’d never heard before. He turned to find a trio of men, their faces obscured by black paint and thick clothing, each with an arrow pointed at him. 
 
     It wasn’t easy to sneak up on Danzen; these three had clearly used a remnant for their impending ambush. The one in the center spoke again, and while there was an edge to what he said, Danzen also noted that he seemed incredibly calm. 
 
    Sansar landed, Nomin not taking another step in Danzen’s direction. All three prepared for anything. 
 
    “They’re speaking in an ancient language,” Sansar said after saying something to the three men. “One that was once used in Sunyata before the adoption of the common tongue.” 
 
    “They are Dukha?” 
 
    “Dukha warriors, yes.” 
 
    “What are they saying?” 
 
    Sansar spoke for a moment and the man responded, his tone even, yet his words guttural.  
 
    “They say they have been tracking us for a while now, that they have men surrounding the cave and ready to attack if either of you try anything. They…” 
 
    The man spoke again. 
 
    “They do not agree with your unannounced presence here, yet they do not wish to escalate things. The warriors will escort us back to the cave, and in the morning, their sage will visit us. He has some knowledge of the common tongue due to his meetings with other yokai and settlers in the outer regions.” 
 
    Danzen glanced over to Nomin.  
 
    It wasn’t like either of them to agree to demands at arrowpoint, but it was clear they had no way to communicate with the Dukha that had surrounded the cave, and Danzen didn’t want to test Yato or the others in that way. She was strong, fast too, but an ambush would likely overpower her, especially in the state he’d last seen her. He knew that Yama and Nama could hold their own, but Sunyatic weapons would likely be too much for them to handle, not to mention Jelmay and Kudzu, who would do their best but ultimately fail against those who had trained in combat their entire lives.  
 
    As much as he hated to do it, Danzen would acquiesce.  
 
    “We agree to their demands. Nomin,” Danzen called over to his counterpart, “they will escort us back, and we will meet with their leader in the morning.” 
 
    The blind assassin didn’t say anything, but she did keep her weapon down.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t like being escorted, especially with the extremely quiet nature of the Dukha warriors, who kept on the periphery as he and Nomin headed back toward their encampment. He could see them now if he shut his eyes, and he eventually fell into a spell of cycling between eyes opened and closed as they traversed the rugged terrain. Their escorts never lifted their weapons. Even stranger, the group of warriors all but scattered once Danzen and Nomin reached the cave, vanishing like wolves into the night.  
 
    Asleep in a far corner of the cave, on his back with his hands across his belly, Jelmay snored loudly, Kudzu curled up on the opposite side of him. Yato was crouched far enough away from what was left of their fire to obscure her features, and both lion dogs stood watch at the front of the cave, anxious looks on their faces. 
 
    Yato sighed audibly upon seeing Danzen and Nomin, as if she were letting out a big breath of tension. “They’ve been monitoring the cave for hours.” 
 
    Danzen felt a sense of pride in her words; he had to remind himself yet again that Yato was trained by Thane, a master assassin, and that she had since come under his wing, not to mention Nomin’s unique influence. Of course she knew she was being observed. 
 
    “The Dukha people.” Nomin sat near the fire and turned back to the cave entrance, her legs crossed beneath her.  
 
    “They’re using remnant weapons.” 
 
    Yato glanced at Danzen. “Remnant weapons? I noticed a spark of energy in observing them and wondered what it was. I thought they were talismans.” 
 
    Sansar landed, shaking a few snowflakes off his wings. “They could be using those as well, but all of their spear and arrow points are made of remnants. I saw it too.” 
 
    “What would even happen…?” Yato never finished this question, either assuming the answer would be instant death, or realizing that there were a number of things that could happen when a remnant was used as an actual weapon. 
 
    After all, Danzen currently had the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds on his person, which he’d trained to return to him after a long and arduous process. It seemed to be able to cut through most things, like the sword he had from Nomin, and there was another connection as well, something he had channeled in his fight against Ginza, a feat that he hadn’t really experimented with since. Danzen had killed Ginza by shattering his bones through the usage of an echo, but the more he thought about it, the more he came to the realization that his power may have been amplified by his legendary weapon.  
 
    The Dukha warriors’ weapons would be no different. 
 
    Danzen suddenly felt an urge to hone his practice, even if it was late. He had a feeling that there wouldn’t be time come morning. With this in mind, he stepped outside and drew his weapon, aware that Dukha scouts were still watching him somewhere hidden in the foreground. A light snow now fell as he went through the motions of bending his echo, ebbing and flowing, the power uncoiling from his core.  
 
    Yato didn’t join him and Danzen didn’t blame her. It was frigid out, and the snow had now obscured everything around him to the point that he felt like he was miles away from his companions, no signs of a cave, or the fire that Jelmay had started earlier, Danzen lost in the moment.  
 
    He sent his blade forward, the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds mere seconds from prying itself free from his grip. Danzen clamped down yet again. He brought the weapon back, his entire body moving with his blade, the sword an extension of his being. Where the blade went, he followed. More calculated slashes, slow and fast. The energy he’d felt inside him radiated outward, a purple glow to it noticeable once he closed his eyes, the snow falling around him the very least of his concerns.  
 
    Danzen felt as if he could cut through individual flakes, that he could move so quickly, so precisely, that the tip of his sword would glide through the falling snow. He kept up his practice until he felt warm beneath his robes, each exhale visible, the former assassin finally able to bury his thoughts for the time being. His brother and his summons? Gone. His father? No longer relevant. The truth about his mother’s death and what Shodren was really trying to do in Diyu? Fleeting memories, a life of flashed images, a world of circumstance ready to be buried. 
 
    He got to the point that he felt he could stop the snow from falling around him.  
 
    Carefully, as if he were floating the stone in some far-off shrine to test his powers, Danzen began to cast his hand forward, his legendary blade still at the ready. Everything that disrupted his well-being, everyone that wanted him dead, every scenario past and present that he had no control over dispelled from the palm of his hand. 
 
    Danzen felt it in his ankles, his knees, his gut, and finally the center of his forehead.  
 
    His breaths came up short. Danzen was so focused on what he was doing that he didn’t yet notice the falling snow had stopped. The flecks of snow on his robes melted away, and as he finally opened his eyes he found a canopy of snow hovering above his head. 
 
    It fell all at once, his concentration broken, his practice over for the night. 
 
    He returned to the cave to find Yato resting, and Nomin now on guard duty with the lion dogs. She was still seated, but he’d seen her move into action from a similar position before. It was as much a trick as it was a way for her to rest during the meantime, if the reincarnated assassin even needed rest to begin with. 
 
    Danzen pressed his hood off his head, took off his gauntleted blades, and quickly settled. He used one of his satchels to prop his head up, and eventually fell into a troubled sleep.  
 
    The next morning came coupled with the sound of his companions moving quickly around him. Something was awry. Danzen was up in a flash, his hands instinctively going for the grip of his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. As promised, the Dukha people’s sage had come to pay them a visit, evident in the way both Nomin and Yato stood poised to spring into action, Kudzu and Jelmay hanging back, Sansar only visible once Danzen came to the mouth of the cave. 
 
    He found the raven speaking to an older man mounted on a white reindeer, its antlers adorned with charms, Yama and Nama watching him intently. The older man wore thick leather lined in tufts of fur, the reddened wrinkles on his face evidence of the extreme weather he faced. A fur-lined cap covered his head, one with a black leather fringe that hung just over his eyes, obscuring them. He was both intimidating and fascinating to look at, with dark-brown beadwork evident along the contours of his clothing. The man was joined by several Dukha warriors, each dressed in a similar fashion but without the cap and without any of the beadwork. 
 
    “Pilgrim, meet the sage of the Dukha people.” 
 
    “So it is true,” the sage said in an accented voice as he turned toward Danzen. “The half-blood one has finally arrived.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    There was something entirely off about the sage’s teeth. Danzen noticed the next time the man opened his mouth that they had been sharpened. They were clearly dentures, ones made of remnants. A quick blink of his eyes confirmed this, the sage’s teeth shining purple. 
 
    “His teeth,” Nomin said, so just Danzen and Yato could hear her. 
 
    It wasn’t the only thing that was made from remnants. The men that had joined the Dukha sage had remnant weapons, and many had talismans as well. True to the nature of his title, the sage had the most talismans, a dozen necklaces draped around his neck, bracelets, and rings, all Sunyata remnants.  
 
    “You didn’t bring a reindeer for me?” Jelmay asked, breaking the silence. “Sure, I’ve got my own mount here in the form of a lion dog, but the least you could do is bring me something to ride back to your village. That is, after all, where you are taking us, right?” The bakeneko smiled at the sage. “Don’t forget that I have a unique command over prescience as well, and I don’t have to abuse remnants to use it.” 
 
    The sage started to laugh. “It has been all of five years since I last saw a bakeneko, but I have seen kitsune in that time,” he said, nodding to Kudzu. “You may call me Sotgonn, and it is too early to tell if we will lead you back to our current home or not. It may be best for your group to continue on your way. We don’t know yet.” 
 
    Sansar said something to Sotgonn in the ancient Sunyata language, the sage grew serious as he replied. He nodded and waved the raven’s concern away.  
 
    “How did you know about Pilgrim? Let’s start there,” said Jelmay. “Did the bird tell you or was this one of your prophecies?” 
 
    “The yatagarasu merely confirmed something I knew was coming. You may not fully understand it yet, but the conflict between Diyu and Sunyata hasn’t ended. Heaven fell three hundred years ago, that is a certainty, but there have been those preparing for the inevitable. We are those people.” 
 
    “You’ve been preparing for war?” This question came from Nomin, the blind assassin tilting her head curiously at the sage. 
 
    “For a very long time, and not only that, we’ve been taking care of Timbero for generations. He is the only raijuu we know of, and the sages of the past were very clear that these yokai once protected heaven. What you call the northern passage was obscured by fog, yet my people, those before me, always made sure Timbero was cared for.” He grimaced. “Look at us. We’ve already started the dialogue without me being able to properly get your names.” 
 
    “Danzen Ravja.” 
 
    “Son of Tengir Gantulga, as Sansar here has informed me. You?” 
 
    The others introduced themselves starting with Nomin. Kudzu was the last to tell the sage who she was. The kitsune wasn’t a fan of the current dynamics, clear in her body language, but she had loosened up since Sotgonn had begun speaking. As usual, Jelmay picked up where the others fell flat: “You’ve been taking care of Timbero, huh? Is that what you call robbing the raijuu of his remnant?” 
 
    Once again, the sage seemed amused by the bakeneko. “It goes without saying that we would never strip a yokai of its remnant. The remnants we have are limited, and have been in our possession for hundreds of years. They do not come from around here.” He lifted a finger in the air and ran it in a circle as he spoke in his own language to the men behind him.  
 
    “Remnant abusers—typical human nonsense if you ask me. We’ve already had to deal with our fair share of people like you, and some of us were actually alive when Sunyata fell.” The bakeneko flicked his claw in Kudzu’s direction and back to himself. “You can tell yourself whatever you’d like, but by the time you’re sticking remnants in place of your teeth, you should know you have a problem.” 
 
    Sotgonn cleared his throat. “I believe there may be a misunderstanding here. We do not abuse remnants; we preserve them.” 
 
    “In your mouth?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “The remnants the Dukha people use aren’t from Sunyata’s fall,” Sansar announced. “They are from before that time.” 
 
    Danzen realized through this statement why the remnants were so bright. It made sense now; they weren’t from the shards that had rained down onto their world three hundred years ago. This also meant that there was more to these indigenous people than met the eye. They may have seemed primitive when compared to one of the flashier cities of the Kishu Kingdom, places like Sainshand, or the famed trading city of Arsi, but it was quickly becoming clear, in both the language they communicated in and the items they possessed, that their culture ran deep. 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “So they’ve exploited them for a while…” 
 
    “People and yokai believe what they want to believe until they are shown differently.” Sotgonn swept his hand to the east. “But that is a topic for another day. I have decided that you may join our village for the night, so you can see who we are, and so you can learn more of what happened to Timbero. I also would like to discuss why you opened up the northern passage in the first place. We’ve seen you come through twice now, and the way you handled that nue will cause ripples through this region that are yet unknown, with us and with the lesser tribes.” 
 
    “Maybe we can clear a few of those things up now,” said Danzen, finally finding his voice. “We opened up the northern passage to provide easier remnant transportation to a nunnery outside of Odval, in the north.” 
 
    “I know Odval, and the village of Verba beyond. Where do you think I learned your tongue?” 
 
    “So you know Elder Bahjee?” asked Jelmay, referring to the bakeneko that had been in charge of the lakeside village of Verba for over fifty years. 
 
    “Yes, I do. He happens to be the last bakeneko I saw. I find him to be generally agreeable as long as you don’t impose yourself on his people or his wishes.” 
 
    “Heh! That’s Bahj for you, heh! I know the fox is excited to see him again. I sure am.” 
 
    Kudzu snapped her jaws in Jelmay’s direction. 
 
    “I do wonder, however,” said Sotgonn, interrupting their banter, “why you would want to provide remnant transportation? This would be one reason for my people to have conflict with you down the line. Remnants shouldn’t be exploited.” 
 
    Jelmay threw his hands up into the air. He motioned toward the sage’s face, and from there to the weapons the men surrounding him carried. “Am I the only one that sees this?” 
 
    “The remnants were given to my people nearly a thousand years ago as part of an agreement with Sunyata. We have preserved our stockpile for generations. The weapons are recycled, as are the talismans, handed down through matrimony and tradition. My teeth have been worn by every sage of the Dukha people since that time, at least for my particular tribe. As you can imagine, to wear them, I had to go through a painstaking process of having my teeth removed. It is not a role anyone wants, which is why the previous sage chooses the next through ceremony. But it does come with certain benefits.” 
 
    “So what you are trying to tell us is that food tastes better, right?” 
 
    The sage smirked at Jelmay’s comment. “I’m afraid that isn’t the case. To preserve them for future generations, I mostly eat cold soups and bread. But it has given me the power to see in ways that I wasn’t able to see before. Which leads me back to my original question: why would you want to transport remnants through the northern passage?” 
 
    “To rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    Sotgonn took a deep breath in, his nostrils growing in size as he considered Danzen’s answer. “Ah, so it is true. And why would you do that? You are the son of Tengir Gantulga. I don’t know much about your relationship with your father, but I would assume, since we will all end up in Diyu, that your future is spoken for. If you aren’t gifted the throne, you will be close enough to it to be untouchable. Why?” 
 
    Danzen wasn’t used to being put on the spot like this. While his companions knew of his desire to rebuild Sunyata and the struggles he’d had to overcome since, outsiders didn’t. There wasn’t an easy way for him to explain his motives and how they were related to his past as an assassin for the Diyu Brotherhood, or what he had discovered upon arriving in Genshin Valley. 
 
    As she had done before, Kudzu spoke for Danzen once he didn’t reply: “There needs to be balance in our world. Restoring Sunyata will create a balance between heaven, hell, and the mortal plane. Pilgrim has spent much of his life sending people to Diyu. He… he isn’t attempting what he is attempting in order to reach Sunyata himself; he is doing it for others, for those here and those to come. This is why we have joined him. Somewhere along the way, each of us have met Pilgrim and it has changed the course of our lives. While his father may be the ruler of Diyu, his mother was a nun. Who better to restore balance than a half-blooded human with a foot in both worlds? I hope I haven’t said too much.” 
 
    The tension in the air was cut short by Jelmay, who slowly clapped his hands together. “So there you have it. The fox’s soliloquy pretty much summed it up even if it was a bit cringe-worthy. ‘We’re trying to rebuild Sunyata so future bards have something to sing about,’ is how I like to put it. Short and sweet, sort of like me. This is why we opened the northern passage, and we were passing through when we learned about Timbero. Unfortunately for us, we are the type of group that is easily sidetracked. We started investigating, and here we are, making best friends with the Dukha people. There’s a question you haven’t answered yet.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “You claim that your people didn’t take the remnant from Timbero’s skull, that you have been caring for the raijuu. I don’t know if this is true or false, but if it is true, who took it? Hmmm?” 
 
    It was a moment before Sotgonn answered Jelmay. “That would be the wretched tatsu.” 
 
    “Tatsu?” asked Yato, looking to Danzen. 
 
    “Oooh, wretched. I like the sound of that! What about you, fox?” 
 
    “Shut up, cat.” 
 
    Danzen had actually heard this word before. ‘Tatsu’ was an ancient word for ‘dragon,’ and he’d only seen the fighting techniques executed by the infiltration teacher he’d had at the Brotherhood, a man named White, who had since died or disappeared. It was as much a style as it was a mindset. 
 
    “A dragon took it?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Yes, and we’ve already lost five men trying to get it back. This particular tatsu lives in a boulder field several miles from our current location, between our location and the territory of the Akabori people. The terrain is very difficult to navigate, and a creature such as yourself,” he said, motioning toward Sansar, “would make your group easy prey for the tatsu once it saw you flying toward it. We will tell you what we know and provide you with limited directions based on those who have survived. But we should do so back at our encampment. I would like you to see and learn more about our people.” 
 
      
 
    ****  
 
      
 
    Danzen immediately recognized the outer perimeter of the Dukha people’s nomadic home, and the former assassin was surprised to see that the tents he had spotted last night were actually a light-blue color. He had assumed they were gray, and as they approached he wondered how the people had dyed the canvas-like fabrics that covered their dwellings.  
 
    It wasn’t the first time he had seen yurts. They used them in the deserts of the far south, past the mountains of Arsi. He had even lived in one for a spell near the village of Tachibana. Danzen remembered how warm it could get with just a single log on a cold desert night, and how fast that heat could escape once the wooden door was cracked open. The Dukha people had similar dwellings, yet their homes seemed much higher, some nearly twice as tall as the squat yurts he had seen and stayed in over the two years in which he had disappeared. 
 
    There was something oddly familiar about the way the people paid little attention to Danzen and the arrival of his company. It reminded him of Verba, and how the villagers there went about their lives as if there weren’t strangers amongst them. It was a defense mechanism, as was the way the yokai of Osul always avoided them when they visited the Asura Forest. What better way to seem casual around a stranger than to literally ignore them, to let them know that they weren’t a part of your community and that they had no chance of connecting with you? 
 
    But children were different.  
 
    The cherry-cheeked youngsters pointed at Danzen and his companions, curious about them as their older sisters and a few young mothers kept them away. Danzen would never have a child himself. There was no question about this, nor was it something that he thought about too often. But he did enjoy their presence, and while he had grown used to seeing the suffering of others, seeing the suffering of children was something that always broke him in a way, reminding the former assassin of his own childhood, the things he had endured from such a young age to the point that they all seemed normal. 
 
    The sage stopped in front of one of the larger yurts in the center, near the great bonfire they had held the previous night. One of the warriors helped the older man off his reindeer. While he seemed like he would be feeble, the sage’s movement showed Danzen that man was quite spry as Sotgonn shifted quickly toward the opening of his dwelling and inviting all of them in, Yama and Nama staying outside. 
 
    Jelmay waddled past the former assassin, grumbling about how his feet hurt from the long walk. Trotting next to him, Kudzu reminded the bakeneko that exercise was good for him. They were followed in by Yato and Nomin, and finally Danzen, Sansar temporarily perched on his shoulder to make entry into the yurt easier. 
 
    Tapestries filled with images of yokai and other occurrences, including the fall of Sunyata, hung from the walls of the yurt. They were all hand-stitched and individually beaded. A ring of light came in from the top, where the stakes met the center pole of the dwelling. The opening illuminated the wall art in a way that made Danzen feel as if this were a sanctuary of sorts. Once he saw Sotgonn sit on a plush chair lined with furs in the center of the yurt, he knew this to be the case, a musty, but not unpleasant scent in the air. 
 
    “Please join me,” the sage said, motioning to pillows that were already set before him. There was no bed in the dwelling, and the only things at the back of the space were various items used for rituals and a cupboard to hold what Danzen assumed were medicinal herbs.  
 
    Danzen and his companions did what was asked of them, Jelmay plopping down at the front, his feet spread wide and preventing Kudzu from taking the cushion directly next to him. She joined Danzen at the back. 
 
    “Will you be having tea?” asked Sotgonn as a woman entered the yurt. 
 
    “Tea? How about some food? You made us travel all the way here and you’ve yet to offer anything as remuneration. Bah! It is clear that you people like meat.” 
 
    “There will be a meal later. I assume that you will be staying for the night and setting off to deal with the tatsu tomorrow.”  
 
    Jelmay started to laugh. “Let me get this straight. You have already assumed that we are going fight a dragon at your request? That is ripe!” 
 
    “Will you not?”  
 
    “We will.” This voice belonged to Nomin, who sat to Danzen’s right. “Tell us what we need to know about this creature and about your people. I don’t mean to be short, but we have other reasons for passing through the northern passage when this complication was presented to us.” 
 
    Jelmay cackled yet again. “I like the way she puts that. Blind Pilgrim here doesn’t normally say much, but when she does…” He puckered his lips. “Short, sweet, and to the point.” 
 
    “The raven here would know more about us than I could likely tell you,” said Sotgonn, motioning toward Sansar. The Dukha woman left to get the tea, Danzen’s eyes darting over to her as she slipped out of the opening. 
 
    “Not exactly true. I only know a few things,” Sansar finally told the sage. “And I’m aware that your people have promised since days of old to help protect the sanctity of Sunyata as part of the remnant exchange. But there has been little contact for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Because of the fog.” 
 
    “Because of the fog. And I don’t know where you, or your people, stand.” 
 
    “Our reason for continuing on this way has not changed, that I assure you. We protect these ancient remnants and utilize them, as you have already seen. The war that is to come will be arduous, and we will be here to assist when it begins. I do not foresee my people being here when it is over,” Sotgonn said solemnly, a hint of despair in his voice as he continued. “We do not have the power to fight some of the things that will try to prevent the rebirth of Sunyata. That said, we will give it our all. Perhaps that answers any questions you may have about our intent. We live for Sunyata, even if we go to Diyu when we die.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, then you will point us in the direction of any remnants that you know of.” 
 
    Sotgonn blinked slowly as he turned his head to Kudzu. “For you to collect?” 
 
    “That is one reason we are here, yes.” 
 
    “And we will help you in that regard, but, and I say this with the utmost care and respect for what it is you intend to do and who you are: we have no evidence that this is indeed your intent. There might be a yatagarasu with you, and you may have cleared the northern passage, but you,” he said, now focusing on Danzen, “are the son of Tengir Gantulga. While the various rulers of Diyu have never made it a point to gather Sunyata remnants, there is a case that doing so would make them even stronger. How do I know that Tengir Gantulga hasn’t put you up to this?” 
 
    Jelmay quickly came to Danzen’s defense. “I thought you could see the future.” 
 
    “I cannot see the future, I only have a sense of the direction it is going. The remnants handed down to me,” Sotgonn said, pointing at his teeth, “have provided me with powers that I have spent most of my life studying. Each wearer, according to the storykeepers of our tribe, has reacted differently. I, unfortunately, do not have the powers that previous versions of myself possessed, telepathic ones. But I can do other things.” 
 
    Sotgonn lifted his hand, and as he did the end of Yato’s ponytail rose into the air. Danzen could float items as well, but nothing that precise, not without affecting the things around it. A large stone, or even a small one, was a possibility, but, as he watched strands of hair start to separate off of Yato’s ponytail and fall back down onto her neck, Danzen recognized that the denture remnants were unlike anything he had witnessed before when it came to echo precision. 
 
    “Since I’m the one that does all the negotiating around here, I might as well translate for the others what you are telling us,” Jelmay said. “Mostly for the fox.” 
 
    “I understand what he is suggesting.” 
 
    Jelmay focused on the sage. “You don’t believe, or rather, you don’t yet know if you believe that we are telling you the truth. You’re suggesting that if we deal with the tatsu that stole Timbero’s remnant, then, and only then, will you give us a treasure map to a real stash. Am I interpreting this correctly? Kill the dragon, get the loot.” 
 
    “I suppose that is one way to put it. I do not doubt your intent, but if I were a clever follower of Tengir Gantulga, perhaps someone related to him, maybe this is a story that I would be able to put together to gather more power.” 
 
    Sansar spoke next: “It is illogical to think that we are trying to con you.” 
 
    “The bird is right. We have better things to do, and bigger enemies than a gassy yamachichi of a tatsu. I don’t think you understand the kind of enemies that Tengir Gantulga’s full demon son, Nomtoi, has unleashed. That’s Pilgrim’s brother, in case you aren’t following, and he’s a real bottom feeder.” 
 
    Sotgonn shrugged Jelmay’s statement off. “Then you may go deal with them. But if you would like to help both my people and a yokai who once protected Sunyata…” 
 
    The flap at the front of the yurt opened and the woman came back in with tea. It was at this point that Danzen decided he would say something, to limit the negotiation part of this exchange. They’d already more or less agreed to help, and having the tables turned, being questioned about what had become Danzen’s life goal, wasn’t something he was expecting. 
 
    “We have already agreed to assist your people, but to do so, we need to know more about the tatsu. We can discuss other remnants at a later time.” 
 
    “Yes, the tatsu,” Sotgonn said as the woman distributed cups of tea to Danzen, Nomin, and Yato. 
 
    “Don’t forget me,” Jelmay said. “And by the grace of Sunyata, bring us some meat! Me and the fox. We can eat a bigger meal later; a snack would suffice for now.” 
 
    The woman nodded even though she didn’t understand Jelmay and left again. 
 
    “The tatsu has been a thorn in the Dukha people’s side since the time of my grandfather. We are nomadic by choice, but one reason we have begun moving more frequently is because of this dragon. We have attempted, in the past, to sacrifice livestock to it. This has worked to some degree, but every now and then it infiltrates our camp and takes one of ours. This was why you saw the bonfire last night,” he told Danzen and Nomin, clearly aware of who had tried to spy on them. “The tatsu doesn’t like fire.” 
 
    “So we burn it, is that what you are suggesting?” 
 
    “It moves too quickly for you to do that,” Sotgonn told Jelmay. “Unless you can control fire. There are a few warriors in our tribe who are able to do such a thing, to bend fire. They are sleeping at the moment. The three keep guard at night. But if you want to kill the tatsu, and recover the remnant that it took from Timbero, you will likely need to do it during the day. It is too fast at night and is well adapted to using shadows and other coverage, even if you have the gift of sight.” 
 
    “Then how do you suggest we do it?” asked Danzen as he brought the tea to his lips, noticing that it had a slight peppermint taste to it. 
 
    “During the day, when it is slower. The tatsu’s current home of the boulder field will make this even more difficult. Your only chance will be to either trick it or overpower it, something our people have yet to be able to do.” 
 
    “And how big is it again?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Lengthwise? I would estimate it at about forty feet long. It has been ages since anyone has seen its full body, not since I was a child. The dragon may be larger than that.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Not much more was revealed about the Dukha people over the course of a meal that would take the rest of the day, a ritual to it, the food provided by all of the individual families culminating in a communal feast. The members of the tribe were mostly tightlipped, the older children as well. The youngest remained curious, but it was impossible to tell what they were saying as they whispered to one another, or ran over to the area where Danzen and his companions were seated, most of them fascinated by Jelmay and the lion dogs, a few even interested in the white fox who begrudgingly sat on her haunches next to the bakeneko. 
 
    Danzen and his companions were provided a pair of yurts for the night, bedding laid out made from wool and other locally sourced materials, no shoes allowed in the dwellings. A teenage boy brought glowing embers into each of the yurts and placed them in a small iron stove in the center, the pipe of which extended through the opening in the top. Everything seemed portable, the stove itself no more than fifteen pounds or so, the walls of the yurt collapsible, the wood used to erect the structure cast in an accordion design. 
 
    Even with the flap closed at the front, Danzen could see the blazing glow of the Dukhas’ bonfire. He got a glimpse of three warriors that could bend the fire just before they reached their yurt, two men and a woman kneading the flames as if they were dough, absent looks on their faces as they went through their daily routines. Danzen didn’t envy this role. The rest of their lives would be on nightwatch, forcing them to be awake while others slept. It would be hard for them to maintain a family. 
 
    Nightwatch was something that Danzen had grown accustomed to over the years, the former assassin no longer bothered by seeing the sun rise and knowing that he had also watched it set without any rest in between. Everyone slept, which was something he had pondered from time to time. The worst and the best that humanity had to offer needed rest, all of them vulnerable during their time of slumber. It was a prime setting for assassination, and Danzen had killed many in their sleep, his victims dying in their dreams. He always made it fast, and if they woke during the process, they didn’t suffer for long. 
 
    He thought about this as he awoke the next morning before everyone else. What would it be like to die in a dream? For him, would this mean appearing at the steps of the Diyu Brotherhood and climbing until he found himself in Diyu? 
 
    After washing his face with warm water that sat in a pail near the entrance of the yurt, Danzen stepped outside the yurt to find that Sotgonn the sage was already up, the older man seated before the bonfire and speaking with one of the fire benders. Danzen put his hood over his head and continued past him. He reached the edge of the encampment and moved to the top of a ridge, behind a rock formation that would give him some privacy.  
 
    There was ice on the ground, the blades of grass frozen, tufts of snow tucked away in the crevices of the rock. It wasn’t an ideal environment to bend his echo, but it would do. 
 
    His eyes closed, Danzen drew the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds.  
 
    He felt the power of the blade, its energy rippling through him almost immediately. He recalled what he had seen Sotgonn do the night before, his echo precision. Once he was warmed up, Danzen opened his eyes and selected a few rocks. As he moved his blade in the air—his weapon heavy, like he was sending it through water—Danzen focused on the stones. 
 
    He had no problem floating them, and he had already proven that he could shatter the stones as well. He was able to use them as targets, but could he do something more? Could he continue bending his echo while he did something like stack them? Could he slowly disassemble the stones? In the future, he’d need to repair them to advance, but how slowly could he actually take them apart? 
 
    While keeping two stones in the air, Danzen began focusing on the third, able to lift it over the others and place it on top. He lowered the entire stack to the ground, and as he did so he felt a sudden absence of energy. 
 
    Sensing a presence behind him, he turned to find Sotgonn, the sage with his hands behind his back, talisman glowing around his neck.  
 
    “The trick is to let go.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t know exactly what he meant. 
 
    “If you are able to let go, if you are able to both utilize your power and not focus on it, only then will you be able to understand the more nuanced aspects of the Sunyata energy that is left in our world.” 
 
    “Let go?” 
 
    “You bend your echo with your sword. There are a variety of ways to hold a weapon, but it still requires the physical sensation of touch, the muscle memory of grip, your weapon an extension of your being that must be supported. Have you bent your echo without it?” 
 
    “I have, but the power is stronger with my sword.” 
 
    “That is because of the nature of your weapon.”  
 
    “Not exactly,” Danzen told Sotgonn. “My previous weapon worked in a similar way.” 
 
    Thinking of Astra came coupled with the pang of sadness. Danzen lowered his head to some degree, but didn’t say anything else about the legendary sword that Ginza had shattered over his knee. 
 
    “If you want to refine your practice, you will need to do so without the aid of an additional instrument. You are clearly strong, your power amplified by the nature of your blood, but you will reach a peak that you cannot scale if you continue to rely on the power inherent in your sword. When you bend your echo with an outside object, as many of the Dukha warriors do early on, that object’s power is helping to ignite your Sunyata core. Let me put this another way: you will grow exponentially stronger if you focus simply on unlocking the power without the additional aid.” 
 
    Danzen returned his weapon to its sheath. He focused on the rocks again, and as he moved he pushed his palms out in front of him, relying on the gesture to summon the power he had already stirred up. The rocks began to float again. 
 
    “Good. And I’m assuming you can shatter them by now.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Can you repair them?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t been able to do so yet,” said Danzen, still focused on the stones. 
 
    “Then try to do it now. What’s stopping you?” 
 
    He lowered the stones to the ground. “I’ve tried numerous times and haven’t been able to. We aren’t in a shrine, either.” 
 
    “The notion that you need a shrine to test your power is something that abbots and monks cooked up to force people to visit religious institutions. It has become common practice now, but it is not necessary. You’ve seen glimpses of my power. I’ve never had it tested, yet look what I can do. Sometimes, trivial tests limit true advancement. Not everything is quantifiable.” 
 
    Danzen grunted a response. 
 
    “And I don’t think there’s anything wrong with people visiting the shrines and monasteries, nunneries and temples, of the kingdom. It is an important practice that not only builds community, but also keeps those who have decided to dedicate themselves to bending their echoes focused and in a community. But it is not necessary. The classification system is one that has been made for commoners to feel as if they are advancing their practice. Think about it. What is the point of a subranking? A clay tablet glowing a certain color? This is to show small signs of improvement to create an urge within someone to continue cultivating. There are other ways of using your power that I’m sure you are just now starting to understand. This is the case, is it not?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I suspected as much. I am not a teacher of these practices. There are others in our tribe, those who closely handle our remnants, who are better than me. I will introduce you to them after you have returned. But for now, my suggestion would be to try the practice without your sword from time to time. Only then will you be able to do things like this. There is much to learn.”  
 
    The three stones whipped into the air, merged together, and flattened into a thin sheet. Sotgonn turned the sheet on its side, and lowered it to the ground, the piece now resembling a stone tile. From there, it dissolved. 

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two of the Dukha warriors led Danzen and his companions sans the lion dogs to the outer rim of a boulder field that stretched for miles, the crest of mountains visible in the distance. It was hard to tell where the rocks ended, and after they came down a stony hill, they were greeted with the entrance to the boulder field itself, one with evidence of glacial runoff, an area whittled away over time. 
 
    “So the dragon is in there?” Jelmay asked, clearly spooked. The bakeneko’s ears were pressed back now, and as usual, he was out of breath. It hadn’t been too far of a walk from the Dukhas’ encampment, but they had changed altitude several times, mostly because the path they’d traveled had them keep to a ridge along a cluster of mountains, their guides knowing the best ways to avoid the steeper fall-offs yet not avoiding the especially rugged terrain. 
 
    “Maybe it is best if some of us stay back,” said Nomin, referring mostly to Jelmay, but also to Kudzu. 
 
    Danzen knew she wasn’t the type to say that the two yokai were not cut out for their kind of work. Maybe Nomin from years ago would have voiced her concerns, when she was more vulgar, but now she generally remained quiet. He sensed this was what she was thinking, and he knew that she was wrong. Danzen had seen both Jelmay and Kudzu go to extremes in their own individual ways, and he was fairly certain that Jelmay could simply change his form if he wanted to do something a bit more manageable, perhaps stronger. Danzen still wasn’t certain how this power worked, but it seemed to have some effect, and when Jelmay did something like use his large, nondescript human form, he was able to easily carry larger things or even take on the persona of others, like when he transformed into Nomtoi. 
 
    “I didn’t come this far to not take part in slaying a dragon,” Jelmay said, a newfound hint of confidence in his voice. “I can hear the bards now…” 
 
    Kudzu let out a short breath. “Maybe you shouldn’t give so much power to the voices in your head.” 
 
    “No more talking from here on out.” This voice belonged to Sansar, who was now perched on Danzen’s shoulder. The three-legged raven wouldn’t be able to take to the sky as he normally did, as he would be much too easy a target.  
 
    According to Sotgonn, the tatsu slept with most of its body in a low-lying cave, its upper body and head exposed so it could keep an eye on the sky. This was because of an attack well over a hundred years ago in which the Dukha people had tried an aerial assault. They had almost succeeded, the tatsu missing one of its ears. Their success had led them to try again, and the second time around, the dragon had been waiting for them. 
 
    No, they would need to keep as low as possible.  
 
    Because the tatsu rested with its throat on a rock, Sotgonn was convinced that the dragon yokai could sense vibrations, which was how it ambushed some of the warriors who had last attempted to slay it. The deeper they got into the boulder field, the more carefully they would need to travel. 
 
    Nomin’s keen sense of direction even though she was blind coupled with her rigorous dedication to her craft made her the ideal candidate to guide them. She was agile as well, Danzen watching as she crouched in front of a large crack in the ground, the blind assassin lowering herself in, checking for a passage beneath, and lifting herself back up to confirm it. 
 
    Jelmay had to change his form as predicted to move through this passageway, the bakeneko keeping quiet for once as he took his place at the rear of the group. Sansar alternated between Danzen’s shoulder and sometimes hopping along behind the kitsune. There were a few points as they climbed over jagged rocks that the raven actually rode on Kudzu’s back. 
 
    They came across carcasses, bones picked clean of meat, tooth marks sporadic, some of the skeletons pulverized into dust, as if the dragon had chewed on them. Danzen took a sweeping look around, a haze above extending some of the shadows of the rock, creating pockets of cool air, wet and damp crevices in between. He spotted a stake with a rope attached to it. This was where the Dukha people would make their offerings. Not only that, but there was fresh blood on the ground, and a smear that led through a three-foot-wide opening in the rock. 
 
    Danzen could sense a predator. 
 
    Years ago, Danzen came into contact through one of his contracts with a man who owned a mountain lion. The man would travel between some of the bigger towns of the Kishu Kingdom to display the animals he had either captured or raised from pups. As competition started to grow, he hired the Diyu Brotherhood to kill one of his competitors, a fellow out of Odval whose circus was beginning to gather acclaim. 
 
    Danzen remembered coming eye to eye with one of the hulking mountain lions the morning he returned after handling the contract. Sometimes the contracts went directly back to the Diyu Brotherhood, but other times the person who paid the contract wanted direct evidence, and while Danzen could always palm this off to a lesser assassin, he generally did this part as well. Something about seeing the person who had ordered another’s death always stoked his curiosity. 
 
    Danzen found the man that had ordered the killing seated in front of the mountain lion wagon, the predator resting behind him. Thinking back now, Danzen recognized this as yet another one of the many occurrences that had led him to abandon his former life. He saw the predator caged, its nostrils flaring just a bit as Danzen approached with the evidence, which happened to be the mark’s head in a wooden box. 
 
    The owner of the mountain lion slowly looked up at Danzen and nodded his chin toward the beast. “Toss it in there.” 
 
    Danzen located a slot built into the wooden cage, which the owner could use to feed the mountain lion. He approached it, lifted the gruesome head out of the box, and tossed it in. 
 
    The mountain lion ignored it. 
 
    “She’ll eat it eventually,” said the owner. “She always does.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t wait around for the inevitable, but he did take one last look at the mountain lion, a predator examining a predator. He wasn’t the type to contemplate a metaphor, but the look in the mountain lion’s yellow eyes was one that both filled him with sorrow and inspired him to persevere.  
 
    Years later, news reached Danzen that the owner had been killed when trying to feed that very same mountain lion. He had put his hand too far into the opening, and the lion finally made its move. While the owner had been able to eventually get his arm out, or what was left of it, he later bled to death right there in front of the wooden cage while the mountain lion watched, licking its lips. 
 
    A caged predator could only be caged for so long. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Nomin was the first to pause, the blind assassin sensing something.  
 
    She tilted her chin down, the skin tightening across her face. Danzen lifted a single finger into the air, and those behind him came to a stop. They were about three feet away from the top surface of the rocks above, and Danzen felt as if he were in a slot canyon aside from the fact that many of the stones were rigid here, not smooth and carved out by wind and water.  
 
    Navigating crevices had slowed them down considerably, the group taking half an hour to go only about a hundred feet. They were deep in the labyrinth now; the only other sign of humanity they had come across had been the top of a skull, civilization nonexistent in the boulder field. 
 
    The next sound that reached his ears caused his heart to skip a beat. 
 
    A clump of rocks fell from the top of what resembled a butte, dust spraying into the air. It was loud, and they were close enough to it for the ground to shake, Danzen naturally clenching his teeth. He waited for movement, all but expecting to see the body of an enormous dragon, but all he heard instead was a low rumble, followed by a cooing sound. 
 
    He glanced back to Kudzu to find the white fox crouching, her ears pressed back, eyes wide with fear. As soon as she caught Danzen looking at her she relaxed to some degree, trying to appear less frightened by the noise they now heard, the low rumbling continuing drone-like in the background. 
 
    Danzen looked ahead to Nomin, who seemed completely frozen now, her hand on one of the stone surfaces. 
 
    She nodded, returned her blade to its sheath, and continued on.  
 
    Sansar hopped after her, Danzen next followed by Yato, Jelmay, Kudzu at the back. Nomin crouched once they came to an opening and looked up at the butte where the stones had fallen. She stopped again and pointed to the soil. Danzen understood what she was referring to, the former assassin recalling that Sotgonn had said the tatsu rested with a portion of its body underground. 
 
    They were close to the dragon. 
 
    Each step from that point onward became more calculated as the low, rumbling sound grew louder. 
 
    Danzen heard a rock roll behind them. He whipped his head around to see that Jelmay had accidentally kicked a loose stone, one that tumbled into another. 
 
    The rumbling sound stopped. 
 
    For a moment it felt as if they were living in a vacuum, everything silent around them, Danzen and the rest of his companions all holding their breath for roughly the same amount of time.  
 
    Then, movement began.  
 
    It sounded like stones scraping together at first, but then it resembled rocks being polished, the ground trembling. 
 
    The first glimpse Danzen caught of the tatsu was its body, its huge serpentine form traveling through one of the crevices. He drew his Blade of Darkness. Nomin immediately slipped off to the left, Yato to the right, which forced the young assassin to scale to the top of a rock, which she did quietly, her steps feathery and light. 
 
    The next time it came around Danzen saw the face of the dragon, its scales green, yellow accents along its eyes and lips, its nostrils flared. Each tooth in its mouth was larger than a dagger, and there was a silver gleam to the set of fangs. Danzen immediately noticed its missing ear and the remnant that he assumed belonged to Timbero lodged in its place. It became clear that the tatsu would weave through the boulder field, which provided both protection and cover, a home turf advantage. 
 
    Skrrict! Skrrict!  
 
    Summoning her blades, Yato drew the dragon’s immediate attention. The young assassin leaped from one stone to the next, and the tatsu twisted in her direction. Nomin made just about as much noise as she could as she tried to distract it from the right, eventually using her heel to roll a large rock into a narrow space. This caused the dragon to whip in her direction, giving Danzen the time he needed to gather as many shadows as he possibly could. 
 
    He exploded forward with his Blade of Darkness overhead, its enhanced tip swelling with shadow, Danzen hoping to kill the tatsu before the beast could better understand what it was up against. 
 
    The dragon turned out to be much faster than he anticipated. The snakelike monster whipped backward, and Danzen’s attack headed straight into the stone ahead of him.  
 
    A rock cascade followed, dust and debris filling the air. The tatsu careened forward and slammed its body into one of the larger stones, sending more rocks tumbling into the crevices and dangerously close to Danzen and his companions. 
 
    It used the cover of the debris to slip away, and as the dust settled, Danzen once again looked right to see Yato crouched on one of the stones, her gauntleted blades drawn. Nomin was off to his left. He also saw Jelmay and Kudzu, who were moving away from where the avalanche had just happened, the fox on high alert. 
 
    A shadow loomed over him as Sansar rose into the air. The three-legged raven had taken his largest form, and just as Sotgonn had alluded to, the dragon was instantly fixated on him. The tatsu exploded out of the ground, its entire body now visible as it chased after Sansar. The dragon was easily sixty feet in length, and stones and dust fell off its scales as it twisted higher into the air. The creature was big enough to blot out the sun, to cut through the haze that sat over the boulder field. 
 
    Sansar led the tatsu in Danzen’s direction, as the former assassin prepared to yet again try to end this. 
 
    He ran forward, shadow gathering at the tip of his Blade of Darkness as he jumped from stone to stone, moving higher into the air. His goal was to be able to bring the tip of his glaive down onto the throat of the dragon. But their opponent was clever, and as it twisted toward Danzen the tatsu brought its tail around and broke through a series of stone spires, bringing with it a great gust of wind that tossed Danzen backward. 
 
    He slammed into a wall of rock, his breath knocked out of him, his glaive buried in the rubble alongside the former assassin. Blood. Danzen’s first thought as he blinked his eyes open was to scan for any abrasions, but while he’d had the wind knocked out of him, his clothing and his gauntleted blades had protected his skin. 
 
    He inhaled a cloud of dust and pushed forward, retrieving his Blade of Darkness in the process. 
 
    Then he heard Yato scream. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen rushed toward the sound, tunnel vision obscuring everything around him. He felt a swell of relief as he saw Yato expertly leaping from rock to rock, leading the dragon to the west, toward a natural escarpment along the outer edges of the boulder field.  
 
    Yet again, he had to remind himself that she was not only his student, but the student of Thane, a truly talented assassin. She had screamed simply to stop the tatsu from attacking Danzen. She knew what she was doing. 
 
    Inspired by her boldness, the former assassin took to the air, the tatsu large enough for Danzen to actually land on its back. Once he was situated, Danzen charged toward its head, even as the dragon flew through the air.  
 
    He wasn’t able to reach the tatsu’s skull before it whipped around, throwing him off. 
 
    The former assassin springboarded off the side of a butte, rocks tumbling beneath his feet as the dragon came inches away from biting Danzen. He used the shadow-swollen tip of his Blade of Darkness to push himself away from the tatsu, the shadow cutting into rock yet giving him enough force to avoid the dragon’s teeth.  
 
    Danzen landed and pressed on. 
 
    He drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds and sent the remnant weapon into the air. It zipped right by the dragon’s head, tearing scales from its jawline, but his opponent was ultimately able to shift away.  
 
    The low rumbling sound increased to the point that Danzen could no longer think straight. The sound was all around him now, reminiscent of what Timbero was able to do, the rocks shaking, Danzen’s equilibrium thrown off balance. 
 
    His sword came flying back to him, Danzen able to catch its grip, barely, the strength of the remnant weapon causing his muscles to bulge as tiny rocks began to lift into the air around him. The rumbling was severely affecting the terrain.  
 
    A vision came to Danzen in that moment, one of a landslide that could bury his companions. It crystalized—this was what the tatsu was attempting now.  
 
    “Run!” Danzen shouted, his Demon Speak power coming to him naturally. But the tatsu’s rumbling was too loud now for his voice to reach the others. Even worse, he spotted Nomin and Yato heading toward the dragon, both ready to engage it. 
 
    A shadow swooping over him revealed that Sansar was also heading toward the enormous tatsu, which was now curled around a thick chimney of a rock easily nine feet in diameter. He didn’t know where Jelmay or Kudzu were; there was no time to second-guess this either or look for them, not with the dragon looming before him. The rumbling increased to the point that Danzen’s ears were hurting. The tatsu started to pull its head back like a cobra. 
 
    Not only would it strike, but the tatsu seemed to be gearing up to use a landslide to its advantage. Danzen had to do something. He needed more power, and to summon it he quickly brought the palm of his hand against his blade as he ran, his demons unleashed. 
 
    The mist that had already settled over the boulder field thickened, portals opening immediately, demons clawing their way out.  
 
    “Kill it!” Danzen shouted, his blade aimed at the tatsu, blood dripping from his palm. 
 
    He used a stack of rocks to launch himself toward the mouth of the beast, his hellspawns frothing at the mouth as they scissored toward the dragon. 
 
    A few succumbed to holes that had started to open up, rocks sliding in and crushing them. Danzen was nearly at the point where he could drive the sword directly into the dragon’s skull. His trajectory was clear. The tatsu aimed itself at him, preparing to finish him with one final snap of its saliva-drenched jaws. 
 
    Predator to predator, just as it had been so many years ago with the mountain lion, only this one was uncaged, fierce, larger than life, an actual dragon. But so was Danzen once his blood was unlocked. The tatsu snapped its jaw shut too soon. Danzen used his foot to press off the tatsu’s ragged teeth and fling himself over its snout, sword in both hands, a deathstrike. 
 
    Danzen drove his blade directly between the dragon’s eyes, the tatsu gasping as he did so, a flicker of fear in its eyes, a flicker of despair, and then a flicker of life leaving its body. 
 
    Its head began to sink forward; Danzen swiveled around and held on to the grip of his sword as the tatsu smashed the bottom of its chin against an upturned rock, nearly sending Danzen flying in the process.  
 
    Soon, the creature stopped moving.  
 
    The rumbling dissipated, and the dust began to settle as Nomin and Yato killed what was left of Danzen’s demons. 
 
    “See? I told you we could do it, fox,” came Jelmay’s voice, who stood off to the right. The pudgy bakeneko rubbed his hands together. “Now we loot the son of a hihi. The tatsu’s body parts have to be worth a ton.” 
 
    “Loot it? We’re…” Kudzu swallowed hard, clearly still dealing with the surge of adrenaline all of them were likely experiencing. “We’re here for the remnant.” 
 
    “Sure, grab that too. Pilgrim, while you’re up there, do you mind prying that remnant loose?” 
 
    Danzen took a deep breath in, and went to work. There was no point in arguing, and there was no point in hanging around.

  

 
   
    Part Three 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions reached the Dukha people’s encampment, once again led by the pair of warriors that had guided them to the boulder field. The mist that had hovered over the sea of rocks had followed them, and what was left of the setting sun was now defined by a flesh-colored haze that reminded Danzen of the skies over Diyu. 
 
    Aside from the remnant that the tatsu had stolen from Timbero’s forehead, the dragon had numerous pieces stashed away in its hovel, enough that all of them were needed to carry some of the load. This limited what Jelmay could strip off the tatsu, the bakeneko had only been able to get a few teeth and several of its claws. They ended up using one of the reindeer as a pack animal, the Dukha warrior walking alongside his mount. 
 
    Danzen and his companions were greeted by the sage, the lion dogs, and a retinue of men and women clad in leather and fur. The majority of them brought a single hand to their chest once Jelmay lifted the parts he had stripped off the dragon into the air, which he kept in a burlap sack, now a bit moist on the bottom from the bloodied teeth. 
 
    “Remarkable,” said Sotgonn as he lowered his hand. “Truly remarkable.” He was the only one that wore a hat with leather fringe on it, a slight breeze blowing the fringe across the front of his face, the sage with his remnant teeth on display as always, numerous talismans looped around his neck. 
 
    “We killed your tatsu,” Jelmay said before Danzen could speak. “We get to keep all the remnants, aside from the big one for Timbero. I’ll let your lot sort that one out.” 
 
    “The remnants, you say?” Sotgonn glanced at the reindeer that had stones wrapped in blankets affixed to its back, the energy from the combined remnants strong enough that a glow radiated from the creature.  
 
    Danzen already had his hand on the grip of his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. He was now prepared to draw it, and if he did, his first strike would be to the warrior to his immediate left, who carried a double-handed axe, its bit inlaid with remnants. 
 
    He didn’t need to glance right to know that both Yato and Nomin were ready. He could sense it, and he could also sense that Nomin would go for the sage if a fight kicked off, that she would take him hostage to curtail a prolonged fight. 
 
    But this never came to pass. Sotgonn merely nodded his head, his mouth now shut, cheeks filled with air. Finally, he spoke: “Yes, you should take them. We have our own supply, as you know, which is something I would like to show you later now that you have gained our trust. I am assuming you will be leaving toward the north tomorrow? To the nunnery, outside of Odval?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “In that case,” the sage told Danzen, “there may be something else that you are interested in regarding the outer regions. We have received word from one of our tradesmen that something has happened in Verba.” 
 
    “Why am I not surprised there?” Jelmay asked. “Elder Bahjee is an idiot.” 
 
    Kudzu stepped up, the white fox now between Danzen and the warrior to his left. “What happened?”  
 
    “Our tradesman was several miles away when he saw something in the air heading toward the village, something he described as demonic. That is all we know. It isn’t often that we Dukha people see demonic beings in the air.” 
 
    “And you are certain that it was demonic?” 
 
    The sage considered Kudzu’s question carefully. “I am not the one that saw it, but I believe it is something that you should investigate.”  
 
    “You sure like giving us tasks, don’t you?” Jelmay asked. The bakeneko’s stomach grumbled. “And while I appreciate the greeting, where’s the feast we were promised? Were we promised a feast? I’m pretty sure someone said something about eating. We literally killed a dragon.” 
 
    “We had no way of knowing that you killed the tatsu.” 
 
    Jelmay motioned to Sansar, who was now perched on top of one of the yurts. “We sent the bird ahead. You must have known.” 
 
    “He only just arrived. But there will be a feast soon, I assure you, my friend. Regarding Timbero, as you mentioned, we are prepared to return the remnant to him. We have, after all, been the raijuu’s caretakers for some time now.” 
 
    “Is there a faster way for us to go from here to the north?” Danzen asked as he handed Timbero’s remnant to a pair of approaching warriors. “We need to send the other remnants that we have found to the nunnery.” 
 
    “My people know a passageway, yes, but it can be a bit arduous even if half of the journey is across an ancient lake bed. You know, that lake used to have power, and we have mapped a few remnants near it. Perhaps we can take you there and help you transport the remnants further?” 
 
    “Do I get to ride a reindeer?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “You have your lion dogs. Are they not enough?” Sotgonn motioned toward Yama and Nama, who were now resting outside the communal yurt in the center of their encampment, near where they hosted the bonfire. 
 
    “Sort of a rough ride, if you ask me. I would much prefer a reindeer.” 
 
    This comment caused Kudzu to sigh in an exasperated way. 
 
    “And I suppose in this scenario Sansar will go ahead and lead your people to the nunnery?” asked Nomin. “How will we ensure that they get there?” 
 
    The raven answered her question: “I can fly ahead and have Galzo and Abbot Monpo meet us halfway. This many remnants will need protection, especially with the Penumbra clansmen and others that lurk in that region.” 
 
    “We could also send Yato or myself. Perhaps both of us.” 
 
    Danzen considered this. While Nomin and Yato had separated from the party before, if there was a chance they were going up against one of Nomtoi’s demonic beings, he knew it would be better for them to work as a group. He didn’t like this aspect of it, and it certainly wasn’t something he would mention aloud, that he needed help, but he knew it was best that they remained together. 
 
    “We will investigate Verba as a group,” he said with finality. 
 
    “In that case, not only will we help you transport them, I will also send some of my best warriors to lead you and continue the journey to the nunnery. The Dukha people have been isolated from the rest of the world for some time, not to mention the lesser tribes, which…” 
 
    The sage was never able to finish his sentence as Jelmay interrupted him: “By some time you mean hundreds and hundreds of years, right?”  
 
    Sotgonn smiled at this comment. “Yes, something like that. I see now how dedicated you all are to accomplishing this task. It is something that we too believe in. Sunyata must reign again; the remnants that we care for and use to craft weapons have been preserved for this very reason. If we are able to help, we will. We will. To Sunyata!” Sotgonn lifted his fist into the air and extended his fingers wide, the Dukha people all doing the same around Danzen and his companions.  
 
    It was a unity that was felt. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen was planning to retire early that night when Sotgonn stopped him, the old man reaching out for his arm. The bonfire at the center of their encampment was much smaller than it had been previously, since the threat of the tatsu was no longer something the Dukha people would need to worry about. Danzen imagined that there were other things that they were forced to address in the mountains outside the northern passage, from yokai to various megafauna.  
 
    It couldn’t be easy, that was for sure.  
 
    From what he had seen of the people, even though he couldn’t quite understand their language, the Dukha were a hardy people that had to continually adapt to new settings and surroundings because of their nomadic nature. It certainly didn’t seem like an easy life, but Danzen could tell by their general disposition that it was a rewarding one, a life spent surrounded by nature and away from the seedier, more nefarious actions of humankind, the kind of environment that he had grown up in as a trained assassin. 
 
    Danzen knew his group would have to move on, and eventually, no matter where the journey took them, they would need to loop back to Genshin Valley so he could deal with Uchi and the fallout of what happened to Suja Village and his monastery. He wasn’t looking forward to that part, nor was he looking forward to eventually seeking out Soko’s help. But that generally was how he viewed life, as a series of events both dreaded and cherished that seem to twist together in clever ways. 
 
    “The yokai seem satisfied with the meal and entertainment that we’ve put on,” Sotgonn said, referring to the meal they’d had followed by dancing. As the Dukha danced, Sotgonn had explained that they were reenacting the fall of Sunyata, and that the men wearing white fur represented the rebirth, this group always on the periphery.  
 
    “They do,” Danzen said as he watched Jelmay and Yama play with some of the children. 
 
    “I want to show you our remnant masters. Just you.” 
 
    Danzen agreed, and soon, Sotgonn was leading him toward the back end of their encampment, to an area that had a high fence around it. The area was guarded by two men who stood in the shadows, their features barely illuminated by moonlight. A lock kept the gate shut, and Danzen observed as the sage placed his hand on the lock. A piece inside glowed purple before it snapped open. Sotgonn kept it with him as he entered into the gate, where there was a pair of yurts, one much larger than the other, light shining within. 
 
    “They are working rather than celebrating?” 
 
    “They are. The remnant masters are accustomed to a life of solitude. The power they hold sway over is intoxicating to a normal person, hence the guards outside. Like me, it is a sacrifice to take this role. You can’t have a family, and you spend most of your time around the power that comes from a heaven that you will likely never visit. There is sorrow here, at times.” 
 
    Sotgonn stepped aside once they entered the main yurt. Danzen counted three men, one of whom was resting on a bed in a corner, his form visible behind a room divider due to a candle in the space that amplified his shadow. 
 
    Both men looked up at Sotgonn, and the one on the left spoke. He was the older of the two, bald, his eyes vibrant. The younger, a man who could have been no older than twenty, had shaggy brown hair, his eyes the same as the older man’s, reminding Danzen of the way a predator looks when you shine a torch at it in the middle of the night. 
 
    “We have a limited supply, many of which are kept in the smaller yurt next to this one,” Sotgonn explained. He motioned for Danzen to sit with the men, and he did the same.  
 
    Danzen counted several carving tools, the remnant weapons fluted and expertly crafted. He also noticed other pieces that were being repurposed. “And they work on smaller pieces during the colder season?” 
 
    “Precisely. The larger items, like swords and other big pieces, must be forged or done out in the open, to absorb as much natural sunlight as they can, natural Sunyata energy. It’s a cycle that we have grown accustomed to, the weather affecting the forging of weapons. Using hand tools is a bit different, as long as we keep the place warm.” 
 
    Danzen noticed that the inside was indeed warm, the heat coming from glowing coals in the center of the space, as well as the candles that lined the perimeter of the space. Thinking of this caused a bead of sweat to appear on his brow, and made him want to take off the cloak he wore that the Dukha had gifted him. 
 
    “And these remnants are all from before the fall?” 
 
    “Yes, hard to believe, I know.” Sotgonn swept his hand at the collection of stones. There were more tucked away in other corners of the space, Danzen noticing their purple glow. Not only was it warm, it was also powerful, his breaths feeling shorter, constricted in a way. It reminded him of when he had ingested a remnant. “Well before my time, and well before the fall, an angel brought them to us. This would have been before it was even something to consider, that heaven could fall.” 
 
    “Do your people remember the angel’s name?” 
 
    “There are various names that have been attributed to this deity over time. Yunjeta is the most common one, an ancient word that means ‘gift of light.’” 
 
    “I’m assuming your people named the angel this.” 
 
    The sage smiled at Danzen. “You would be assuming right. But the name has stuck, even with the split that separated the original Dukha people into various bands years ago. Had it not been for our leader at the time, a man named Goyo, all Dukha people would have vanished.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Sotgonn spoke to one of the remnant masters. The youngest one stood, and went to a far corner of the space to retrieve something. “It was Goyo’s decision that broke the Dukha people up into various bands. Six bands, to be exact, three of which perished. One band was kept to preserve our artifacts and histories, this one created out of storytellers and remnant masters, children and older folks. The other two bands that survived were meant to be flanks in the fight. One gave up when it became apparent that a victory was impossible; the other arrived too late to do anything about it. These form the present-day Mantobo and Akabori tribes. It’s a complicated history.” 
 
    The young man returned with a small dagger made out of a remnant. 
 
    “This piece belonged to Goyo, first gifted to him by the angel, Yunjeta. We believe that simply being in its presence will unlock the power hidden within a person. Would you care to hold it?” 
 
    The power on the remnants all around him was too strong for Danzen now, to the point that he could feel it in his veins. It wasn’t exactly how it felt when he drew blood, but it was similar to it, Danzen grinding his teeth now, sweating, trying to maintain his demeanor. 
 
    “No, maybe not,” he finally said. 
 
    “It will help you unlock your potential. It is clear to me that someone with your blood would benefit from something like this.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything as he lifted his hands from his robes to respectfully take the remnant dagger. He only held it for a brief moment, but as he did he was gifted with a vision that he had never had before, the former assassin perched on the tip of a peak, overlooking a battle between good and evil. It was a terrible vision, especially because evil was winning, hellspawns, demonic beasts, winged dragons—good didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    He felt sick to his stomach. 
 
    Danzen carefully gave the remnant back to Sotgonn and stumbled to his feet. He pressed out of the covered opening of the yurt and took a breath of fresh air, his exhale a visible cloud. 
 
    Had that been the fall of Sunyata three hundred years ago? Or had his vision been one of the future?  
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A snowstorm blew in late that night, well past the time Danzen when had finally joined the others to rest. He ignored the wind whipping out the canvas walls of the yurts, the inner space kept warm by an iron stove at the center.  
 
    As he settled, Danzen tried to forget his vision; aside from the reoccurring dream he had of climbing the steps of the Diyu Brotherhood, he generally didn’t have visions. Just because he’d had it, didn’t mean that the vision would come to pass. 
 
    He had to believe this for the time being. 
 
    Something else became clear to him, a thought that he would have to explore sooner rather than later, even if it didn’t make sense when he considered the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds—the true power of Sunyata seemed to have an effect on his blood. He had sensed this in the room with the remnant masters, and the more he thought of it, the more it made sense. Sunyata was the polar opposite of Diyu, and as much as he hoped to push it away, half of him was demon. There was no denying this. He wasn’t like the yokai that had joined him, nor was he like any human in the vicinity. The closest to him would be Nomin, but there was no telling what she actually was, only that she rarely ate and never slept. 
 
    His demon blood had somehow amplified his ability to bend his echo, but it seemed to hinder it in some way as well. He’d seen this play out, even as it got harder and harder for him to advance. Maybe being around the ancient remnant was his breaking point due to the purity of the source. That was another thing Danzen sensed in the yurt with the remnant masters. He had felt as if his skin was seconds away from splitting open, his bones pressing out, his soul departing his body, all sensations he attributed to death. 
 
    Yet maybe Danzen was overthinking it; he was certain either Abbot Monpo, or perhaps one of the Sundiyu Sect yokai in the outer regions, like the tanuki named Kanjin, would know. Did Sunyata’s power affect the very nature of his blood? Would this adverse effect prevent him from reaching his true potential? Yet another question that he would need to ask in the future. 
 
    The next morning came, and while the others drank warm milk tea and ate dried meat, Danzen bent his echo away from the encampment. Yato had offered to join him, but he had told her that he preferred to practice alone that morning, Danzen still feeling a bit unstable due to what happened the previous night. 
 
    He started off with his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, the energy oscillating around his core, Danzen’s breaths visible in the cold morning as snow continued to fall onto the rocks all around. He recalled what Sotgonn had shown him the previous morning, the sage’s precision when it came to using his power. He also remembered that the older man had suggested that Danzen try to achieve the next tier now, that he didn’t need to be in a shrine to truly test his own power. He could float the stone, he could shatter it, but could he repair it? And his precision, how would he improve that? 
 
    In the end, he broke it down in a way that he would have practiced at the Diyu Brotherhood, imagining the instructor named White reminding him to take things step-by-step. White had been his infiltration instructor, and the man was keen on patience and striking at the right moment. There were rumors that White had waited on a mark for nearly a year in disguise to simply drop something in the man’s tea one day at a restaurant, the target’s death supposed to look natural. 
 
    His patience and dedication to timing were remarkable. 
 
    Biren Yeshe, Danzen’s head instructor at the Brotherhood, had a different teaching style. The man who would later betray him was all about cunning and brute force. To Biren, this revolved around swiftness of action, the man of the mindset that confidence in one’s ability was paramount, that it was unnecessary to wait on a target for a year when one could simply strike in the dead of night with precision. 
 
    It turned out that this dichotomy of approach was a good thing for Danzen, allowing him to forge his own path and take bits from both sides. How could he use that in amplifying the precision of his power? He imagined White instructing him to start small, and Biren Yeshe telling him to find the largest rock he could and smash it into pieces with a pebble. 
 
    Perhaps there was a middle ground between the two. 
 
    Danzen returned his sword to its scabbard and stretched his hand out in front of him. He lifted a small rock with his Sunyatic power and held it in the air. He focused on the stone until it seemed to be an extension of his being. Next he lifted another rock and placed it on top. Both rocks shook, and for a moment he felt like they were the magnetic stones that he had once observed at a scientific demonstration in Arsi. 
 
    In the end, he was able to float them on top of one another.  
 
    They shattered into a fine dust, but rather than let the dust fall, Danzen floated it in midair. A few of the pieces wavered, but in the end he was able to hold on to them. Danzen’s next step was something he hadn’t attempted before. 
 
    Sweeping his hand, Danzen prepared to repair them, but rather than form two stones, he would form one single piece. 
 
    Once again he felt the bits of rock waver, doubt creeping at the back of his skull. 
 
    He dropped the stones to the ground. 
 
    “Again,” he told himself, remembering his instructors, where they had led him right and where they had led him wrong. In a perfect world, he would have been raised by similar men, one whose practice was about confidence, the other about timing and precision. 
 
    “Again…”  
 
    Danzen steeled himself with a deep breath, his hand naturally coming to the grip of his sword as if it would give him a burst of energy. He started to draw it from its sheath but then pressed it back to the cross guard. He had to be able to do this without relying on his weapon’s inherent power. 
 
    He could always try with one stone rather than form a new one out of two, but he wanted to challenge himself, to task himself with utilizing both the confidence in his ability and the precision of what he was already able to wield. 
 
    Another deep breath in.  
 
    Danzen selected two more stones, which he lifted out of the snow, his surroundings blurring on the periphery. He had to focus, he had to advance. He thought of his mother, the betrayals he experienced up until that point, Kudzu, and Soko. He thought of his fight against Ginza, the time he challenged his brother, how easily Nomtoi had bested him. He thought of the demons he had faced off against in Odval, Onuma and Mayji, fighting in the dark, the giant he had killed in the Panchen Mountains named Shutendorji, an assassination at his father’s request. 
 
    Confidence. 
 
    Precision. 
 
    Confidence. 
 
    Precision. 
 
    The stones floated on top of each other, each about the size of a closed fist. 
 
    Danzen shattered them, and as he did he caught most of their pieces in the air, tunnel vision setting in as he began to push the pieces back together. The magnetic force came to him again, the bits of stone trying to push each other away.  No. Danzen was in control this time, and at the moment he felt as if he was going to release his hold, the bits of stone pressed together and became fluid-like, the consistency of clay. 
 
    The pieces hardened immediately. The rock he had formed fell to the ground, creating a small hole in the wet snow. 
 
    Danzen had done it. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    True to his nature, Danzen didn’t tell the others of his accomplishment. He would need to be officially tested once they finally reached the nunnery, even if he had proven to himself that he was able to repair the stone. There was more practice ahead, and he knew that. He also knew that the door he had just opened gave him more options in the future in combat, although he didn’t yet know how. This was similar to how he had finally utilized his power against the stone golem in the outer region, and later against Ginza. 
 
    It was beginning, that much he was sure of. 
 
    Danzen and his companions set off, the stone lion dogs at the back of the group, Dukha warriors traveling alongside them, six in total. Danzen now trusted these people, but he could tell by the way Nomin traveled that she didn’t, the blind assassin always ready for an ambush. Most of the remnants were carried on the back of a reindeer, Jelmay happily mounted next to it.  
 
    He had kept his bakeneko form, and the reindeer was not too happy to be ridden by such a pudgy, stout creature, especially one that was always talking. Occasionally, it moved as if it would buck him off, which would elicit a grunt from one of the Dukha warriors, the reindeer falling back in the line.  
 
    “I wish we could talk to these people,” Jelmay said after they had traveled for two hours, mostly across a flattened plain, the snow growing heavier.  
 
    It was becoming more difficult to move, and Danzen was glad for the additional clothing that the Dukha people had provided, including thick leather and fur stockings that kept his calves warm. The clothing mostly benefited Yato, who was no longer shivering, the young assassin in a fur-lined cloak, a thick scarf made of wool, and an additional brown woolen robe over normal clothing, as well as reindeer-hide boots with white and red embroidery.  
 
    “Maybe it’s good that you can’t talk to them,” Kudzu told Jelmay. The white fox was half buried in snow. Rather than trot along, she was forced to hop at times, which didn’t seem to bother her that much. There had been discussion back at their encampment of whether she should take her human form and wear clothing, but she preferred traveling this way, and seemed to excel at it, even with the adverse conditions. 
 
    “I just wonder what they would say, that’s all. I saw a few of them eyeing the pieces I lifted off the tatsu. They’re not idiots; they clearly know it’s valuable. Once I get to Odval, to the fence there, it will fetch a pretty penny.” 
 
    “Don’t count your kip yet.” 
 
    “If you want a cut, fox, just tell me. I’m more generous than I look. Eh. I’m sure some quack medicine man toward the south will pay good money for the tatsu parts. Who knows what its medicinal properties are. It might even cure blindness…” 
 
    “I’m perfectly happy with how I am.” 
 
    “Oh? She talks?” Jelmay said, commenting on this statement being the first thing Nomin had said all day. “Maybe if shavings of the tatsu claw are boiled with satori root, it’ll produce a poison that can kill a demon. Pilgrim? You could ask your brother to meet with you and kill him that way. That has worked in the past, you know, poison. Sure, it’s a bit primitive and a sneaky way to go about things, but an enemy dead is a life preserved, or something like that. What was that saying?” 
 
    “You think we will have to go any higher?” Yato asked. Danzen noticed that she was breathing in an unsteady way, likely from the change in altitude. It didn’t seem to bother him, nor the yokai or the Dukha people, and Nomin wasn’t exactly of the living, but he could tell that it was having some effect on the younger assassin. There was something else, a paleness to her skin that was uncommon for her.  
 
    They had already stopped several times for her to drink from a water skin that the Dukha kept strapped to the sides of their reindeer to keep them warm. This had helped some, but it was clear that going much higher would cause her trouble. Normally, Danzen would have asked Sansar to blaze ahead and see what was to come, but the three-legged raven had been tasked with flying to the nunnery, where he would fetch Galzo the winged wolf and Abbot Monpo, the leader of the fox shrine.  
 
    According to Sotgonn, their current route would lead Danzen to a known meeting point at the tip of the northern passage, which was where they would separate. The remnants and the Dukha warriors would join Galzo and Abbot Monpo to deliver the pieces to the nunnery, while Danzen and his companions continued to Verba to see what the disturbance was about. 
 
    They just had to make it through the snow, which had picked up again, falling in sheets and causing minor avalanches on some of the peaks on the periphery. These avalanches were high enough that they didn’t affect Danzen and his party, but he could tell that if a large enough one was triggered, they would be in its direct path. 
 
    The reindeer didn’t seem to mind the snow, and the Dukha people had grown up in it. Danzen thought of their lifecycle as they traveled, moving from place to place with the seasons, storing clothing and other items in rectangular containers he’d seen back at the encampment, which were the length of a reindeer, a decent-sized buck likely able to carry two or even three. 
 
    The nomadic people were fascinating to him, so different from the world Danzen had grown up in. 
 
    He thought of this world as well, once again watching Yato struggle. While he didn’t mind offering her help, he understood the pride an assassin like her would have, something he respected in the young woman. So he waited for her to reach the brink of exhaustion, and once she did, he handed his Blade of Darkness off to Nomin, and his bags to Jelmay, whose reindeer definitely wasn’t happy about carrying more weight. Danzen offered to carry Yato on his back. 
 
    “I can make it.” 
 
    “I know you can, but it is best that you preserve your energy, just in case you need it.” 
 
    She got on his back, her arms around his neck, Danzen having to adjust his sheathed weapons so her leg could fit into place. Once they were ready, they began walking again, Yato’s breath continuing to slow as she whispered a single word to him: “Thanks.” 
 
    They finally reached what Danzen sensed was the apex of their journey, especially after one of the Dukha warriors turned to him and tilted his hand down. The snow was even thicker here, and at one point it seemed like they were going to have to find a new pathway, yet the Dukha people simply got into a line, two by two, and pressed on, clearing a channel for them in the snow. 
 
    “These people must be crazy to want to deal with this kind of snow every year,” said Jelmay, whose whiskers now frozen. “If it were me, I would bring my little tribe somewhere closer to Bahlingar, in the woods there, where it doesn’t get too cold. I think it snows… what? Once or twice a year? Not even that. Three times tops.” 
 
    “I think the whole point is to be away from the people of our world.” 
 
    “Bah. Humans aren’t that bad, fox. You sure seem to like some of their amenities.” 
 
    “I can hardly imagine these people enjoying a place like Arsi.” 
 
    “I didn’t say Arsi. I would only bring one of them there after they had acclimated to the modern world. But a more rural place like Bahlingar? Or perhaps Odval, although it gets cold there as well, would suit them. And they wouldn’t have to deal with this.” Jelmay stuck his tongue out and caught a few snowflakes, which he subsequently swallowed.  
 
    “By Sunyata, you are a fool.” 
 
    Jelmay snorted at the statement. “You’re stuck with me whether you like me or not. Don’t make me take my rabbit form.” 
 
    Kudzu started to laugh. “The most demented rabbit in the mortal realm.” 
 
    “Usagi has a name, fox, never forget that.” 
 
    Danzen tuned the two out, and soon became so lost in the walk that he didn’t realize how fast time was passing. The sun had begun to set when the Dukha warriors led them away from the path that they had been forging, the group passing under a rock archway and into a fairly open cave that already had supplies stored behind a wall of stone that the men were able to move to the side. 
 
    They used the supplies to set up camp and make a warm fire.  
 
    For once, Danzen wasn’t tasked with hunting. Two of the warriors left just about the time the fire was going, one of them making a gesture as if to eat something. They returned about an hour later with a mountain ram, and quickly began butchering it. As they did this, Danzen sat before the fire with Yato, Jelmay and Kudzu, Nomin at the other side of the cave, standing guard alongside Yama and Nama.  
 
    It was a quiet night after their meal, the warriors sleeping closer to the opening, allowing Danzen and the others to take the spaces around the fire. Even though he could have rested, he ended up on watch with Nomin, the heat behind him, the cold occasionally striking his face in the form of a breeze that kept trying to enter the cave yet always failed to progress. 
 
    It was peaceful. Danzen felt strangely at ease. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Danzen bent his echo in the fresh snow, which was nearly up to his knees. Even if he did feel cold to some degree, it wasn’t something that concerned him too much. 
 
    His focus was now on floating a snowball he had made, Danzen trying to carefully take it apart in three pieces and failing each time, the snow falling like dust all around him. 
 
    He was alone once again, away from the cave where he had camped the previous night, the sounds of the others preparing a morning meal peppering his practice. He had been able to once again repair a rock, but he was trying to do it now with something that was lighter, Danzen with the assumption that training with lighter materials would be to his advantage. 
 
    An idea came to him as he gathered more snow using his echo. He attempted to shape it into a sword but failed, the snow yet again falling away. A rare smile traced across his face. He had never done anything like build a snowman, his first instinct being to craft a weapon. It seemed typical of him, of who he was and where he had come from. 
 
    He started up again, the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds sheathed at his waist. His mind skipped back to the Dukha warriors last night and how they had polished their remnant weapons, how different their primitive blades were when compared to his sword, which was smooth and seamless, a piece that looked like an actual weapon. Theirs were crude, noticeably cut from rock. Yet he had a feeling that they would do an equal amount of damage. 
 
    Once he was ready, he floated two snowballs and merged them together. He let this drop and found one of the stones he had set aside earlier, before beginning his practice. With his eyes closed, everything around him outlined in purple, Danzen summoned the stone toward him, a piece about the size of a human skull. He floated it forward and watched as fissures slowly shattered the rock. This was another thing he was working on; before, shattering the stone made it explode into small bits, as if it were exploded by a firecracker. Now, he was trying to shatter it slowly, not quite piece by piece, but in a less dynamic way. 
 
    He succeeded in doing so, dozens of smaller bits of stone floating in the air. Once his focus was set, he merged them back together, able to repair the stone. 
 
    “You have advanced.” 
 
    Kudzu’s voice caused him to drop the rock, which was quickly covered by fresh snow. He turned to find the white fox perched on a small boulder, her whiskers with ice on them, but otherwise looking warm. 
 
    “Sotgonn suggested I try. He showed me some of his power and his precision was unlike anything I’ve seen before, including that of Abbot Monpo.” 
 
    “They are unique people, the Dukha, but don’t underestimate the abbot. He is truly gifted. How are you feeling otherwise?” 
 
    Of all his companions, Kudzu was the one who always asked him this, sometimes outright, sometimes in a more clandestine way. 
 
    “I’m feeling well.” 
 
    “Have you decided how you are going to address Uchi?” 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    “You haven’t discussed that with Nomin, anything like that?” 
 
    “Yes, but I haven’t decided.” 
 
    “Are you… Are you going to bring Soko into it?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    It took a while before she spoke again. “There’s nothing I can do to change your mind, but she’s dangerous, and I’m not just saying that because it’s what I should be saying when you partner with any of your former colleagues. But she has tried to kill you, and me, and Jelmay before. Even if she has found some sociopathic pleasure in fighting Nomtoi’s summons, she will one day betray you.” 
 
    “Likely.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Danzen. You know that she will one day turn her sword on you, right?” 
 
    “I will be ready.” 
 
    “I don’t know how helpful you will be to our cause from Diyu,” she said, a darkness coming over her face. “I’m sorry if I’ve misspoken. But I personally need you here. We need you here, not there, and if she kills you…” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “And that’s not to mention Uchi, or whatever Nomtoi releases next. Just promise me one thing.” She waited for Danzen to respond, and when he didn’t, Kudzu continued: “Promise that you will let me know when you leave. And that you will consider bringing me along.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    The group set out an hour later, neither Danzen nor Kudzu mentioning their conversation again. It wasn’t long before the snow started to filter away, the altitude dropping, the additional clothing they were wearing becoming unnecessary. Yama and Nama ran ahead while Danzen and Yato removed some of the gear, which they placed on the back of one of the pack reindeer. 
 
    They continued on, the sun growing in strength and the landscape changing color until they came to a butte shaped like the hilt of a sword, where they saw Galzo the wolf and Abbot Monpo waiting for them, Sansar perched at the top of the stone. 
 
    “How was your journey?” Abbot Monpo said. The leader of the fox shrine was in his human form, multiple white ponytails tied behind his head, the remnant in the center of his forehead with a bit of a spark to it. 
 
    “How do you think it was?” asked Jelmay as he got off his reindeer, the animal letting out a sigh of relief. “Cold, cold, and even colder last night. Well, we were warm, but I could tell it was cold outside, like the breath of a yuki-onna. There you have it,” a motion toward the pack reindeer, “all the remnants that I was able to uncover.” 
 
    “You?” Kudzu started to ask, but Abbot Monpo’s next statement stopped her from lighting into Jelmay. 
 
    “Sansar has already caught me up on what you were able to accomplish. Adding these to our collection will indeed help grow the powerbase that we are continuing to cultivate. You are heading to Verba now, correct?” 
 
    “Investigating something, yes,” Yato said for Danzen. 
 
    “And will you move further into the outer regions from there?” Abbot Monpo looked at Galzo. “We’ve been discussing making contact with the Sundiyu Sect.” 
 
    “We will if you’d like us to,” Danzen told him. “First, we will see about this disturbance.  Hopefully it is nothing. Either way, we can head even further north after that point.” 
 
    “We will have Menya prepare rooms for any distinguished guests you’re able to bring back with you,” said Galzo. “We could also meet you in Verba in a week’s time.” 
 
    Sansar lowered, and took a spot on Danzen’s shoulder. “We will see what the sect says; I can fly ahead if so and discuss plans with you.” 
 
    One of the Dukha warriors grunted, and motioned toward the direction of the nunnery. 
 
    “Sheesh, look who’s impatient,” Jelmay said. “You would think they would like to stand around and listen to us talk in a language that they don’t understand. Heh. Let’s get to Verba and see what old Bahj is up to. Oh, and one more thing. There are some items in one of the bags that I lifted off a tatsu. Make sure they get to my room. I know how many pieces I have.” 
 
    After a few more minutes of discussion, the group split, Abbot Monpo, Galzo, and the Dukha warriors heading with the remnants toward the nunnery, Danzen and everyone else turning toward the lakeside village of Verba. Rather than fly ahead this time, Sansar stayed with them, discussing news from the nunnery and Odval. More townspeople had been visiting for religious processions, Danzen’s actions in saving the children there having created somewhat of a religious revival. 
 
    This led to numerous comments from Jelmay and Kudzu on the pros and cons of this kind of devotion, the group able to reach Verba by the early afternoon. 
 
    It was immediately clear something was off. 
 
    Danzen noticed it as they came through the gate and found Verba deserted. At least it seemed that way. 
 
    “Where the hell is everyone?” Jelmay asked as he looked around, shielding his eyes with his paw. Sansar immediately took to the sky. Nomin fanned out to the left, and Yato headed to the right as Danzen took the main road with his yokai companions and his two lion dogs.  
 
    “There,” Kudzu said, her ears alert as she saw a statue of a man who looked to be pushing a wheelbarrow. That wasn’t all, there was another statue of a child near him, one with hay in her arms. 
 
    Sansar returned to Danzen immediately. “The villagers, all of them... they have been turned to stone.” 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on the grip of his weapon. “Stone?” 
 
    Sansar rose into the air. “Maybe there’s someone hiding in a house, but I didn’t see any movement whatsoever. Elder Bahjee has been turned to stone as well. He’s out behind his home, where we have eaten with him before.” 
 
    Danzen motioned for Yato and Nomin to return, both of whom were within eyesight. Once they neared him, he gave further instructions: “Check the homes for survivors, and be on alert. We will reconvene at Elder Bahjee’s. Do not engage anything you find, if you can help it. Sansar will keep an eye on both of you and alert us. This has to be my brother’s doing.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was too quiet. As Danzen climbed over a small rock wall, his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds at the ready, the sense that he was being watched kept coming to him. He scanned the perimeter, but aside from the petrified villagers, he’d yet to spot anything. Absolutely no signs of life, which as confirmed by Sansar, who had taken a few laps around Verba. 
 
    “I spotted the chefs that work for Bahj,” Jelmay said, interrupting Danzen’s concentration. The bakeneko motioned toward a pair at the door of the pub. The man had fallen to his knees, and the woman was behind him, trying to shut the door, both fossilized, their faces masks of terror. Movement on the periphery caught Danzen’s attention, but it was merely his lion dogs, who were also on alert. 
 
    “Something sinister is at play here…” 
 
    “You are just now coming to that conclusion?” Jelmay asked Kudzu. The bakeneko let out a grunt as he set some of his things down. “There, that’s better.”  
 
    They reached the small courtyard behind Elder Bahjee’s pub to find the village leader seated in his normal spot, completely turned to stone, a shocked look on his face, his mustache drooping. There was food around him, some of which looked fresh: a pheasant leg with meat still on it, a half-eaten bread roll, and a couple of cracked eggs, as if the bakeneko had eaten them raw. 
 
    Once again, something was off. 
 
    This was confirmed once Jelmay started laughing. “Bahj, you can’t fool us. I know you’re not turned to stone like all these other humans! Stop playing around, you three-titted inugami.” 
 
    The statue didn’t move. 
 
    Kudzu approached it snarling. She reared back as if she were going to jump forward and bite Elder Bahjee. As she did so, the bakeneko came alive, the hefty yokai tipping backward as color returned to his body. He wore nicer robes than the villagers, as always, and as he sat up, the look in his eyes went from devious to surprised to pleading, all in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    Elder Bahjee grinned at Danzen. “I didn’t… I didn’t expect to see you all! Hello! And what a wonderful group to see you! We need your help, I… She’s…” His bulging eyes looked to the sky, which now featured wisps of long white clouds that looked like milk that had been diluted in water. “She’s back. By Sunyata, she’s back!” 
 
    For a brief second, Danzen thought he was referring to Nomin, who now stood behind him, ghostlike as always in her movement and demeanor. But it became clear that Elder Bahjee was referring to someone else. 
 
    “She terrorized this region during the fall of Sunyata, three hundred years ago. I had only heard of her; I was in the west at the time selling weapons.” 
 
    “You would be a weapons dealer,” Kudzu told the bakeneko, still looking as if she was ready to bite him. 
 
    “She… she came from the sky, during the daytime. Kitazawa! Some of you must recognize the name.” 
 
    Sansar, who was now perched on a fence post, spoke: “I see now. I have only heard the name before, from Kanjen,” he said, referring to the tanuki, the raccoon-like member of the Sundiyu Sect who had gifted Danzen the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds.  
 
    “Kitazawa?” Jelmay squinted up at the sky, as if he were trying to recall the yokai. “Isn’t there a song that bards sing about the flying demon that can turn anyone that sees it to stone? There is, isn’t there? I’ve heard it sung before!” 
 
    Kudzu groaned. “I don’t know what the bards sing about.” 
 
    “One day they may sing about you, so maybe you should pay better attention.” 
 
    Elder Bahjee quivered with fear. “She can do more than just turn someone to stone. As soon as I saw Usan and Ali make the transformation, I simply turned to stone myself. A defense mechanism.” 
 
    “Something a coward would do, especially if they were tasked with leading a village.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen her,” Elder Bahjee told Kudzu, a seriousness on his face now that Danzen hadn’t seen before. In the end, the bakeneko couldn’t be trusted, but he did seem sincere in his fear of Kitazawa. “And she shouldn’t even be alive. She died. That song that you are referring to, it ends in her death. Wait, this is your doing, isn’t it?” He peered up at Danzen. 
 
    “I didn’t summon her from Diyu, no.” 
 
    “But you are half-blooded; your father is Tengir Gantulga. If anyone can unleash an evil creature like this it is him.” 
 
    “It wasn’t Tengir Gantulga who did this. It was my brother, Nomtoi.” 
 
    “Half-brother, full demon,” Jelmay said. “I know, there’s a lot of halves here. Try to keep up, Bahj, it’s not as complicated as it sounds.” 
 
    “Pfft! I have the wherewithal to follow a simple story!” 
 
    Yato was the last to appear, the young assassin lowering her head to some degree. “Every single one of them is stone.” 
 
    “You should have been here earlier when they were moving,” Elder Bahjee told the group. “Some part of them is still alive, and that part is controlled by Kitazawa.” 
 
    Danzen turned to Sansar. “Is there any cure for this?”  
 
    “Not that I know of, no. Perhaps Kanjen would know, or Midrah,” said the three-legged raven, referring to the kinutanuki that had once forced Danzen and his companions to chase her through an abandoned shrine. She was an odd one as well, with strange disjointed limbs, another member of the Sundiyu Sect. 
 
    “Then you should head in their direction. Kitazawa flew toward the outer region. If anyone has seen her, or has heard through the forest of what she has done here, it would be them. How did you know to come here, anyway? Or were you just coming through the region?” 
 
    Danzen answered Elder Bahjee’s question. “The Dukha people. The northern passage is open, and while journeying through it, we ran into them.” There was no point in going into a longer explanation than that, the former assassin generally one of few words. Time and time again, he had been taught just how dangerous speaking could be, often as deadly as weapons. 
 
    Elder Bahjee ran his hand along his mustache. “That would explain it.” He glanced down at the half-eaten pheasant leg on the ground and picked it up, taking a bite. “Equally troubling, we are running out of food here. Bah, I tell you!” 
 
    “You are perfectly capable of hunting.” 
 
    This statement caused both Elder Bahjee and Jelmay to crack up, their laughter interrupting a serious moment. “That’ll be the day, fox,” the village leader finally said. “No, I need these people repaired so they can hunt for me. The stores of food that we have for the winter can only last me so long, you know. But you’re here, and now you can help me. Let’s talk about that. I suggest you find Kanjen or Midrah if you want to know more, and be careful when you do it. Kitazawa can fly, and she is ruthless. It took angelic warriors from Sunyata to stop her last time, and when she reached Diyu she tried to fight back as well, to the point that the ruler of Diyu at the time had to send elite guards to bring her down. Manic, wildly insane, impulsive. What makes it worse is that she comes and goes as she pleases, and she doesn’t always finish fights. Remember that. She prefers the element of surprise. Even worse? Her wings. They’re razor-sharp; don’t forget that. Stick to the tree coverage as best you can.”  
 
    “How do you know all this?” Yato asked. 
 
    “The bards,” both bakeneko said at the same time. Elder Bahjee pointed his pheasant leg toward the north. “Well? What are you waiting for? What’s left of this village isn’t going to save itself!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “We always end up running errands for that pathetic cat, don’t we?” Kudzu had waited until they were away from Verba to voice her opinion, their group now keeping to the wooded area outside of the lakeside village. They moved there as quickly as they could, no comments during that time, all of them keeping a watchful eye on the sky. 
 
    A haze had set in, the thin white clouds from earlier with deep shades of gray across their underbellies, the sun blotted out. The wind sent spirals of orange and yellow leaves through the woods, something Danzen would have found peaceful, like the blooming flowers outside of the Tudan Outpost, had it not been for the tension he was feeling. 
 
    He didn’t know much about Kitazawa, but an enemy that could fly, one that could swoop down at any time and was able to turn the people that saw her into stone, was not something to be taken lightly. 
 
    It would have been easier to stay along the main path that wound through the forest, but they kept to the trees instead, as Elder Bahjee had suggested, the bramble thick and sharp. Danzen was glad for his robes and his gauntleted blades, which gave him additional protection. It was unfortunate that he didn’t have a pair of gloves in his satchel, something he would need to get in the future, but Nomin made this easier for him as she cut down any trees or shrubs that were prickly and in their direct path, the blind assassin always a few steps ahead of Danzen. 
 
    “Does anyone know where we’re going?” Jelmay asked. The bakeneko was once again wearing his demon bear hide, his features mostly obscured. 
 
    “It is not hard to find Kanjen. He lives in the cave near the peaks that look like a pair of kitsune ears,” Sansar reminded him. 
 
    “That’s right. I thought they looked more like a pair of scissors than fox ears, which reminded me of the hasamidachi, but that’s just me. I guess we have different tastes.” 
 
    Yato got her foot caught under a branch and fell, which was rare for the generally agile assassin. Rather than laugh, Jelmay turned to her and offered his paw to her. “Not going to surprise anyone moving like that.” 
 
    She hung her head in shame. 
 
    “Don’t take what I said so seriously; I’m just joking with you. I know some of these people we hang out with aren’t funny and enjoyable, so sometimes I overdo it.” 
 
    “We should probably keep our voices down.” 
 
    “Bah, I’m practically whispering,” Jelmay snapped at Nomin. “And all of us are lucky that I’m not hungry, that Bahj had some food back there. Otherwise, my stomach would be grumbling.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe how much of a coward he is, and how he tried to trick us by turning to stone.” 
 
    “Would you rather him try to fight back?” Jelmay asked Kudzu. “If he died as well, like the others, then no one would be there to tell us which direction to go. So while I understand how you are feeling, I am also thinking of this from the perspective of a bakeneko, one that wants to preserve his life, and through it, the lives of others.” 
 
    “You don’t need to constantly defend him.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, fox. If I didn’t have a world to save, I would have been planning to double-cross Bahj and take his quaint village for myself in a heartbeat. As I discussed before, I can picture Verba as a resort town, romantic boat rides on the glacial lake during the summer, great food and plump fish, maybe do something with lanterns that will really light those mountains up. A festival of sorts? Yes, something grand. It would be the most popular destination outside of Arsi, or Bahlingar for the winter, let me tell you that. That fatheaded bakeneko lacks vision.” 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    “He does. You know he does. Had I been there this long, things would have been different. And if I work here with you all…”  
 
    “We know, we know,” said Yato, shifting to a playful tone. “You’re getting repetitive in your old age.” 
 
    Jelmay playfully scoffed at this remark. “Give her a few remnants and she becomes cocky. I’ll remember that next time you’re cold and you want to use my demon bear hide. Also, now that I’m tired of walking, Yama, you’re up.”  
 
    The lion dog approached Jelmay, and allowed the bakeneko to get on his back. They had a placed a few of their items onto Nama’s back, and the other lion dog was at the front of the group, Sansar perched on her stone head. 
 
    “You don’t think that these lion dogs were turned to stone by Kitazawa, do you?” Jelmay asked the three-legged raven, once he was squarely on the lion dog’s back. 
 
    “Actually, that would make sense, although there are supposedly others across the land.” 
 
    This was something Danzen hadn’t considered before. He assumed that the two lion dogs were simply yokai made of stone. Had they actually been turned this way? What were the odds that Kitazawa was involved? 
 
    “I suppose we can ask the tanuki,” Jelmay said once it was clear that no one was going to continue the conversation. “He seems to know more than he is letting on.” 
 
    They came to a natural hill pressing out of the woods, giving them a view of the two spire mountains beyond. Sansar took to the air at this point, to let Kanjen know that they were planning to stop by. The sun hadn’t set yet, and while they could have moved through the valley, Danzen and Nomin decided it would be better to wait until night. 
 
    “I still find it funny that the two of you believe that a demonic yokai that has been trapped in hell won’t operate at night. She’s probably nocturnal, like Blind Pilgrim.” 
 
    “It is better if we wait. Maybe you would like to eat something.” 
 
    Jelmay tilted his head at Nomin’s suggestion. “You’re right. Maybe I would…” 
 
    The group made a temporary camp, no fire, Jelmay going through the bag of food that he had looted from Elder Bahjee’s estate. He had done this more or less with the bakeneko’s permission, Jelmay taking a few loaves of stale bread, butter, and a sour berry jam that turned out to be pretty good. They ate and waited for the sun to come down, the group mostly quiet, even the bakeneko. 
 
    “It’s hard to imagine what Nomtoi will unleash next,” Kudzu said at some point during their break, which naturally elicited a response from Jelmay. 
 
    “What’s even scarier is to think that they are already out there now, biding their time. We have been lucky enough that they have attacked in their own ways, or, like this demonic yokai here, who seems to be focused on this region. Maybe she was aware that we would eventually come here, or maybe not.” 
 
    “You think she spoke to Elder Bahjee?” asked Yato. 
 
    Jelmay shook his head. “That’s a strange question.” 
 
    “Just a hunch.”  
 
    “If I know Bahj, and I do at this point because he’s like a worse version of myself, as soon as he saw someone turn to stone he did the exact same thing using his morphing power. Sort of like tucking his tail between his legs. Yama gets it.” 
 
    The lion dog gave Jelmay a curious look. 
 
    “See? So no, I don’t believe he has spoken to Kitazawa, which tells me, if I were trying to sleuth this out, that even though she has been freed by your brother, she has a different priority. After all, unless he has told her about what you are doing in this region, how would she know to come here of all places? And why attack Verba?” 
 
    “They were her old hunting grounds,” Nomin said. The blind assassin was now up in a tree, perched on a large branch. “According to Bahjee.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s all she wants, her old hunting grounds, and the locals of Verba are in the way.” 
 
    “I hope we can save them.” 
 
    Jelmay offered Yato a soft nod. “I have a feeling we won’t be able to, so don’t get your hopes up. Bahj is about to be the leader of a village of ghosts. But, with the northern passage open, perhaps people will start coming to this area again. Who knows?” 
 
    “We don’t know that we can’t help them,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure once you are turned to stone, and I’m talking about really turned to stone, that you never can operate normally again.” 
 
    “What about them?” Yato motioned to the two lion dogs. 
 
    “I hate to say it,” Jelmay told the group after a long pause, “but you know who would know about this? Usagi. He’s one that fixed these two.” 
 
    “The bigger the distance we put between ourselves and that rabbit, the better.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree, fox, but he does know certain things and as much as I hate to admit this, he has certain skills that make him useful from time to time. This is why I haven’t paid Pilgrim here to kill him.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t take your contract.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Jelmay said, looking at Danzen. “Well? Would you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen offered the two of them a rare smile. “It depends,” he said, which was just about as close to joking as he came.  
 
    Jelmay smirked. “You did throw Usagi off the hill that one time. I think about that from time to time, you know. Maybe one of these days once he really gets me going, I’ll turn into you and do the same, grab him by his rabbit ears, and throw him as far as I can, that cranky little yamachichi.” 
 
    “You should stop impersonating Pilgrim.” 
 
    “You should stop impersonating Pilgrim,” Jelmay told Kudzu in a mocking way. “Actually, I almost sounded like you, didn’t I? I can use your voice, you know. And I have already proven that I can turn into a rabbit, so don’t think I can’t turn into you.” 
 
    The statement caused Kudzu to start laughing. “You are the fattest little rabbit I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “That’s beside the point.” 
 
    “And you’d be the fattest kitsune as well, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Yato quietly laughed as well, and Danzen would have continued smiling had he not seen the look on Nomin’s face as she watched something flying towards them in the distance. He immediately prepared to draw his weapon until he recognized Sansar shifting toward them in the air. 
 
    “The bird returns,” said Jelmay. “And it’s about bloody time. I was getting bored listening to Kudzu compliment me on my transformation powers.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions left once the sun had set. They followed Sansar, who had selected a relatively easy way for them to descend to the valley below. It was clear that someone had carved the path into the rock wall many years ago, but the route had naturally sunk over time, which made it a bit difficult for Jelmay. But he didn’t complain, all of them keeping quiet now that they were out in the open. 
 
    There was still tall grass, but it was all dead, and Danzen imagined that the entire area would be layered with ice in the coming months, becoming a different type of terrain altogether, one peppered with snowdrifts. If humans ever did move into this area and populate it as they had in other parts of Kishu Kingdom, it would have to be a hearty bunch, and the preparation for winter would be something they would likely start in the spring of every year.  
 
    There wasn’t a lot of light illuminating the landscape, what was left of the moon absent behind the dark-gray clouds that had gathered above them, as if they were spectators expecting something. 
 
    Danzen continued to keep a low profile, his hand on the grip of the remnant weapon. His hood wasn’t over his head at this point; he needed to see as much of his periphery as possible, and it wasn’t like a hood would stop something like Kitazawa from noticing Danzen’s group. Yet he still had the urge to pull it over his head, an almost instinctual thing, a way to sink back for a moment and simply be.  
 
    The wind swelled all around them.  
 
    Danzen paused, Nomin and Yato doing the same, the three assassins sensing something. Yama was the first to truly sense what was coming, the lion dog tilting his head up. 
 
    Kitazawa appeared seemingly out of nowhere, swooping down from the sky, the woman crossing her arms over her chest as she cut through the dead grass. She moved too quickly for Danzen to see what she looked like, but he did notice her black wings, which were silver-tipped. She carved a circle around them and then flapped her wings, lifting into the air again, laughing as she did so. 
 
    “Run!” Danzen shouted to Yato. “Eyes closed, lead Jelmay and Kudzu!”  
 
    Yama nearly collided with Jelmay; the bakeneko scrambled on top of his back, his paw over his eyes. Kudzu wasn’t able to do this as easily, not in her fox form, but she did manage to keep up with the two lion dogs as they charged toward the other side of the valley. Yato ran with them, her head bent down, a hand over her eyes. 
 
    Danzen drew his sword just as Kitazawa dove back down toward him, the former assassin prepared to strike. Nomin had already started to crouch, and Sansar was around as well, also trying to stay out of her direct line of vision. Danzen didn’t know if her power would work on the Sunyata yokai, but he knew it wasn’t something that he wanted to test either. 
 
    He was just about to fling his sword at the demonic woman when she spoke: “Son of Tengir Gantulga, half-blood.”  
 
    Danzen examined her with his eyes closed.  
 
    From what he saw Kitazawa had long ears and a mask on her face with a lengthy nose. Like the warriors of the past, the mask only covered the bottom half of her face. She wore robes that looked light, and he saw a pair of daggers sheathed at her waist. Were her wings not that sharp? When she flew did she somehow utilize her daggers? 
 
    She had moved too fast earlier for him to tell. 
 
    “You have come to my territory.” Her voice was that of an older woman, a witch, yet there was a melody behind it as well, something that indicated her bizarre state of mind to Danzen. 
 
    “Can you fix the villagers of Verba?” 
 
    “Why would I do something like that?” Kitazawa looked over her shoulder at Jelmay, Yato, and Kudzu, who were all fleeing with the lion dogs. “You have seen some of my earlier work. I don’t remember that pair, but there were many yokai that I turned to stone. Interesting that you are able to bring them back to life, but somehow, I suspect this wasn’t you. You don’t have that kind of power, do you, half-blood? I suppose it doesn’t matter now. Nomtoi has freed me to kill you, but I have no interest in doing your brother’s biddings. That said…” Her wings began to lift. “You are in my territory.” 
 
    “Can you fix the villagers?” 
 
    “There it is, that voice. You know that won’t work; you are scared. I could catch them, you know.” Kitazawa pointed a single clawed finger back at Danzen’s companions. “If they won’t open their eyes, I’ll simply cut them in half.” 
 
    Danzen burst forward. Kitazawa drew her dagger and blocked his first attack. She spun, and as she did she lifted into the air, the wind knocking Danzen back. He managed to stay on his feet, crouched now, ready to strike again. 
 
    “I’m not interested in fighting you, half-blood. Hear me out before you try that again. But if you insist, I will kill them first, and then I will come for you. I can reach them before you can. The younger woman. Is she your apprentice?” Kitazawa tilted her masked face at Danzen. “I will start with her. Once I kill your companions I will attack the nunnery where your mother used to live. I’ve already scouted it out. Put your sword away and be gone. Come tomorrow, I want you out of this area. This is my territory. This is the one chance I’m giving you to leave it.” She twisted her head fully around like an owl and stopped on Nomin, who was directly behind Kitazawa now, prepared to pounce. “This is your last chance. What will it be?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen lowered his weapon. It went against everything he knew to not engage Kitazawa, yet she was faster than him, and he knew better than to risk the lives of his companions in an attempt to call her bluff.  
 
    Kitazawa twisted her head back to Danzen. “A wise choice, half-blood. Stick to your territory and I will maintain mine. Those villagers in Verba are in my territory. They had it coming; they would not pay a tithe.” 
 
    This was the first Danzen had heard about a tithe, which told him that there had been some communication between Kitazawa and Elder Bahjee. Nomin picked this up as well, and pressed the demonic yokai on it. 
 
    “Did you speak to their village elder?” 
 
    “A bumbling fat fool, yes. He knows what I want.” 
 
    “What is it that you want?” 
 
    “What everyone wants,” she told Nomin without turning around to the blind assassin, who still stood behind her.  
 
    “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “To be seen.” Kitazawa’s wings spread and she bolted into the sky, just about as fast as Danzen had seen an opponent move before. It wasn’t quite the lightning of the sugawara, but it wasn’t far off. She remained in the sky above, as if she were watching, waiting to see if they would leave as Danzen had promised to do. 
 
    Danzen turned to Nomin.  
 
    “Do you believe her?” 
 
    He started to shake his head, but then he thought about it for a moment, what she had done in Verba, and how she was allowing passage for the time being. Perhaps Kitazawa was truly a territorial yokai, especially if this had been her former stomping grounds. Still, he had to go with his gut. 
 
    “Let’s move as quickly as we can.” 
 
    Danzen reached the others before Nomin, mostly due to his near superhuman speed.  
 
    Kudzu turned back to him immediately, fear in her eyes. “What happened?”  
 
    “Kitazawa claims this is her territory. She will allow us to stay for the night, but then we have to move on, otherwise things are going to get bad.” 
 
    Jelmay scoffed at this comment. “Like how? She’s the one that flew away, not us.” 
 
    “She threatened you all.” 
 
    “So… the usual?” 
 
    “But there is more. She also threatened to attack the nunnery.” 
 
    “So what are we going to do?” 
 
    Danzen considered Yato’s question. “We will speak to Kanjen once we reach his cave. And go from there.” 
 
    “Do you think that…” Kudzu shifted her head left as Nomin appeared. “Do you have a plan to stop her?” 
 
    “Not just yet. Her speed is going to be an issue. But I did learn something.” Danzen turned to Jelmay. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me? I’ve nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “It’s not that. She didn’t say if she would be able to cure the people of Verba, but she did hint that she gave them a chance, and that Elder Bahjee rejected it. We don’t know what kind of chance this was.” 
 
    Jelmay tensed at the statement. “Bahj again? Do we know what she wanted?”  
 
    “Only to be seen. I don’t know what that means yet. Do you?” Danzen asked Sansar, who was now perched on one of the lion dogs’ heads. He had reached the group just about the same time that Danzen did, the three-legged raven able to travel at his speed. 
 
    “I do not. But Kanjen will. Let’s go to him now, and be prepared for another attack.” 
 
    They started up the wooded hills that eventually transitioned into the kitsune ear peaks, Danzen glad for the tree coverage. Any sudden movements drew his immediate attention, his hand going to the grip of his weapon more than once. He recalled that the last time he’d moved through these woods at night there had been yokai around. He had a way to scan for them with his eyes shut, but he didn’t do so, Danzen not worried about anything except reaching the safety of the cave. 
 
    The ground changed from mangled roots to chiseled stone. His hand on the grip of the remnant weapon, Danzen was prepared for anything, the strain of his concentration starting to get to him. Usually, he was able to push through, but the fact that he could be attacked from any angle made him tenser than normal, and Danzen was absolutely relieved to finally reach the cave. 
 
    They found Kanjen waiting for them, the tanuki in old robes that hung loosely from his furry, raccoon-like body. He was no longer in the bird form that he had been in when Danzen had first encountered him, and from what he could tell on the yokai’s face, there was concern in his eyes. 
 
    “We have another problem,” he said before they could speak, interpreting by their body language that something was wrong. 
 
    “One at a time.” Kudzu sat on her haunches, panting to some degree. “Kitazawa has given us passage for now, but we must leave the outer regions tomorrow. She claims this is her territory.” 
 
    “That’s because it was, long ago. Are any of you injured?” 
 
    “No,” said Danzen. Jelmay stepped around him and started placing his bags down. 
 
    “And these are hers as well?” Kanjen gestured toward Yama and Nama, both of whom had taken guard at the opening of the cave along with Nomin. The blind assassin was currently crouched, her head bent forward as she scanned the area. 
 
    “No, they are mine,” said Danzen, which was the first time he had referred to the lion dogs in this way. “Although she claims to have turned them years ago.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Sansar hopped further into the cave. “You said there was another problem. What is it, Kanjen?” 
 
    “It is Midrah. She went out upon the arrival of Kitazawa and has not returned. She said she was going due west of here, to an area known for its sandstone arches. There is a small village there called Lonyah.” 
 
    “Was this before or after she learned what had happened in Verba?” Jelmay asked carefully. 
 
    “Ah, so you’ve been there as well. This would be after. She went to check on the village.” 
 
    “If they paid the tithe…”  
 
    Kanjen interrupted Danzen. “That tithe? Yes, that. Kitazawa’s demands. I worry for Midrah. She has yet to return, yet to give any signal that she has checked on the villagers. The blasted woman. I told her not to go out! To wait until the others of the Sundiyu Sect could meet so we could collectively address Kitazawa.” 
 
    “My brother unleashed her. She’s one of the Seven Evils.” 
 
    Kanjen grunted, the tanuki thinking long and hard for a moment. “Perhaps I can go for Midrah tomorrow. I do have some ways to protect myself.” 
 
    “We can go,” Danzen said. “Nomin and I.” 
 
    “And me.” 
 
    “No,” he told Yato. “Just the two of us. The rest of you will stay here. And that’s final.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was impossible to rest that night.  
 
    As he had done before, Danzen stayed up with Nomin and his two lion dogs to keep a watchful eye over the others. He didn’t like ordering them to stay behind, but he couldn’t risk anyone disobeying Kitazawa’s instructions. This wasn’t the first time he had been in this situation, and he was getting better at being firm in his decision-making. His companions certainly weren’t weak, all strong in their own ways. They all played a part in this, like Nomin, whose blindness would actually aid him if they were attacked. 
 
    It was risky to try to push further into the outer regions, but Danzen was also the type that didn’t want to be intimidated. Without the others around, with only Nomin joining him, he felt like he would have a much better advantage against Kitazawa if she did spring an attack. Another thing he considered that next morning, while the others were still resting aside from Kudzu, was trying to use his echo powers on the demonic yokai. 
 
    It was nice to make progress in his practice. Danzen had continued to amplify his precision, and he had been able to repair the stone. Not only that, he had killed Ginza by shattering the man’s bones within his body outside of Arsi. But Ginza was a stationary target, and while Danzen was fast, he didn’t know if he could lock on to Kitazawa long enough to use his power in that way.  
 
    Perhaps there was another option; perhaps he could merely take command over Kitazawa’s body and fling her around that way, or break a wing. If he could ground the winged yokai, he would have a heightened advantage. Maybe there was even a way that he could utilize his surroundings to pin her down in some way, but he didn’t know if he was practiced enough to modify the stone in that manner. Not yet. And in the heat of the battle, anything could happen. 
 
    “Before you go…” Kanjen stopped Danzen, the old tanuki with a black cloth in his hands now. “I’m aware of what you can do with your eyes closed, but in case you make a mistake, perhaps it is best if you wear a blindfold.” 
 
    Danzen took the black cloth from the tanuki. He tied it around his head and then pulled it down so it covered his eyes and the bridge of his nose to make sure it fit properly. Once he confirmed this, he pushed it up to his forehead, and shielded his face with his hood. “We will be back with Midrah.” 
 
    Kanjen grunted. “If you head over those hills, you’ll come to a bluff. From there you will likely see some of the sandstone arches. Travel a little further and you will come to Lonyah. The village makes Verba look like a large city, just a collection of five or six shacks, really. Don’t let that part fool you. The people have built extensive homes underground. Remember that. Some may have escaped down there and may still be hiding. Those were Midrah’s thoughts. Good luck. May Sunyata’s grace be with you.” 
 
    Sansar rose into the air and landed on Danzen’s shoulder, the bird pressing his wings back. Nomin moved ahead, and Danzen was just about to join her when Kudzu called out to him: “You have to survive.” 
 
    This statement caused every muscle in his body to tense for a moment.  
 
    He turned to the white kitsune, not sure what to say. Danzen didn’t often question his own survival. He was long past the point of thinking about making it in or out of something alive. He had been raised to be task oriented, and his biggest concern as of late had been those around him. Before, when he was by himself, it was simply keeping as far away from others as possible. The thought of dying rarely crossed his mind, which was why his fight against Ginza had been such a wake-up call.  
 
    Danzen felt he had come close.  
 
    With this in mind, he offered Kudzu a short nod. “I will be back by nightfall.” 
 
    He caught up with Nomin, who kept a low profile as they moved toward the bluff, the two going to extreme lengths to stay within the shadows provided by many of the rocks, sometimes with their backs against them as they entered areas that had better vantage points. The stone had started to shift color in this area, from grays and flashes of white to something that more resembled sand, all of it reminding Danzen of the landscape to the extreme south of Arsi, near the coastal desert. 
 
    He hadn’t thought much about the region where he lived for two years of his life, but it had been coming to him more and more as of late. Perhaps he should revisit the area one day in the future, to see what mysteries he could uncover in the form of remnants. Were there yokai there? Had he really been that blind? Likely so. 
 
     If nothing else, he could try to recover part of Astra in the mountains outside of Arsi. He felt as if he owed the weapon that much. 
 
    Danzen and his companions had eaten a small meal last night prepared by the tanuki, and they had yet to discuss remnants and a visit to the nunnery with Kanjen, everyone’s nerves wracked from their encounter with Kitazawa. Danzen would discuss it once they returned with news of Midrah.  
 
    One thing at a time. 
 
    The pair of former assassins reached the bluff, and quickly slipped over the other side, back into a pocket of shadow. Danzen didn’t like traveling without his Blade of Darkness, yet he had left it behind, mostly because the glaive on his back could be a hindrance. Now was his chance to move the way that he had moved for so many years, like a panther, like an assassin, his training so instinctive that he hardly thought of it, the way that he covered his tracks, how he tried to breathe with the surroundings. 
 
    This had been something that White had taught him, a technique for blending in. His infiltration instructor had explained that everything, including a skeleton, had life to it, and this extended to landscapes and cities, the entire world animated in its own way regardless of what was on its surface or its underbelly. Understand the animation inherent in everything allowed one to truly blend in. 
 
    Danzen did just that, his blindfold now over his eyes as he swiftly followed Nomin’s movements.  
 
    They reached the first cluster of sandstone arches, Danzen noticing a unique energy in the place. Was there a remnant in the vicinity? He thought about this but decided that now wasn’t the time to look for it if there was. They pressed on, both Danzen and Nomin now covered in dust, occasionally moving onto their stomachs when they came to open spaces, Sansar having to hop along after them. 
 
    The village of Lonyah was set in what was almost a ring of sandstone arches, and the homes were made of the same wood that surrounded the kitsune peaks, all with thatched roofs. Danzen and Nomin raced toward the village. Once they reached it, both of them crouched behind a low wall made of mud brick that circled one of the homes. 
 
    Once they were sure that they hadn’t been seen, Nomin led Danzen around the first building, where they came to an outdoor workstation, one with a wooden table and other carpentry supplies cast about.  
 
    There were two men not far from them, both turned to stone, both armed.  
 
    Danzen and Nomin were too late. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After drawing his sword, Danzen approached the two statues with the utmost caution. He stepped between them, just about to slip into the shadows provided by the next hut when one of the statues moved. Danzen turned at the very last moment to block a strike from a sword that had been coated in stone, his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds able to easily chip away a piece of it. 
 
    Whoomph!  
 
    The other stone guard tried to attack him from behind. Danzen rolled out of the way, and pressed off the ground as soon as he came to his feet. He landed on the fence, and swiveled around just as one of the stone guards tried to slash at him, Danzen jumping over the blade. He brought his sword down onto the man’s arm and severed it, his weapon going straight through the stone as if it were flesh. 
 
    This didn’t stop the advancement of the petrified arm, which wiggled on the ground and managed to latch itself onto Danzen’s ankle. By this point Nomin had entered into the equation, the blind assassin using her basket-hilted sword to block a strike from one of the stone guards.  
 
    It didn’t matter what they did to the stone statues—Danzen severing a wrist at one point, and even one of the men’s heads—the statues continued to move. And that wasn’t all. There were two more guards on the other side of the village, both of whom came lumbering toward them, dragging their feet.  
 
    Danzen slammed into one and kicked the man’s weapon away even though it hurt the bones in his foot to do so. He then severed two of the man’s arms, no blood, all stone, and moved on to the next target, whom Nomin was already engaging. 
 
    The former assassin came from behind and drove his remnant sword through the man’s body. Summoning all his might, Danzen lifted him up over his head, and slammed him back down in front of him. Once again he severed the arms, and then decapitated their opponent. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    For a moment Danzen thought this voice belonged to Nomin, but as he turned he saw Midrah peeking out of the covering of a well. “You will get her attention!” 
 
    “You… you are alive.” Danzen brought his sword down again, and cut through one of the stone guards’ legs. 
 
    “Kanjen sent us,” said Nomin, the blind assassin still ready to continue butchering the stone guards. 
 
    “You’ve blown our cover.” Midrah narrowed her eyes on Danzen, the black-and-white fur on her face arcing downward with it, her ears flitted back. He could see a glimpse of the top of her silk robes, which were purple with green accents. 
 
    “Where are the villagers?” 
 
    “Below. That’s why I came to Lonyah, to warn them. When I arrived they were already hiding.” 
 
    “At the bottom of a well?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “No, this is one of many entrances to the caverns beneath this village. They are extensive.” 
 
    “How many people?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “About sixty.” 
 
    “What would you like us to do?” 
 
    “I would like for Kitazawa not to know about these people, so they don’t meet the same fate of those in Verba. You must fend her off once she comes. She doesn’t know that they are down here, and she doesn’t need to know.” 
 
    “Kanjen wanted us to come for you.” 
 
    “I see…” Midrah appeared to think for a moment. “Perhaps…” 
 
    Sansar dropped down to them, the three-legged raven crying out: “She’s coming!” 
 
    Midrah crawled out of the opening, her joints moving as if she were swimming underwater. “I will try to help you!” 
 
    “Does her power affect you?” asked Nomin. 
 
    “I’ll use this.” Midrah produced a cloth from the front of her robes, which she tied around her head.  
 
    “Fan out, we will attack from different sides.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t mean to summon his Demon Speak power, but he was truly afraid of what would happen next, and with an enemy like Kitazawa, one who had an advantageous vantage point, he knew that being clustered together would hinder their attack.  
 
    Danzen ran straight forward, toward the center of the village, Nomin moving left. Midrah started to follow the blind assassin before turning back the other way as Danzen. It was clear that she wasn’t trained in the same way that he and Nomin were. 
 
    Kitazawa appeared just about the moment he reached the center of the village, the demonic yokai landing on a weathervane. “I gave you one chance to leave.” 
 
    “Your threats don’t matter to me,” Danzen said, summoning the same tone he had once used with Ginza to taunt him. “You will die today.” 
 
    As soon as those words left his lips Kitazawa exploded forward, Danzen blocking the barrage of dagger attacks coupled with the sharpened ends of her wings. They came at him so fast that he found himself relying on his command over his own echo, his power guiding him as it often did in a morning practice. 
 
    He managed to repel an attack to the point that Kitazawa took to the sky to regroup. She looped once around the village and tried to divebomb Nomin. Danzen charged toward the two of them, the clank! of swords with a cadence to it that he had grown familiar with. Kitazawa turned just as he arrived and blocked his next vertical cross slash, the demonic yokai glaring at them with yellow eyes through her pointed mask. 
 
    “I warned you!” Kitazawa surged forward, and drove Danzen into the outer walls of one of the homes. They broke through, and as they did, she took to the sky again. Danzen watched her shadow loom overhead as the demonic yokai prepared to swoop down for a deathstrike. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    He loosed his weapon, the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds sailing up into the air, aimed at her midsection.  
 
    Kitazawa turned, and as she did, Danzen’s sword pierced through her wing. 
 
    The demonic yokai fell immediately; Nomin instinctively took off toward her to finish the job. She dove out of the way as the wounded creature lunged for her, dark pools of blood staining the sandy soil. Kitazawa lowered her head and withdrew Danzen’s sword from her wing. The weapon began to vibrate in her hands, as if it didn’t recognize the user. She tried to hold on to the legendary blade, but it was only a matter of seconds before it returned to Danzen. 
 
    He was just about to throw the sword again when she launched into the air, her wounded wing making it harder for her to fly. Kitazawa smash-landed through one of the thatched roofs, kicking up a cloud of debris.  
 
    Danzen took off in her direction, as did Midrah, who had been on the sidelines of the fight thus far. 
 
    “She’s getting away!” 
 
    This voice belonged to Sansar, who circled above. He grew in size as he careened toward the collapsed roof, only for Kitazawa to burst back into the air.  
 
    Wham! 
 
    Kitazawa struck Sansar, the three-legged raven twisting off to the side, the demonic yokai able to gain some air for a moment using both wings. 
 
    She came down again outside of the sandstone arches, dragged herself, and was able to fly yet again, Kitazawa going through the same motions just a moment or so later, hitting the ground, gathering her strength, and fleeing. 
 
    Danzen turned to Midrah. “What now? What about the villagers?” 
 
    “I will speak to them, but they will want to remain here.” 
 
    “Why aren’t we going after her?” Nomin asked. 
 
    “I can track her,” said Sansar, who was still in his giant size. 
 
    A new thought came to Danzen as he caught his breath.  
 
    The predator was wounded, and he had a feeling she would retreat until she was able to fight again. Kitazawa would strike again, there was no doubt about it. It was what Danzen would do if he were her. Not only that, he had a feeling that once she finally retaliated, she would choose a different target. With this in mind, he turned back in the direction they had just come from. “We need to get the others and return to the nunnery,” he said, everything clear to him. “It’s time to prepare for her final attack.”

  

 
   
    Part Four 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jelmay and Kudzu were waiting outside Kanjen the tanuki’s cave upon Danzen’s arrival. Yato was there as well, cleaning her gauntleted blades. The young assassin bristled when she saw Midrah for the first time. Her expression changed rapidly, evidence of her growing maturity when encountering unknown yokai. As Yama and Nama approached, Danzen explained what had happened and where they intended to go next. 
 
    “So Kitazawa could attack at any time?” Jelmay asked after he had heard most of the explanation. “Why didn’t you kill her?” 
 
    Sansar answered this question. “She is wounded, but she is still fast.” 
 
    “And you think she could attack the nunnery next?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Well, we can’t have that. What about these two?” Jelmay motioned from Midrah to Kanjen, who had shuffled over to the opening of the cave. The tanuki had a different cane now, one with an animal design carved into it, and Danzen recalled that the first cane he had possessed had since morphed into his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds.  
 
    “We will go with you,” Midrah informed them. This decision came from a discussion that they had briefly had on the way to the hermitage. 
 
    Kanjen picked up where she had left off. “Yes, I believe that is a necessary next step. We will discuss with the abbot of the fox shrine our thoughts on rebuilding Sunyata. We may be able to help if and when Kitazawa strikes.” 
 
    ‘Discussing their thoughts,’ as he had put it, wasn’t something that Danzen had anticipated. The former assassin had assumed that the Sundiyu Sect would be all for restoring the natural order to their world through the rebirth of Sunyata, especially with their mission of balance. But the way Kanjen had framed this, and something in the tone of his voice, told him otherwise.  
 
    Jelmay turned, and began issuing commands to both Kudzu and Yato to gather his things. Yato obliged and Kudzu ignored him, the white fox looking up as Sansar dove toward the cave opening.  
 
    The three-legged raven landed on Danzen’s shoulder, and settled. “All is clear. There seems to be no signs of Kitazawa.” 
 
    “How badly did you wound her?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “My sword pierced her right wing.” After securing his Blade of Darkness, Danzen lifted one of his bags onto his shoulder. He went for the other leather satchel, the one made of yokai frog leather that Jelmay had given him. “I don’t know how long she will be out of commission. And as I said earlier, she is still able to attack, and has some speed. I don’t think she will be out for long.” 
 
    “So you merely caused her some discomfort. Good to know, good to know.” Jelmay pulled his demon bear hide over his shoulders, a sword now sheathed at his waist. “I guess all we can do is stay vigilant. I’m not saying if I were you all I would’ve killed her, but I certainly wouldn’t have let her get away…”  
 
    “The nunnery is what is important,” Danzen said with finality. 
 
    Yato grabbed the rest of their gear, which she set on Nama’s back. The young assassin used a spare belt Jelmay had to secure the items in place.  
 
    Kanjen joined them now. The hermit yokai had a single satchel strapped across his chest, his fur peeking out of the opening in the front of his robes. “We go.” 
 
    Danzen and his group journeyed through the thicket of trees outside of the hermitage, the group reaching the valley where he had faced off against the stone golem. It was a prime location for them to be spotted by Kitazawa. They needed to move fast.  
 
    “What about Verba?” Jelmay asked as they traveled as through the open field, the relatively clear sky above making Danzen even more nervous that Kitazawa would spring an attack. “Are we bringing Elder Bahjee with us?” 
 
    “Why would we do something crazy like that?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Because he is a bakeneko, and while he may have misled us again, I would bet good kip that he knows more about Kitazawa. Good kip. Bahj knows something.” 
 
    “If we do that, we may risk the villagers attacking us. They are made of stone and will prove hard for some of you to fight, plus there are many more than there were in Lonyah,” said Nomin. “To be honest, Elder Bahjee hasn’t even crossed my mind. We have no need for a lying bakeneko.” 
 
    “Bah. It is our nature. He probably had a reason for doing what he did.” 
 
    Kudzu huffed at this statement. “A reason other than self-preservation? I agree with Nomin; the last thing we need in this group is another cat.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is best if we continue onward. If Elder Bahjee knows what’s good for him, he will leave Verba and rebuild his life elsewhere. He will leave the Outer Regions once he becomes hungry and there is no one to feed him. I don’t want to say that Verba is lost, and that we can’t repair those who have been turned to stone, but…” Midrah lowered her head. “It is a very real possibility. And I agree that having him join us at this moment wouldn’t aid our escape, nor our future intentions in any way.” 
 
    “Maybe you all are right, but we can’t give up hope for the people of Verba.” 
 
    Danzen was surprised to hear Jelmay speak this way. He didn’t normally show concern for humans.  
 
    The bakeneko continued: “And we also can’t forget that there is life after being turned to stone.” Currently mounted on the lion dog’s back, Jelmay reached his hand down and patted Yama on the head. “See what I mean?” Kudzu had implored earlier that he offer the ride to Kanjen, but the older tanuki had declined. 
 
    “Elder Bahjee has chosen his own fate. What happens to Verba is no longer our concern.” Midrah looked up.  
 
    “All clear,” the three-legged raven called down. 
 
    Danzen could see the cliff on the other side of the valley, his group about half a mile away now from relative safety. Once they reached it, they would have the cover of the foliage outside of Verba, and from there they would cross back into the upper regions of the northern passage. At that point, it would be a straight shot to the nunnery where he had first encountered his mother. Flashes of those encounters came to him as the group pressed on, culminating in Shodren Ravja’s death before his very eyes, killed by Tengir Gantulga. 
 
    He got this strange sense that his father was watching him. Danzen’s shoulders tightened and his hand naturally moved to the grip of his weapon in preparation to strike the ruler of Diyu down. But his father didn’t normally appear in front of the others, and from what Danzen could tell, he had taken a step back for the time being to see how the situation between him and Nomtoi played out, his father likely amused by what had happened so far. 
 
    There was still the offer that Tengir Gantulga had made to unlock Danzen’s blood, whatever that meant.  
 
    He hoped he would never have to find out. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The time it took them to go from the outer region to the nunnery flew by, the group never stopping, the heightened sense of alertness they were forced to keep up exhausting once they reached the mountains outside of Odval. It was a grand façade, the nunnery as if it had been birthed of the landscape, its spires and stone buildings blending in perfectly with the surrounding peaks and startlingly beautiful in the setting sun. The prayer flags had been replaced, and as they came up the winding road that led to the nunnery’s numerous courtyards, Danzen could tell that they were preparing for something. 
 
    Windows at the bottoms of the stone buildings had been boarded up, and there seemed to be less items about, from the nuns’ various workstations to recent procurements from merchants, which generally had been stacked in crates before someone brought them in. Sansar had flown ahead to announce their arrival, meaning they were greeted by Abbot Monpo; Menya, the head nun; Galzo, the winged wolf; and Bawa, the kitsune with the orb at the end of his tail, one that was currently glowing indigo. 
 
    “What a journey,” Jelmay said as he hopped down from Yama. “What. A. Journey. And we didn’t even take a rest, or stop and eat. How stupid of us! I can’t take another step. I’m being serious here. Someone have the nuns carry my things up to my room.” 
 
    “Of course,” Menya said, who always was nice to the bakeneko, even if he often caused trouble at the nunnery through his associations with the staff and his morphing ability. Jelmay had been politely asked to leave several times now, yet always seemed to charm his way back into Menya’s good graces.  
 
    The head nun called a pair of the sisters over, both of whom obediently took orders from the bakeneko as he motioned toward the items that needed to be carried up. He continued to groan as if he had walked the entire way on his own. 
 
    Menya smiled at Danzen. “Your things as well, Pilgrim.”  
 
    One of the nuns approached Danzen at Jelmay’s command, and as she did, he handed her his two leather satchels. The former assassin returned to the conversation already taking place between the others. 
 
    “...Good, then the remnants we uncovered in helping the Dukha people are safe.” Kudzu was leading the discussion, the white fox now seated before Abbot Monpo and Menya, Midrah and Kanjen of the Sundiyu Sect standing behind her. 
 
    “It was nice to see a pair of Dukha warriors,” said Abbot Monpo. “It has been well over a century since I last encountered one of their kind.” 
 
    “Do you speak the language?” asked Yato, Danzen recalling that the Dukha people, aside from their leader Sotgonn, all spoke an ancient Sunyata dialect. 
 
    “I do, well, to some degree. Many of the manuscripts that we have been going over are penned in what is an intermediary dialect,” the leader of the fox shrine told Yato. He was in his human form, his long white ponytails all tied off behind his head, robes royal blue with golden accents. Like Kudzu, there was a soft shimmer about him. “I can understand them, but not all of their words because of their actions and how language changes over time.”  
 
    “We can discuss everything that we have uncovered with you,” Menya said, politely shifting the conversation to Kanjen and Midrah. “We are interested to hear what you think.” 
 
    Kanjen cleared his throat. “I suppose it is best for us to state our opinion now, before we get too carried away. What you are attempting to do in collecting remnants is dangerous, and not only that, it has never been done before. Not successfully, anyway. You are correct that there is no balance right now without Sunyata, but by force-summoning a new heaven, you may create a different kind of evil entirely. I know that there will be more discussions in the days ahead, but I would like to get that out of the way now. Not to mention the sacrifice that will be necessary to achieve this lofty goal.” 
 
    “You said yourself that this is something that the world needs—balance. The Sundiyu Sect exists solely because we were a gauge of this balance so many years ago, before the fall.”  
 
    “That is correct, that is what we did and continue to do to a limited degree,” Kanjen told Abbot Monpo. “But we understand things differently these days, and some of us are of the opinion that a balance could be reached without another Sunyata. What if there were something new?” 
 
    “New? You mean a different heaven?” Jelmay asked as he scratched the back of his head. “What’s the rub here? I’m sensing a rub.” 
 
    “There is no rub, but there is much to discuss. Not only that, you need to prepare the nunnery for a potential attack.” 
 
    “An attack?” Menya looked from Kanjen to Danzen, her eyes filling with surprise. 
 
    Danzen briefly explained Kitazawa and what happened in the Outer Regions, how the demonic yokai knew about this place. “I see that there have been some advancements in terms of preparing the nunnery for a siege. Or was that just wintering?” Danzen motioned to some of the lower windows, which were boarded up. He also saw that some of the doors had been sealed off completely, yet another indication that they were getting ready for something. 
 
    “Yes, it was a vision I had, one that told me to shore up our defenses.” Abbot Monpo let out a deep sigh. “I hoped that it was merely a passing thought, but it looks like I may have been partially right. I’m surprised we have yet to be attacked, considering the wealth of remnants we now possess. Relatedly, those have been moved as well, to a different location in the nunnery, one that is much more difficult to reach.” 
 
    “We don’t happen to have a bunch of archer nuns, do we?” Jelmay asked Menya. “Pilgrim already nailed the flying demon yokai with his sword. At least she seems easier to kill than Ginza, or Uchi, for that matter.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, our archer nuns, as you call them, have all moved on to a different nunnery,” Menya told Jelmay politely. 
 
    He grinned at her. “Hey, it doesn’t hurt to ask. I figured that request would be a long shot.” 
 
    “But if she does come, we will be ready, now that all of you are here,” said Abbot Monpo, confidence in his voice. “We will have a meal soon. Midrah, Kanjen, perhaps we should meet privately to discuss in detail what you mean by something new—” 
 
    “Nope, that’s not how this is going to work,” Jelmay said, interrupting Abbot Monpo. “If anyone is doing the negotiation around here, it’s me. Tell me where we’re meeting. I’ll be there on behalf of Pilgrim, Pilgrims, and our lovely white fox.” 
 
    “In that case, let us all have a meal first and speak of other things. We can reconvene afterward.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me,” Jelmay told the leader of the fox shrine. “Pilgrim?” 
 
    “As long as we open a dialogue, I don’t care how we do it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After a meal with the others, Danzen joined Abbot Monpo, Menya, Kanjen, and Midrah in the nunnery’s library. As there had been before, he noticed numerous scrolls laid out on the tables, the space lit by candlelight, the shutters of all the windows aside from one closed. Jelmay, Sansar, and Kudzu had joined them as well, while Yato returned to her room, and Bawa, the other kitsune, retired as well. While Sansar would have normally been there, he had gone on a patrol with Galzo, the winged wolf. 
 
    Before the conversation could begin, the bakeneko found a stool and plopped down onto it, offering the group a loud yawn as Kudzu entered the library. Danzen was starting to understand that having so many players involved would bring new concepts and complications to what they planned to do. He had surrounded himself with a number of allies, each with varying perspectives, and he expected there to be some disagreements by this point. 
 
    Abbot Monpo began the conversation, explaining the necessity of trying to rebuild Sunyata and detailing some of the remnants they had collected. This included everything from the piece that Danzen had once found in a bird’s nest to the necklace he had taken from a man named Ren, who had been the disciple of Jinkai of the Penumbra clan.  
 
    Kanjen didn’t seem very interested in the backstory as to how they got their pieces, and the tanuki eventually stopped the fox from elaborating. “To sum it up nicely, your goal is to continue to collect them until you have what you feel is enough power to create a Sunyatic event, which you hope, along with a sacrifice, will split through Diyu and force a new realm that will come to be known as Sunyata. So it isn’t the true Sunyata, it is an offshoot of Diyu.” 
 
    “It would be Sunyata because it would be made from the pieces of Sunyata, both before the fall and after. We have discovered some texts that theorize about the splitting and merging of realms. This is why I wanted to meet with you, to get your take on this.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” said Jelmay, who was now leaning backward on his stool, drumming his fingers over his vest. “What is this part about the sacrifice? You glossed right over that. Seems sort of important, right?” 
 
    “This is another reason I wanted to talk to you,” Abbot Monpo told Kanjen. “The only text we could find mentioned the need for a blood sacrifice, but not any blood, the blood of something that has fallen. That is how Menya translated it, anyway.” He said the word in the Sunyatic dialect and both Sansar, who was sitting in the window, and Kanjen agreed that this was the correct translation. 
 
    The nun looked from Kanjen to Danzen, and he knew at that moment what this meant.  
 
    Once again, Jelmay spoke up: “And you’re suggesting that would have to be Pilgrim, right? Because that’s how I’m interpreting it.” 
 
    “No.” Kudzu stepped forward, her ears pressing back. “We can’t have a sacrifice. He hasn’t fallen.” 
 
    “I’m willing—” 
 
    Kudzu interrupted Danzen. “No, you are not.”  
 
    “That is what we have been trying to find down here, another solution, and a better definition of ‘one that has fallen.’ It could very well be a fallen angel, but other texts mention them by name. We would like to come up with a solution that doesn’t involve an ultimate sacrifice. Who knows if that is necessary in the first place. With enough Sunyatic power, it might become a moot point. But it does bring us to the Sundiyu Sect, and the information you possess.” The leader of the fox shrine motioned toward Kanjen. “What say you?” 
 
    The tanuki licked his lips. “Never in my life, and all my years, did I think I’d reach a point where this would be a topic of discussion, using the blood of a demon to rebuild Sunyata based on the ancient writings of a quack.” 
 
    “You don’t…” 
 
    “I do,” said Kanjen. “Neither Diyu nor Sunyata have ever been rebuilt, so any writing on it is theoretical. I mentioned earlier that there may be another way, well, I should say, that there is another way from what our sect has discussed in the past. The Sundiyu Sect has had plenty of conversations about the fall of Sunyata. And the best scenario we can come up with is one that may come as a surprise to you.” 
 
    “Yes?” Jelmay asked. “Surprise us, then. I’m not trying to see Pilgrim here die, at least not prematurely. Although, if he does die then he would just go under the tutelage of his father in Diyu, and become the ruler of hell itself, which I’m sure would be great whenever the rest of us finally died because then we would already know the guy at the top. That is, unless his brother…” The bakeneko stopped before he could continue. “Sorry, getting ahead of myself.” 
 
    It was a moment before the tanuki spoke: “The way we in the Sundiyu Sect have agreed upon is to go to war with Diyu itself, and destroy it from within. This nullifies the need for either Sunyata or Diyu, and in the process, it would force a cataclysmic event that would respawn both.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo’s eyes narrowed on the tanuki. “I do recall coming across a writing that relates to the strategy, and I have discussed it with someone before. Just one person.” 
 
    “My mother,” Danzen said, and in that moment everything was clear to him: why she had sacrificed herself to go to Diyu, and what she could potentially be planning now that she was under the watchful eye of Tengir Gantulga. 
 
    Abbot Monpo nodded. “Shodren Ravja, yes, your mother. But I don’t believe she read this or discussed it with anyone. She seemed to come to this conclusion naturally, or through dialogue with someone else.”  
 
    “She was trying to get me to take the throne,” Danzen said. “It was surely what she was planning.” 
 
    “And you say she is now there, in Diyu?” 
 
    “Yes,” Danzen told Midrah, who had been mostly quiet up until this point. 
 
    It wasn’t quite a smile, but something resembling one took shape on the woman’s face. “The nunnery is near the outer regions, meaning we have met with Shodren from time to time.” 
 
    Danzen looked at Menya, the nun who had worked under his mother. “Is this true?” 
 
    “I was never privy to any of the conversations.” 
 
    Jelmay stood, his whiskers raised in agitation. “That’s all you have for us? We brought you all this way just to say what his Mother Pilgrim was already telling us? That we should rebuild Sunyata from Diyu itself? Bah, I tell you. Bah! Let’s not dance around the yamachichi here. One option is collecting a bunch of remnants and hoping that these Sunyata mystics from so long ago were right that enough remnants could do the trick, but this strategy won’t work without a sacrifice. The other is to go to war with Diyu itself, take the throne, and rebuild it from there by destroying it all. There has to be another way. We need to speak to Sotgonn, the leader of the Dukha people. I want a second, I mean third, opinion.” The bakeneko sighed miserably. “This is not what I signed up for. Not only that, it is too confusing for the bards to write songs about.” 
 
    “What did you sign up for?” Kanjen asked. 
 
    “For glory, and to give those who have strived to do well an alternative to Diyu. Maybe there’s a little self-interest there as well, hence mentioning the bards, because I’ve been a pretty good bakeneko over the years, and I prefer not to visit Diyu again if I don’t have to.” 
 
    Danzen turned to the exit.  
 
    He’d seen something on the balcony just moments ago, a flash, and it had taken everything he had not to immediately draw his weapon. The former assassin excused himself and stepped out of the library, taking the stone steps toward the next room, which opened to the outside.  
 
    Cold air met his face immediately, Danzen feeling as far away as he possibly could from the conversation that had just been taking place. All of that could wait. If what he’d seen was actually real… 
 
    “How did you find me?” he asked, his sword drawn as he turned to the shadows caused by a gable over one of the entrances.  
 
    The first thing he saw was a white mask, a new one. He recognized its shape, and he knew who hid behind it. The moon was hidden by gray clouds, but there was enough light from watchfires around the nunnery to cast flashes of orange across a set of dark robes that hung from the body of a woman without feet. 
 
    “I didn’t come here to fight you,” she said, her voice sending a chill down Danzen’s spine, one tethered to memories of the past and fear of what she could do so close to his companions. “Something has come up.” 
 
    It was Soko.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen led Soko to one of the smaller courtyards with a view of the valley beyond the nunnery. He heard the clank of a poisonous prosthetic, the one she had stripped from the Witch of Diyu. She had her sword as always, and based on the bulk under her robes, Soko had packed for travel. 
 
    “How did you know I was here?” he asked almost as an afterthought. As much as she was a killer, Soko was a detective, with informants across the Kishu Kingdom. He was proven right by her next statement. 
 
    “I started around Bahlingar, recalling that we had parted there not so long ago. It wasn’t so difficult for me to figure out where you were once I reached Odval. You’ve done some work there, but that wasn’t what led me here. It was something else.” 
 
    Danzen recalled killing Mayji and Onuma, how they had been kidnapping children. Even if he had tried to force people to forget about them, it wasn’t going to be possible without rounding up the entire town. 
 
    “Why have you come here?” Danzen now stood a few paces away from Soko, facing her, ready to draw his weapon. He didn’t sense she was going to attack, but he knew that this was a tactic that she had utilized in the past. 
 
    Years ago, he’d seen her cut down an opponent who assumed because of her relatively frail appearance that she was harmless. This was back when she still had legs, before they had started to bend as if she suffered from rickets due to her remnant abuse. Her opponent laughed; Soko continued to play the role of the meek. Danzen had been watching from a rooftop at this point, focused on the other mark, the man’s companion, who stood behind the pair, sensing danger from Soko. 
 
    She shot forward with the power of a bull and drove her blade through his stomach. Soko wasn’t done. She withdrew it, grabbed him by the back of the head and sent her sword to the side of his cheek. Shocked by how quickly she had moved, his companion came forward with an axe in an attempt to crush her. Soko swiftly cut off his hand. The man fell, and tried to get away from her, blood spurting from his wrist. 
 
    Rather than kill him, Soko simply stood over the second man and poked at him repeatedly with her sword, prolonging his suffering. She watched him bleed out for several minutes. 
 
    Even if Soko had helped Danzen deal with Ginza, and the two had formed a shaky alliance, this didn’t mean that she wouldn’t attempt the same with him. It also didn’t mean that she wouldn’t make him suffer by doing things to those around him. She may not be able to beat him in a fight, but she knew how to truly wound Danzen. 
 
    “You aren’t happy to see me?” Soko brought both hands up to her mask as if she were feigning surprise. It was a striking gesture, one that Danzen had seen women do in the past to look cute, yet it was something that looked hideous with Soko’s wraith-like form, the stark terror that her all-white mask provided.  
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Not another step, Nomin,” Soko said, not breaking eye contact with him. 
 
    Danzen hadn’t noticed that blind assassin was now crouched in the shadows, watching both of them and ready to strike.  
 
    “If I had wanted to kill one of you, or perhaps that fox or that fatso cat of yours, I would have already done so.” The humor left her voice. “Believe me when I say you wouldn’t have seen me coming. Where’s the other assassin? Yato? Did she die?” 
 
    “She’s alive.” 
 
    “You fancy her your student, right?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond to this question. “Why have you come to the nunnery? This conversation is over until you answer me.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll play along. I’ve tracked Jinkai to an area not so far from here, just outside of Odval. This was why I was in Bahlingar. You left me waiting in Arsi and I got bored. I figured I would finish the contract I’d already taken and find Jinkai, but what I found…” Soko slipped her mask into the front of her robes. Danzen felt the pang of sadness he always did when he saw her face, the black veins, her sickly pallor. What made it worse was that he could still see the woman he had grown up with even regardless of her remnant abuse. It was still there, just a small hint of it now, the girl, the teenager, the Soko whom he had once had a relationship with. 
 
    “What did you find?” he asked. 
 
    “I can feel the power, you know. This nunnery is hiding something, isn’t it?” She took a quick look around. “What would I find if I went and kicked things over?” 
 
    “Tell us of your discovery,” Nomin said. “It is growing late. What this nunnery contains doesn’t concern you.” 
 
    “You are as bossy now as you were then, even though you are practically dead. Do you even sleep now? What’s it like to barely exist?” Once Nomin didn’t answer her, Soko continued: “Penumbra knows about the remnant stash here. I spent a day at the camp they have set up in an old fortress listening to the clansmen speak to one another. They are well aware of what you’re hiding, and they are coming here.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Two days from now.” 
 
    Danzen exchanged glances with Nomin. This may have been how Soko solidified her knowledge of his location. If her informants didn’t know that Danzen was at the nunnery, the clansmen that she had been eavesdropping on probably did. They had likely heard rumors of what Danzen and his companions were capable of, which Soko would have easily been able to interpret, even if they had been hyperbolized to some degree. 
 
    “But enough about me. Where have you been, Danzen? I expected you to come find me after you dealt with your student.” 
 
    “Things came up in the northern passage,” was all he told Soko.  
 
    “There is another thing. You know I don’t believe in bending one’s echo, but I noticed something that I could only describe as…” Soko lowered her shoulders. “Something is off about Jinkai. I saw him, and I could have sworn that there was some kind of energy guiding him.” 
 
    “An energy?” Nomin asked. “What did it look like? Explain yourself.” 
 
    “Have you always been this jumpy? I’ve always imagined echo bending as stirring up strings of Sunyatic energy, whereas I go directly to the source. I think it was something like that. A string of energy was attached to him.” 
 
    “Uchi.” 
 
    “Who?” Soko asked Danzen. 
 
    “One of the Seven Evils. He has the power to control people from great distances. That was one reason we…” He didn’t finish his sentence. It was always important for him to deeply consider the information he told Soko. “He’s not the only one that we have encountered now.” 
 
    “Really?” She lit up with delight. “Go on, I’m listening…” 
 
    “Another one, a winged demonic yokai who can turn people to stone by simply making eye contact with them. She’s the reason we are here. We believe Kitazawa will attack any day now.” 
 
    “Quite fortuitous then, our meeting. You know that I want to help you hunt them down, and if Uchi is controlling Jinkai, that means he knows what is here as well. I wonder how he learned about the remnants you’re keeping at the nunnery. Maybe your brother told him?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Then I suggest that the three of us go deal with Penumbra once and for all. I can clear my contract, and you two can ward off an attack from both the land and the sky.” 
 
    “We can’t leave the nunnery,” said Nomin. “I can’t. Someone needs to stay behind to protect it if Kitazawa attacks. Her powers don’t work on me. I may be… I may be a last resort in that regard.” 
 
    “You and I could go…” Soko smiled at Danzen, her teeth white beneath her black lips. 
 
    Nomin spoke again. “Take Yato with you, and Sansar, of course. Yato is ready.” 
 
    “Yato…” Danzen hesitated at Nomin’s suggestion. For one, he himself didn’t want to leave the nunnery. He wanted to be here when Kitazawa arrived. He knew it was inevitable that she would come, but he didn’t know how long it would take her. They needed to deal with Penumbra as quickly as possible. Slip out, slaughter everyone they came into contact with, return. 
 
    Gruesome, but efficient. 
 
    “Like the good old days,” Soko said. “You, me, a trainee. How wonderful! I’m really starting to like this idea. Tonight? Can we please go tonight? I’m ready…” 
 
    “No, tomorrow night.” 
 
    She pouted at Danzen’s reply. “Tomorrow? Where am I supposed to stay until then?” 
 
    “I will talk to Menya. The nuns will provide a room for you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t let the others see me. You are doing me a favor, you know, helping me deal with Jinkai. And I’m doing you a favor. After we have handled Penumbra, we can hunt down this winged yokai, and perhaps this demon who can control people’s minds.” 
 
    “He’s not a demon,” Danzen said. “He’s a fallen angel.” 
 
    “A fallen angel? That sounds exciting as well.” 
 
    Danzen ignored her twisted exuberance. “Wait here with Nomin. I will return after we have a room ready for you. Try not to…” 
 
    “I know, I know, try not to scare anyone.” Soko’s voice thinned. “I’m aware of who I am, Danzen Ravja. Are you?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen led Menya to the courtyard, where he found Nomin and Soko, their features painted in orange and black by the watchfires. Menya had also alerted a handful of her highest-ranking nuns, the ones that she could trust, who were already preparing a room for Soko at the top of one of the buildings furthest away from the common quarters. 
 
    “I’m glad you could join us,” Menya told Soko, having only received a brief explanation of who the woman was from Danzen on their way over. He had pressed the head nun to approach with extreme caution, but Menya seemed as if she were going to treat Soko as if she were a welcome guest. “We have a room prepared for you. Are you hungry? I can have a meal ready in the next thirty minutes or so.” 
 
    The head nun didn’t seem to be bothered by the way Soko looked, the wraith of a woman floating a foot or so off the ground, her robes hanging from her form, her mask still removed from her face. Danzen noticed a hint of shame flash in Soko’s eyes. Both Menya and Soko were around the same age, and both had benefited from the power of remnants, albeit for different purposes, Menya spending a lifetime bending her echo, Soko going straight to the source by abusing Sunyata talismans. 
 
    It was quite the contrast. 
 
    A forced smile lifted Soko’s cheeks. “I would like a meal. Danzen as well. We will have a meal together.” 
 
    “I’ve already eaten.” 
 
    “I will join you.” Nomin stepped up to Soko. 
 
    “You’re just using this as an excuse to watch me.” 
 
    Nomin neither confirmed nor denied the statement. 
 
    “In that case,” said Menya, who now had her hands behind her back, “I will lead you to your room. Please feel free to reach out to any of my sisters if you need anything while you are our guest.” 
 
    Soko didn’t say anything, but she did seem to sulk to some degree. 
 
    Danzen watched the three of them move away, Nomin keeping a few paces away from Soko just in case, Menya at ease. 
 
    Kudzu. 
 
    Danzen knew that she wasn’t going to like that Soko was at the nunnery, and this dislike would probably be shared by Jelmay as well. He didn’t know how Yato would feel about it, especially now that she had been recruited to infiltrate Jinkai’s encampment, but he was certain it would put her on edge. 
 
    Sansar landed on a stone ledge near Danzen, the three-legged raven smoothing his wings behind his body. “That was unexpected.” 
 
    “You didn’t see her on your patrol?” 
 
    “No. But she probably saw us.” 
 
    Galzo was the next to land, the winged wolf lifting his chin at Danzen. “I take it that she is one we need to watch. She is more ghost than human. I haven’t seen the effects of remnants on someone like that before. How she snuck in here…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect you to be able to see her in one of your patrols. Soko was trained by one of the best, as was I, a man named White.” Danzen finally relaxed to some degree, yet his muscles remained tensed. “The only reason I saw her was because she wanted me to see her. She may have been here a few days for all we know, waiting for us to arrive.” 
 
    “And she is like you?” asked Galzo. 
 
    “We grew up together.” 
 
    There was no sense in elaborating on that statement, as Galzo was well aware of Danzen’s past as an assassin for the Diyu Brotherhood. He didn’t need to tell the wolf about the relationship they had, but he did need to warn him of something: “Right now, we have an alliance. A shaky one, at best. Soko finds the demons that my brother has unleashed to be a challenge, but before that, her challenge was me.” 
 
    “She tried to kill you?” 
 
    “Multiple times.” 
 
    “And she is simply prolonging another attempt?” 
 
    Danzen hesitated. 
 
    “And you have invited her to stay in a sacred place?” Galzo sat, an annoyed look taking shape on his face. 
 
    Rather than go into that, Danzen provided a brief explanation of the Penumbra clan, and how they had been founded by a shadow user named Jinkai whom they had already encountered in the past. He linked this to Uchi, and how it sounded like the leader of the clan was being controlled by the fallen angel that was released from Diyu by his brother. 
 
    “So, that is why she is here. To deal with Penumbra and from there…” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” Danzen said. “Keep an eye on her.” 
 
    With that, Danzen turned to the main building of the nunnery and retired to his room. He was unable to rest peacefully that night. Danzen knew that even with his window boarded up, Soko could come to him at any moment. 
 
    Yet she never did. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The next morning came coupled with a cloudy day followed by a misty rain, the humidity heavy in the air. Danzen could feel the thickness in his room, he could smell the rain, how it strengthened the scent of the stone walls. 
 
    He needed to bend his echo. 
 
    After retrieving his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, Danzen encountered Kudzu in the hallway, the white fox looking as if she were on her way to meet him. 
 
    Rather than keep it from her, Danzen decided at that moment to come out with it so that she knew what to expect. “Soko is here.” 
 
    Kudzu let out a small gasp, every hair on her body standing to attention. “Where?”  
 
    “Here, at the nunnery. We are going to deal with Penumbra tonight. Uchi may be in control of their leader, Jinkai, and they are planning to attack the nunnery.” 
 
    Kudzu walked with Danzen to the courtyard, the kitsune getting the full explanation. Along the way they ran into Yato, who also got caught up on what had happened, the young assassin not commenting on the fact that Soko was now in their midst. 
 
    “How long will she be here?” was Kudzu’s only other question.  
 
    Danzen now stood in the courtyard where he normally bent his echo, the light rain visible on the hairs on his arms and on the fabric of his robes. He didn’t answer Kudzu’s question. Instead he brought his sword out, prepared to bend his echo, and then quickly sent it back into its scabbard. “I want to show you something.” He meant for the statement to be for Yato, but it was also for Kudzu, who didn’t look quite happy to be sitting in the misty rain yet did so anyway. “Sotgonn gave me some instruction.” 
 
    Danzen demonstrated what he was able to do, using some of the loose stones of the courtyard. He returned them to their places individually, floating them back down. From there he picked up a rock from a flower bed and tossed it up into the air.  
 
    It froze in place. 
 
    The stone began to shake, Danzen now with his eyes closed, his focus on the power around it. This was a test for himself as well; normally, he needed to use his sword to stir up his inherent power, yet he had made it this far without doing so. 
 
    He was advancing, and continuing to cultivate his power was having an effect on what he could do. The stone he was floating split in two. He shattered the piece on the right first, and then the one on the second, bits of rock all hovering the air now. Then he brought them together and formed a new stone. 
 
    “You really can do it,” Kudzu said. “You have repaired the stone. You need to have your power tested.” 
 
    “Later. I am more interested now in starting to use our power in combat,” Danzen said. “We’ve seen what I was able to accomplish against Ginza, but what I’ve been thinking about lately…” Danzen paused, not normally one to air his thoughts. “What I’ve been thinking about lately is how we can maximize our potential through bending our echoes. It’s not quite what this practice is for, but it may be what we need to survive in the future.” 
 
    With those words, he started up, working again with stones, using them as weapons and modifying their forms.  
 
    He had a long way to go, but Danzen was definitely making progress. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After bending his echo alongside Yato for about an hour Danzen took the steps to the top floor of a building at the back of the nunnery, one that had been built out of the rock. He had already seen in the room at the bottom, which had walls of natural stone, a rugged space, with old carpets that looked as if they had seen better days. 
 
    Yato was with him, just a few steps behind him. They had convinced Kudzu to stay back, to let Jelmay know that Soko was at the nunnery, Danzen surprised that she agreed to do so. 
 
    They reached the fourth floor, which only had two rooms. A nun standing at the entrance to the hallway with a blank expression on her face motioned them toward the second room. She continued on her way with what was left of breakfast, as well as a few linens. 
 
    Danzen knocked twice. 
 
    “The door is open,” the nun said before she took the stairs down. 
 
    They entered the room to find Soko resting on one of the beds, the woman lying on her back and looking up at the ceiling. The balcony door was open and no one was seated outside. Her weapon was in her lap. 
 
    “This is the time I usually sleep,” Soko said with an irritable groan. “I am nocturnal, you know.” 
 
    “We won’t bother you for long. We need to know more about the fortress that Jinkai is using for his people.” 
 
    “What is there to know?” Soko slowly sat up, and locked her eyes onto Yato. “You seem so naked without your two peers,” she said, referring to Tensei and Sonin, two men who were now dead, one of whom had been completely under Soko’s control in the end. 
 
    Yato bristled. Her fists came to the ready, as if she would summon her blades, but she never did, the young assassin merely taking a few steps back, out of Soko’s direct line of vision. 
 
    “She always was the weakest.” 
 
    “There will be no more of that.” 
 
    “Ah, it has been a while since I heard that demon voice of yours. Don’t you wish it worked on me?” 
 
    “We need to prepare,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll stop.” Soko floated off the bed and lowered onto the ground, her black robes draped around her as she settled. She took a piece of parchment from the nightstand, as well as a pen and ink. Soko drew a square with a rectangle jutting off one of its corners. 
 
    “There are foothills surrounding the fortress. And part of the structure was built into the ground, providing exits through some of the caves in the hills. That will be our entry point,” she said, tapping her nail against the rectangle. “We could always go in the same way we did at the military outpost, through the front, but it is more heavily guarded, and I’m not trying to take on a battalion of men powered up with remnants.” 
 
    “Did you see many with talismans?” 
 
    “I saw some of the men training. I was very careful once I noticed a shield lift off the ground and return to its rack. There are invisible Penumbra clansmen, that is for certain.” 
 
    “We have encountered them before.” 
 
    “This is why I think our best way will be through the cave system. I scouted it out to some degree. It will be our easiest way in, and then we can go out over the front walls, once I have killed Jinkai and we have put an end to their operation.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you make the kill yourself?” Yato asked, her tone telling Danzen that she had clearly spoken to Soko before, that she wasn’t disturbed by the woman’s presence, nor by the way she looked. 
 
    “Did you not hear what I said? We are putting an end to their operation. I will not be able to do that on my own. But with Danzen here…” 
 
    “But I thought you didn’t want to fight them.” 
 
    “Fight? I don’t want to fight them. There’s an easier way.” Soko motioned to the bag that Danzen had noticed under her robes last night. “Boom. While most of the structures are made of stone, several of the buildings have wooden façades. They have some livestock, so there is an abundance of hay. Not only that, much of their training equipment is made from wood. As long as it doesn’t rain, all it will take is a single explosion to burn the entire place to the ground. This is what I mean by ending their operation. We kill Jinkai, we escape the way we came, and before we do so, we cause an explosion that will be seen all the way to Odval. Sainshand’s Winter Festival fireworks will pale by comparison.” 
 
    Danzen considered Soko’s plan for a moment. 
 
    She was good at what she did, but leaving in the way that she suggested, with a big bang, was going to make those savvy enough to grab their weapons fan out and start hunting. He recalled that many of the clansmen had started to flee once Jinkai told them to do so. Perhaps cutting the head off the snake would create a similar scenario, he didn’t know. But surely there were elite members of the clan, and he would assume that they would have a strategy when it came to dealing with something like that. 
 
    Regardless, blood would be shed. 
 
    He also didn’t like the fact that Soko had brought the explosives to the nunnery. This made him glad that they were planning to leave that night, but it also had him wanting to talk to Nomin about it. “Well?” Soko asked. “Aren’t you going to congratulate me on my plan? It’s genius, I agree.” 
 
    “Let me speak to Nomin.” 
 
    “What does she have to do with this?” Soko called out as Danzen approached the balcony. He stepped out, Nomin offering him a short nod. Danzen looked out of the nunnery, and even though the setting seemed peaceful, he couldn’t help but feel on edge with Soko in the room behind them.  
 
    “She has explosives.” 
 
    Nomin didn’t seem fazed by this revelation. “Aware. She told me last night.” 
 
    “She appears to be cooperative.” 
 
    “For now. What about her plan?”  
 
    Danzen explained to Nomin what Soko had suggested. “What do you think?” 
 
    “It will have to do, just be careful not to end up in the explosion.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen, Yato, and Soko set off in the early afternoon. The distance they were traveling would be easier on horseback, but this would also create an issue once they tried to leave the fortress, another potential complication. Floating Soko drew stares from the younger nuns as they passed through the nunnery, and she also was the recipient of a dirty look from Kudzu, the white fox baring her teeth. Jelmay also was less than thrilled to see her, the bakeneko with his arms crossed over his chest, his whiskers alert. 
 
    But that was behind them now.  
 
    Now, they were shifting into a mode that Danzen was all too familiar with, one of infiltrator, of stalker, of a true assassin. Soko, who generally maintained a nocturnal lifestyle, wasn’t in her normal sinister teasing mood. She was quiet as she floated just a few feet ahead of Danzen and Yato, the explosives under her robes, white mask on her face. 
 
    It would be an hour or so before they reached what was left of the forest outside of Odval, the one that eventually transformed into a barren stretch of grasslands that Danzen had once traversed in search of Shimaru, the innkeeper’s son. He would be glad when they had some coverage due to the potential of an attack from Kitazawa. While the only thing they would likely pass this far out would be a traveling merchant, there was always Soko’s appearance to contend with, and its unintended effects on people. 
 
    At least they were able to move at a faster pace now, no longer held back by Jelmay and some of the other yokai. Sansar had joined them as planned, the three-legged raven soaring in the air above, his shadow tracing across the dry grass. He would provide a lookout as well, just in case there happened to be someone on the trail. This was not only for the person’s sake, but was also for Soko.  
 
    Danzen knew how ashamed she was of her appearance. 
 
    It truly was like being partnered with a ghost, the woman he had grown up with hovering about two feet off the ground, the tip of her sheathed sword visible. Danzen thought of what they must have looked like from Sansar’s perspective, especially with Yato and him wearing darker robes, hoods over their heads. They must have looked like some type of cult, something that had come straight from Diyu.  
 
    There were no stops for food or drink along the way, although Yato did have a few items with her. Danzen could go quite some time without eating, and Soko had eaten that morning, which would sustain her for at least today, at least from what he had seen in the past. But Yato was different from the two of them, something that Danzen wanted to nurture rather than try to suppress. 
 
    It was important that she maintain what humanity she had left after growing up as an orphan and being raised by Thane. 
 
    The appearance of trees on the horizon was an added relief, yet Danzen kept his guard up, always a few steps behind Soko just in case this was some sort of ambush. He didn’t suspect this to be the case, but he knew that that was when she would attack, as soon as his guard was officially down.  
 
    Not until then. 
 
    They were quiet enough that the trio came upon a pair of deer, a doe and a fawn. Soko stopped, partially hidden by the trunk of a tree. She raced forward and swooped upward, the doe jumping back and letting out a noise of terror. She took off into the brush, her fawn following after. 
 
    “Too bad,” Soko said, which was the first time she’d spoken since they left the nunnery. “I suppose Danzen here could get it with his sword. You did finally train it, didn’t you?” 
 
    He neither confirmed nor denied that he had. 
 
    “Hmmm. Always wanting to keep a trick up your sleeve, I see. Well, that’s dinner if you two want it. Maybe you could fetch the fawn for us,” she told Yato. “Make yourself useful.” 
 
    Yato didn’t take the bait. She simply stood off to Danzen’s left, prepared for anything, her facial features obscured by the hood over her head and the splattered shadows of the foliage. 
 
    “Suit yourself.” Soko continued on, humming a song Danzen was familiar with under her breath. Every year, the top of their class were allowed to attend a musical performance in Sainshand. Soko had attended almost every performance, and she was always humming the same song for a week after. Thinking about it now, Danzen had never heard the song outside of the context of her humming it. 
 
    He let this memory fade away as they pressed up a hill covered in rocks and gnarled roots, a climb that was easy for Soko, but more trying for Danzen and Yato. It got to the point where they had to jump from stone to stone, pebbles falling to the rocks beneath triggering a series of thoughts. It began with what Danzen had learned to do with his echo, how he had not been tested, which connected to the conversation that had been taking place last night when he discovered Soko at the nunnery. 
 
    It appeared as if the Sundiyu Sect was against the plan that they had been working on, which still came as a surprise. The idea of an ultimate sacrifice wasn’t something that he took lightly, especially if it involved someone with demon blood, but if it was what was necessary to rebuild Sunyata, it was something he would do. What Kanjen the tanuki had revealed about the sect’s own thoughts on the matter made him wonder more and more how involved they were with bringing his mother into the equation, and her desire to rebuild Sunyata from within Diyu. 
 
    The Sect had, after all, met with Shodren Ravja. This had been confirmed by Menya. Not only that, but they were proposing their strategy now as if it were something new, as if the seed had not already been planted. This made Danzen feel as if it had been their strategy all along. 
 
    Predictably, there had yet to be a resolution on what would happen next, as Danzen was too distracted now with Soko’s sudden appearance and the threat of Kitazawa to really give it much thought. He hoped that there was another way to rebuild heaven, that the combined knowledge of Abbot Monpo, Midrah, Kanjen, and Menya the nun would come up with something. They had opened the northern passage for the very reason of transporting remnants. Surely there was a strategy that would utilize what they had already collected and what they intended to collect along with an esoteric philosophy that had yet to be proven on how heaven itself would be built. 
 
    Danzen only hoped he didn’t end up in the crosshairs, but if he did, it was a step he was willing to take. For the good of humanity, for yokai, and to bring balance to the world. 
 
    It was worth a try. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They could see smoke coming from the fortress, and Danzen was certain that if he climbed a tree, he would also spot several of the Penumbra clansmen. After Sansar made a patrol, the three assassins made a wide circle around the fortress, moving slowly from tree to tree as the terrain grew rockier. 
 
    There were a pair of watchtowers that had been hastily erected, not so much towers as they were covered wooden perches that gave a good view of the space around the fortress. Experts that they were, the three assassins easily kept out of sight, and the clansmen weren’t looking for spying ravens, which allowed Sansar to gather some additional intel. 
 
    “It seems like they may have company of sorts,” Sansar reported back to Danzen and Soko once they had reached the mountain pass behind the fortress, Danzen already spotting several caves that would likely provide clandestine passages and exit points. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Soko asked the three-legged raven. 
 
    “It appears as if they are planning for something, and they have hired cooks and servers for an event.” 
 
    “Then we should try to kill Jinkai either before the event starts, or after.” 
 
    “Or during,” Danzen told Soko.  
 
    “During?” She was wearing her mask now, but he could sense that a smile had formed on her face. “You are so ruthless, darling, utterly ruthless. Yes, during. That sounds exciting. The cave is up there.” She tilted her chin to an opening about thirty feet up, the setting sun illuminating a portion of the cavern, painting the rock in pink. 
 
    “Yato.” Danzen opened his arm wide and she stepped over to him. It was just about as close as he had ever been to her aside from their practice. The former assassin gingerly placed his hand around her waist. He sent power into his legs and shot himself up to a ledge, and from there to another, the two landing just as Soko floated up. 
 
    “I used to love it when you did that to me,” Soko said in a teasing way as Yato dusted herself off. The younger assassin didn’t seem all that surprised to travel that way, or if she did, she didn’t want Soko to know.  
 
    Soon, they were following Soko into the cavern, Danzen with his eyes closed now, Yato in front of him, and likely doing the same. There was no longer any light; Soko didn’t have the same power that Nomin had cultivated over the years, but her abuse of remnants had heightened her vision in the dark, something amplified by her nocturnal nature. 
 
    Like the tunnel that led to the granary beneath Odval, the passageway grew narrower, Danzen forced to crouch, the former assassin now holding his Blade of Darkness in his hand. He knew that the glaive was too bulky for a mission like this. But if they weren’t able to handle Jinkai relatively quickly, there would likely be a need for a shadow on shadow defense, which his glaive would be able to provide. 
 
    A thought traced across Danzen’s mind as they pressed deeper into the cave, the three coming to a relatively open area, the air heavy with mold. What if this was Soko’s plan all along? What if she was leading them to some sort of trap?  
 
    Danzen tried to cancel out this thought as they entered into a new chamber, one with a low ceiling, Yato yet again ahead of him, Soko at the front. He wished there was a way to slip around her now, to protect his student just in case this was some kind of set-up. Soko had explosives with her. What if she was working with Penumbra now and planned to trap Danzen and Yato inside the cavern? 
 
    Numerous scenarios came to him, all of them bad, and Danzen was relieved once they finally exited into a larger space. He moved forward immediately, so quickly that his foot slid against the flat stone on the ground, one that Soko had just floated over. 
 
    The results were instant. 
 
    A series of spiked clubs all dropped from the ceiling at once, one of them striking Yato as she tried to slip to the side, the other grazing against Danzen’s arm. 
 
    No.  
 
    Danzen was all too familiar with the feeling as portals began to open up in the darkened cabin. Not only were his demons unleashed, but Yato was injured, and for the moment, Soko seemed nowhere to be found. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As soon as panic set in, a strange sense of calmness rolled down Danzen’s shoulder.  
 
    He had been here before. 
 
    Danzen had been trapped; he had been forced into a corner, bleeding, his demons flailing all around him and amplifying the terror.  
 
    He knew what to do. 
 
    His Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds left his hand almost immediately, the blade whistling through the air and cracking through the skull of one of his hellspawns. The sword returned to his hand, officially tamed. He sent it back to its sheath. 
 
    Standing before Yato, Danzen summoned his Demon Speak power, and through it, his hellspawns: “Halt and present yourselves.” 
 
    Yato began to move forward, even though she was injured. Danzen stopped her from doing so as his demons began to approach him. His eyes closed, he counted six of them in total aside from the one that he had already killed. He also spotted Soko, who was floating on the periphery, her sword drawn. 
 
    “Watching you control them is certainly the highlight of my day,” she said. 
 
    Had this been her trap? For a moment, Danzen had assumed that Soko had set them up. But now, after understanding how the trap was set, and the precision that would be necessary to create such a contraption, he had his doubts. 
 
    Before he could investigate that, and potentially engage Soko, he needed to take care of his hellspawns. Danzen lunged forward and sent his glaive into the stomach of a mangled hellspawn. He cracked its neck and tossed it to the side, the blood coursing through his veins amplifying his movement as he slayed two more with his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    Even though she was injured, Yato did the same with one of her gauntleted blades, the young assassin grunting as she gutted the demon closest to her. Danzen killed the next, and Yato finished off the final one. 
 
    Both of them turned to Soko, who was still watching. 
 
    “Awww, you should have told me we could kill them. That would have been fun.” 
 
    Danzen hesitated, his sword still at the ready.  
 
    There was still a chance that Soko would be able to avoid his boomerang weapon, but he had noticed something recently that he’d yet to really give power to. The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds was faster than Astra. He didn’t want to verbalize this, mostly out of respect for his former weapon, but he’d noticed it in the way that it returned to his hand. Not only that, but from what he could tell so far, it could pierce anything. 
 
    If he threw it at Soko, it might actually kill her. 
 
    “You know I didn’t do this, right?” she asked, once she finally acknowledged the silence that had settled over the cavern. While Yato had been cut, she was quiet about it now, her hand on her arm and likely wet with blood. Danzen’s demons had all pretty much gasped their last breaths, aside from one, who seemed to be gargling on its own spittle. 
 
    “Right?” Soko asked again once neither of them replied. “I don’t set traps like this. You should know that by now. Can you imagine the amount of work I would have had to do to set up a trap like this when I could have just blown up your room at the nunnery? You know this isn’t my style. In fact, there is only one person I know that would rig something up like this.” 
 
    They both said the name at the same time. “White.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Yato. 
 
    “He was our infiltration instructor,” Soko explained. “And he is supposed to be dead.” 
 
    “And that’s his actual name?” 
 
    “Yes, White,” Danzen told the younger assassin. “It was the only name he ever gave us or anyone around him. But like Soko said, he is supposed to be dead.” 
 
    “What does infiltration have to do with setting up something like this?” Yato stepped around one of the spiked balls that hung from the ceiling by a chain. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “Often, White would imbed himself for so long with the enemy that he would devise clever ways for him to escape in case he was discovered, meaning that he assumed he would be chased. Imagine…” Soko tilted her masked face toward the direction they were heading. “We aren’t very far from the fortress now. Imagine guards chasing him through here and triggering the trap. I think…” The wraith of an assassin turned back to Danzen. “It has to be.” 
 
    “I agree. It has to be him,” he finally said. “Or maybe an apprentice.” 
 
    “But why would he be here? I didn’t see him when I visited last.” 
 
    “And you wouldn’t have triggered anything on the ground, either,” Danzen said, instantly feeling regret for vocalizing the fact that Soko didn’t have feet. 
 
    If she was offended by this, she made no indication of it. “There could be something else. He could have sensed or seen my presence here and…” She shook her head. “No, maybe not that, otherwise he wouldn’t have set the trap in this manner. Maybe it wasn’t my presence that he sensed, but the simple presence of an assassin amidst the clansmen. It is common knowledge now that the Diyu Brotherhood has a contract out for Jinkai. Any of the Brotherhood’s better members would come through these caves. It is practically set up for this sort of infiltration.” 
 
    “So either he did this for himself, or he did it on Jinkai’s behalf to protect Penumbra’s leader.” Danzen considered this for a moment.  
 
    Their former instructor had always been a mystery to them. It would make sense for him to fake his own death, but he didn’t know the relationship that he may have had with Jinkai. Thinking back now, they would be around the same age, which would mean they could have come up together, likely in one of the classes before the assassin known as Thane, whom Danzen had killed and stripped of his gauntleted blades, Yato’s former teacher. 
 
    Thane, Jinkai the shadow user, and now White, their former infiltration instructor. 
 
    None of this was adding up.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen ran up behind the Penumbra guard and drove his gauntleted blade into the small of his back. He twisted his fist, his other hand going over the man’s mouth and gripping it tightly. 
 
    “Watch and learn,” Soko whispered to Yato. The two of them were hidden in the shadows of a small courtyard that had been repurposed for washing clothes and linen. 
 
    Once the man’s head sank forward, Danzen dragged him back into the shadows like a true predator. He removed the man’s cloak and observed it for a moment, saying that it was clean enough. Once he was satisfied it would do, he slipped the cloak over his shoulders to disguise himself. 
 
    “Dark purple suits you. That said, you look way too scary and hulking to be one of the clansmen, but it will do for now. Have I told you that I prefer you with long hair?” Soko asked. “If not, this is me telling you.” 
 
    “I cut my hair to help disguise myself from you.” 
 
    “It didn’t work. What do you think?” Soko glanced at Yato, who now had a strip of fabric tied around her bicep where she had been struck by the trap. Aside from Danzen’s Blade of Darkness, they hadn’t really packed many items. But most assassins had a few things on them, and the smarter ones generally carried gauze. Danzen never did; his skin healed too quickly for it to really matter, but Thane had trained Yato well. 
 
    “His hair doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
    The young assassin still wasn’t to the point that she would be cordial with Soko. Danzen didn’t blame her, and it wasn’t something he would ever be as well, especially with the feeling he had that she would flip on him in the future. He had to keep reminding himself of this every time it seemed that Soko had changed her ways, that she had somehow seen the light.  
 
    She would forever be in the dark. 
 
    “It should matter. After all, there’s a fashionable side about being an assassin that they taught us at the Diyu Brotherhood,” Soko said, which was clearly a lie. “Why do you think I wear this gorgeous mask?” 
 
    Neither Danzen nor Yato answered; it wasn’t the first time that he was glad that Jelmay wasn’t there. The bakeneko would have likely said something. 
 
    “Well, since no one is going to answer me. Let’s just remember to stick to the plan. We want them to chase us, if they indeed chase us, through these caverns, the same way that we’ve come. That’s why you will stay here to make it easy,” she reminded Yato. “Try not to move, and if you have a little notebook with you, try taking some notes.” 
 
    Yato didn’t challenge this statement. It was going to be a learning experience, and while Danzen would have preferred that she be a more active part of it, he knew it was best for the younger assassin to stay clear of not only the explosions that were to follow, but the potential combat. Still, he sensed that Yato didn’t like this. He wouldn’t have either, especially after making it this far. 
 
    Rather than say anything, or offer some sort of encouragement, Danzen simply turned away from the two. 
 
    “Don’t forget the poison cloth,” she called after him. 
 
    Danzen patted the front of his robes to indicate that he had it on his person. 
 
     Soko went in the other direction as Danzen scaled to the top of the roof, the former assassin ducking, keeping just next to the middle of the roof so the guards standing closer to the center of the fortress wouldn’t see his shadow. 
 
    He kept an eye on his shadow, and only had to reveal himself once as he leaped from one rooftop to the next, crouching down yet again next to a sleeve of arrows to make sure he was in the clear.  
 
    Their defenses seemed to be stronger than Soko had let on. This was likely because of the banquet that was set to happen, the central space of the fortress lit with candles and bustling with activity. He could hear it more than he could see it at the moment, but as he continued along, and the sounds grew louder, Danzen finally located what he was looking for. 
 
    He lowered into a small area protected by a fence. There were various kitchen items out back, large cauldrons and several cages, the wire fencing telling him that these were likely to keep chickens in. 
 
    The kitchen door was open and the canvas cloth covering it did little to stop the smells from wafting out. Danzen estimated that there were at least five or six attendants on the other side. He pressed through the curtains, quickly confirmed this, and summoned his power. “Do not pay any attention to my sudden appearance. I need to know where Jinkai is sitting. All of you should remain here and find a place to hide. Where is he sitting?” 
 
    The man nearest him, clearly a chef due to his blood-stained apron, spoke: “Master Jinkai is at the head of the table.” 
 
    “Who are his guests?” 
 
    “They didn’t say names.” 
 
    “What do they look like?” 
 
    The chef placed his blade down onto a stone cutting board. “One of them has a deformity on his face. Sagging. The other two are both older women. Grandmothers.” 
 
    Danzen considered this for a moment. He knew it wouldn’t take Soko very long to set the explosives, as the female assassin had informed him in the cave that she had already staked out the places where she planned to put them for maximum efficiency. 
 
    The sooner he struck, the better. 
 
    A server entered the kitchen; Danzen quickly used his power on the woman to force her to stay behind with the other kitchen help. He just had a few more questions for the chef. 
 
    “Where does that door open?” 
 
    “To the center of the room.” 
 
    “And has most of the food already been served?” 
 
    “The main course just went out. We are now working on dessert.” 
 
    Danzen really could have used the cover. He knew that he could ask, or better, command, several of them to enter the banquet hall with him. But in doing so he would also put their lives at risk.  
 
    No, this wasn’t the solution.  
 
    He was going to have to make a move on his own. 
 
    A sudden round of applause presented the perfect opportunity. Danzen drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds and ran it through the poison-soaked cloth in the front of his robes, the cloth courtesy of Soko, who had taken the poison from the Witch of Diyu. With a deep breath in, Danzen pressed through the door to find Jinkai in mid-speech, the shadow energy around him subtle for a moment, bubbling off his shoulders like a fine mist. 
 
    Danzen loosed his weapon and struck Jinkai in the chest.  
 
    The leader of the Penumbra clansmen gasped. Danzen’s sword quickly returned to his hand.  
 
    He pressed back, prepared to leave when he recognized Jinkai’s three guests as people he hadn’t seen in years. Seated next to Jinkai was the man with a face that the chef had described as deformed. It was White, Danzen’s former infiltration instructor, who had clearly suffered from some sort of stroke.  
 
    The next two faces belonged to Thulma and Neeranyaga, a pair of twins who had graduated from the Diyu Brotherhood at the same time as Thane. 
 
    This was going to be a fight. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As soon as it became obvious that people were scrambling out of the banquet hall, some going for their weapons, others stunned at how quickly Danzen had slain Jinkai, the explosions started. 
 
    This was likely through both sheer instinct on Soko’s part and Sansar’s involvement, the three-legged raven playing eye in the sky as always. The explosions didn’t really concern Danzen, nor did some of the Penumbra clansmen who already had drawn their weapons. His only focus now was on the three behind the table at the front of the room. Both Thulma and Neeranyaga had unsheathed their weapons. Each had a flail, the end of which ignited almost immediately with fire. 
 
    It all made sense now, the piece of a puzzle that he had yet to place from his past. When he had first seen Jinkai and his shadow powers, it had been through a demonstration. The now-dying leader of Penumbra wasn’t one of his normal teachers, and he wasn’t the only one who had offered Danzen and his class a demonstration that day. The other two had been colleagues of Thane, a pair of twin sisters who wielded flails infused with Sunyatic power that caused their tips to radiate fire, Thulma and Neeranyaga. 
 
    The sisters looked almost the same then as they did now. Both were in black robes with red accents, one of them with her hair braided, both with gray features and crow’s feet at the corner of their eyes, the markings of age yet the poise of experience. 
 
    Danzen’s formal infiltration instructor, White, didn’t move from the table. Instead, he went for the chicken leg he had been working on and took a bite out of it, the side of his face that was operational twitching into a crooked smile. 
 
    “Back,” Danzen told the few clansmen brave enough to approach him. Every time he blinked, he kept his eyes closed for a second longer than necessary, looking for any that might be using a talisman to make themselves invisible. 
 
    Aside from the purple string of energy connecting Jinkai to Uchi, Danzen hadn’t picked up on anything else, but he had noticed something about the people that had been recruited by Jinkai. As soon as it was clear that upper management had issues, many of the bandits had started to flee, just as they had at the outpost he had once infiltrated with Soko. The Penumbra group was clearly more loose-knit than he had originally anticipated, Danzen assuming some of them were simply contracted mercenaries. 
 
    “We will handle this,” said Thulma, gesturing for the men that remained in the banquet hall to leave. “He has clearly been joined by someone. Find out who caused the explosion. Go!”  
 
    Jinkai gasped behind her, and his eyes rolled into the back of his head as he succumbed to the poison and the wound, foaming at the mouth as he officially died.  
 
    Danzen remained alert as the banquet hall cleared out, leaving just White, who continued eating, Thulma, Neeranyaga, and him. 
 
    “Are you part of Penumbra?” 
 
    Thulma didn’t answer his question. “I thought that you had left the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Yet you go for their mark?” She gestured with her flail, the end of which was still on fire, toward Jinkai. 
 
    “He’s my mark.” Soko slipped into the room, her sword drawn in one hand, the Witch of Diyu’s prosthetic on the other. “And unless you care to join him in hell, you will let us leave.” 
 
    Anger took shape on Thulma’s face. “Let you leave? Jinkai was like a brother to us! You should recognize that, you should know that by now! We came up together, Thane as well, who is now dead.” 
 
    “He didn’t have to die.”  
 
    Thulma glared at Danzen with disgust, the relationship between the twins becoming clearer and clearer as she continued to be the only one speaking. “Died by a boomerang sword in Chutham. Seems rather familiar, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Enough, wench. You have been granted the gift of life and may go on your merry way. White, glad to see you’re alive.” 
 
    It wasn’t Thulma that raced forward with her flaming flail, it was Neeranyaga, her silent twin utterly enraged by the way Soko had spoken to her sister. Neeranyaga scissored forward, the wraith of an assassin barely able to avoid her fiery attack.  
 
    Danzen didn’t want to get burned. 
 
     He knew what fire felt like, and he already noticed the heat coming off her weapon. Not only did she have a sister who had a similar piece, there was also White, who seemed to be enjoying the dance that started up between Soko and Neeranyaga. 
 
    Both were fast, but Soko had the advantage of being able to hover, thus avoiding Neeranyaga’s increasingly frantic strikes. While he could simply loose his weapon and catch Neeranyaga in the side, he had more respect for her than that, even if he barely knew the woman. 
 
    No, this was Soko’s kill, and kill she did. 
 
    Seizing an opportunity, the wraith of an assassin whipped forward, and drove her sword through Neeranyaga’s waist. Not only that, but she also managed to claw her across the back with her prosthetic, all but assuring that the poison would kill the woman if the sword wound didn’t. 
 
    Neeranyaga dropped her flail, stunned silence followed. Danzen expected Thulma to surge into a rage now, but Neeranyaga’s twin merely stood there, completely shocked at what had just transpired, White still enjoying his meal behind her. 
 
    “We should go…” Danzen told Soko. 
 
    Rather than wait for her, his concern transitioned to that of his student. Danzen took off toward the kitchen. He exploded out the back and from there took to a rooftop, where Sansar had landed.  
 
    Soko joined him moments later. “Did you see?” she asked excitedly, sounding like the girl he had grown up with. “Did you see how quickly I killed her? That stupid wench! I killed Neeranyaga!” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond.  
 
    Once he reached Yato, the three of them began making their way back through the cave, Sansar flying up and over the crumbled hillocks to meet them on the other side. The last he saw of the fortress was several of the buildings on fire, and the last thing he heard was a final explosion, just as Soko had promised, signaling that Penumbra was no more. 
 
    At least he hoped this was the case.

  

 
   
    Part Five 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was always the option of staying somewhere in Odval, where they had taken room and board several times now. It made sense considering the nunnery’s location, and how late it was, but Danzen felt it was important to return, just in case there had been an attack from Kitazawa. 
 
    Sansar had already flown ahead, but Danzen wanted to be ready just in case, the former assassin moving at heightened pace, Yato able to keep up with him, amplified by the Sunyata talismans that she wore. Soko had no trouble traveling at his speed, and the wraith was floating over the ground in an almost leisurely way. 
 
    The three of them never spoke. Danzen wondered as they traveled what would become of White, their former infiltration instructor, and Thulma, who had lost her sister Neeranyaga in the fight. It didn’t have to turn out that way, yet it had, tragedy once again striking. Danzen and Soko now had another enemy to contend with, possibly two. 
 
    The only thing he didn’t understand was White’s reaction, the older man simply eating as he watched the fight play out, not at all surprised. What was his angle? Would Penumbra truly be no more, or would White or perhaps Thulma take the helm? Either way, Danzen and company had severely disrupted their operation, which would keep the remnants of the Outer Regions safe from exploitation for the time being. 
 
    At least he hoped this was the case. 
 
    They reached the nunnery several hours later, Danzen and Yato taking the main road that trailed up to the cluster of courtyards, Soko merely floating to her room. It was nearly morning, yet he wasn’t tired, the former assassin hyper alert even after Sansar had reported back to tell them that there had been no activity at the nunnery. 
 
    Kitazawa could attack at any time. 
 
    “You did well,” Danzen told Yato once they had reached the hallway that led to their rooms. 
 
    “I was injured.” 
 
    “But you are alive now, and sometimes, that is all that matters.” 
 
    “What happened? All I heard were explosions and clashing swords.” Danzen gave her a brief explanation, and when he got to the part about Neeranyaga and Thulma, Yato gasped. “I… I know them. They were Thane’s classmates.” 
 
    “They were.” 
 
    “You killed Neeranyaga?” 
 
    “No, I did not.” 
 
    “Thulma will seek vengeance.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. This was undoubtedly the case. 
 
    “Who was the other man?” 
 
    “A former instructor of ours, the one we had previously mentioned. Both of us thought that he was dead.” Danzen explained how White had behaved, not saying a word, simply observing the proceedings as he ate. It was so like him. The man was a master manipulator, and he excelled at head games. When it came to actual combat, he wasn’t that talented, at least according to Biren Yeshe, something that Danzen’s main instructor admitted to him years later. But combat wasn’t everything, and strategy always toppled sheer power over time. 
 
    “Then we are done with Penumbra.” 
 
    “No, we likely aren’t,” he told Yato. 
 
    “I’ll keep this in mind.” 
 
    “Rest tomorrow. There’s no need to bend your echo in the morning.” 
 
    Yato offered Danzen a soft smile. “It is already morning.” 
 
    “Rest anyway.”  
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “Maybe I will rest as well,” he lied.  
 
    Danzen planned to sit for a little while, and perhaps close his eyes, but he knew it would soon be business as usual. The former assassin needed to bend his echo, and have it tested later. He knew what he was capable of, but he wanted to have it classified. There would also be Kudzu and Jelmay to contend with, who would certainly have questions when they awoke. 
 
    Yato tried not to yawn, but failed. “What about Soko? Is she joining us officially?” 
 
    “No. Keep your guard up. She is very competitive, and when I say she is only interested in the Seven Evils, or what’s left of them, I mean it. So for now, she will be around, but…” He paused. It wasn’t like him to speak ill of someone behind their back. For the most part, Danzen avoided gossip, but Soko’s presence had a real impact on his companions, and she was the type who could flip at any time. 
 
    It was important for him to be wary, and for all of them to be prepared for anything. 
 
    “I understand,” Yato said once Danzen’s pause lasted longer than she had expected. 
 
    The two parted, and Danzen took a seat in front of the single window of his room after removing his Blade of Darkness. He focused on the morning light illuminating the space with his eyes closed. He watched the sun come up in this manner, his thoughts hazy, Danzen never able to officially rest. 
 
    About an hour later, he changed his robes and headed to the courtyard, his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds at his waist, gauntleted blades and Nomin’s replica sword in his room for the time being. He still remained aware of his surroundings, always expecting an ambush from Soko, but aside from some young nuns preparing for the day by sweeping the stone steps, there was little activity that morning. 
 
    Bending his echo put Danzen in a comfortable place, and as he had before, he started off with the sword before transitioning to simply using his hands. He floated several stones around him, but he didn’t shatter them or try to repair them in an effort to save his power for the test he planned to perform later. 
 
    Eventually, Kudzu came and he caught her up on what had happened, the white fox seated, a concerned look on her face as he detailed the previous night’s events. 
 
    “So, she is still here?” 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    “I figured she would return to whatever hole she crawled out from to report her contract.” 
 
    “Soko’s interest remains in the Seven Evils, which means Kitazawa.” 
 
    “The wretched woman. In unrelated news, there was more discussion last night about the Sundiyu Sect’s thoughts on what we plan to do. They seem to have come to an impasse with Abbot Monpo and Menya, who don’t think rebuilding from Diyu is the way forward.” 
 
    “I tend to agree.” 
 
    “And your mother apparently was on their side. I don’t expect us to come to a resolution anytime soon. Until we figure out a different strategy, I suppose the best thing for us to do is to continue to collect remnants.” 
 
    “Which puts a target on this place,” Danzen said as he returned his sword to its scabbard. 
 
    “It does. Jelmay thinks that we should return to the Dukha people, that maybe they know a bit more. I don’t know why they would, but he does have a point. There is a connection with the language, and their isolated nature may give them a different angle that we have yet to explore.” 
 
    “Menya is coming,” Danzen said as he spotted the leader of the nunnery. The soft-spoken woman approached them, a smile on her face.  
 
    “I’m assuming last night’s proceedings went well?” she asked Danzen. 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “I see. In that case, breakfast will be served soon, if you care to join Abbot Monpo and me.” 
 
    “I would like to have my echo tested before then.” 
 
    “We have moved remnants, as you know. But yes, that can be arranged. Follow me.”  
 
    The head nun turned, the ends of her gray robes lifting and settling as she headed to the back end of the nunnery, to a nondescript building. She paused in front of it. “It is important that some of our visitors do not know where the remnants are being kept, even if they could sense them.” Danzen assumed this comment referred to Soko or the two members of the Sundiyu Sect, Kanjen and Midrah. “There is a covered well behind this building. Remove the covering and take the ladder down. Make sure no one is watching you. I will use the other entrance, which is through here. Make it look like you’re moving back there to bend your echo.” 
 
    Danzen once again drew his sword. He approached the back of the building and faked going through the motions of bending his echo until he was covered completely by the structure, Kudzu observing him the entire time. He saw the covering over the well and removed it. 
 
    “I don’t know how you’re going to take the ladder down,” he told her. 
 
    “Have it tested on your own. I will head back for now and make sure no one is watching us.” 
 
    “Right.” Danzen took the ladder into the well, and found that the space quickly opened up into an underground chamber, no water in sight. There was a locked door on one side. He knocked, assuming it was where Menya would greet him. Instead, he heard a knock on the opposite side of the cavernous space. Danzen quickly located a handle cut into the rock face. He twisted it, and found Menya holding a lantern. 
 
    They continued through a passageway beneath the nunnery, where they came to another locked door, one made of metal. There was no keyhole for this one; Menya used her echo power to unlock it from the other side. 
 
    “Clever,” Danzen said once he observed the apparatus, realizing that the only way someone would be able to do this would be through a heightened understanding of echo cultivation. The remnants were all here, glowing purple and instantly giving him the sinking feeling in his chest, as were the items necessary for him to test his power.  
 
    He started with the clay tablet, which glowed white before shattering. Danzen knew what he was before he turned his focus to the stone, but he didn’t say anything as he floated it off its platform, shattered it, and repaired the piece. 
 
    “White Reaver,” Menya said. “You are advancing, just as I thought you would. It’ll continue to be harder to move up the subrankings going forward, but there is only one step left, and that is dissolving the stone. Then you will become a divinator like your mother.” 
 
    “And after that?” 
 
    Menya’s lips parted, the nun pausing for a moment before she spoke again. “You should try to reach that milestone first. Come, let’s join the others for breakfast. You will need to leave through the well.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Their morning meal was tense, the dispute between the Sundiyu Sect and Abbot Monpo and Menya a cloud over their heads. As usual, Jelmay tried to lighten the situation with a story: 
 
    “By far the best seats at the theater in Sainshand are on the second row, not in the orchestra. Believe me, fox, foxes,” he said, also referring to Bawa, who was eating from a plate on the ground, “especially for someone a little short like you two. You’re going to see more there than you would even in the mezzanine. So that’s where I was when I saw the man that I was looking for. Normally, a bakeneko like myself won’t disturb theatergoers to collect on a debt—if any of you know the story about me and the Butterflies of Arsi, don’t mention it, that was another time—but the man in question owed me thousands upon thousands of kip, so I had to act.” 
 
    Jelmay’s general tone told Danzen that there was some hyperbole to his story, a notion confirmed once the bakeneko continued: 
 
    “You all should have seen me. I hopped up onto the banister, shouted at the man and jumped down onto him. He was in the orchestra, easily twenty feet down, no thirty, maybe more, and I hit him like a stone falling from Sunyata. We crashed through the wooden chairs, and even smashed each other with those chairs once we both got to our feet. No, I wasn’t in my normal form, I was disguised as a long-haired businessman from Bahlingar, one who wore a crimson cape and armor. A dashing businessman, I should add. Anyway, we traded blows, his fist connecting with my chin, my fist connecting with his. Blood sprayed into the audience and onto the fine robes of the men and women who had gathered for the performance. The ushers came, and I lifted one over my head and threw him into the crowd like I was Ginza’s twin brother.” 
 
    “I can’t listen to any of this,” Kudzu said, which elicited a laugh from Yato, who was seated at the end of the long table. When no one else protested, including the two members of the Sundiyu Sect, Jelmay continued: 
 
    “Where was I? That’s right. I ended up on stage, and I managed to say my favorite line from the drama that was set to be performed that night, ‘a horse knows the difference between an ass and a goat!’ Ha! Once I shouted this, I jumped off the stage yet again, landed on the man and was finally able to get the money from him.” 
 
    “How?” Yato asked. 
 
    “Easy, he had it in his pocket, and how I landed ended up sending him backward, the man cracking his head against the chair, or something. Maybe it was the ground. All I know is that he made a terrible sound, and it probably killed the poor bastard. And that, my friends, is a story about what happens when you don’t pay a debt to me.” 
 
    “Why don’t you do that to Usagi?” 
 
    “I have other plans for Usagi,” Jelmay told Kudzu, his disposition souring. “For now, we may need the Overlord of the Forest on our side. Why? I don’t know. But that is what my gut is telling me.” The bakeneko pressed back in his seat and drummed his paws on his belly. “And I listen to my belly.” 
 
    Kanjen the tanuki cleared his throat. “I believe that now is as good a time as any to make an announcement, that is, unless you have more to add to your story.” 
 
    “No, that’s pretty much it, unless you want me to get into the fight that happened after with the ushers. I used to be a lot crazier than I am now.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s the case,” Kanjen told Jelmay. “Midrah and I are going to return to the outer region this afternoon. There is no sense in staying at Shodren’s nunnery any longer. We aren’t going to be able to come to an agreement, which is fine. This is something that happens from time to time. We would do best in our own region, where we can gather with the rest of the sect and check the damage that Kitazawa has wrought.” 
 
    “It is not wise to leave,” Menya said as a bit of apprehension traced across her face. 
 
    “Perhaps not, but it is our choice. We are allowed to leave, are we not?” Kanjen asked, an edge to his voice now. 
 
    “By all means. We can provide horses, if that would help.” 
 
    “No, we will go on foot.” Kanjen looked to Midrah and offered her a short nod. “We look forward to meeting with all of you again, once you have seen the error in what it is you plan to do.” 
 
    Jelmay snorted at this comment. “I’m not buying it,” he said in an even tone, “I’m not buying any of it. Good luck trying to pressure us with the old suggestion of your absence and how it is going to leave us really screwed. Not going to work. Not only that, something tells me that there is more to this than you are letting on, but perhaps…” His whiskers lowered. “Perhaps you are being truthful with us about something.”  
 
    “Why would you say this? Because we do not agree with your approach?” 
 
    “No, not that. There’s something else.” Jelmay shrugged. “But I’m not going to figure it out here at this table, and now that you’ve ruined our meal, I guess there is nothing better to do than help see you off so I can have a second meal without you here.” 
 
    Danzen knew there had been discussion the previous night, when he was out with the other assassins, yet he hadn’t known the extent of it. Now, hearing the overall tone of the conversation, it was clear to him. This really had become a true point of contention. 
 
    He was never one to lead negotiation, not that he was incapable of doing so, he just wasn’t the mediator type. Danzen had only recently felt as if he had real friends, ones he could trust, whose advice he would heed. Jumping into the middle of this, especially without knowing all the details, nor what was actually written in the text, wasn’t a role he would be able to play. 
 
    So as usual, he kept to himself as the conversation filtered away, the two members of the Sundiyu Sect leaving the table so they could prepare to leave.  
 
    Danzen saw them off a few hours later, alongside Bawa and Kudzu, Sansar perched on his shoulder. As always, Nomin was watching Soko, and Yato was with the blind assassin to provide support. Most notably, Abbot Monpo, Galzo, and Menya had stayed back, as had Jelmay, who had clearly taken offense at the way things had gone. 
 
    “Once you come to your senses, you will know where to find us,” Kanjen told Danzen, the tanuki now with his hands behind his back. “Shodren would be proud of how far you have come, Pilgrim. Never forget that.” 
 
    “We’re not going to Diyu,” Kudzu said with her typical firmness. “With all your insight, and all the text you may have hidden in the Outer Regions, perhaps you will think of another way by the next time we meet.” 
 
    “Either way he goes to Diyu. But there is time between now and then.” Kanjen turned away as Midrah approached Danzen. 
 
    “Please visit us when you get a chance, when you come to your senses,” she said, her eyes narrowing on him. “Do it for your mother. And… I’m sorry things didn’t work out.” 
 
    “They will eventually.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The rest of the night seemed as if it would be uneventful, yet Danzen knew this was the worst time to let one’s guard down. With this in mind, he took a position in the main courtyard that night, his Blade of Darkness with him, gauntleted blades on his arms, both his swords at his waist. Watchfires cast deep shadows awash in blips of moody orange across the grounds of the nunnery, Danzen sensing at some point that Soko would join him. 
 
    Nomin was still watching her, and the last time he’d seen Yato was at dinner, the young assassin told to call it a night, to get some rest and heal. He wanted her to grow stronger, but he also didn’t want her to be thrust into the middle of an all-out assault if and when it happened. 
 
    He wanted her to have a moment to prepare. 
 
    Danzen all but expected Kitazawa to show up. It was a clear night, not a cloud in the sky, and he couldn’t swallow his feeling that she would attack.  
 
    He could sense it in a way. 
 
    This was why he was hardly surprised to see the demonic yokai flare up and land in the courtyard. The winged woman with the long-nosed mask immediately spotted him, both her blades at the ready. 
 
    “She has company!” 
 
    This voice belonged to Sansar, who just swooped in from the sky to warn them. 
 
    “Company?” asked Danzen, the courtyard now cast in purple outlines, his eyes shut to avoid direct eye contact with Kitazawa. 
 
    “Stone soldiers!” Sansar called down to him. 
 
    “Alert Nomin and Soko, then the others.” 
 
    “Galzo has already gone to do so.” 
 
    “Get the nuns to safety, have Bawa lead them in. Menya and Abbot Monpo…” 
 
    There was no longer any time to talk to the three-legged raven.  
 
    Kitazawa burst forward, Danzen drawing his blade just in time to prevent her attack. She tried to double around with the razor-sharp tips of her wings, but he managed to avoid these as well. 
 
    Kitazawa jumped back and sent both of her blades into their scabbards. Danzen was just about to loose his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds when the woman spoke: “I’ve got a surprise for you.” 
 
    “Leave, now.” It was impossible not to summon his power at this point; the former assassin was on edge, aware that if they continued, not only would they destroy the place in their fight, but his demons would likely be unleashed, and one of them would die in the end.  
 
    “You aren’t going to like what I have in store for you, son of Tengir.”  
 
    Kitazawa moved forward faster than he anticipated, Danzen now experiencing her full speed as she grabbed him and swiftly rose into the air holding him by the back of his robes. This caused his robes to twist across his body, making it harder for him to fight his way out of her grip.  
 
    They were well above the nunnery in a matter of seconds, spinning higher and higher into the air, Danzen now focused on holding on to his sword. He could always summon his gauntleted blades, but in doing so, if he did reach up to stab her, she would likely drop him.  
 
    The air grew thinner and colder, Danzen now higher than he’d ever been before. He desperately looked around for Sansar, who should be able to save him once she let go, yet the three-legged raven was nowhere in sight, off helping the nuns. 
 
    “This is going to be a painful death, half-blood.” 
 
    And with that, Kitazawa released Danzen.  
 
    The former assassin quickly pivoted so he was on his stomach, the wind whipping past him, the ground coming in fast. 
 
    No one was going to save him this time.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen had little time to act as he spiraled toward the courtyard below. The impact would kill him, and the bloodied crater he left would severely affect the morale of his companions at a time when things couldn’t get any worse. Not only were they all moments away from dying, but men and women all made out of stone had breached the nunnery, Kitazawa’s soldiers already swatting their stone weapons at Yama and Nama. 
 
    As Danzen neared impact, he instinctively focused on his echo. He imagined it coiling out from within him and lifting his body. 
 
    He stopped less than a foot away from the ground, gravity whooshing past him, Danzen ignoring the strange sensation in his gut which he normally associated with bending his echo. It was as if he had stopped time, his sudden control over reality allowing him to float his own body mere moments away from instant death. 
 
    He lost his focus, and only ended up falling about a foot. Kitazawa came in again for another sweeping attack. The winged demonic yokai still hadn’t stopped moving in erratic ways, and she might have actually landed her strike had it not been for Soko, who burst in from the left and slammed into Kitazawa.  
 
    The two twisted off to the right, Danzen hearing the uncomfortable clank of metal on stone as both Yato and Nomin started to fight off some of the stone combatants.  
 
    There were too many.  
 
    Looking to the other side of the courtyard, Danzen saw Jelmay and Abbot Monpo fighting, Sansar taking his largest form so he could help as well. A flash of white caught his eye as Kudzu struck Kitazawa from behind, just as the demonic yokai had managed to shove Soko away. The fox bit down into her shoulder, ignoring bladed wings as Kitazawa tried to whip her off. She began to rise into the air, but Kudzu jumped away before she could get too high. 
 
    It became an all-out war, one that Danzen wanted to end as quickly as possible. He worked on Kitazawa with Soko, the two falling into their old ways of calculated engagement and distraction. It was natural for them, and while they rarely had to fight someone in this manner, combat collaboration was likely to be something that they would increasingly need to do in the future. 
 
    Soko was masked as always so he couldn’t get a good read on her face, but Danzen could tell that she was enjoying all of this, that there was a vibrancy to the way that she moved and swung her weapon. She also wore her prosthetic attachment, alternating between the sword and the pair of razor-sharp claws.  
 
    Wielding both her blades, Kitazawa screeched as she cut both of them back. She also used her wings, Danzen’s heart jumping for a moment as he realized that Soko might end up making eye contact with the demonic yokai until he saw something else beneath her mask, a scarf tied around her face. 
 
    Something like this would have helped him in the moment; focusing on not only the fight, but what was happening around him with the stone combatants as well as making sure that he kept his eyes tightly shut only added complications to what he was doing. Truth be told, Nomin should have been fighting Kitazawa, but she didn’t have the type of weapons that would likely take the winged yokai down.  
 
    All Danzen needed now was a solid opening. 
 
    The distraction that led to this opening came from Kudzu, who tried to take another bite out of Kitazawa only to be flung into a bush. She scurried out of the way, but not before the demonic yokai tried to kill the kitsune once and for all. Kitazawa turned her back to Danzen for just a split second, a fatal mistake.  
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Danzen sent his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds screaming in her direction. It cut into her shoulder, Kitazawa crying out in pain as Danzen’s blade returned to him. 
 
    There was no hesitation, and since they were working together, no reason for Danzen to be the one to deliver the deathblow. It was only seconds later that Soko drove her sword through the bottom of their assailant’s throat, the tip of her blade pressing out the back of the yokai’s neck, Kitazawa’s long-nosed mask falling off to the side. 
 
    As soon as she removed her blade, the stone combatants all froze in place, all aside from one, who continued to lurch about. 
 
    “You’re kidding,” Jelmay said, as he pointed his sword at the final stone combatant. “Show yourself!” The stone form melted away to reveal yet another bakeneko, one who quickly took his human form, that of a plump and short man with a long mustache.  
 
    “I… I can explain—”  
 
    Jelmay’s whiskers tensed in agitation. “You were fighting against us, Bahj? Against us!?” 
 
    “No… um… of course not! I was trying to get close enough to… I was trying to get close enough to the demon to kill her!” 
 
    “Do you know this one?” Soko asked, blood still dripping from her blade as she looked the new bakeneko over. She hovered over Kitazawa’s fallen form now as if she were waiting for the demonic yokai to come alive again so she could slay her a second time. 
 
    “I’ll kill him!” said Kudzu, limping to some degree as she started to trot toward Elder Bahjee.  
 
    “I can explain myself. I can! I can explain all of it! Someone put a leash on that wild-eyed kitsune, I’m not the enemy here! I wasn’t going to fight you, I assure you. Me? Never! I was merely trying to get to her, or to you so I can tell you what has happened. Yes, that’s it. But you don’t understand… You don’t understand…” 
 
    Now Nomin and Yato stood around the portly bakeneko, their weapons still drawn. 
 
    Danzen approached. “Choose your words wisely.” 
 
    “Of course, of course! Just hear me out. This isn’t what you think. Also…” He waited for Danzen to say something, and when he didn’t, Elder Bahjee continued: “I’m going to need something to eat.” 
 
    “Talk first.” 
 
    Bahjee hesitated. “Right, I’ll tell you what I know.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The bakeneko waited for a few others to gather before he took a regal enough pose. Danzen imagined that this was how he would project himself when speaking to the villagers of Verba, his pudgy arms behind his back. “I… I was being serious when I said that I morphed into one of the woman’s stony soldiers so I could attack her when given the chance, or warn you. Don’t you see? There are two ways that I’m trying to help around here! I’m not a violent one, not like some of you, but what she has done, and what they have done…” He stopped. “I’ve had enough of it, enough of them.” 
 
    “Them? Your theatrics aren’t going to help your case,” Kudzu told him.  
 
    “These aren’t theatrics, and if I were stronger I would have gone straight to the source. The Sundiyu Sect!” 
 
    “Kanjen and Midrah?” Jelmay raised an eyebrow at his counterpart. He went from surprised by the statement to practically growling. “I knew it. I bloody knew it! I should have trusted my gut.” 
 
    “What could your gut have possibly told you?” 
 
    “What could my gut have told me, fox? There is no could in this scenario—it did tell me. There was something off about those two, and the Sundiyu Sect, for that matter,” Jelmay said. “I just couldn’t pinpoint what.” 
 
    “See? This is what I’m trying to say. Jelmay understands! What a clever bakeneko he is! They made a deal with the devil, that… thing.” Elder Bahjee pointed a stubby finger at Kitazawa’s dead body.  
 
    Soko continued to float over the demonic yokai, prepared to strike her down again. Danzen had seen her do something like this before, the female assassin going through something after a particularly challenging kill, or one that she had spent a long time orchestrating. He understood this desire better than he would have admitted, this strange notion that the dead target wasn’t actually dead, that it would still try something, and that he needed to be sure he was there to handle it. 
 
    “What kind of deal did they make?” Danzen carefully asked the bakeneko. 
 
    “Deal? Yes, the deal. You see, it’s… it’s you they want, Pilgrim. You’re a hot commodity! But more specifically, it’s you they want dead. They told me. It was part of their plan to rebuild Sunyata. They came to Verba and told me what they wanted, I told them to get the hell out of my sight, and then Kitazawa attacked, but not before mentioning a tithe, which I naturally rejected. Tithe? No bakeneko pays a tithe!” 
 
    “Damn right, Bahj!” 
 
    “To hell with tithes!” 
 
    “To hell!” 
 
    “But we fought her alongside Midrah,” said Nomin, “at the village where the people live underground.” 
 
    “Did we?” Danzen asked, thinking back to how little she’d helped them in their second encounter with Kitazawa. 
 
    “Look, I’m being honest here. Honest as a virginal milkmaid from Bahlingar. Anything that happened after the conversation I had with them, which would have predated your group’s arrival by a few days, is an attempt at the same thing but through a different angle. Midrah protected the villagers of Lonyah because she liked that place, always has. Not only that, the agreement was made for Kitazawa to kill you, for her to maintain her demented territory, and for the yokai to use the people of Verba, who are all around us now in stone form, as soldiers. Ugh. Ugh, I tell you! Those are my people! The tragedy!” He sucked in a deep breath. “Anyway, that’s what I’m saying here. We all got played like a band of half-brained knack-kneed nozuchi. All of us. Also, who is the ghost lady with the mask?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer, his mind swirling with the implications of Bahjee’s claim. Kanjen and Midrah had been kind enough to his group, and Kanjen had even given him the sword currently sheathed at his waist. Why would the tanuki give him such a weapon if he later wanted to kill him? Danzen tried to think back to any conversation they’d had that would have led him to believe that they were thinking of double-crossing them. He came up with nothing. Was Kanjen reporting to a higher member of the Sect?  
 
    Or was it something else… 
 
    “I don’t buy it.” 
 
    Jelmay scoffed at Kudzu’s statement. “You don’t buy it? Why? Because he’s a bakeneko? It makes sense to me, fox. I told you something was up with the two of them—and notice that Kitazawa attacked just as soon as they left.” 
 
    “Kanjen is an old friend. I can’t see them going to this extreme,” Sansar said. “I agree with Kudzu, even if something is off.” 
 
    “Come on, yatagarasu, you of all yokai should know better. The Sundiyu Sect plays both sides, always. Maybe as a yokai from Sunyata, you have a lofty view of them,” Elder Bahjee told the three-legged raven, “but I have had to deal with their kind for over fifty years now, sideways dealings, mind you, always with a helping hand extended while the other hand is trying to steal from your back pocket. Bah!” 
 
    Jelmay joined him. “Bah!” 
 
    “Curse the Sundiyu Sect!” 
 
    “Curse them!” 
 
    “Stop,” Kudzu told the two bakeneko. 
 
    “So you are telling us that this was all a set-up to kill Pilgrim? Why would they go to this extent if that was the case? Why wouldn’t they just do it in the Outer Regions?” Sansar shook his head. “It’s hard to process.” 
 
    “Gee, I don’t know, maybe because there is something at this nunnery that they would like to have. Do you know anything about that?” Elder Bahjee glanced around. “Anything of value here? You can tell me.” 
 
    “It is just a nunnery,” said Danzen. “I don’t know what they would want from it.” 
 
    “I seem to recall your group looking for remnants. Did you ever find any? I’m pretty sure you did. If so, where did you put them? Did you put them at the nunnery? Because that would make sense to me considering it is an ancient place with plenty of good hidey nooks. Don’t play coy with me, Pilgrim, I’ve been around for some time and there is always an ulterior motive. Always.” 
 
    “So you think that if there were remnants here, the Sect would want them, and they also want Pilgrim here dead, so they figured that they would take two apples with one arrow. Is this what you are suggesting, Bahj?” 
 
    The bakeneko nodded at Jelmay. “That is exactly what I’m suggesting. It’s not so crazy, is it? Sure, I showed up here dressed as a stone warrior led by an insane lady yokai, but as I told you, I had a plan. A real strategy!” 
 
    “I don’t think you ever killed anything in your life, including a fly. You would probably have a servant do that.” 
 
    Elder Bahjee gave Kudzu a funny look. “Why, of course I would have a servant do that! Someone of my status should not have their position sullied with pest control. With that said, what do you think this is for?” He motioned to a sword that was now on the ground. “I was planning to run up behind her and stab her whenever she stayed on the ground long enough for me to do so.” 
 
    Kudzu glanced up at Danzen. “Pilgrim?” 
 
    Rather than tell her, he took a few steps away, the white fox joining in. “I think it is something that we should look into.” 
 
    “And the bakeneko?” 
 
    “We keep him with us for now.” 
 
    “He’s not really a threat any longer,” Kudzu said, instinctively looking at Soko, who continued to hover over Kitazawa’s dead body. “Not like her.” 
 
    “I need to deal with Kitazawa’s body. Join Bahjee in the dining hall. Abbot Monpo and Menya need to hear what he has to say.” While they had been on the periphery, Menya was busy handling some of the younger nuns as Abbot Monpo spoke to Galzo. Danzen knew if anyone would be interested in what Elder Bahjee had to say, it would be those two. 
 
    “You’re sure about all of this?” 
 
    “As sure as I will be tonight. We can discuss it more later.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen was familiar with the area where they held funerals at the nunnery, the former assassin recalling what it’d been like to watch as Nomin’s body turned to ash. Kitazawa would get the same treatment, even though she was a demonic being from Diyu.  
 
    “I want to do the honors.” 
 
    “By all means.” Danzen stepped aside as Soko came forward with a torch. She stuck it into the hay beneath the pyre; it wouldn’t be long before the wood started crackling and smoke lifted from the demonic yokai’s body, her wings the first part of her body to ignite. Because of those wings, Danzen had to be careful in carrying her over to this particular courtyard, and in the end he had gotten some help from Jelmay, who had taken on his largest form, allowing Nomin and Yato to keep an eye on Soko. 
 
    Danzen, Nomin, and Yato had all been quiet in the time it took for them to relocate the body and prepare the fire. The stone villagers were something they could deal with in the morning. Danzen was already aware that he would be up before the others, lifting them over his shoulders and taking them wherever they needed to be placed. That had yet to be decide. From what they could tell, these ones weren’t going to come alive like his two lion dogs, both of whom had joined them at the funeral pyre and were seated behind the group now. 
 
    “I guess tonight is as good as any to leave.” Soko, who was now maskless, tilted her chin up at the sky, the flames dancing off her black eyes. “I need to collect the money from Jinkai’s mark. What about you? Where will you go next?” She turned to Danzen. 
 
    “We need to speak with the leaders of the Sundiyu Sect, confront them if this was indeed a set-up.” 
 
    “And if it is?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer this question. “After we deal with the Sect, I think it would be best for us to take the northern passage and visit a person we know in that region,” he said, referring to Sotgonn and the Dukha people.  
 
    “You’re not answering the question I want answered. What about this other one your brother sent? Uchi. When will you go after him?” 
 
    Danzen glanced at Nomin, who continued to watch the fire. The blind assassin finally looked over to him and Soko and spoke: “We will meet you there in a week or so.” 
 
    “Suja Village? Not happening. It’s so boring. If I get there early and have to wait…” Soko offered Nomin a playful smile. “What about Chutham? It’s at least a little more lively.” 
 
    “You can’t go out during the day anyway. What do you care whether a place that is lively anyway?” 
 
    Soko grew rigid at Nomin’s statement. “Then I will meet you in Chutham. And Uchi better be one of the more entertaining ones. While frightening, this one wasn’t much of a challenge.” Soko spit on the fire. “Maybe your brother is running out of good challenges to send us.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t like the way that she used the word us.  
 
    He recognized yet again that this was one of the other issues in joining with her to take on the Seven Evils. Soko didn’t play nice with others, and even if she generally remained quiet when she was around most of his companions, he couldn’t fathom actually traveling with the wraith, or dealing with her on a regular basis. The part that was conflicting about this feeling was that he also somewhat enjoyed her company, the nostalgia of it all, the two of them back to doing what they did best. But he knew not to give too much thought to this notion.  
 
    It was dangerous. 
 
    Eventually, Soko drifted away, Nomin following her, which elicited a snarky comment from the female assassin. Yato remained behind with Danzen, the fire to the point now that they had to take several steps away from it. “Do you really think the Sundiyu Sect set you up?” she asked after a few minutes. 
 
    “We will soon find out. Meet me in the courtyard tomorrow morning. We need to continue our practice.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A full night of rest was something that Danzen Ravja rarely experienced. And with what happened in the fight against Kitazawa, it should have been harder for him to get to bed. Yet with Soko gone, he had personally seen her leave, and Kitazawa dead, the former assassin was finally able to get a proper rest. 
 
    No dreams, no disturbances, and he might have even slept in through his morning practice had it not been for a knock at the door. Even before his eyes were open, his hand was on the grip of his Sunyatic weapon. 
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
    “Come in,” Danzen told Kudzu once his feet were on the ground. He had slept only wearing the pants he wore beneath his robes, the cool air coming through the window aiding in his slumber. 
 
    As she had been before, Kudzu, who was now in her human form, looked surprised to see the scar-covered former assassin. She quickly hid this surprise by looking to the side, a tray in her hands. “I brought you breakfast.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Kudzu set the tray on the table. The food consisted of a rice porridge and a small loaf of bread that had been toasted on one side. There was also a cup of tea and a small local plum that Danzen had seen people eating in Odval. 
 
    “I thought I would join you, but if you would prefer to eat alone...” 
 
    “Do you have a tray yourself?”  
 
    “I was hoping you would ask.” 
 
    Danzen ran his hand along the contours of his head as Kudzu left his room and returned moments later with her meal. 
 
    “I set it on the ground in the hallway. You know, I’m not used to being like this,” she said, referring to her human form. While a normal person might have kept both trays with them somehow, Kudzu had clearly taken one at a time, which meant she would have already made the trip up to his room to set the tray outside before returning with food for him. 
 
    A part of him found this endearing. 
 
    “I can move the table,” Danzen said, already in motion to do so.  
 
    He moved the table against the wall in front of his bed, so one of them could sit on the bed allowing them to face one another. He offered Kudzu the bed, since he assumed it was softer, but she took the chair. He was just about to sit himself when he realized he was still shirtless, suddenly feeling self-conscious about this fact. 
 
    He wasn’t proud of the scars and their numerous stories, some of them near misses, others merely surface wounds, yet all with the same result, his demons unleashed. He slipped into his robes and went ahead and put his belt on, his swords at his side. 
 
    “Imagine two Jelmays.” 
 
    “They’re actually up this early?” 
 
    “I don’t think they ever went to sleep; Bahjee and him have practically eaten through the nunnery’s winter supplies. I’m exaggerating, but not by much. It’s like they are in a competition with one another to see who can eat the most, or who can hyperbolize the better story. Menya won’t be happy when she finds out. Personally, I can only take a few minutes of it. I like Jelmay well enough. But Elder Bahjee…” 
 
    Danzen began to eat some of his rice porridge, which was still warm. 
 
    “If what he is saying is true, and we will find out soon enough, then… then…” She shook her head. “They tried to kill you, Danzen. That’s what I’m trying to say here. If what Bahjee said is true…” 
 
    “We will confront the Sundiyu Sect.” 
 
    “And then what? He may look like an old tanuki, but Kanjen is powerful. You remember the stone golem.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “What else can he do? He clearly has command over his echo, not to mention Midrah and how fast she can move. Together they could be quite a force.” 
 
    “I don’t want it to come to that.” 
 
    Kudzu started eating, silent for a moment as she finished her plum. “Neither do I,” she finally said, “but they know that the remnants are here, and they sent Kitazawa to kill you. This has to be addressed. I’m sorry, this isn’t why I wanted to have breakfast with you. I wanted to have breakfast with you to…” 
 
    “Get away from Jelmay and Elder Bahjee.” 
 
    “That, and I just wanted to spend some time with you. It used to be just us, well, not for very long before Jelmay joined. But you know what I’m saying. And lately I just feel smothered by our company. Not that our company is bad. I like Yato, and Nomin is quiet enough that she doesn’t really bother me. Jelmay is Jelmay, Sansar is also generally quiet, yet I always feel that he knows more than he is letting on, that it’s going to get us in trouble again in the future. Then there are the others, Bawa, who is fine. Galzo, who mostly stays here, Abbot Monpo and Menya…” She sighed. “You see what I mean. Now we are adding Elder Bahjee to this mix? Sunyata forbid.” 
 
    “Our party has grown, hasn’t it?” 
 
    “It has. I know that’s about to change. I’m assuming that Nomin will likely stay here if we go north to the outer region.” 
 
    “Likely.” 
 
    “That would leave you, me, Jelmay, Yato, and the two cats. Maybe Bawa will stay as well. He seems to like it here, and the nuns like having him around. He is a bit of a flirt. But what about when we inevitably go back to the northern passage? That is where we will go next, right?” 
 
    “I believe Jelmay is right, that we need to speak to Sotgonn. So yes, that would be a good option. Then we can loop around to the valley and from there to Suja Village. Or better, go through the forest to Chutham to meet Soko.” 
 
    The look on Kudzu’s face soured. “This is why we will need Nomin again. I don’t trust Soko; at least with Nomin around, there’s someone to keep an eye on her.” 
 
    “Maybe we can go to the outer region without her, and then she can join us on the way back. We can send Bahjee to the nunnery as well, if he plans to stay with us.” 
 
    Kudzu laughed at the suggestion. “You mean to keep Bahjee here?” 
 
    “He can do what he wants, but he can’t come with us through the northern passage and back to the valley. I believe one bakeneko will be enough for our journey.” 
 
    “Do you think Menya will like that?” 
 
    “He will inevitably get bored and move on. Bahjee doesn’t seem like the type to cause the same trouble as Jelmay.” 
 
    Kudzu bobbed her head left and right, halfway agreeing with this. “Maybe he’ll head to Odval and recruit more people to move to Verba. That was what he was already talking about doing with Jelmay. He doesn’t want to give up on the village, but I don’t see why. Who would want to move to a lakeside village in the outer regions right before winter? It’s just not logical.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. But it will give him something to do, and maybe that’s the best we can ask for.” 
 
    “Well, you are probably right. Glad we could have this little breakfast, just the two of us. I know you plan to bend your echo…” 
 
    Danzen looked at Kudzu, yet again taken off guard by seeing her in her human form, her white hair swept behind her slightly pointed ears. She wore green robes, and it seemed like she had tried to freshen herself up, to look presentable to him. Her cheeks were just a little redder than they should have been, as were her lips. She looked beautiful. 
 
    “Bending can come later, after I deal with the statues in the courtyard.” 
 
    “The villagers, I don’t know what Menya is going to want to do with them.” 
 
    “That is for her to decide. We should try to leave well before noon, however, especially if we hope to reach Kanjen’s cave. It’s getting darker earlier now.” 
 
    “And I don’t want to have to camp overnight with two bakeneko.” Kudzu smiled at Danzen. “I guess I really don’t have a choice, do I?” 
 
    He returned her smile. “You aren’t the only one.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen’s and Yato’s blades met.  
 
    Klank! 
 
    He started off wanting to bend his echo in a calmer way that morning, but something about the young assassin when she joined him told Danzen that this wasn’t going to be the case. No warm-up, and no real indication of what she was thinking as she moved in with her gauntleted blades, Danzen drawing his sword at the very last second. 
 
    Klank! 
 
    He didn’t say anything about her aggressive behavior as he began focusing on the power deep within him, summoning the same inner strength that had helped him in his fight against Kitazawa, a Sunyatic energy source he had shunned for nearly his entire life. Yato’s footwork was quick, enhanced by her talismans, the young woman moving like a sudden outburst of wind as she came in yet again. 
 
    She retreated, a wry smile on her face. 
 
    Was she upset about something? What was the meaning behind her sudden aggression? 
 
    Rather than ask, Danzen waited for her to try yet again. She came forward and he swept her legs out from beneath her. Yato’s back struck the stone, the wind knocked out of her. His two lion dogs were on the periphery, both looking concerned at what was happening. 
 
    “Take off your talismans.” 
 
    After she caught her breath, Yato pushed herself up and did as Danzen had told her. 
 
    As he had suspected, talismans had been helping her to some degree, especially with the fact that she had been injured just a day or so ago at the Penumbra fortress. 
 
    “Ready,” she told him. 
 
    Using gauntleted blades required different leg positioning. There was a melee-style stance that was commonly taught, which allowed the user to move more like a fighter and less like a trained swordsman. Yato took the stance, her training evident in how loose her knees were, both of them doing small circles, something he had noticed in her form before. 
 
    She came at him at a much slower pace, yet she still had force behind her movement. Danzen was not able to shake the feeling that Yato was actually trying to land a strike rather than bend her echo.  
 
    Finally, he decided to address it. “Is something the matter?” 
 
    “What? No,” she said quickly. “This is not what you wanted?” 
 
    “Do you wish to spar with me?” he asked carefully.  
 
    The assassins who had grown up with the Diyu Brotherhood could be competitive. While he didn’t normally spar with someone due to the chance of drawing blood, if Yato was looking for a challenge, Danzen would provide it. Both of them had already loosened up for the morning by moving the stone statues from the courtyard to a side shed at the far side of the nunnery, one which backed up to a wall of rock. The sun had borne down on them the entire time, and Danzen’s muscles were nice and warm. The former assassin was prepared to see this to its natural conclusion if it was what she wanted.  He wouldn’t kill her, and he would do his best not to injure her, but this was the energy that she was giving off, and in a way, it was contagious. 
 
    Danzen suddenly wanted to spar. 
 
    Yet he knew that this was neither the time nor place. He stepped back and returned the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds to its porous scabbard. This wasn’t a feeling he normally had with Yato, nor was he a person that was overly competitive, not like Soko or some of the others he had grown up with. Did it have something to do with his echo, the way that it was communicating with hers? Danzen suspected as much, and it was best for them to stop for the day and move on.  
 
    After all, they needed to head to the Outer Regions. 
 
    “We’re done?” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    “But I was ready…” 
 
    Danzen merely motioned for her to follow him. Her gauntleted blades returned to their coverings, the younger assassin making a noise of disappointment she followed Danzen to the nunnery’s kitchen, where they found Jelmay and Elder Bahjee seated at a table in the back, a loaf of bread between them, jam smeared across Jelmay’s whiskers. 
 
    “We need to go.” 
 
    Jelmay looked up at Danzen and puffed his cheeks out. “So soon? They’re just going to serve us another meal.” 
 
    Danzen saw some of the nuns frantically working in the kitchen to cook additional food for the two bakeneko. Shimaru was missing, and Danzen assumed that the blind man from Odval, whom he had helped relocate to the nunnery, had been tasked with something else. 
 
    “Prepare their meals to go,” he told the nuns, summoning his Demon Speak power so Bahjee and Jelmay wouldn’t distort his message. 
 
    “How rude.” Bahjee pressed back in his chair, his belly swelling. “And you are sure I can’t stay?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “You are the one that told us that the Sundiyu Sect formed a pact with Kitazawa. I want you to be there when we discuss it with them.” 
 
    Bahjee seemed to cower away to some degree, and even though he didn’t break his human form, his mustache drooped like Jelmay’s whiskers did from time to time. “They are powerful.” 
 
    “Eh, so are we,” Jelmay told him. “Pilgrim here can jump at least a mile high, summon demons, and do some pretty wild stuff with his echo. And then there’s me.”  
 
    “You?” 
 
    “I’m a pretty good fighter myself, isn’t that right?” Jelmay asked, looking from Danzen to Yato, who stood behind the former assassin. 
 
    “That remains to be seen.” Danzen turned away from the two bakeneko. “Meet us at the front of the monastery in ten minutes. The quicker we reach the Outer Regions, the quicker we can finish what we need to do there and head back to the northern passage.” 
 
    “You’re going with my idea?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “I am. I believe we should speak to Sotgonn.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll pack my tatsu pieces as well. I still need to unload those at a fence.” 
 
    “You’re a smart bakeneko, Jelmay.” 
 
    “Takes one to know one, Bahj.” 
 
    Elder Bahjee started to say something about Jelmay’s good looks, but by this point Danzen was already stepping out of the dining area, where he found Kudzu helping some of the nuns clean up. Still in her human form, the kitsune looked up at Danzen and offered him a soft smile. 
 
    “We’re leaving in ten minutes,” Yato told her. 
 
    “Should I go as a human or fox?” Kudzu looked down at her hands and flexed her fingers, which were red from cleaning. “I suppose I can start the journey as a human. We’ll see how it goes from there.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They set off later than Danzen would have liked, mostly because of the bakeneko, but also because of the conversation he ended up having with Abbot Monpo, who decided to go along with them in the end to confront the Sundiyu Sect. It was midday by the time they reached the floor of the valley outside of the nunnery, where they would head over a ridge line, not far from the wooded area where Danzen had once taken on Shutendorji. 
 
    Aside from the normal group, they were also joined by Elder Bahjee, who had thus far spent most of his time trying to convince Abbot Monpo that what he said was true. 
 
    “I will believe it when I hear it for myself,” the leader of the fox shrine finally told the bakeneko once he’d heard enough. 
 
    Traveling with a party this large meant they had to keep a slower pace, and Danzen realized as it reached late afternoon that they would likely need to camp for the night, unless they wanted to confront the Sect in the evening. He was just about to suggest they find a place when Elder Bahjee spoke: “I’m not sleeping in the forest. I’ll tell you that much. We can go to Verba, which shouldn’t be much further now if we take a shortcut I know. Yes, it is a little strange staying in a deserted village, but there are still some food supplies that I know of, and if anyone is good at fishing…” 
 
    Kudzu immediately looked at Danzen. She glanced away, a hint of bashfulness to her behavior. Danzen knew she liked fish, and it made sense to camp in Verba, where the others could be comfortable. What he didn’t like about staying in the village was how exposed it left them. At least with Sansar, they would have an eye in the sky. 
 
    They followed Elder Bahjee through the woods, the heavyset bakeneko leading them down an embankment and through a stream of crystal-clear water. Rather than cross it, they traveled along the shoreline, the stream fed by the glacial lake. The water was fresh and cold, but wasn’t deep enough for there to be fish. Not until they reached a series of small ponds did Danzen sense movement beneath the surface. 
 
    Once again, he fixed his gaze on Yato as she joined Bahjee at the front.  
 
    He still felt that something was off about her, but he couldn’t quite place it, and there didn’t seem to be anything different about her when he closed his eyes and briefly got a glimpse of her echo. It was time to consult Nomin. Now at the back of the group, the blind assassin walked by herself, silently at that, careful not to leave markings even if both bakeneko, Abbot Monpo, and Kudzu didn’t seem as concerned about their tracks. 
 
    “Have you noticed anything about Yato?” Danzen asked quietly after the others had gone ahead. 
 
    “Aside from the injury she sustained recently? She seems to be getting better.” 
 
    “Aside from that. She was agitated this morning.” 
 
    “After what happened last night, it is surprising that she was able to get any rest at all. I wouldn’t worry. But…” Nomin tilted her chin to Danzen and nodded. “I will keep an eye on her.” She offered him a rare smile, her lips parting as she regained her normal demeanor. 
 
    It was forty or fifty minutes later once Danzen reached the end of the tree line, the former assassin coming to a sandy beach. They headed east from here, once again following the shoreline, and it wasn’t long before Danzen started to see the telltale signs of civilization, from an abandoned boat with a sail jutting out of the sand to wooden barrels that had been smashed. Stacked crates, the start to the dock, a pair of fishing huts with thatched roofs—civilization apparent. 
 
    Elder Bahjee took a big sniff of the air inside. “It’s a wonderful place, truly. And I will repopulate it.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you how to do that,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “I’m not turning it into a bloody resort! This isn’t a village for people to vacation; it is a village for people to… for people to…” 
 
    “Serve you?” Kudzu asked him as strands of her white hair fell into her face. She swept them back and tucked them behind her ear, the kitsune’s movement always just a little off from how a normal person behaved. 
 
    “Sure, serving me would be nice, but I meant more along the lines of living a quaint life, with fresh fish and… and…” Elder Bahjee clenched his teeth. “Ugh, I’m terribly starved.” 
 
    “You and Jelmay just ate,” Yato said, a smirk forming on her face. 
 
    “And we will eat again,” Jelmay told her. “Bahj, show me to the food. I will help you cook it. Pilgrim, there are fish out there and I know a pair of foxes who would love to have fish, not to mention a blind Pilgrim who doesn’t eat, and a Lady Pilgrim. Go catch some fish for us, will you? The bigger the better.” 
 
    Elder Bahjee licked his lips. “There are some truly large fish in there. You know, there is an old legend that a fish the size of a horse cart lives at the bottom of that lake. Some of the villagers claimed to have seen it, but they are mostly drunk. It’s probably just a yokai. Either way, if you can catch that thing, then we will truly have a feast.”  
 
    Sansar landed on a stake sticking out of the ground. The three-legged raven turned his head to Danzen. “The village is empty, and I sensed no movement. No stragglers, at least.” 
 
    “Verba, why did you have to be taken from my paws so ruthlessly? Why!? Bah, I tell you, Bah!” 
 
    “Bah!” Jelmay chimed in, his stump of a tail lifting to some degree. “But enough wallowing in our own self-pity. Food and rooms. We need rooms, Bahjee. I’m not sleeping with assassins tonight.”  
 
    “I have rooms, but you will need to change the linens. You or…” Elder Bahjee smiled at Yato. “You look about the age of someone who would do well with linens.” 
 
    “Come again?” Yato asked him, Danzen yet again sensing agitation from her. For once, he didn’t blame her. 
 
    Jelmay and Elder Bahjee started to laugh. “Yes, Lady Pilgrim, come with me. You can prepare the rooms. In fact…” Jelmay ran his hand along his chin as if he had a beard. “You are in your human form…” 
 
    “I’m not your maidservant,” Kudzu said, her eyes flaring up. “But… I suppose I can help.” 
 
    “I will help as well,” said Abbot Monpo. 
 
    “No,” Kudzu started to say. 
 
    “It’s fine. It is an honor to be of assistance.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A feast commenced once Danzen returned with a string full of fish. Their scales had a purple hue to them and they were large, each over ten pounds. He understood now how the village thrived being so close to the glacial lake, the water clear enough that he could actually see through to the bottom even as the sun set, and with it, fish. So many fish. 
 
    As Danzen and the others enjoyed some of the stored food from the cellars of Verba, Jelmay proceeded to grill the fish. Still in her human form, Kudzu helped him, and was the first to sample the meat once it was done. 
 
    Naturally, the conversation at the main table in the pub that doubled as Elder Bahjee’s home revolved around the Sundiyu Sect, Bahjee doubling down on his accusations, Abbot Monpo rarely commenting.  
 
    “I knew all along there was something off about them,” Elder Bahjee said at some point as he stuffed his face, chewing with his mouth open. “Especially after you arrived, Pilgrim. I didn’t really deal with the Sect much before then, to be honest. Maybe Midrah would come by every now and then, but I definitely never saw Kanjen. That stupid tanuki. I mean, what would they care about a pathetic yet idyllic lakeside village like Verba? But then you showed up, and they were here pretty much the day after you returned to civilization, asking about you…” Bahjee used his finger to wipe up some of the butter on his plate and stuck it directly into his mouth. “I’m going to miss this butter. There was a lady that used to make it special for me. How am I going to find new villagers? Bah, I tell you!” 
 
    “Bah!” Jelmay called out. 
 
    Once the fish was served, Danzen and his companions passed the food around, everyone eating aside from Nomin, who stood outside. Even Sansar was there, the three-legged raven at the end of the table and picking at a plate of fish. 
 
    It seemed like it would be a normal meal until Danzen noticed the sound on the rooftop.  
 
    He no longer had his Blade of Darkness with him, it was stored in the room he would be staying in, but he did place his hand on the grip of his sword and manage to stand just as a humanoid figure exploded through the window, its body covered in long, dreaded black hair. 
 
    It was clearly a yokai. 
 
    The intruder scurried across the floor and leapt toward the table, the yokai’s hair mop-like as it whipped all around its body. 
 
    Danzen drew his blade and swung it at the creature as the others pressed back. Nomin charged into the room from the front, and Yato also summoned her weapons. 
 
    Surging into a frenzy, the creature tossed plates at Danzen and his companions as it avoided their slashes, the enemy yokai much faster than they had anticipated. It jumped to the chandelier above, the candles that Yato had lit earlier falling out of their holders, light immediately stripped from the room.  
 
    Once it landed, the enemy yokai let out a hissing squeal and threw more plates, one of which sailed right over Danzen’s head, the former assassin ducking it just in time. 
 
    “Kill it!” Elder Bahjee shouted, food still in his mouth. “Kill the blasted otoroshi!” 
 
    Another plate went flying by, this one tossed by Jelmay, the bakeneko clearly upset that the yokai had ruined their meal. Danzen shut his eyes, everything in the room now with a trace of purple to it as he began chasing the yokai into the kitchen. 
 
    He shouldered through the door; the otoroshi flung pots and pans in his direction, a cleaver, and more plates. It jumped from shelf to shelf, avoiding Danzen’s attacks. The otoroshi flipped into Yato, taking the young assassin to the ground. It burst out of the door it had just come from, squealing yet again as Nomin tried to kill it. 
 
    Danzen reached the dining area just as Kudzu leaped for the otoroshi, the kitsune grabbing it by the waist and twisting off to the side with the yokai. The two crashed into a side table. Kudzu lifted the yokai by the shoulders and slammed it repeatedly against the wood until she knocked it out. 
 
    She stood, and nodded to it. Danzen knew what needed to happen next. 
 
    He approached the yokai, and was just about to end its life when it opened its eyes and spoke: “They know you’re coming…” 
 
    “Good.” Danzen drove the sword into the yokai’s stomach and pulled up, his blade cutting through flesh and organs as the creature let out a final gasp. He sensed Abbot Monpo standing behind him, and Danzen suddenly felt shame for his display of aggression. 
 
    The leader of the fox shrine placed his hand on Danzen’s shoulder. “Not everything can be peaceful, can it?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Once the yokai known as an otoroshi was dead, Danzen moved into the cleanup phase, the former assassin realizing once he had started to pick up pieces of broken plates that no one was going to be able to enjoy a meal for the rest of the night. 
 
    He set the ceramic shards on the table as Jelmay approached the dead yokai. “The Diyu Brotherhood needs to start training yokai assassins. This one clearly doesn’t know what he’s doing.” 
 
    It was rare for Jelmay to elicit a laugh from Danzen, yet the bakeneko had finally done this in mentioning that the Diyu Brotherhood should train yokai. Danzen could see it in his mind’s eye, the wide variety of mythological creatures and the complications they would bring to the brotherhood’s instructors. 
 
    It would be a circus. 
 
    Nomin didn’t laugh, but a smile did form on her face, one now accented by a candle that Elder Bahjee had lit. “Can you imagine?” she asked Danzen. 
 
    “No, I really can’t.” 
 
    “You believe me now?” Elder Bahjee asked as Danzen lit another candle. “This one was clearly sent by the Sundiyu Sect.” 
 
    “It could have been someone else,” Sansar suggested. 
 
    Both bakeneko scoffed at this remark, Jelmay going for the reply: “Just because that grubby tanuki was a friend of yours years ago, doesn’t mean he is a friend now.” 
 
    “I wanted to hear it myself,” said Abbot Monpo, “but seeing something like this is quite disturbing. It is clear that we are being targeted, and we will need to address it if we plan to continue.” 
 
    Like Kudzu, his hair shimmered in the room that was increasingly shifting to various shades of yellow and orange due to Elder Bahjee’s candles. While what he had said had been said in a firm way, there was a hint of sorrow in his eyes. This wasn’t the way that things were supposed to turn out. 
 
    “Let’s get that otoroshi’s body out of here. There’s no sense in cleaning up now, not this late. Once I have more humans in the village, I will have them clean,” Elder Bahjee said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “If you would just once lift a hand and help out, you would realize that statements like that make you sound elitist and crass.” 
 
    Elder Bahjee waved his hand at Kudzu’s statement. “Bah! The sooner you learn that humans are ripe for exploitation, the better off your life will be, or what’s left of it considering you have partnered yourself up with the half-blooded son of the ruler of Diyu. Sounds like someone has a death wish.” He quickly looked around the others, including Yato and Nomin. “What? Am I wrong? This doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy your company, it’s just that, well, all of you must realize by now that things are going to get worse before they get better, considering what you are trying to do. But don’t take my word for it, find out for yourself.” He plucked one of the fish off the ground and began eating at it. “Stop watching me.” 
 
    “I’ll take the body out.” Danzen grabbed the otoroshi by its hairy feet. Normally, if he was moving a body about this size he would throw it over his shoulder, but he didn’t want the creature’s ratty, blood-soaked hair to stain his robes.  
 
    Once he had a firm grip on the yokai, Danzen headed out the front door of the pub that doubled as Elder Bahjee’s home. He had just turned to the glacial lake when Kudzu caught up with him. A wind blew past and petered out. 
 
    “Pretty sick, if you ask me.” 
 
    “What is?” Danzen asked as he dragged the body along the shoreline. He was planning to deposit it near a hook-shaped rock jutting out of the water.  
 
    “Sending something like this to do what? Kill us? How would a yokai like this kill us? It clearly had no training, and even if it was wily, one of you would have finished it off at some point. It also had no weapon. What is the meaning of sending something like this? To intimidate us? How would this even intimidate us? The Sect knows what we are accustomed to going up against.” Kudzu paused for a moment, her arms now crossed over her chest. “I feel… much colder as a human.” 
 
    “It is likely because we’re near the lake.” With a light mist lifting off its surface and pallid moonlight dancing across its waves, the glacial lake seemed almost mythical. Seeing it instantly made Danzen feel peaceful, like he should be bending his echo and enjoying the nature all around him. 
 
    “The sooner we get back inside, the better. It wasn’t much warmer there, but at least I can put a blanket over my shoulders. Or maybe I should just take my fox form.” 
 
    Danzen was surprised that she had remained human for so long, as the kitsune generally only did so for appearances around other humans. It was almost as if she were testing herself, as if Kudzu wanted to see how long she could live as a human. Perhaps Abbot Monpo had given her this idea, Danzen not able to remember the last time he’d seen the abbot in his fox form. The kitsune practically lived as a human these days; Danzen didn’t really expect him to take his other form anytime between now and confronting the Sundiyu Sect, especially with the staff that the leader of the fox shrine carried with him.  
 
    Danzen reached the place he had selected to deposit the body. He did so, setting the otoroshi up against a pile of small stones, the former assassin never able to get a good glimpse at its face with all of its hair. 
 
    “Nothing is going to eat that,” Kudzu said once he was finished. 
 
    “Perhaps, but giving it a sky burial is better than simply leaving it in Bahjee’s pub. If he does recruit humans to move here, by the time they encounter this, it will be…” Danzen imagined a lump of hair that had been frozen over. The ground was already too hard for him to want to bury it, and if the animals didn’t pick at the body, it would certainly create quite the sight once people repopulated Verba. If that ever happened. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” He took the yokai by the feet again and lugged it down to the shoreline. 
 
    “Agreed. Let the fish have it. Although this will make me not want to ever eat from this lake again.” 
 
    Danzen removed his boots and rolled his pant legs up. He stepped into the water, noticing instantly how cold it was, and waded out with the body until he could push it toward the center of the lake, where a current swept it up. 
 
    He returned to the shoreline where he found Kudzu shivering. “Aren’t you cold?” 
 
    Danzen looked down at his wet feet and shook his head. He heard Kudzu gasp, and the former assassin instinctively went for his weapon. He drew the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds and followed Kudzu’s gaze back to the water. 
 
    Now floating over the surface was the form of a muscled man. Danzen recognized him instantly.  
 
    It was Tengir Gantulga. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen stepped in front of Kudzu, the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds at the ready. He hadn’t thought much about what a weapon made out of a Sunyata remnant would be able to do someone like Tengir Gantulga. Perhaps he would have a chance with his new blade. 
 
    “Like a wild animal, you are,” Tengir Gantulga said as he floated over to Danzen, stopping just a few feet away from them. A small whirlpool formed beneath the ruler of Diyu’s feet. The man’s body was clad in dark armor that matched the rest of what he was wearing, almost as if he was going to war, and his enormous odachi was sheathed across his back. 
 
    “Leave.” 
 
    “When are you going to stop preparing to attack me on our visits? Surely, by now, you have realized that there is nothing you can do to harm me. Yet like a porcupine, every time I move near you, you put up your defenses. Fighting me would be akin to fighting a god. You understand that, do you not?” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Let’s… Let’s hear what he has to say,” Kudzu told Danzen, her voice a calming force. He knew that she was right. Had Tengir Gantulga wanted, he could have struck them both down before Danzen could even think to parry.  
 
    “Good, the kitsune understands. As you very well know by now, the conflict between you and your brother has interested me to no end. What you have already done in killing several of the Evils is impressive. Personally, I thought Ginza might send you to me prematurely, but in the end he was a brute, and while you also have that nature, you have been trained by the best this world has to offer when it comes to killing. It’s something to think about, you know, what it looks like when a demon faces off against a man, even if he is half-blooded. The demon has an immediate strength advantage, but the man has this.” Tengir Gantulga tapped his temple. “Not that a demon can’t be clever…” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    “There’s no need to be hostile with me, son. It may not be clear to you yet, but there are worse fathers to have, and you are set to inherit, or you may be set to inherit, something that is beyond value. I think that you should visit Diyu again, and see what it has to offer. It is not as bad a place as humans such as yourself have made it out to be. And some, like those that you will meet tomorrow, see value in Diyu.” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” 
 
    “The Sundiyu Sect. They understand the value in having a functional hell.” 
 
    “What about Sunyata?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “A bold kitsune, yes,” Tengir Gantulga said, a grin forming on his face. “Always by my son’s side, aren’t you? But you haven’t known him for very long, and while you may have an understanding of what he has done in his past, I don’t think you could truly comprehend it if you could see it.” He tilted his head as he looked at Kudzu. “How about you take a glimpse?” 
 
    Kudzu lurched backward.  
 
    Danzen turned and caught her by the small of her waist. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head for a moment, and her form started to morph back to that of a fox. She gasped, and as she did, Kudzu turned to Danzen. 
 
    He felt naked in that second, like she could see his very soul. It was a brief moment in time, no more than a few breaths long, but he realized in that short span that his father had shown her some of the things that he had done. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Danzen said as he helped her stand again. “Kudzu…” 
 
    “No it’s…” She turned back to Tengir Gantulga, maintaining her human form. “If you think that showing me his past is going to change the way I feel, then you are wrong. I know who he is. I know what he’s done, and… and… I know what he’s trying to do. Now answer me, what of Sunyata? You mentioned the importance of Diyu, of hell itself, but what of heaven?” 
 
    “Many philosophies have come and gone about the importance of maintaining balance,” Tengir Gantulga began, “and I don’t really agree with them. Everything is already in balance. If it weren’t, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. I believe that the perception itself needs to be adjusted to understand that there can be balance between two things, as easily as there can be balance between three. Makes sense, right? It is all in how it is structured.” 
 
    “We don’t need your word puzzles.” 
 
    “You do know what I’m capable of, do you not?” 
 
    “Quit holding things over us,” Kudzu said, making Danzen glad that she was there by his side. She always seemed to say the things that he wanted to express, her tongue sharp, her wit evenly matched with the ruler of hell itself. 
 
    “Diyu could invade your realm tomorrow if I ordered it. Then there would only be one plane of existence, but this isn’t my intent. You see what I’m suggesting here? What if you are already living in Sunyata? You can cultivate power just by making a bunch of useless gestures as easily as you can collect remnants and wear them for additional abilities. Yes, I’m aware that these things can be abused, but that is often the case with power. I’m asking both of you to reconsider how you view things. What if this was Sunyata?” 
 
    “But it’s not,” Kudzu told him. “I was alive when it fell. I remember what it looked like. Just because something ceases to exist doesn’t mean that it can be replaced with nothing.” 
 
    “Consider what I’ve told you. I’m not here to have an existential conversation with a kitsune who has overstepped her boundaries.” Tengir returned his focus to Danzen. “As you know, your brother is interested in challenging you, and for a while I didn’t want this to happen. But then he introduced the Seven Evils and you have proven to me that you are capable of great things, son. It may interest you to know that Diyu isn’t just ruled by me. I am the king, of course, but I do have a council that I confer with on occasion, one made up of demons and fallen angels who have called Diyu home for some time. Nomtoi is a fool, in my opinion. You know this. But he is clever enough to know the official way to make a request.” 
 
    “A request?” Kudzu asked, speaking for Danzen yet again. 
 
    “He wants to challenge you, even though I have forbidden it. The Council has decided to hear his request, and they will have a vote on it. Then they will voice their opinion to me. I don’t have to go along with what they say, but I am one to listen to my advisors, and you should be too if the throne is ever yours. I’ve consulted with your mother over this matter as well. Would you care to know her thoughts?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Shodren believes in you, son, as do I. And she knows you are capable of besting Nomtoi.” 
 
    “She only wants him to go to Diyu so she can enact her plan.” 
 
    “Her plan?” Tengir Gantulga laughed at Kudzu’s suggestion. “Shodren thinks that overthrowing me would allow someone to use the power of Diyu to rebuild Sunyata. This is the plan that you are referring to, yes? Kill me, have you take my throne, and cause a cataclysmic event that force spawns a heaven? Because if it is, it just goes to show how naïve you are in your understanding of how Diyu works. Even though Shodren is there now—well cared for, I should add—she does not yet know the intricacies of accomplishing something like that.” 
 
    “You did,” Danzen told his father. “You took the throne from the ruler before you.” 
 
    “You are not like me, even if you have my blood. You aren’t as ruthless.” 
 
    The way Tengir Gantulga said it caused Danzen’s knees to quiver. He wasn’t normally affected by someone’s words, but there was an edge to his father’s statement that he recognized immediately. 
 
    “So the Council will make their decision and they will confer with me. This brings me to the final reason that I am here. Last time we met, I offered to unlock your blood to show you what you are truly capable of. I am here yet again to offer this to you, which may be your only chance to stop Nomtoi when he does finally make his play. It very well may be before you have dealt with all the Evils, or it could come after. Then again, maybe one of the Seven Evils will end up killing you, making what I would like to show you a moot point.” 
 
    “I’m not interested.” 
 
    “I was afraid you would say that.” Tengir Gantulga stepped away and turned his back to Danzen. He started to float forward, toward the center of the lake, and as he did he lifted a hand to wave goodbye. He paused. “You know how to reach me when the time comes. Hopefully, for your sake and the sake of those you care for, you don’t wait too long.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen returned to Verba without saying a word to Kudzu. He felt weary from his conversation with his father, and a bit confused about how long he had before the Council made their decision regarding his brother’s request. How long until they met, and more importantly how long did he have to grow stronger? He knew it was inevitable that he would face off against Nomtoi, that it was only a matter of time, but he hoped that he would have longer to prepare. Now, he didn’t know if this was the case. 
 
    He reached the room he would be staying in, and Kudzu followed him in. 
 
    “Well?” she asked. 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I know you don’t want to discuss it, but it is my personal opinion that you should take your father up on his offer. At the very least, you should hear him out. I am well aware that it will come with a catch, but if Nomtoi did something like show up here tomorrow, then what? And I’m not worried about me. If I die…” Kudzu gulped. “If I die, I die. But the others, and you. If there’s something you can do to grow stronger, I think you should do it.” 
 
    “I am trying to,” he finally said. “This is why I am so focused on bending my echo.” 
 
    “Yes, your practice. I know that using something like a Sunyata talisman is a cheap way to grow stronger as opposed to doing what you do every morning, but you shouldn’t think of this the same way. There is something about your blood that your father can unlock, whatever that means. We don’t even know what it means. That’s another thing I’m trying to say here. If it isn’t something that you want, you can just disregard it, or you could ask for more information. Yet when he arrives you immediately want to go on the offensive.” She lowered her head. “I suppose with your past this makes sense, and it’s not like he’s a trustworthy individual. But Nomtoi. To me, Nomtoi seems like more of a threat than the ruler of Diyu.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything, and soon, Kudzu left. He sat in silence for a spell, wondering if he should make a deal with the devil or not. It just didn’t seem like the best way forward at the moment, yet he knew that once Nomtoi showed up, he would likely think differently. 
 
    He would have to make a decision soon. 
 
    Danzen only rested for an hour or two at night, the former assassin starting up his morning ritual along the shoreline of the lake as the sun started to come up. He got the sense that someone was watching him and turned to see Yato approaching, her hair pulled back into a ponytail, a concentrated look on her face. 
 
    Yato brought her fists up, ready to summon her gauntleted blades. 
 
    “Maybe we should try this a different way. I’m no expert, but…” An idea came to Danzen. While Yato wasn’t at the same level as him, it was clear that she had the capacity to get there sooner rather than later. “Perhaps we should move beyond weapons soon.” 
 
    “Beyond weapons?” 
 
    “Holding one helps me unlock my power initially, but there is more to be done without it.” 
 
    “Something like close combat?” 
 
    Danzen considered this. “In a way, yes. How does it work for you? When do you notice that your power is no longer dormant?” 
 
    “When I summon my blades.” 
 
    “To summon your blades, you have to call upon your echo. Maybe this is what is igniting you initially. Maybe all you really need to do is summon them, and then retract the blades.” 
 
    Yato tried this, a strange look on her face as she did so. It was almost as if she were tasting something she didn’t agree with. “It feels better when I have my blades drawn,” and with that she moved into action, Danzen stepping back just as she approached him.  
 
    He kept his hands behind his back as he dodged her rapid-fire strikes. Even though she had amplified speed because of a remnant, Danzen had already been bending his echo that morning; a not so insignificant part of him could almost see where she was going before she tried to land her attack. 
 
    He hadn’t instructed her to move on him, Yato yet again showing that newfound aggression that she seemed to have sparked after their encounter with Ginza. Eventually, she came forward and Danzen used his right foot to kick her legs out from beneath her. She landed on her back. By the time she blinked, Danzen had his blade drawn and pointed at her. “Do you want to bend your echo, or do you want to spar?” 
 
    He expected fear to flash across her eyes, but instead it was something more akin to fury. A smile formed on her face. “It’s good that we keep each other on our toes.” 
 
    “Don’t do that again.” Danzen stepped back and returned the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds to its porous scabbard. “I mean it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Yato’s strange behavior was one of the many things Danzen thought about as they left Verba, Elder Bahjee at the front and leading the group, much to the bakeneko’s agitation. Even with what happened last night, he had a fondness for the village that stemmed from the many years he spent there, a hint of true melancholy in the way that he said goodbye to Verba. 
 
    “Heh, don’t get your tail in a knot,” Jelmay told him as they began on a path that seemed to run adjacent to the one that Danzen and his companions had taken previously. “I got a master plan in the works for Verba, one that you’re going to like. Stick with me, you’ll see.” 
 
    “I’ve already bloody told you—” 
 
    “Pfft! Just give me a chance before you shut me down, Bahj. It’s only fair.” 
 
    “If you think I’d share my village with you…” 
 
    “Please. In case you haven’t figured it out already, I’m a high-class bakeneko. I need all the finer things in life that are available in the west, not in the backwoods here. Do I want a cut of the kip I will inevitably help you generate? Sure. Not only that, I expect one. Would I like to be put up in a villa or some sort of penthouse when I visit Verba after I have helped to oversee its reconstruction and reimagining? Of course, also something to be expected. But don’t think that I’m going to suddenly get into local politics. That’s just not my style.” 
 
    The two continued their heated discussion for the next hour, but Danzen was now more focused on their surroundings than the conversation between the bakeneko. There had been an attempted ambush last night; he didn’t put it past the Sundiyu Sect to try something similar. Any movement around them drew his attention, Danzen at the back, Nomin in the middle, and Yato at the front. While Sansar would have normally taken to the air, they thought it would be best for him to stay with them for the time being, so he wouldn’t be spotted prematurely. 
 
    Danzen was aware they would be visible once they reached the valley that stretched before Kanjen’s mountain hermitage. It was true that they must have known Danzen and company were coming, especially with the visitor they had sent the previous night. But in the end he thought it was better that they all stay together and face them as a group. He owed his companions that, even if he could simply skip ahead. Danzen didn’t want to kill any yokai, nor did he want to have a conflict with the Sundiyu Sect. While this likely wouldn’t be possible if they had indeed asked Kitazawa to kill him, perhaps there was a way that didn’t involve bloodshed. 
 
    Perhaps. 
 
    They reached the long bluff that filtered down to the valley where he had once faced off against the stone golem. He expected to find more of these boulders somehow scattered across the valley that Kanjen could later animate. What they found instead was a group of yokai standing at the center of the valley, maybe a dozen in total. 
 
    “If they knew we were coming all along, why couldn’t they have just come to us?” Elder Bahjee groaned. “Forcing us to walk all this way… how inconsiderate! I can’t wait to see you assassins kill these wretched yokai. If anyone has it coming, it is them.” 
 
    “That is not why we are here.” The blind assassin stood next to Abbot Monpo, who had been mostly quiet along their walk, the leader of the fox shrine with the staff that he often traveled with. 
 
    “She is right,” said the abbot in his diplomatic way. “We will hear them out. Do not do anything brash.” 
 
    “Brash? What if it turns into an all-out fight?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Let’s hope that isn’t the case.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It took another twenty minutes or so for Danzen and his companions to reach Kanjen and Midrah, who stood surrounded by more of the hairy otoroshi, as well as a type of yokai that looked like a cross between a man and a bird, their arms and legs wrapped in tape, all of them in light-gray robes, these particular yokai with blue faces, beaks, and large black wings. 
 
    “It’s going to be a fight,” Jelmay said, his hand on the grip of his weapon. Danzen was prepared to draw his sword as well, but he purposely kept his hands at his sides in an attempt to play the peacemaker for now. 
 
    “Glad you could join us.” Kanjen offered the group a troubled smile. “I wish it were under better circumstances.” 
 
    “So it’s true?” Kudzu, who was now in her fox form, glared at the tanuki, her ears folded back. “You made a deal with Kitazawa to kill Danzen so you could have him overthrow Tengir Gantulga from Diyu? You…” The kitsune huffed, Danzen recognizing the line of reasoning she went with next: “You don’t even know what it would take to do that! You don’t know the structure of Tengir Gantulga’s monarchy, nor how any of this would take place if you had been able to kill him.” 
 
    “Yes, you are right. We don’t, which is why Shodren is there to oversee the transition.” 
 
    Danzen felt his heart flutter in his chest. He had known all along that his mother had an ulterior motive in first coming to him, but getting some semblance of confirmation, and realizing the risk that would later be placed upon his companions got his blood boiling. 
 
    He had heard enough. 
 
    “You sent Kitazawa to kill me at the nunnery. You did so knowing that she could have killed others, including innocent nuns. I will not stand for this.” Danzen drew his blade, and as he did Nomin and Yato went for their weapons as well, Jelmay the last to retrieve his sword from its scabbard. 
 
    “It is unfortunate that things have to be this way…” 
 
    “Unfortunate?” Elder Bahjee’s eyes bulged as he spoke. “You came to my village trying to make some insane exchange with me, then… then you sent Kitazawa going on about some tithe. Admit that! Those are my people that you turned to stone! I’ll… I’ll kill you myself!” The bakeneko took a staggering step forward and tripped on his own feet. He pressed himself back up and dusted off his robes. “Monsters, all of you. You will all rot in Diyu!” 
 
    “There’s only one thing I don’t quite understand in all of this,” Jelmay said, the voice of reason for once. “Why would you not just have Kitazawa kill us when we went to rescue Midrah from… What was that village’s name?” 
 
    “Lonyah,” said Midrah.  
 
    “It is simple, bakeneko,” Kanjen said in a steady voice. “Midrah was supposed to make a deal with Kitazawa, and she never returned. I was worried that things may have gone sour, and I figured I could send you ahead to see if this was the case. As it turned out, Midrah had made the deal, she just had yet to return to my home and let me know of the details. If I recall, you injured Kitazawa with your sword,” the tanuki said, his eyes falling on Danzen. “Otherwise she likely would have attempted to kill you then and there.” 
 
    Sansar, who had been circling above, lowered to the ground. He stopped directly in front of Kanjen. “You have betrayed me, old friend. You’ve been hasty in your decision to act against Shodren’s son, and while I understand that she had her own intentions, and they may have aligned with yours, people are dead because of what you’ve done here. And for what? You know nothing of rebuilding Sunyata from Diyu, just the words of a drunken philosopher from hundreds of years ago.” 
 
    “A yamachichi banger, at that!” Elder Bahjee chimed in. 
 
    Sansar continued: “The Sundiyu Sect has always wavered between good and bad, as is the nature of your organization. What you have done here has put you in a category that may take decades to crawl out from, if it is even possible. You have officially sided with Diyu, in my opinion. By forgoing any negotiations, and making a deal with the demonic yokai, you’ve made it quite clear who you really are, and what your organization stands for. And today, that ends.” Sansar flared up, moving into his largest form as he surged toward Kanjen. 
 
    The fight had officially begun. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A series of fireballs landed all around Danzen and his companions, blue flames rising into the air. He tore through the fire before it could really get raging, but the former assassin was thwarted yet again as a pair of otoroshi met him, their hair whipping about their bodies as the two met death head on. 
 
    Fire sparked all around him, Danzen immediately spotting the culprits. The winged yokai were the ones flinging fireballs, which they conjured from the palms of their hands. Not only that, but an enormous sphere of Sunyatic energy had also formed, Kanjen and Midrah levitating inside of it. 
 
    As Nomin, Jelmay, and Yato fought off some of the lesser yokai, Danzen aimed his focus at the sphere of energy. He sent his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds flying forward. It struck the sphere and bounced backward, twisting through the air as it returned to his waiting hand. He caught it, but the force propelled him to the side, where he collided with an otoroshi engaging Yato. This put him directly in Yato’s trajectory, the young assassin having to throw herself to the side to prevent herself from swiping her gauntleted blades at Danzen. 
 
    The sphere of energy began to float away. 
 
    Danzen took to the air once again, just as Sansar struck the sphere, which dissipated its power to some degree. Kanjen had been the one that summoned it, the tanuki with power boiling around his hands, his head bowed forward in concentration. It dawned on Danzen that he had seen Sunyatic energy used in this way before. It had been by his mother when she had faced off against his father, Shodren conjuring energy wings. 
 
    Could he affect the sphere that Kanjen had summoned with his own power? Could he do something as bold as shattering it, killing both Midrah and the tanuki inside? 
 
    One of the winged yokai swept forward, fast enough that Danzen would likely be struck. He was saved in the end by Abbot Monpo. The leader of the fox shrine had a troubled look on his face as he wielded energy from his staff. The kitsune turned his focus to Kanjen and Midrah, and a block of purple power formed around the abbot as he rose into the air. 
 
    Danzen knew he was strong, yet he had never seen the abbot do something like this. The battle paused for a split second as the outer surface of the cube grew a series of spikes. Abbot Monpo began moving forward, and the yokai fighting Danzen and his companions gravitated toward him as if it were a magnet. It was as gruesome as it was fast, the yokai impaled on the spikes, each falling to the ground in a heap. 
 
    The kitsune flourished his staff once and thrust it before him. His cube exploded forward, striking Kanjen and Midrah’s sphere, popping it as if it were a bubble. The two fell to the ground, and as they did the soil began to twist, forming into a homunculus made of stone and clay, tufts of grass crisscrossing large swaths of its body. 
 
    Danzen sheathed his sword and went for his Blade of Darkness.  
 
    There wasn’t a lot of shadow around, but the homunculus was large enough that it produced its own shadow on the ground, which pooled on the tip of his glaive as he shot forward to address the summon. Something else caught his attention as he neared his opponent—Kanjen and Midrah seemed to have vanished. He’d seen them lower to the ground as the homunculus was formed, but now he couldn’t tell where they had gone. 
 
    Going with an old assassin adage regarding one kill at a time, Danzen cut through the leg of his enormous opponent. To do so took all the strength he could muster without drawing blood. The end of his glaive, amplified by the shadows, burst through the outer surface of the leg, and the summon tilted to the side.  
 
    The homunculus tried to stop itself, but its other leg cracked as the giant fell toward the ground. Danzen jumped higher than any mortal could, clearing the debris that bloomed into the air. He landed on the homunculus’ body, somewhere just beneath its shoulder, and was prepared to go for another strike when he noticed that the summon had stopped moving.  
 
    Standing on it for a moment, Danzen prepared himself for anything, for another fireball, even though he had seen Abbot Monpo kill the lesser yokai. As the dust cleared, he found a different sight: Midrah’s mangled body on the ground. The kinutanuki’s arms had been cut off at the elbows, and Yato stood over her, blood dripping from her gauntleted blades. 
 
    Kanjen was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Danzen looked up to the sky as Abbot Monpo lowered. The leader of the fox shrine approached as if everything was normal, as if he hadn’t just conjured a spiked cube with which he had killed a dozen yokai. He stopped before Midrah and Yato, still with that troubled look on his face, anguish taking shape in his eyes that quickly dissipated, hardened, the jewel in the center of his forehead shining. 
 
    Yato looked up at Danzen, almost as if she were seeking approval for how she had handled the yokai. He gave her a firm nod, but his heart wasn’t in it. It was something about the way that she stood, her executioner-like delivery in slaying Midrah.  
 
    Now that a member of the Sundiyu Sect was dead, Danzen knew that this would bring additional scrutiny from not only the yokai of the outer regions, but from the living members of the Sect itself. 
 
    As much as he hated to admit it, they had just made new enemies.

  

 
   
    Part Six 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was no sense in staying in the Outer Regions. Danzen knew there were certainly remnants in the area, perhaps ones from before the fall, but collecting them could wait until later. 
 
    They were now in hostile territory. 
 
    Normally, he would have done something about the dead yokai bodies out of respect. But the consensus in the group was that they should leave before Kanjen returned with reinforcements, the other members of the Sundiyu Sect an unknown variable. Were they as powerful as Kanjen? How many were there in total? It was by no means an ideal situation, but it was where they had found themselves, yet again with another enemy. 
 
    The enemies had started to stack up. There were what was left of the Seven Evils, including a few that had yet to reveal themselves. Even if Danzen was able to address Uchi, there was still Shedrup and his militia. Penumbra might no longer exist in its previous form, but there were still members left, not to mention Danzen’s former infiltration instructor, White, and Thulma, who would likely want to avenge her dead sister. Regarding assassins, Danzen still didn’t know if the Halcyon branch of the Diyu Brotherhood were actually after him or not. And according to Usagi, the yokai of the Asura Forest also weren’t keen on the goal of Danzen and his companions. 
 
    It truly seemed that they would face confrontation wherever they turned going forward.  
 
    Yet they had to continue.  
 
    Danzen wasn’t one to quit in the middle, and his stubbornness was an advantage from time to time. It truly could work both ways, aiding him, or at the very least, forcing him to persevere, forging his progress, as his stubbornness had done in the time it had taken Danzen to finally decide to bend his echo. Where his continued line of reasoning for not taking assistance from his father fell on the spectrum was anyone’s guess. 
 
    Dark clouds formed overhead as Danzen and his companions hustled through the forest that lay between the valley they just had been in and the start of the northern passage. They wouldn’t all be heading to meet the Dukha people. Abbot Monpo and Elder Bahjee would return to the nunnery, which would lighten their load when it came to traveling with bakeneko. Kudzu had been right about this. One was enough.  
 
    There had also been talk of Nomin heading back to the nunnery, but it was decided in the end that she would be more useful in Danzen’s party, and after seeing what Abbot Monpo could do, the power he could conjure, Danzen was less worried about the nunnery for the time being. 
 
    As they neared the breakaway point, Jelmay aired his thoughts on the abbot’s powers: “You should have been the one to kill Kitazawa when she attacked the nunnery, Abbot. Next time we have a high-level demon or otherwise to deal with, we’re sending you in.” 
 
    “I was prepared to assist if necessary,” Abbot Monpo said as he walked briskly at the front of their group, his long robes never touching the ground. “But it was more important that the nuns were protected, and the rest of you were there to deal with the intruder. I am not one to flaunt my powers.” 
 
    “But you are clearly capable of more than you are letting on.” 
 
    “I believe everyone falls into that category.” 
 
    Jelmay snorted at this remark. “Not Bahj here, he’s just about as useless as a hihi with three left feet. I’m kidding, Bahj, but I’m sort of not kidding at the same time.” 
 
    “I can be useful when I need to be! What the abbot said stands.” 
 
    It had been rather remarkable to see Abbot Monpo use his power. Danzen felt differently about witnessing it now than he had the last time Abbot Monpo had been on the offensive, when they visited Diyu. He knew more about bending one’s echo, and he had moved up in terms of what he could cultivate and do. Danzen would want to continue to explore more of what was possible.  
 
    It truly seemed as if there were no bounds. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions reached the proverbial fork in the road, Abbot Monpo and Elder Bahjee continuing to the nunnery, the rest entering the northern passage. Kudzu led the group, Yato and Jelmay in the middle, Danzen and Nomin at the back, while Sansar circled overhead. While Danzen was good with directions, he didn’t recall the exact way they had traveled last time with the Dukha warriors, so he was glad that Sansar had been able to remember the path. This saw them heading up hill after hill, the air growing colder as they climbed in altitude, snow visible on the rocks that surrounded them. 
 
    There were techniques for moving through snow without being detected, but Danzen didn’t perform any of them. If someone or something wanted to track them, they were going to be able to spot them anyway considering the size of their group and the limited number of trees in the vicinity, a feat made even easier since most of the leaves had now fallen, to be trampled along the path they took or simply covered by snow. 
 
    The now-smaller group came to an overlook with an expansive view of the eastern end of the northern passage, leading all the way up to the red of Diyu. At times, Danzen forgot their proximity to hell itself, but seeing it now reminded him yet again of what was at stake, the crimson an affront to the soft gray sky that rested over them. 
 
    They moved on. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen wasn’t one to take a break, but they eventually reached the point that Jelmay needed to rest. The sun was starting to sink to its nightly resting place, something that the bakeneko certainly noticed as he plopped down onto a rock. “Are we going to reach there tonight or not?” 
 
    Sansar dropped down on Danzen’s arm, the three-legged raven shifting his focus to Jelmay. “The Dukha encampment isn’t much further, well, all things are relative. Are you suggesting we find a cave for the night?” 
 
    “We will need something,” Danzen said, not bothering to look over to Yato, who he had already noticed was shivering. They had more winter-appropriate robes, but in their haste to leave the nunnery, the items had been left behind. Danzen wished that he had thought ahead. He knew that it was much colder where the Dukha people lived. 
 
    “We may not need to worry about that.”  
 
    Hypervigilant as always, Nomin tilted her chin toward a group of shadows moving in their direction. Danzen was prepared for anything, but it soon became apparent that the shadows belonged to Dukha warriors, three in total, two female and one male. There wasn’t going to be a way to communicate with them, but Danzen recognized distress when he saw it. Without another word he started off toward the group, his companions quickly following behind him, all aside from Jelmay, who aired his grievances as they moved on. 
 
    “But… but I was just getting comfortable!” 
 
    “They will know a faster way. Don’t be a lazy cat.” 
 
    “Lazy?” he asked Kudzu. “Cats aren’t lazy, they’re cunning, cunning enough to know that rest and relaxation are the best way to stay proactive.” 
 
    The kitsune playfully nipped at his feet, causing Jelmay to jump back.  
 
    “Hey! There will be none of that!” 
 
    Kudzu laughed quietly to herself as she trotted past him, joining Danzen. “Sorry, I just couldn’t resist.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t comment on her behavior. He was much more focused on the body language of the three warriors, Danzen having nnoticed that the single male walked with a limp. While the man wore thick robes, there was a bit of some kind of medical fabric sticking out of the openings in his sleeve, which looked to be coated in something akin to sap.  
 
    Something had clearly happened. 
 
    The three Dukha warriors led them through a narrow space that almost resembled a slot canyon, one clearly hidden from the path they would have taken had they continued to follow Sansar. The confined nature of their path made the wind moving above sound different than it normally did, causing Danzen to fall into a meditative spell for a moment that reminded him of bending his echo. 
 
    From there it was through an open space filled with scree that resembled the location where they had fought the dragon not so long ago. Navigating these rocks became difficult, but Danzen and his companions persevered, Jelmay not complaining about it for once yet clearly ready to be done with it based on the sounds of his sighs and grunts. 
 
    They came to an area that was a bit more familiar to Danzen, and from there it was down another hill and to the Dukha people’s winter encampment, where wooden poles had been erected, four feet apart, at least a dozen of them. 
 
    “Be ready for anything,” Danzen said, sensing the turmoil in the air. He had seen a few people now, all of whom shied away. The tribe members had an edge to their behavior that reminded Danzen of a cornered animal. What he had sensed earlier was true. Something had happened here, and by the looks of it, at least a dozen people had been killed. Danzen came to this conclusion once he spotted the wooden poles sticking out of the ground, each of which had ancient writing carved into it, their bases surrounded by items that belonged to the deceased. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Sotgonn appeared, the sage wearing blood-soaked robes that hung to the ground. Chains wrapped around his wrists and ankles dragged behind him as he shifted toward them, a pained expression on the sage’s face. Even though it was freezing outside, and there was snow on the ground, Sotgonn was barefoot, the weather seeming to have no effect on the man. “You have come at a bad time,” he said as the three warriors left Danzen and company in his care. 
 
    “What has happened here?” Kudzu asked, the kitsune now with her ears pricked. 
 
    “Do not be alarmed by my appearance, kitsune. This is an old ritual that is common when something like this happens.” Sotgonn lifted his hand to the twelve stakes that were sticking out of the ground. “We are in mourning; the men and women that have been taken will be sent to Diyu sooner than they should have been.” 
 
    “Who took them?” Sansar asked as he landed on Danzen’s shoulder. 
 
    “I told you before that there are other groups like ours, from a splintering that happened years ago. Of those groups, the Akabori tribe is the most heavily corrupted. They are not nomadic like us. They choose to spend every season in their home in the mountains east of here, where they worship a large remnant that has taken hold of a great tree. This remnant has poisoned them for over two centuries now, turning the Akabori people into headhunters, cannibals. That is what happened here. They raided our home.” 
 
    “For food?” asked Jelmay. “I’m sure there are plenty of things they can eat aside from humans in these mountains. Bears, yokai, foxes. There must be foxes around here.” 
 
    “Now is not the time…” Kudzu said under her breath. 
 
    “I’m merely suggesting that there are many things that they could be eating. That’s all. Human meat tastes foul. Believe me, fox, you don’t want to eat it, and neither should another human.” 
 
    “The bakeneko is correct in more ways than one. There are other things that they can eat, yet the Akabori did indeed come here for food. They raided to get fuel for their seasonal sacrifice. While it is true that they consume the flesh of humans, it is only after they have bathed the remnant tree in human blood. The later cannibalism is part of their wicked tradition. I believe we made a fatal error in dealing with the dragon that stole the remnant from Timbero, at least without a plan as to what opening the boulder field might do. It was hasty, but it had to be done for Timbero’s sake.” The sage dipped his head forward. “Alas, we have made it easier for them to reach our tribe. It has been years, not since I was a child, since they have made a raid.” 
 
    “Why not send that giant wolf after them then?” asked Jelmay. “Your tribe is, after all, its caretaker. I’m sure Timbero would return the favor. If not, he’s a terrible yokai.” 
 
    “That is an option, certainly. There were other things I’ve been considering, including an all-out attack on their home, ending their lives once and for all, even if this goes against who we are. The Dukha people are by no means pacifists, but we do not start war with others, and traditionally, we have tried to deal with disputes on a case-by-case basis. It doesn’t always work, as you can imagine. But for most of my life, it has. This is why I hesitate to send our warriors there. I hoped for other options, but then I learned of your arrival.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Jelmay rolled his eyes. “You’ve got to be kidding. Three assassins show up and they instantly have a job? You can’t make this up. I know I’ve said a lot of things about assassins over time, but I never really considered the job security in being one. It seems like everyone in the world needs someone killed.” 
 
    “That is not exactly what I am asking you to do. The remnant in that tree is a rather large one, and it may be useful for what you are attempting to do. You are still collecting remnants in the hopes of rebuilding Sunyata, are you not?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “That is one of the reasons we came to speak with you, not to find remnants themselves, but to discuss what your people may know about rebuilding Sunyata, options for doing so. Thus far, we only have two options, and one is out of the question.” 
 
    “And which one would that be?” 
 
    Kudzu stepped forward. “The Sundiyu Sect, who are now our enemies, believe that Danzen should rebuild Sunyata from within Diyu itself, to ultimately take the throne and use its power. Not only that, it doesn’t seem like they understand the necessity of having Sunyata in the first place. They are beyond delusional at this point.” 
 
    The sage considered this, his eyes with a hint of sorrow to them as he spoke again: “I haven’t had many dealings with the Sundiyu Sect, and only those who have dealt in trade with Verba have ever encountered them.” 
 
    “That’s another thing. Verba is no more.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Sotgonn asked Danzen, sadness in his eyes. “If that is the case, then I am sorry to hear that. There are other villages in the outer regions, but it was by far the most convenient and easiest to trade with. What happened in the north?” 
 
    Kudzu briefed the sage on Kitazawa’s appearance and her death, also touching on what happened after their betrayal by the Sundiyu Sect. 
 
    “I see. A pity, really, and I’m sure that there is more to be said about it but let’s leave it at that for now.” Sotgonn ran his hand along his beard, down to the knot at its tip. “I have finished my rituals for today, but I will remain in these ropes and chains through the evening. As per tradition, it is supposed to be a time of reflection, so I would ask that you give me the space I need for the evening. I will have a yurt arranged for your group, and in the morning, after we have all rested, we can discuss what happens next. I need some time to think.” 
 
    “What about the people of yours that have been taken?” 
 
    “They are dead now.” Something akin to a light shone behind Sotgonn’s eyes. “I can sense it. Rather than rush in, it will be best for us to develop a strategy.” 
 
    “So we’re doing this?” Jelmay asked. “Don’t we have other things to do? I thought we were going back to Suja Village to run Uchi out of there.” 
 
    “Uchi, yes. I recall you mentioning the fallen angel the last time we spoke. This is another thing that I will think about over the course of the night as I am fasting. You may hear some noises later, screams and sounds that animals make. Do not be alarmed. It is all part of the ritual.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were plenty of noises that night, all of which Danzen ignored as he attempted to get a full night’s rest. Nomin would be on guard duty, doubly important now that they knew that there was the potential of being attacked by the cannibalistic Akabori tribe. 
 
    It was always something. 
 
    Would there ever be a day that Danzen didn’t have to watch his back, or sleep with one eye open? Could he ever truly relax his guard? And if he could, would he know what to make of a situation like that, one that he was so unaccustomed to? He imagined what it would be like to be a normal person, without assassins and demons on his tail, not to mention yokai and others that were weary of his existence, like Shedrup and his militia. To go about his life without a care in the world would be a priceless thing indeed, but a small part of him knew that he would grow restless, and without a goal, life could become dull. 
 
    Even in his two years of absence, Danzen had a goal, which was to retire successfully and avoid all human contact. Thinking back that next morning, as he rested on his back, staring up at the inner canvas of the yurt, he realized that this had always been an aspect of his life. When he was young, there was always the goal of advancing at the Diyu Brotherhood. He was an orphan, after all, and the only praise he could possibly get was from his teachers. After that, his goal became the contracts he took, completing one and moving on to another. Entire years blurred together in this way, Danzen’s life a fog of death, notoriety, and monetary gain. 
 
    There was a side of Danzen that only someone like Nomin or Soko knew, one that his most recent companions would never recognize. Sure, Kudzu and Jelmay understood his past life as an assassin, the rigidity in the way he operated at times, how dark he could become and how effortlessly he took life. But even with what his father may have shown Kudzu, neither yokai knew the side of him that had once lived a pretty lavish lifestyle. After all, all the kip he had earned in the blood trade had to go somewhere. The best food, the finest hotels, the most exclusive experiences—Danzen had tasted them all, mostly in his first five years as an assassin, Soko often at his side. 
 
    Those were the days he really thought of, when he was just starting out, still getting his hands bloodied, as it were. What he could buy with the wealth that he had accumulated showed no bounds, and as long as he didn’t do anything that fringed upon the political, the Diyu Brotherhood didn’t mind. They actively encouraged their assassins to live lavishly, yet they always expected them to heed the call once a contract was made available. 
 
    This was one thing that Danzen secretly recognized in some of the things Jelmay said to Kudzu, generally teasing her, yet with a hint of truth when it came to the finer things in life. He had experienced them all, as had the bakeneko. It was also why the two years of his disappearance had affected him so deeply. From the age of eighteen onward, for twenty years, he had traveled around Kishu Kingdom as death incarnate. Then he had completely vanished, living the life of a hermit south of Arsi, and often that of a peasant as he performed odd jobs and always kept his head down. 
 
    And what if he had continued that lifestyle? As the morning set in, Danzen hearing the Dukha people moving about outside his yurt, he considered these questions—would his father still have come to him? Would the Diyu Brotherhood have ever found him? Would he have ever gotten over himself and learn to cultivate the power within, a power he had been ignoring for so long? 
 
    Nomin slipped into the yurt. Jelmay was still fast asleep, Kudzu curled up as well, now in her fox form. Yato was awake, the young assassin seated in the corner on a cot, her arm wrapped around her knees, a solemn expression on her face. 
 
    “They are serving breakfast soon. I thought you would like to know.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Danzen told the blind assassin. 
 
    Jelmay blinked his eyes open, his whiskers lifting as he rolled onto his back and let out something that sounded like a belch. “There. I have room now. Wake up, little foxy fox, it’s time for breakfast.” 
 
    “I can hear her as well,” said Kudzu, who was on her belly, her snout resting on her paws. 
 
    Nomin stepped out, and as she did Danzen scanned his companions for a moment. 
 
    He was glad to have their company. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen skipped breakfast to bend his echo instead. He did so without the usage of his weapon, stones floating around him as he pressed the power out to the palms of his hands. He shattered two of the four rocks and then joined them all together to make a larger one. As he did this, he recalled seeing Sotgonn utilize his power, how the man had flattened out the stone. 
 
    Danzen tried, his eyes clenched shut as he attempted to flatten the piece into a tile.  
 
    “You have improved.” 
 
    The stones dropped into the snow. 
 
    Part of him knew that Sotgonn had been standing behind him, yet he hadn’t acknowledged the sage over the last several minutes, Danzen in the mood to continue his practice, especially with what lay ahead. Once again, he would be transitioning to a role he was so familiar with, that of an executioner, as he went after the Akabori tribe. 
 
    He turned to find the sage standing there with his hands behind his back, Sunyata talismans hanging from his neck, a smile on his face, one made bizarre by the remnant dentures that he wore. 
 
    “I’m ready to speak to you about several things, but before we do, how is your practice going? From what I’ve witnessed, you have taken my advice to heart.” 
 
    “I need to be able to do more.” 
 
    “A relentless pursuit, indeed. It is often said that the more we take on the more we should be able to stomach, but this isn’t generally the case. Be happy with where you’re at, Pilgrim. Remember where you were a month ago, and if you have improved, relish that fact. Everything in life is incremental, even if it doesn’t feel that way all the time.” 
 
    Danzen wanted to tell Sotgonn that he had moved up a tier, but then he remembered what the sage had told him, how he found the ranking system trivial. There was some truth to that statement, so he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Affecting physical objects is one of the early benefits of utilizing one’s echo,” Sotgonn said as he stepped forward, his hand still behind his back. He turned to Danzen. “True mastery comes once you have a grasp over even greater subtleties. Do you remember the fire benders of my tribe? Who fan the flames at night?” 
 
    Danzen nodded, recalling what it was like to see them knead out the fire as if it were dough. 
 
    “That is merely an example of what is possible. There is only one true advantage to Sunyata’s fall, and that is the energy is now within all of us, and within everything in our world. Once it is better understood, remarkable things are possible.” Sotgonn looked to a clump of snow. A blade of grass began to grow from the snow until it was nearly eight inches long, curled at the top. The sage let out a deep breath. “That is what I have been working on as of late. It’s very difficult to use the power to summon life.” 
 
    Danzen noticed that Sotgonn now had a pale complexion, the older man looking as if he needed something to lean on. Naturally, Danzen approached him, offering him an arm. 
 
    “Thank you. It takes a lot out of me to do something like that, and I am not at the level that I can feed my people by spawning plants, or anything of the sort. But it is an example of incremental progress. Had you met me a year ago, I wouldn’t have been able to do that. You are continuing to think of different ways to use your echo, are you not?” 
 
    “I’ve thought of some, yes.” 
 
    “In combat, your echo will be a great advantage to you, but not only that, there may be a time in the future when it is a last resort. It warms my heart to see that you have improved. Now, as to why I came to get you. Perhaps we should join the others.” 
 
    “Let’s.” 
 
    Sotgonn guided Danzen back to the encampment, where he found his companions one by one, each of them joining Danzen once they saw the former assassin. As they had before, the group ended up inside of the yurt in the center of the encampment where rituals took place, the sage seated on a throne of fur. 
 
    “I have thought of many things over the course of the night,” he began. “First, I will start off by saying I don’t have a solution to your dilemma with the Sundiyu Sect. Not yet. I need more time to contemplate that, as it wasn’t something I saw coming, and I’ll need to speak deeply with the storytellers and remnant masters of our tribe.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged “I have to hand it to you. I didn’t see it coming either, but it does go to show you—show all of us—that no one should trust a tanuki.” 
 
    “Moving on. I have thought some about how you can deal with the fallen angel that is operating out of Suja Village. Based on our conversation,” the sage said, looking to Sansar, “you already possess the ability to deal with the corrupted Sunyatic energy linking this fallen angel to others.” 
 
    “You mean Boldknot?” 
 
    “Is that the name of this particular yokai?” Sotgonn asked Jelmay. 
 
    “I believe so, yes.” 
 
    “It seems to me that if he was able to cut the threads connecting some of you to this fallen angel, then the same yokai should be able to cut the threads attaching others. This would prevent them from killing themselves once the fallen angel is dealt with.” 
 
    “Of course.” Jelmay waddled to his seat and began pacing back and forth. “Of course! Why didn’t I think of this? It worked for us, why wouldn’t it work for them? This is all your fault!” 
 
    “What? Don’t point your finger at me,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “You should have said something to me about it, and then I could have formulated this myself. Or maybe it is Usagi’s fault. Yes, Usagi. Let’s blame the rabbit. He’s an easy target, and an even bigger distraction despite his small size.” 
 
    Sansar hopped a bit closer to Sotgonn and looked up at him. “It would work, but we would have to get close to Uchi to make it happen. This may be difficult to pull off.” 
 
    “True, but there is always a solution to that…” Sotgonn told them what he was thinking, Danzen realizing once he had finished that it was a good idea, a solid plan of attack. This also created a scenario in which there wouldn’t be much fighting, which was to their benefit. All they needed to do now was get in touch with Soko, which they could accomplish by sifting around Suja Village by using the Asura Forest to reach Chutham. 
 
    “What about the Akabori tribe?” asked Nomin. 
 
    “Yes, rather than give you a history lesson on the divisions between their tribe and ours, I thought of the most pertinent information to tell you. Some of you are well-versed in these kinds of actions,” said the sage, glancing between Nomin and Danzen, “and I do not want to get in the way of that sort of strategizing. But you should know something about these people. I told you that they worship a remnant that is lodged inside a tree. They are not nomadic like our group here; they live around the tree and tend to it year-round. They also eat from its flesh, but there’s only so much the tree can give without killing it, hence kidnapping people.” 
 
    “While they may be the Akabori, they are still Dukha, right?” asked Jelmay. He looked at Yato and shrugged. “What? It’s a good question.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    The sage cleared his throat. “The reason I am telling you this is so you will be wary when you come face to face with the Akabori. By now you have fought beings utilizing the power of talismans, not to mention demons—” 
 
    “—And everything in between.” 
 
    “That’s right, bakeneko, but the Akabori may prove to be a challenge. Their warriors have been consuming remnants since childhood, and the power they possess is…” A grave expression traced over Sotgonn’s face. “Otherworldly. Let’s leave it at that. Not only that, they live just about as close to Diyu as mortals can. And if you know anything about the land around Diyu, you know that the yokai that live around there are ones that were banished a millennium ago. This extends to the Akabori. It is truly a dangerous territory, and I say this knowing that my next request may be hard to accomplish given the location and extremities. Please, try to spare as many of their lives as you can. It is my belief that there may be a way we can reach them if the tree is gone, but that remains to be seen.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A night assault best suited Danzen and the other two assassins. There was nothing cliché at all about infiltrating a compound well past midnight or early in the morning, when most were resting, and even those on guard weren’t necessarily at their best. 
 
    With this in mind, Danzen decided to make the boulder field, where they had once slain the tatsu, the rendezvous point. Kudzu and Jelmay stayed behind with several Dukha warriors while Danzen, Nomin, and Yato pressed on. Sansar would serve as air cover as always, and he would also guide them to the mountains where the Akabori lived. 
 
    While the plan seemed solid enough, there were several aspects of it that produced some hesitation within Danzen. For one, he was uncertain if it was a good idea or not to bring Yato into the field. She had been acting strangely as of late, yet he knew three would be better than two, even if he had some concerns. There was also Kudzu, who, as normal, didn’t want him to go ahead alone, even if he was going to be joined by the others. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the kitsune had told him as they approached the boulder field, the two at the back of the group. “I know I worry too much. Sometimes I feel like I’m… I’m acting like your mother, or something.” 
 
    “My mother never worried for me.” 
 
    Harsh as this was, Danzen believed it now that he had not only come to understand what Shodren Ravja had been doing in her manipulations of him, but the organization she was associated with, the Sundiyu Sect, had a desire for him to die. 
 
    “The sage said that they would be powerful.” 
 
    Danzen nodded, tuning back in to what Kudzu was saying. 
 
    “But they may be stronger than opponents you have faced in the past. You have to be careful, Pilgrim… Danzen.” 
 
    “Mortal opponents, yes.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be too confident.” 
 
    It was at this point that Danzen turned to the fox and looked down at her, softness tracing across his face. He remembered when she first joined him, and knew that she spoke only out of concern for his well-being. “I’m not, believe me. But there is a school of thought within the Diyu Brotherhood that you should never underestimate your opponent while at the same time holding yourself in higher regard. It does create a paradox of sorts, this kind of thinking, but the logic behind it is to never let your opponent think that you are weaker than them, and this stems from how you view yourself and your own power.” 
 
    “And you believe it? You believe what they taught you?” 
 
    Danzen paused before answering this question. “Sometimes.” 
 
    That was hours ago, and now they were separated from Kudzu, Jelmay, and the mounted Dukha warriors, Danzen and the other two assassins moving swiftly through the foothills, the sun now set, Diyu on the horizon.  
 
    They were close.  
 
    Danzen could feel the pull from his father’s home, and had the sky not been mottled with gray clouds, he would have been able to see the red of Diyu on the horizon, the barrier between here and there. This got him thinking about Sunyata itself, and where it actually existed. Was it attached to the mortal plane like Diyu? Or was it truly heaven? Operating in the skies above? Was it a different plane of reality altogether? He had never had these things clarified to him, but he assumed it was skyward considering the stories both firsthand and those told through songs of remnants raining down onto the kingdom. 
 
    It was something he’d never considered. 
 
    Even with the gray skies above, night darkening the eastern portion of the northern passage, it was clear where the enemy dwelled. They could see the Akabori homes built into the cliff face, about a mile away now, dozens upon dozens of lights. 
 
    This wasn’t that kind of mission. Danzen and his companions were not there to get revenge for the Dukha that had been killed, at Sotgonn’s request. They weren’t there to murder women and children, to wipe the Akabori tribe off the face of their world, to raze the village to the ground. 
 
    Their mission revolved around the tree in the center of their village, and the remnant within it. This was why Nomin had a bow slung across her back, and a quiver of Sunyata-tipped arrows over her shoulder. She would be able to pierce the flesh of the tree from a distance, and if that didn’t work, Yato had flammable oils.  
 
    The logic was simple: if the tree ceased to exist, its control over the people would waver as well. There was one complication in what they planned to do. The remnant would survive any fire or an attack, even from a Sunyatic arrow. The hard part would be carrying the remnant back with them. Danzen recalled what it had been like to hold the dagger that once belonged to Goyo, the founder of the Dukha people, and how it had affected him. 
 
    He expected this one to be much stronger. The fact that they would be fleeing from the Akabori tribe as well would only add to the tension and potential folly if he wasn’t careful. 
 
    Nomin crouched, careful of her bow as she examined the home of the Akabori tribe. It wouldn’t take very long to cross over the gorge separating them from the Akabori, and from there they would need to be hypervigilant for scouts and others on watch.  
 
    Danzen recalled how good the Dukha warriors had been at tracking them. It was totally within the realm of possibility that the Akabori were just as good, that they had already noticed her presence. This was one reason they had been extra cautious in their approach. Danzen wanted to be the one able to perform an ambush, not the other way around. 
 
    Rather than speak, Nomin began placing pebbles on the ground. She pointed out which pebble represented which quadrant of the cliff dwellings, their entire village spanning several different layers of a large mountain. 
 
    According to Sotgonn, the tree was at the center, which was fairly easy to point out due to watchfires and the natural progression of the land. They couldn’t quite see the tree from their current vantage point, but Danzen sensed where it was. 
 
    After all, the tree was filled with ancient Sunyatic energy. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and Yato were perched on a small overhang, two Akabori men standing below. Nomin was on the opposite side of the Akabori village, close to the tree, prepared to loose her arrows when the time came. 
 
    The overwhelming power of the tree was evident now, Danzen feeling drawn to it, almost as if it were a magnetic force. At the same time he also felt repelled by it, the former assassin feeling the same sickness in his stomach that he had noticed in the little time he had spent with Sotgonn and the remnant masters. 
 
    It was time to neutralize the guards. 
 
    Danzen and the others had been instructed not to kill, but there was always the possibility of collateral damage and infiltration. His goal was to keep it at a bare minimum. 
 
    He debated whether he should bring his Blade of Darkness or not. It made this kind of activity difficult, yet it also came with several advantages, especially when used at night. For all he knew, it might be the best way to bring the tree down. With this in mind, he held the weapon in both hands, and nodded for Yato to move into action. 
 
    She had already summoned one of her blades, waiting for a moment in which a breeze rippled past bone wind chimes that had been set out to alert the guards of a potential ambush.  
 
    Yato didn’t hesitate to take life as she dropped down onto one of the Akabori guards, her gauntleted blade cutting into his neck and his trapezius. She pulled his chin up, the crack of his upper spine startling his companion. The second man would never remember what happened next as Danzen sent an arc of shadow in his direction, severing his head. 
 
    Had they had more time, perhaps Danzen and Nomin would have concocted poisons, or set up a system in which they would be able to take the guards prisoner. But Danzen had a feeling their actions needed to be swift, a thought further solidified once he saw the weapons that the men had been carrying. They were adorned with Sunyatic jewels, and not only that, some of the items hanging from their crude armor were made of what he was certain was human bone, Danzen noticing two hanging dolls made of human hair. 
 
    He recalled that these people were cannibals, yet Sotgonn didn’t want them killed. Why? What good would there be in keeping them alive? Danzen didn’t know what the sage had planned for the Akabori tribe; from what he had heard, once a person had a taste of human flesh there was no going back. This was one of the issues he had early on at the Brotherhood with the private sect known as Halcyon. It was rumored that part of their initiation ritual involved cannibalism, and that they all retained a taste for it. 
 
    Danzen never confirmed this. 
 
    After he helped Yato move the bodies into the shadows, including the severed head, Danzen led the way forward.  
 
    The series of stacked cliff dwellings were quiet now, some with lights out, others dying down. There were several things set up as potential alarms, Danzen and Yato stepping over the tripwires and around more wind chimes as they continued on a narrow walkway. It was remarkable how the people lived; Danzen had never seen anything quite like this before. Rather than cultivate the land and make it their own, they had built into it, becoming part of it in a way. He could only imagine how labyrinth-like the insides of the dwellings must have been where they linked up. 
 
    He was glad that their target wasn’t within the dwellings themselves. This would have made it especially hard to find. There was also a potential that they would have an issue exiting, like they could have had at the fortress where they had assaulted the Penumbra clansmen. 
 
    Danzen paused once he heard some chatter. The voices were coming from inside one of the dwellings, the pair, a man and a woman, speaking an ancient Sunyatic language. He looked to the sky just as Sansar lowered, the three-legged raven hopping onto the ground, and from there to a natural window carved into the rock, the shutter open. Sansar twisted his head to some degree as he listened to the chatter. He used his beak to motion for Danzen and Yato to move past, both of them keeping low as they continued on the stone pathway. 
 
    Sansar joined them a moment or two later. “Their dialect is even more garbled than the way the Dukha people speak.” 
 
    “Can you understand it?” Danzen whispered. 
 
    “No, just some words. It sounds like the start of a lover’s quarrel.” 
 
    “And Nomin is in position still?” 
 
    “Awaiting your presence, near the tree.” 
 
    “Let’s continue,” he told Yato. As they had before, the two crept along the path, vigilant of anything that might trigger an alarm.  
 
    It would become more complicated once they reached the tree, especially with the group of warriors huddled around it. Misdirection wasn’t going to be an option here, not with the ample space of the courtyard. What would need to happen would be a few shots from Nomin to pierce the tree, while Danzen drew the attention of the Akabori as best he could with his Blade of Darkness, and Yato set the tree ablaze. 
 
    He realized the impossibility of their mission in that moment. Aside from the two that had already died, there would be more deaths, even if the casualties were at minimum.  
 
    Yato’s eyes met Danzen’s; he offered her a short nod to indicate things were going to go as planned. It was his duty to distract, and her duty to start the fire and then join in the distraction.  Nomin would pick off Akabori warriors from a distance, and soon, all of this would be behind them. Stick to the plan. This was basic assassin’s work. 
 
    But then Danzen felt something, this sensation that someone was looking directly at him. Even though they were currently hiding behind village supplies, he couldn’t shake the feeling. 
 
    It dawned on him at that moment that the presumed leader of the Akabori tribe had seen them, or at the very least, the leader had noticed their presence in some other way.  
 
    There was no point in hiding any longer.  
 
    Danzen stood after whispering for Yato to remain behind. He stepped around the supplies and paid little attention to the human skins that were hung from stakes, or the partially dismembered bodies thrown haphazardly about.  
 
    His sole focus now was on the roots jutting out of the soil. It was clear where they led. 
 
    Danzen brought his Blade of Darkness down, cutting into the flesh of the root, and the tree in front of him trembled with rage, just as he had suspected.  
 
    The leader of the Akabori tribe said something in a guttural way, the man following this by smashing his fist against the front of his bare chest. As he did so, the men and women around him all stirred at once, as if they were possessed, all of them taken off guard once a Sunyata-tipped arrow sailed overhead and struck the tree, quickly followed by another. 
 
    Danzen raced forward, his Blade of Darkness gathering shadow. It would be a fight to the finish, and that was before the ground began to rumble, roots breaking free of the soil as if they were tentacles.  
 
    More pieces connected as Danzen finally understood what kind of tree it was they were actually about to bring down. It was a jubokko tree, a yokai tree that thrived on human flesh and bloodshed. 

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen had faced something similar before in the Asura Forest, the jubokko tree able to attack with its roots almost as if it were an octopus. There were also the Akabori warriors to contend with, many of whom had gone for weapons, a mixture of clubs and machete-like blades. Blood was smeared across their faces, as if they’d just had a ritualistic meal, and their leader was in headgear crafted from two human skulls, making it look almost as if he had three heads. 
 
    Fwitt! 
 
    Another arrow struck the tree; the leader of the Akabori tribe pointed in Nomin’s general direction and roared. Danzen brought his Blade of Darkness toward the man, but the former assassin was thrown backward as their leader blocked his attack using Sunyatic energy.  
 
    Danzen collided with the outer wall of one of the cliff dwellings. He swiftly moved back to his feet, his Blade of Darkness going back in its sheath as he retrieved the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. 
 
    He loosed the weapon as if it were Astra, his new sword spiraling forward and pegging the leader of the Akabori tribe beneath the chin, instantly killing him. Another arrow struck the tree as the warriors all screamed in agony at Danzen’s maneuver. He met his first assailant, his sword back in his hand as he cut away the man’s spiked club. He followed up by slicing through his arm, spinning and meeting another opponent.  
 
    Danzen had to keep the distraction up. Yato was nearly to the tree, where she would be able to light it on fire as Nomin continued to riddle it with arrows. But their actions had caused quite a commotion now, and the village was coming alive, more men heading toward the impending fight. 
 
    Danzen flung his sword in the air yet again and struck a man charging at them with a shield made of wood and wrapped in leather. His blade cut right through the shield and drove the man backward into a stone wall. 
 
    He extended his fingers to summon his blade, but it never pried itself free. Danzen’s weapon was stuck, forcing him to go with his basket-hilted short sword, just barely able to block an incoming blow. He kicked the female warrior’s legs out from beneath her and dropped down onto her, her bone armor doing little to protect her from Danzen’s strike. 
 
    Crouched, he switched weapons once again, gripping his Blade of Darkness in both hands as he conjured shadows and created somewhat of a perimeter around himself. Danzen was finally able to retrieve his sword, an arrow flying over his head just as an opponent lunged for him. The arrow struck the man in the chest, and Danzen finished the job from there. 
 
    Not only was Nomin providing cover, but Sansar had joined the fight as well in his largest form, the three-legged raven lifting one of Danzen’s opponents and dropping him off the side of the cliff. They would be overwhelmed soon, and just as Danzen was starting to worry, just as he was preparing for a true fight to the death, one in which he might need to summon his demons, a huge plume of fire ignited the jubokko tree. A screeching sound filled the air, loud enough to force some of the warriors to drop their weapons.  
 
    They all turned to the tree.  
 
    A few of the Akabori started to run toward it, pulling off their clothing in the process so they could beat out the fire, an effort that would do little to put out the flames. Danzen loosed the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds once again and took down one of these warriors, as the roots around him ripped from the soil and tried to whip at him.  
 
    He cut through one root and it felt just like a sword going through flesh. Another quickly wrapped around his foot and tugged Danzen to the ground, Yato coming in for the rescue with her gauntleted blade. Now that she had set the fire, she was raring to go, the younger assassin blazingly fast as she delivered a series of attacks. 
 
    Danzen joined her, feeling invigorated by her sudden appearance and the fire as he engaged whatever came his way. He noticed that the tree was starting to grow weaker as more arrows struck it. The remnant was inside, and the only way to get it would be to bring the tree down.  
 
    With this in mind, Danzen began fighting his way toward it, once again with his Blade of Darkness.  
 
    He fended off another warrior using the staff of his glaive, shoving the man so far back that he tripped and fell into the flames. He needed shadows, and with the blazing fire there weren’t as many as there had been earlier. This didn’t stop his unique weapon from pooling as much power as it could, Danzen giving it just a little longer to charge before he finally was ready to use it. 
 
    He dragged his glaive toward the tree and cut it down, the tree splitting around the glowing remnant in its center. The fires were too strong. The warriors trying to fan out the flames, several of them now on fire, others running for water, one even jumping over the side of the cliff to put himself out. The scene would have grown even more chaotic had it not been for a cold mist starting to descend upon Danzen and his companions, one that suddenly spread over the cliff dwellings. 
 
    At first, Danzen thought the wind had picked up, but then he realized that there was something more sinister about this mist, especially when things started to freeze. 
 
    Snow began to fall, sizzling at first, but eventually dampening the flames. One of the Akabori warriors ran toward Danzen in a last-ditch effort to kill him. He kneed the man in the stomach, brought him down, and drove the tip of his glaive into his lower back. 
 
    Yato was still fighting, but he could tell that the extreme drop in temperature was affecting her and the handful of Akabori warriors still braving the cold to engage them. It was as if someone had triggered a blizzard, Danzen’s surroundings becoming increasingly obscured by swirling snow. 
 
    Another notion came to him: whatever was doing this wanted the remnant. 
 
    With this in mind, he charged toward the tree, leapt over some of the flames that were now sputtering out, and reached the remnant. He ignored the way it made him feel as he began to pry it out of the tree stump. When this didn’t work, he clenched his eyes shut and summoned the power of his echo. 
 
    Grunting, Danzen was able to pull the remnant from the tree stump with one hand. As he did, a great burst of cold air sent him flying backward and forced him to drop his glaive. He managed to stop himself from crashing into one of the cliff dwellings. Danzen spotted Yato close by as 
 
    Nomin appeared with her sword drawn, almost back-to-back with Danzen now. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. “Sansar?” 
 
    “It’s…!”  
 
    A bolt of ice struck the three-legged raven, sending him cascading to the ground. The same ice began to form a wall around Danzen and his two companions, a dome over the top of the ice causing the outer surface of the nearest cliff dwelling to crack and reveal its interior. 
 
    Danzen, Yato, and Nomin rushed inside, the wall of ice now thick enough to have crushed them had they remained where they were. 
 
    “What do we do?” Yato asked, her breath visible, her lips turning blue.  
 
    “Is it one of Nomtoi’s?” asked Nomin. Danzen was surprised to see her as panicked as she was.  
 
    If it was powerful enough to frighten the blind assassin, it would truly prove deadly.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Danzen said, semi-delirious by this point. He too was starting to feel the cold, the former assassin hearing the ice wall crackle. 
 
    A form appeared as if it were pressing through it.  
 
    Whatever had done this would present itself soon. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    There was no doubt in Danzen’s mind as the ice wall around them continued to thicken—he needed to protect the remnant. 
 
    He handed the large piece off to Nomin and drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds as an unknown entity moved into the space. It reminded Danzen instantly of the mu-onna he had once faced in the Asura Forest, his current opponent a ghostlike spirit of a female in a flowing white garment, the ends of her hair thick with ice, her eyes light blue, features pale, eyelashes frozen and long. 
 
    “The remnant,” she said in an absolutely terrifying voice, somewhere between a whisper and a screech. “I’ve been watching it. Give it to me now.” 
 
    Rather than give in to her demands, Danzen swung his sword at the entity, still not certain if it was a yokai or something his brother had summoned. She blocked his attack with her forearm, Danzen feeling as if he were cutting through rock, bits of ice spraying into the air. He tried again and she did the same, his sword never able to cleave through her defenses. 
 
    He doubled down on his focus, relentless in his pursuit to stop the ice-wielding woman.  
 
    She clearly wasn’t human, the bottom of her body faded away and merely covered by her flowing garments. Then again, Soko had a similar form, which led Danzen to believe that she could have been a tribal remnant abuser, maybe a high deity of the Akabori. 
 
    What was she? And where had she come from? 
 
    The woman moved onto the offensive, attacking Danzen with rapid-fire strikes. Blades of ice grew from her shoulders and rushed down onto him, Danzen batting them away, shards flying into the air behind him. 
 
    “You are different,” she told him, her glacier-blue eyes filling with animosity, “but so am I.” 
 
    The ice began to ripple all around her and form an armor, the temperature dropping now to the point that Danzen was finding it difficult to breathe. He sent his sword flying forward, but the woman miraculously dodged it, and his piece got lodged into the wall of ice behind her. Danzen drew his short sword. He tried again for a different line of attack, hoping to overwhelm her with his sheer size and speed. 
 
    His next step forward was met with a different kind of resistance, as if a hand had lifted from the soil and grabbed onto his foot. Danzen glanced down to see that ice had frozen over his foot, and that it was starting to freeze over the next one, which would leave him trapped and vulnerable.  
 
    He tried to kick it away, and as he did a lasso of ice twisted up his leg.  
 
    Danzen would have expected Nomin to do something by this point, but what he saw next truly threw the former assassin off guard.  
 
    Enraged, Yato exploded forward, something different about her movement, her form hulking in a strange way, tendrils of energy he’d never seen before flailing off of her as a multitude of faces formed a translucent radius around her. 
 
    The young assassin collided with the entity and tore into her like a monster, sending jab after jab into the woman’s upper body. This had the effect of causing all the ice to crackle and lose its strength, and Danzen was able to free his leg moments later. 
 
    His unlodged sword came flying back to him and he caught it. Their opponent was now on her knees as she tried to block Yato’s attack with ice, failing each time. 
 
    Overcome by an inner rage Danzen didn’t think was possible, Yato delivered an uppercut to the female yokai with her gauntleted blades, ripping her head clear off her spine. She savagely tossed the head to the side, steam coming off her shoulders as blood and viscera dripped from her set of blades. 
 
    Yato was suddenly herself again, her eyes rolling back for a moment and then settling, the possession Danzen could have sworn he had seen just moments ago completely gone. She took a step forward and dropped to her knees, gritting her teeth as she looked up at Danzen, veins tracing across her face.  
 
    “What…?” Yato glanced up to Danzen, fear in her eyes. She started to cower away, as if he would attack her. 
 
    Instead, he turned to Nomin. “We need to break out of the ice.” 
 
    “We aren’t going to discuss what just happened?” 
 
    “Later,” Danzen said as he refocused on the wall of ice. He could see watchfires outside now, and he was fairly certain Sansar was zipping about in a panic as Danzen saw something large and black coming and going in flashes. 
 
    Both his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds and the replica blade that he had of Nomin’s were able to cut through anything. With this in mind, Danzen began hacking at the inner wall of ice, noticing that it was starting to lose its strength now that their assailant was dead. He finally managed to break through, and he then began making an opening wide enough for the three of them to use as an exit.  
 
    As he did, Sansar flapped his wings in front of the hole that Danzen had just formed. “You killed it?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “Yato did.” 
 
    “Yato?” 
 
    He didn’t elaborate. 
 
    “It was a yuki-onna. I’ve… I’ve never seen one before.” 
 
    “A yuki-onna?” Danzen asked the raven. 
 
    The name sounded familiar, but in the end he wasn’t able to place where he’d heard it before. Soon he had an opening big enough for Yato and Nomin to crawl through. The young assassin went first, Danzen bringing up the rear once Nomin was out. After he retrieved his Blade of Darkness, they left the yuki-onna behind in what was left of the iced enclosure. 
 
    As Danzen had noticed from inside, activity in the village had died down, the Akabori scattering into the hills. It would be a mess, all of it, the dead bodies, the absence of their idol. Danzen only imagine how those who survived would later speak of what happened that night. 
 
    Yet he had other things to focus on now, from reaching Kudzu and Jelmay safely with the remnant, to contemplating what he had seen from Yato. The aggression that he had noticed in bending her echo, all of it. They would need to get to the bottom of it soon. 
 
    Whatever it was, the possession had been nefarious and extremely powerful.  
 
    “By the grace of Sunyata, what happened in there?” Sansar asked as he landed on Danzen’s shoulder. “Tell me, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “I will explain everything later. Let’s get back to the camp.”

  

 
   
    Part Seven 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first words out of Danzen’s mouth once he reached Kudzu, Jelmay, and the pair of Dukha warriors were something that had been twisting through his mind since they left the Akabori’s village: “We need to keep moving.”  
 
    “Did you…?” Jelmay, who had been lying on the ground with his hands tucked behind the back of his head, glanced from Danzen to Nomin, who was still carrying the remnant. “Well, that explains that.” Jelmay offered her his satchel, and the blind assassin transferred the remnant to the bag. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Yato said, which wasn’t the first time she’d said this over the course of their journey.  
 
    Sansar, who was now perched on Danzen’s shoulder, spoke next: “The mission was more or less successful, but we were attacked by a yuki-onna. Not only that, the remnant was actually in a jubokko tree.” 
 
    “An ice spirit yokai?” Kudzu’s ears lowered. “I didn’t think any of them existed any longer.” 
 
    “The Outer Regions, and for that matter, the northern passage, are going to produce yokai that haven’t been heard from for years now that they are being opened.” 
 
    “How did you kill it?” Jelmay asked Sansar. 
 
    “I didn’t. Yato did.” 
 
    “Lady Pilgrim?” Confusion traced across the bakeneko’s face as he examined the young assassin. His whiskers lowered. “What are you not telling me right now? Something is off. Do you sense it, fox?” 
 
    “I can smell it.” 
 
    “No, that is just the remains of the dried meat I had for dinner. Kidding, I would never use flatulence as a weapon like an unruly kappa. But I’m not kidding about something being off. And why do you want to leave now? We have several hours till morning. Maybe we can just rest and then go back to the Dukha camp.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “We need to go now. Gather your things.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Yato told Danzen again, but by this point he had turned west, in the direction of the Dukha encampment, the two warriors that had guided them interpreting what he wanted. The warriors mounted their reindeer, Jelmay begrudgingly mounting another after he had gathered a few items, the remnant safely tucked in his satchel. 
 
    “Please.” It was a few minutes later that Yato stopped Danzen, her hand gripping his arm. “I’m fine.” 
 
    He turned to her, and felt Nomin in the vicinity, the blind assassin prepared to back him up. “Something has come over you. Sotgonn will know what to do.”  
 
    “I didn’t want the ice yokai to kill you,” she said in a soft voice. 
 
    “Yato, it is best that you listen carefully to me: something may have possessed you. We don’t know if this is the case, but you’ve never exhibited power like that before. We need to speak with the leader of the Dukha people. Do not protest this.” 
 
    Her grip on his arm tightened. Something flashed behind her eyes and Danzen shoved her away. Nomin quickly circled behind the younger assassin and sent her arm around her neck. Yato flared up, but only for a moment as Nomin cut off her blood supply. Soon, her body went limp. 
 
    “By Sunyata…” Kudzu approached Yato. Nomin remained crouching over her, still gripping the young assassin in the modified sleeping maneuver. The kitsune turned to Danzen. “What is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” said Sansar, who had now transferred to the back of Jelmay’s reindeer. “But Sotgonn may have seen something like it before. Perhaps it is something known to these parts.” 
 
    “How do you not know what this is?” Jelmay asked the three-legged raven. 
 
    “Just because I hail from Sunyata doesn’t mean that I understand the intricacies of possession. I wasn’t there when she killed the yuki-onna. I was outside the wall of ice. But Yato has been acting strangely as of late, occasionally eyeing me in a way that made me feel like she was tracking my movement. Not that I don’t expect this from an assassin, but there was something else about it.” 
 
    “So that’s why we need to head back to the camp.” Jelmay sighed audibly. “We never get a day of rest, do we?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Kudzu shot the bakeneko a dirty look. “You’ve been resting all afternoon!” 
 
    “Yes, I have, but not all of us. Not only that, you’ve been on edge the entire time while the bird and the assassins were on a mission to slay, causing me emotional stress.” 
 
    “Enough,” said Nomin as she finally released Yato and lowered her to the ground. Naturally, Danzen approached the young assassin and scooped her up in his arms, careful not to bang the end of his Blade of Darkness against the rock-hard soil. “That should keep her out for a while.” 
 
    One of the Dukha warriors got off his reindeer and motioned toward it. They secured Yato to the reindeer, Danzen walking alongside it and making sure she didn’t fall off. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long before they reached the camp, and hopefully, Sotgonn would be able to diagnose Yato. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Word of their arrival reached the camp long before Danzen and his companions arrived, Sansar flying ahead as always. They were greeted by the sage himself, the man instantly motioning for Danzen to follow him. “We can discuss the Akabori later. If something is wrong with one of yours, I want to make sure she has a proper examination. Retrieve your student.” He gestured to the reindeer that Yato was mounted upon, the young assassin still with her head tipped forward. 
 
    Rather than go to the ritual yurt at the center of the camp, the group moved toward the closed-off section where the Dukha worked on their ancient remnants. Sotgonn went ahead, leaving Danzen and his company at the gate for a moment as he readied things with the remnant masters inside. Soon, he popped his head out of the yurt and gestured for them to follow him in. 
 
    The space looked the same in the morning light as it did during the evening, the light-purple glow of the remnants still strong, Danzen once again experiencing discomfort in his core. He set Yato on a table that had been cleared; Sotgonn motioned for his people to stay back as he examined the young assassin. “Is she asleep?” 
 
    “Not by choice,” said Jelmay. Even though he was trying to maintain his demeanor, Danzen could tell that the bakeneko was distressed about what was happening. Jelmay and Yato got along quite well, and she always seemed to humor him. He could tell in the bakeneko’s silence over the last few hours that he truly was worried about the young woman. 
 
    “It can’t be a yokai,” said Sansar, who was now perched on a plank of wood that had been hammered to the center stake of the yurt, clearly designed to hang items. “I’ve never heard of one that can do something like this, not this strong of a possession.” 
 
    “And it is definitely not something like me,” said Jelmay. “If so, it would have lost its shape by now.” 
 
    “Perhaps it was something unique to this region…” 
 
    “No, it is something else,” said Sotgonn in a soft voice. “Whatever it is, it doesn’t like being in here.” 
 
    Yato had already started to twitch, yet she remained asleep, her lips parting, her teeth pressed together in a feral way. 
 
    The oldest remnant master approached with the Sunyata dagger that Danzen had once held, the one that belonged to Goyo, their tribal founder. The remnant master took a few steps closer to Sotgonn and handed it to him.  
 
    “We will see what it is…” 
 
    After saying a quick prayer, the sage brought the dagger to his forehead and held it there for a moment, Danzen noticing a swirl of purple energy twisting down his form. It was by no means subtle, true evidence of the man’s power. Sotgonn flipped the blade over so that he now held it upside down. “Prepare yourselves,” was all he said as he stepped in front of the table. 
 
    Danzen quickly removed his Blade of Darkness and set it against the wall. He drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, Nomin preparing her weapon as well. 
 
    “Is he going to attack her?” Kudzu asked as a savageness came over Sotgonn, the older man lowering his head as he tightly gripped the weapon, the fringe of his cap now hanging in his eyes as his hands shook. The sage quickly brought the blade down, directly into the table, mere centimeters away from the side of Yato’s neck. 
 
    That was all it took. 
 
    A ghastly face pressed out of Yato, seemingly attached at the neck as it cried out in anger and fear. Its movement caused Yato to sit up. The young assassin gasped as she her body was slammed back down onto the table. 
 
    “Release her!” Sotgonn said in a voice that was so deep, so guttural, that Danzen wondered for a moment if it was a Sunyata-based form of Demon Speak. The sage jabbed the remnant dagger at the demon’s nearly transparent form, stirring into a frenzy as it separated from Yato’s body. 
 
    She stopped moving, her skin going pale as veins traced over her and filtered away.  
 
    “Release her, I say!”  
 
    The transparent form completely separated from Yato’s body, revealing a floating entity with a cloak draped over its shoulders, one covered in moving human faces, everything from a child to a demon. A hood over its head, Danzen was able to make out a pair of blazing red eyes and a skeletal nose, the rest of its face obscured. 
 
    “State your purpose, demon,” Sotgonn said, confidence in his voice as he pointed the dagger at the entity. 
 
    “She is mine, you know,” the demon hissed, “she has been since Ginza. Poor Ginza, such a brute, so easy to kill.”  
 
    The demon’s arms lowered from its robes, long and thin, its hands large and defined by a set of wicked-looking claws. It tilted its chin up; Danzen noticed that it truly didn’t have a lower portion of its jaw. The demon’s tongue slipped out of what was left of its mouth hole, a third red eye on its forehead blinking open. Danzen remembered that Ginza had the same red eye. Were they related in some way? Was the entity floating before them half-blooded? 
 
    Danzen regained his composure. “My brother freed you. I will send you back.” 
 
    “Is that so? You’re confident enough to take on something that you cannot physically strike?” The demon lifted his claw, showing Danzen its translucent nature. 
 
    “You won’t be the first,” he said, referring to Onuma and Mayji, the seemingly related evils that he had combated in Odval. They had a similar nature as well, their physical forms not always tangible. If anything, this would be a perfect opportunity for Danzen to utilize his command over his echo.  
 
    It was clear that the demon didn’t like Sunyatic power, at least in a concentrated form like it had been in the dagger. Danzen briefly wondered if being trapped in ice back at the Akabori village with the remnant had been what triggered it to fully possess Yato. This thought spawned yet another thought, something based on what he’d already heard: had the demon really been with them since their fight with Ginza? This would explain Yato’s strange behavior since that time, as well as the sickness following the injury she had sustained. 
 
    “Put it down,” the demon said once Sotgonn lifted the remnant dagger into the air. “Put it down, or I will leave this tent and ravage everyone in your tribe. Do you know how many I could cut down before you or the half-blood could reach me?” 
 
    Sotgonn hesitated, and as he did Danzen stepped beside him, letting the sage know that he would handle it from here.  
 
    After all, he too had a blade made from an ancient remnant.  
 
    The floating demon and its cloak of a multitude of faces had a very clear weakness, one Danzen meant to exploit as he sent his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds flying through the air. 
 
    The demon moved in a way that made Kitazawa look slow, stepping out of the line of fire as if Danzen had walked the blade over to him. His sword struck the wall of the yurt, cutting through it and quickly returning to his hand. 
 
    “I’m going to make you suffer,” the demon said, the three eyes on its face blazing to the point that it seemed as if they were sucking the rest of the light out of the room, including the glow from the remnants. Darkness swelled on the periphery, Danzen prepared for anything, regretting that he hadn’t told Kudzu and Jelmay to step behind him. 
 
    It was his duty to protect them. It was his duty to protect everyone. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was as if Danzen had been portaled away, the former assassin completely alone in a windowless room.  
 
    He closed his eyes, and as he did he saw the purple outline of the demon, of the others in the yurt and various objects like benches and remnants. Somehow, the ghost-like entity had distorted his perception, yet he was still in the same place he had been moments ago, and more importantly, he could see his target. 
 
    While the entity was semitransparent, Danzen was nearly certain that his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds would be able to reach it. All he needed to do was move fast enough to make that happen. With this in mind, he cut toward the demon, clearing nearly six feet in the span of a second, Danzen of the mindset to end this now. 
 
    He didn’t know what would become of Yato after possession, but the sooner this demon was back in Diyu, the better. 
 
    Whoosh!  
 
    The demon avoided his attack by sweeping up. It quickly circled around Danzen, almost as if it were toying with him. 
 
    “You will never be fast enough, half-blood.” 
 
    He expected the demonic being to try for a counterattack, yet it never did as it continued to avoid Danzen’s rapid-fire strikes. 
 
    “We could do this all day, but I think…” The demon floated to the back wall of the yurt. “Yes… yes. This can wait. There is always a new vessel.” 
 
    The demon started to float backward, and as it did, Danzen sent a sword after it one last time. His weapon struck the inner wall of the yurt, but by this point, the entity had vanished entirely.  
 
    Danzen burst outside once his weapon returned to him, but everything in the encampment was seemingly normal, with absolutely no sign of the evil spirit. He rushed around anyway, Sansar joining him, panic seizing Danzen’s heart as he tried to locate the demon. Danzen shouldered past a couple of Dukha warriors who had their backs turned to him. 
 
    The demon was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Danzen returned to the others, huffing, not sure of what he should do next. For a moment, part of him wanted to call upon his father, aware that Tengir Gantulga would be glad to provide Danzen with information, but if he did so, he was certain that Tengir would push for some sort of exchange. Not only that, he didn’t want to summon his father around the others. 
 
    He buried this thought and turned back to Yato, who lay on the table, semi-lifeless, her breaths ultra shallow.  
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer Kudzu.  
 
    He didn’t know what to do, and he didn’t know what the multi-faced demon would try next. He placed his hand on his head and let out a deep, troubled breath. 
 
    Sotgonn cleared his throat, instantly becoming a voice of reason. “If I may, I believe that we should take a step back and reassemble this piece by piece. I do not believe the demon is still here, and I do not sense him in our vicinity. I had a vision over the course of my fasting that I didn’t tell you about, namely because I didn’t want to breathe life into it. It relates to this very scenario, a demonic being that can possess others. In my vision, it fully possessed me and the two of us battled inside what was essentially a void.” He brought his hand up to his head. “I don’t know how to describe it other than that.” 
 
    “A void…” Danzen recalled the space he had just been in with the demon, how it had done something to his perception. 
 
    “So the next Evil reveals itself. Great, great,” Jelmay said with despair. He approached Yato and frowned, his whiskers drooping. “What about Lady Pilgrim? What can we do for her? Is there an herb? Is there a spring or someplace where we can take her? She looks dead. She’s too young to die!” 
 
    “She won’t die, but her recovery may take some time. I really don’t know.” 
 
    “It said it had been with us since Ginza.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sotgonn asked Sansar as he glanced back to Danzen. “We can go somewhere else. I know that the remnants can be overpowering.” 
 
    This much was certainly true. Danzen still felt this magnetic force all around him, as if he were being pulled in different directions. “I’ll be fine,” he finally told Sotgonn. He began explaining what happened after they had faced off against Ginza, and how several of them had noticed Yato acting strangely. He also detailed the flash theory he had had about the ancient remnant and the ice yokai leading the demon to reveal itself. 
 
    “Yes, that all makes sense. This is a parasitic demon, and it has been using the young woman as a host for some time.” The sage said something to one of the younger remnant masters, and soon the man returned with a bucket of water and a clean rag. He also had a few herbs. “I keep these ready to go at all times. They help with healing. Massage them into the skin on her wrists.”  
 
    Danzen approached Yato and did as the sage instructed, Nomin joining him on the other side and doing the same while Sotgonn placed a cool cloth over her forehead. As Danzen applied the herb, she began moaning softly. 
 
    “Do not worry. We can treat her.” The sage now stood behind Yato, each hand an inch or so away from her temples. Briefly closing his eyes showed Danzen that the sage was lightly pushing Sunyatic energy into her. “She is young and healthy, and I’m certain that she will recover. But it may take several days. I suppose in that time you could focus on finding other remnants, or any other task you may have. You’re welcome to simply relax in the village as well.” 
 
    “How do we know Yato won’t become possessed again?” 
 
    “We will keep her in here,” Sotgonn told Danzen. “That demon won’t return to this space, and we will be sure to protect the village with remnant fetishes. In fact…” He quickly spoke in his strange tongue with the remnant masters. Two of them left the yurt, taking Sunyata pieces with them. “That should do it until we can form a stronger perimeter.” 
 
    “We need to meet Soko,” Nomin reminded Danzen. 
 
    “Pfft!” 
 
    Nomin turned to the bakeneko. “Yes?”  
 
    “Let me get this straight, you are really suggesting leaving Lady Pilgrim here while we go and meet your insane killer of an ex-girlfriend? Ludicrous. That’s ludicrous!” Jelmay pointed a finger at Danzen. “Ludicrous!” 
 
    “I didn’t make that suggestion,” Danzen reminded him. 
 
    “But you’re going to agree to it. I know you’re going to agree to it. It’s what I would do if I were you. Of course we’re not going to stay here and simply relax and eat these people’s food and have a great time while Lady Pilgrim gets better. No, we’re going to go back to the real world, try not to get killed by any number of enemies that would love to see us dead, and in the meantime, hope to deal with Uchi. Bah!” 
 
    “Jelmay is…” 
 
    “Say it, fox…” 
 
    Kudzu rolled her eyes. “Jelmay is right.” 
 
    “See!?”  
 
    “We will go back tomorrow,” Danzen told them with finality. “We will join Soko in Chutham and press on. Once we have dealt with Uchi, and perhaps seen to some other things, we will return here.” 
 
    “What about the remnant?” Nomin asked, referring to the piece that they had taken from the jubokko tree. 
 
    “I can send two of my people to the nunnery now,” said Sotgonn. 
 
    “I can join them to make sure it gets there…” 
 
    “No, we will need you,” Danzen told Sansar. “For now, we can leave this remnant here, if that is fine by you.” 
 
    Sotgonn nodded. “If the Akabori have been worshiping it, then it must be one of the ancient ones, the kind we are used to caring for.” The sage relaxed his shoulders. “I know what we have all witnessed here was troubling, but… but we have to remember why we have joined, and what we will do in the future working together. I will finish treatment here, and then we can discuss the Akabori and what to expect next. If any are alive, they may retaliate. Or they may be so broken that we need to take them in. It all remains to be seen.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about anyone else here, but I’m hungry. I get hungry when I’m stressed.” Jelmay turned to the exit of the yurt. “There had better be something for me to eat around here.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the day passed, it dawned on Danzen how much the possessing demon may have learned about what they were doing. Even if his father was able to see everything, it didn’t mean he was actively listening, but in taking Yato’s body, this demon had done everything from infiltrating a Penumbra fortress, to physically training with Danzen. 
 
    How much did it leech off its host? Yato knew about Danzen’s powers’ advancements, personally witnessing some of his recent improvements, meaning that this parasitic demon had as well. It truly would be a leg up whenever the demon decided to strike again, and since there had been no indications of its presence aside from the aggression he’d experienced from Yato, it could reappear in his life at any time. 
 
    At least he thought this would be the case. 
 
    Sotgonn and Sansar joined Danzen later that night, when the former assassin was seated alone in his yurt preparing for tomorrow’s journey to the Panchen Mountains. The others were all resting, aside from Jelmay, who was entertaining the Dukha children with his transformations.  
 
    “There are two things I would like you to have before you leave tomorrow.”  
 
    “Yes?” Danzen looked up to the two of them. How long had he been sitting in a yurt alone? He had lost track of time. 
 
    Sotgonn remained standing, Sansar perched on his shoulder. The sage produced a small, wooden box. “Inside this box is a Sunyatic whistle. It can be worn around your neck if you’d like, and it shouldn’t have enough power in it to bother you. Blowing this whistle will summon Timbero.” 
 
    Danzen took the box from the sage and opened it. He examined the piece, which at first glance had been carved out of copper-like metal. He closed his eyes and saw its purple glow, telling him that it was a remnant similar to his sword, one that had been shaped into a different kind of object. Danzen placed it around his neck and tucked it in the front of his robes. 
 
    He expected to feel some energy from it, but didn’t, which was a good thing. 
 
    “You may summon Timbero at any time and he will come. He is very appreciative of what you did for him the last time you joined our tribe. The second object is to help you test your companions to see if they have been possessed. I know it isn’t something that you would like to keep on your person, because this remnant is strong, but keeping it in its protective pouch should help.” 
 
    Sotgonn produced the pouch and gave it to Danzen. 
 
    “To use it, simply hold the remnant near the center of your companion’s forehead. As I said earlier, I would give this to someone else, but I don’t want them to be possessed and in possession of it. If this demon has taken their body, it will react in the same way it did back in the remnant masters’ yurt.” 
 
    “How often should we test?” 
 
    “Until you kill it? I would say every day.” 
 
    Sansar nodded in agreement. “Nomin could probably hold it as well because I do not think that this demon can possess her. But we can’t be too certain. Yet again, this is unlike any entity I’ve encountered.” 
 
    “We need to know more about it. I know a way to find out more.” 
 
    “Oh?” Sansar asked Danzen. 
 
    “I could summon my father and ask.” 
 
    “Here?” Sotgonn seemed to shrink into himself to some degree. “This would not be an appropriate place. But… perhaps outside the village.” 
 
    “The last time he came to me, he told me that my brother would attack sooner rather than later, especially once he was given permission.” 
 
    Sotgonn gave Danzen a curious look. “Permission?” 
 
    “While my father is the ruler of Diyu, there is a council of demons and fallen angels that advises him. Nomtoi has asked this council for permission to attack me.” 
 
    “I don’t think that we should summon Tengir Gantulga. Not unless you are ready to learn what it is he would like to show you.” Like Kudzu, Sansar knew of Danzen’s father’s offer. “Tell me, Pilgrim, are you? Do you intend to take him up on his offer?” 
 
    It was a moment before Danzen answered the raven’s question. “No, I don’t. At least… not at this moment.” 
 
    “Then this one may have to remain a mystery, for now.” 
 
    Danzen thought back to the Evils that he had already killed. He remembered Onuma and Mayji, how difficult that fight had been in and beneath Odval. Ginza had nearly beaten Danzen to within an inch of his life. Kitazawa hadn’t been his most difficult fight, yet she could have done an incredible amount of damage, especially had she been more focused on attacking a larger pocket of civilization. He had killed three of the seven, Onuma and Mayji counting as one. Uchi would be next if their plan worked, and the parasitic demon would likely follow. 
 
    There were still two that remained unknown variables.  
 
    They were out there, biding their time, and all Danzen could do was wait for them to rear their ugly heads. For this reason, he was glad that Yato was staying behind for a while with the Dukha people. It was good for her to not only recover, but be away from the madness for a spell. Perhaps she could learn something in her time with the group. Danzen had yet to speak to her since the incident earlier that day, but now he had something to say once his conversation finished with Sansar and Sotgonn. 
 
    “We’ll leave at the break of dawn tomorrow,” Sansar said. “One of their warriors will show us a passageway to the mountains that will make getting to Dalan’s hermitage even easier. From there…” 
 
    Danzen settled his breath. “Yes, from there. Thank you for these things,” he told Sotgonn. “Before you go, have you given any more thought to the dilemma we face with rebuilding Sunyata?”  
 
    “I have, and I’m still in conversation with our storytellers and remnant masters. We have a harvest ritual coming, and will seek guidance at that time. I don’t want to tell you if either way is the right path because both seem ripe for disappointment. If you kill yourself to rebuild heaven, it will be a sacrifice that will aid others for ages to come. But we don’t know if it will work. If you try to rebuild from Diyu by attacking the throne from within, it could create a schism that you cannot control. How do we know that this cosmic event will create a new heaven? How do we know that it won’t create a new hell? That one is risky as well, and…” The sage sighed. “The pain felt across our world and the realms beyond will be unheard of. It is best we tread lightly, but when we have a final strategy, we execute it without fail. These things take time, Pilgrim.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Before resting for the night, Danzen went to Yato’s bedside. The former assassin took her hand as she slowly blinked her eyes open. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Late. We are leaving early in the morning.” 
 
    Yato nodded, a gesture she had picked up from him. “I will be ready by then.” 
 
    “No, you will not. You will stay here with the Dukha people and keep an eye on the remnants we have taken from the Akabori. Not only that, you will learn more about bending your echo with Sotgonn. I asked him just before coming here and he has agreed to show you, to practice with you and introduce you to those in his tribe who have unique skills. This is an opportunity that most will never have. Learn as much as you can.” 
 
    “And where will you go?” 
 
    “To deal with Uchi.” 
 
    “What about… what about my possession?” 
 
    “If we can deal with that, we will do so as well.” 
 
    “When will you return?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t know the answer to this question, so he merely shook his head. “That remains to be seen. But I will come back, and you will join us again.” 
 
    Danzen was past the point of wanting to rebuild his monastery. In doing so, he would reopen the chapter of his life in Genshin Valley, and it would create a place where those who had grievances with him could always stage a surprise attack.  
 
    For now, it was best for him to be mobile.  
 
    One thing he wanted to do after dealing with Uchi was head to Arsi, to the mountains outside and perhaps the deserts beyond. He felt as if Astra were calling him, and he hoped to find the pieces of his old sword and have them re-forged into something new. It would never replace the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. He’d seen now the true power of a remnant weapon, but there was an absence in him, and perhaps having Astra again would fill it. 
 
    “Do not lose hope,” he told Yato as he squeezed her hand. Danzen had never said something like this to someone before, not that he could remember. It pressed out of his lips in a way that he could never have controlled, something instinctual, something a teacher would tell their student once they truly embraced how uncertain the future would be. 
 
    “Be careful of Soko,” Yato told him, her eyes fluttering for a moment. 
 
    “I will. And we will return. Once we do, I expect you to show me what you are capable of with your new powers.” 
 
    “You… really think I will advance?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “No, I know you will.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The rest of the night was peaceful, Danzen finally getting some rest after being awake for what felt like several days. Kudzu brought him boiling soup the next morning. The former assassin was seated at his bedside and sipping it when Nomin entered the yurt. 
 
    “We will leave shortly. Where’s the cat?” 
 
    “Still sleeping in the other yurt,” Kudzu told her. 
 
    “He will be hungry. I will get him food.” 
 
    Kudzu waited until Nomin left to start laughing. “Can you believe that? She’s actually bringing Jelmay food.” 
 
    Danzen almost joked that he should check Nomin for possession, but it was no laughing matter, so he didn’t say anything. He merely smirked at Kudzu. 
 
    “Are you ready to go back to our neck of the woods?” 
 
    “The Genshin Valley won’t be my home for much longer.” 
 
    “Really?” Kudzu asked. The kitsune was in her human form, a scarf thick around her neck, her cheeks shiny and red as her smile dipped into a frown.  
 
    “There is something else I would like to do after we deal with Uchi.” 
 
    “Does it involve Soko?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t.” 
 
    “Then I will come along.” She sat next to Danzen, close enough that he could feel the side of her leg against his. “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I was hoping you would. Have you ever been south of Arsi?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “Then it should be an adventure, a way to escape this coldness for a while.” 
 
    “I would like that. And you spoke to Yato about staying here?” 
 
    Danzen finished his soup in one big gulp. “I did. When we return to her, I expect that she will be much stronger than she is now. It will be good for her to stay here.” 
 
    “I didn’t really think of it that way, but now that you say it, yes. She could learn something from these people that may take her years of practice to figure out on her own.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly.” 
 
    “And the parasitic demon?” 
 
    “I have something to help with that as well once it appears again…” Danzen lowered his shoulders to some degree. Dealing with this entity remained a piece of the puzzle that he had yet to solve. “Hopefully, we will have a solution by then.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was easier for Danzen not to be encumbered by the warm clothing that the Dukha people had offered him. The former assassin was now dressed in a set of robes that he had retrieved from the nunnery, his group now on the passageway that would lead them through the mountains to Dalan’s hermitage.  
 
    Nomin was next to Danzen, alert while Sansar hovered above them, keeping a watchful eye on the group. No longer in her human form, Kudzu trotted alongside the reindeer that Jelmay was currently riding, and the lone Dukha warrior was at the front. 
 
    “Lady Pilgrim better not be speaking the language when we get back there,” Jelmay said with a grunt. 
 
    “What would be wrong with her speaking the Dukha language?” 
 
    “For one, she could keep secrets from us.” 
 
    This statement caused Kudzu to laugh. “When has that ever been a problem? When has Yato ever been guilty of keeping secrets from us?” 
 
    “Hello, did you not see what happened last night? She was possessed. Surely she knew she was possessed.” 
 
    “She didn’t know,” Danzen said, “but she knows now.” 
 
    “Sure, that’s what she is telling us, but she may have known. Actually, I take that back. I trust Lady Pilgrim, really, I do. She would have said that something was wrong. I just hope we aren’t gone for too long. I still have a lot to teach her.” 
 
    “What have you already taught her?” 
 
    “What kind of question is that?” Jelmay asked Kudzu. “I taught her all sorts of things, like how to look for the easiest person to scam in a village, and how to get along with ornery yokai. Not only that, I think she has picked up a few of my moves. We fight with different weapons, obviously, but I noticed the last time I saw her fighting that she had sort of taken on my style.” 
 
    “You are truly delusional, truly.” 
 
    They came to a ridge and the group found a path down. Danzen noticed a hint of red to the sky of the east, Diyu ever-present. He sensed that there was so much more to explore in this region, that they had barely scratched the surface, yet he was also ready to leave for a spell, to come back with a fresh perspective. 
 
    Danzen tried not to get lost in his thoughts as they moved up and down a series of rocky hills, the group winding their way into a gorge, just a trickle of water beneath their feet as they continued on. The change in topography came with a change in temperature. It was still cool out, but there was less snow and ice here, making Danzen doubly glad that he hadn’t worn his thicker robes and furs that the Dukha had offered him. 
 
    He suppressed the urge to move ahead on his own. Even though he didn’t quite recognize this region yet, he could tell where it led, and he knew that soon enough, his surroundings starting to feel familiar. He hadn’t bent his echo that morning, and as he walked he tried something new, focusing on his in and out breaths, the power radiating within him. 
 
    Danzen felt lighter in his steps, and it wasn’t quite like his morning practice, but it was something different, a way to stay grounded and balanced. 
 
    They came to a series of waterfalls, which was where their Dukha guide stopped. He gestured to Jelmay’s reindeer. 
 
    “Fine, fine, I suppose you can take it from here.” The warrior then pointed out the path to get to the bottom of the falls, which would connect back with the water that eventually ran in front of the hermitage.  
 
    Once Jelmay was ready, the lone warrior took the reins of the reindeer the bakeneko had been riding and turned back. He made a sound and began moving faster. 
 
    “I don’t see why we can’t just take the reindeer with us…” 
 
    “You don’t want to be responsible for taking care of one of those things.” 
 
    “What’s to take care of, fox? Feed the deer three or four times a day, make sure it has water, and ride it wherever I want to go. Easy enough. And don’t worry about its droppings. They aren’t that big.” 
 
    “I promised myself this morning that I wasn’t going to argue with you, and I intend to keep that promise.” Kudzu hopped to the next ledge and led the group down a pathway that nearly touched the waterfall at points.  
 
    Soon, Danzen spotted a few fish in a shallow pool at the base of the waterfall, a big one jumping out to catch something, its form silhouetted by the mist. He drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds and was just about to send it into the water when he stopped, remembering what he had seen Nomin do previously. 
 
    Several fish floated out of the water, Danzen holding them in the air as they died. 
 
    “Can we have a snack before we get there?” Jelmay asked, the bakeneko’s eyes perking up as he looked at the fish. 
 
    “No,” Danzen and Kudzu said at the same time.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They reached the falls outside of the hermitage, Jelmay now carrying a string of fish.  
 
    Boldknot peeked down at them, the trio of rotating heads looking just as raggedy as they had before. Danzen leaped to the top to join the unique yokai, assuming that Dalan would be there as well. 
 
    “The hermit’s not here,” Boldknot said before Danzen could step into the cave. As the yokai spoke, bits of fire met the air, as if they were attached to his words. “He had to go to Chutham.” 
 
    “For his sister,” Danzen said, referring to Eva Yin, the owner of the pleasure houses in both Chutham and Suja Village. He had never quite pinned her down nor her true power, but he knew that the experiments that she had done with remnants had caused some issue, and that Dalan had been treating her. 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    By this point, Kudzu had reached Danzen, Nomin as well, and Sansar had already flown into the cave, the three-legged raven twitching his head left and right as he took a look around. 
 
    “I was wondering when someone would come,” Boldknot said. “It has been days. I was starting to get bored. As you can see, the sparkleaf has cured my cold.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Danzen told him.  
 
    Boldknot rotated clockwise, now speaking from a different head, yet still in the same voice. “I told him I would keep an eye on the place until he returned. I’m surprised he’s not here yet.” 
 
    “Do you think something happened to them? Maybe something related to Uchi?” Kudzu asked Danzen. Dalan had been briefed on what the fallen angel was capable of. Danzen assumed if he had gone to Chutham, he would have avoided Suja Village. Then again, the old hermit may not be the type that would venture through the Asura Forest alone…  
 
    “I’m not certain…” 
 
    Jelmay arrived, huffing as he peered inside the cave. “Where’s Dalan?” 
 
    “Chutham.” 
 
    “We were already going there. We should’ve skipped this place entirely.”  
 
    “No, we shouldn’t have. We need Boldknot,” Kudzu reminded him. 
 
    “Oh yeah, that’s right. Hey,” Jelmay told the floating yokai, his whiskers lifting as he smiled. “Long time no see, old friend.” 
 
    “You consider me a friend?” 
 
    “Any yokai that isn’t a friend of Usagi is a friend of mine.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say Usagi and I aren’t friends, we just don’t see eye to eye.” 
 
    “Well…” Jelmay took another look around. “We’re not going to the forest at night, I can tell you that much. The fox here wouldn’t like that. That means we’re staying here for the night and I’m cooking up these fish. Does everyone agree?” 
 
    No one protested. It had been a long day of traveling to the mountains. 
 
    “Good. Then I’ll just get started over here…” 
 
    Once Jelmay stepped away, Boldknot returned his focus to Danzen. “You need me for something else?” 
 
    “We do, we need your sacred fire.” Danzen explained to the yokai what they planned to do and how they planned to do it. “It will be dangerous, and there may be some violence before we are able to finally reach Uchi’s inner sanctum. I do not know. We will try to go about this as swiftly and smartly as possible. That’s why we will be linking up with…” 
 
    “Soko, another assassin,” Kudzu said, finishing Danzen’s sentence. “She is waiting for us in Chutham. Needless to stay, I’m not excited to see her.” 
 
    “Is she like you?” Boldknot asked Nomin. 
 
    “Similar training, different perspective and lifestyle.” 
 
    Boldknot’s three heads nodded at this statement from the blind assassin. “If I can help humans, I will. Assassins too.” 
 
    “You’re not the only one we will need,” Jelmay called from the kitchen area of Dalan’s hermitage. 
 
    “I can fetch him tonight.” 
 
    “But I’m gonna have to carry him later. Pilgrim may need his swords. That’s fine, though. I have a perfect bag to stuff that little rabbit in, especially if he starts talking back.” Jelmay had already placed things on the ground, his demon bear hide resting over them. To make a point, he nodded toward his items. “It’s a deep bag. If Usagi gets out of line, he gets to spend time at the bottom of it.” 
 
    Sansar shook his wings out. “I suppose I should go now then.” 
 
    “Or you could go in the morning,” said Kudzu. “We’ll have to hear Usagi bickering the rest of the night if you bring him now.” 
 
    “I will give him an option. He can either meet us in the forest tomorrow, or come with me now. I may be going out on a limb here in saying this, but I believe that the jade rabbit likes our company.” 
 
    Kudzu gave Sansar an incredulous look. “Likes our company? He’s worse than a wagon full of bakeneko driven by a drunken hihi.” 
 
    Jelmay laughed at this. “Now that is an image!” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware he can be a bit standoffish, but it would be good for us to catch him up on what has happened since we last saw him.” 
 
    “Just give him the choice,” Jelmay told Sansar. “And we’ll see what he wants to do. Either way, it would likely be helpful for us to have him around. Notice I said likely. He could also just get in the way as he has before.” 
 
    “I will return shortly.” Sansar took to the air again, and soon, Danzen could no longer see him in the sky. 
 
    “I don’t know how we’re going to get around Chutham with a trio of floating heads. I’m guessing throwing a blanket over you is not going to do the trick.” 
 
    “No, likely not,” Boldknot told Jelmay as he began preparing the fish. 
 
    “We’ll keep to the forest,” Danzen said, which was something they’d already discussed. “Just you and I will go to Chutham.” 
 
    “Pilgrim and everyone’s favorite bakeneko, huh?” Jelmay smiled. “Sounds likeS a good time!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen wasn’t at all surprised to see Sansar return later without Usagi. They’d saved him some fish, and before he ate, the yatagarasu gave them a quick update: “Usagi has agreed to meet us tomorrow. He also said there was no way in Diyu that he would be spending the night with us in this hermitage again. He had a few more demands.”  
 
    “I’m sure he does,” Jelmay said as he picked his teeth with a fishbone. 
 
    “First, he said that he would call it off, even in the middle of a fight, if you take a rabbit form. So don’t do that. He also says that he has tried a public relations campaign for you in Osul and the results are inconclusive. He doesn’t want to discuss them.” 
 
    “Figures, and if he doesn’t want me to turn into a rabbit, then I’ll just have to do it now.” Jelmay’s ear started to grow, his face changing to some degree as he turned into a pudgy little rabbit. This elicited a laugh from Kudzu, and even Boldknot seemed amused by it. “I promise I’ll change back once we meet him.”  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “What else did he want?” asked Nomin, who sat at the entrance of the cave, on guard as always.  
 
    It wasn’t long ago that they had been attacked at the hermitage by two assassins from the Halcyon branch of the Diyu Brotherhood. Danzen still didn’t quite know how that had come about, the purple strings of energy linking the assassins back to Uchi only revealing part of the origin. If there was a contract out on his head remained to be seen, and this was something he could likely discuss with Soko. 
 
    “Usagi says that if he agrees to go with us, we will now owe him two favors.” 
 
    “Did we already owe him one?” Jelmay asked Sansar. 
 
    “Technically yes,” said Kudzu, “for fixing the lion dogs. He introduced us to Boldknot to make up for the fact that he tried to have Danzen murdered. That damn rabbit. He really is insufferable.” 
 
    “Usagi is the worst, fox, that is something we can all agree on. But I wouldn’t worry about owing him another favor. It’s not like he can do anything to us if we don’t actually return the favor. I’ve seen yokai owe Usagi twenty favors or more for things he’s done for them. One thing to remember though is that he never forgets. Never.” 
 
    Boldknot backed up Jelmay’s statement. “No, he doesn’t forget. It could be a hundred years and he would still remember that you owed him something.” 
 
    “And why does he need to come along?” Nomin asked. 
 
    “Usagi can make himself invisible, and he can also extend this power to his general surroundings. It will come in handy.” 
 
    “The fox is right. And it is good for him to see that we are being proactive in trying to help people. It helps with our reputation. After all, yokai have attacked us in the past, and there still may be some encounters ahead of us. Hopefully not. Now, enough talk. I need to focus on the fish. Everything is set for tomorrow. We’re going to do this.” 
 
    “We should probably check on Dalan as well, to make sure all is fine. Regarding disguises in Chutham…” Danzen knew he could change the way that he looked given some different clothing, as could Nomin. They were going to have to enter the city to alert Soko of their presence, but he had a few ideas for how to do that.  
 
    “I can’t wait to take a disguise. Who should I go as? Give me someone good. Sotgonn?” 
 
    “No,” Kudzu said. “Someone way less conspicuous than that.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll just go as Nomtoi. Kidding, kidding. I have dozens of random forms I can take. No one will know it’s a bakeneko, believe me. You’d be surprised at how many bakeneko you may have come across in your life, fox. As a group I can assure you that we have come across others, not just Elder Bahjee. Of course, when a bakeneko sees a bakeneko, they usually don’t call them out. Sort of an agreement among brothers.” 
 
    “You mean we have come across other bakeneko besides Elder Bahjee?” 
 
    “Of course we have, Kudzu. At the pub in Odval, one time on the boat to Arsi.” He tapped his claw against his temple. “We’re more cunning than we look. But that’s a conversation for another day. Now, on to more important matters, it’s time to eat something! Tomorrow, we get to Chutham and finally, finally, I can offload these heavy tatsu parts. Been meaning to do that for a while now.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A dark mist settled over the Panchen Mountains that next morning, Danzen not traveling as far from the hermitage to bend his echo. He recalled being able to temporarily stop the snow from falling, back when he was practicing outside of the Dukha encampment. Could he briefly part the mist as well?  
 
    There was only one way to find out. 
 
    His hands before his body, Danzen felt the power of Sunyata brimming through him as he attempted to change the environment around him. Shutting his eyes allowed the former assassin to see the purple he associated with what was left of a fallen heaven, Danzen watching the power oscillate around his hands as it began to pull invisible shards from his surroundings toward himself. 
 
    He opened his eyes to see that the mist before him had dissipated. Not only that, there was now a circle of clear air around him, one with an almost electric energy to it. 
 
    Danzen tried again but was less successful this time. He would need to further his practice, but he was certainly onto something. He could feel it. 
 
    They left Dalan’s hermitage, Kudzu leading the way this time, Boldknot floating behind her. As they traveled, Jelmay spoke yet again about visiting the yokai shop in Chutham, the one known as Selden’s Emporium, where he would finally be able to offload the pieces he had stripped from the tatsu. 
 
    “That’s not all that we have to do there,” Danzen reminded him. 
 
    “I know, I know, alert your ex-girlfriend that we have officially arrived and are staying in the forest. I’m aware of our overarching goal. We also need a handcart for Boldknot here, but yes, first Pilgrim’s ex.” 
 
    Kudzu huffed at the statement. 
 
    “Don’t worry, fox, I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you.” 
 
    Kudzu moved even faster, Danzen, Boldknot, and Nomin having no problem keeping up with the kitsune, Sansar either. They reached the Asura Forest in what felt like record time, Kudzu guiding them toward the cover of the trees just in case a traveling merchant happened to pass by. 
 
    “How long will it take for the cat to catch up to us?”  
 
    Sansar, who had just landed on a limb, took off again to answer Kudzu’s question. He returned a few minutes later. “He’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Eventually, Jelmay joined the rest of the group. The bakeneko was panting, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth, his ears folded back as he glared with bulging eyes at Kudzu. “That was entirely uncalled for!” 
 
    “What can I say? We have places to go, and rabbits and assassins to see.” 
 
    Jelmay couldn’t help but laugh at the way that she had phrased this. “You aren’t wrong, fox, but next time, let’s make sure I have a mount before we start sprinting toward our destination. I’m sure Boldknot agrees.” 
 
    “I’m fine with traveling at any speed,” said the yokai, his lowest face speaking as it always did. 
 
    “And I’m fine being stuffed in a basket and floated down the Sakai River like an orphaned hihi headed toward the Diyu Brotherhood. Relatedly, why exactly would we be sprinting to meet Soko in the first place? She is the absolute worst. Definitely, out of all the assassins I have met over the years, including the most recent Pilgrims, she is by far the scariest, the creepiest, and the one that I would vote most likely to double-cross all of us.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree there, but let’s move on,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    Once again, the kitsune led the group along the outer edge of the forest, where they would be able to eventually reach Chutham. It was in this general region that Danzen had first encountered the hainu, the winged wolves less than friendly until Galzo had entered the equation. Their location also wasn’t far from where they had killed the murderous yamachichi by exploding their nest with the herbal concoction that Jelmay had made. 
 
    Danzen and this place had a history, yet he couldn’t deny that this history was coming to a close. He would always hold Genshin Valley, and his time there, close to his heart. But things had changed, and though he had started his most recent journey confused as to where he should go next, Danzen knew the direction he was heading now: away from the valley. 
 
    What Uchi had done had been the last straw. It was time that the people of Suja Village were taken out of the equation, so they couldn’t be used as pawns in whatever game Nomtoi or the demons he unleashed wanted to play. And the best way to do that was for Danzen to leave unceremoniously. As he had appeared in the Valley, he would depart. As he had come to be part of the community, he would simply be an entity that had done what he could and moved on. 
 
    At some point during their trek through the woods, Sansar announced that he would fly ahead and alert Usagi that they were coming. They joined the jade rabbit soon after, Usagi already with an annoyed look on his face once he saw Danzen and his companions. 
 
    “Where’s the other assassin?” Usagi pointed his nose from Danzen to Nomin. “Did she die? I figure she died. Alas, she probably shouldn’t have joined up with the likes of your group…” 
 
    “She’s alive. With the Dukha people, as if you care.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what I care about, fox!” Usagi turned away from her and hiked up his fluffy little tail. “Are we doing this, or what? And I don’t need to be caught up. The yatagarasu has told me everything that I need to know. Someone put me in their bag.” 
 
    “He didn’t tell you about Yato and her possession, did he?” Kudzu asked the jade rabbit. 
 
    “So that’s who Yato is!” 
 
    “Yes, but I call her Lady Pilgrim.” 
 
    “A demented name conjured by a demented creature. I was wondering why the yatagarasu mentioned that name. It’s an old name, isn’t it? Yato. I would expect it to be the name for a granny, not a human of childbearing age that has, for some reason, taken up with your lot. But what can I say? We all make dumb decisions, like the one I have made in meeting all of you.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see you as well,” Boldknot told Usagi in his slow way. 
 
    “I see you have your fire back. I never lost mine. Ha!” 
 
    Jelmay chuckled at Usagi’s statement. The bakeneko quickly placed his hand over his mouth once Kudzu shot him a dirty look, reminding him that the jade rabbit was borderline persona non grata.  
 
    “There will be another assassin joining us,” Nomin told Usagi, which was the first Danzen had heard her speak that morning. “Just so you are aware.” 
 
    “Another one? He didn’t mention that.” 
 
    “I mentioned we would be meeting someone,” Sansar said, the three-legged raven now perched on Danzen’s shoulder. “But you are right, I didn’t go into detail.” 
 
    “That’s always your problem,” Jelmay told Sansar. “You always go into detail after the fact. Let me elaborate a little more for you, my favorite little rabbit.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    “The assassin we are meeting is no ordinary assassin. Picture the scariest ghost you have ever seen wearing a white mask and black clothing hovering with a sword in one hand and a giant clawed prosthetic on the other. It’s Pilgrim’s ex-girlfriend, surprisingly enough.” 
 
    “You should stop calling her that.” 
 
    “Relax, fox. I call her that because it paints a better picture. After all, our champion here is half-demon, and it takes a special kind of woman to date someone who has demon blood. Care to comment on this, Pilgrim?” 
 
    It wasn’t quite a smirk that appeared on his face, but Danzen did find something amusing about Jelmay’s statement. True to his nature, he didn’t answer. 
 
    “See? He agrees with me. So that’s who we are going to meet, Usagi.” 
 
    “Why, in the name of Sunyata, would we be meeting a crazed human woman bold enough to practice procreation with a half-blood?” 
 
    “That’s easy. If we don’t let her help us, she will become an enemy. As long as Nomtoi keeps sending demons after us, we have a sort of alliance with the devil woman. Once his demons dry up, which will happen sometime soon by my calculation, then we will have another problem entirely.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve heard just about enough of this nonsense,” Usagi told them after a brief pause. “Someone put me in their bag, like I said earlier. I’m not walking the entire way.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    His hood over his head, Danzen followed Jelmay to Selden’s Emporium, the others staying behind in the woods outside of Chutham. It wasn’t his choice to visit the dealer who specialized in yokai parts, but Danzen would be able to get what he needed to alert Soko of their presence, as well as a few other things.  
 
    They had waited until dusk, Chutham lit up with lanterns and candles on windowsills, smoke coming out of chimneys adding a thick haze above their heads. Not many people were out, but those that Danzen did see all had purple lines attached to their heads, which he knew led back to the First District of Suja Village, to Uchi.  
 
    The fallen angel truly had a hold over the valley. 
 
    Danzen waited outside the shop once Jelmay confirmed what it was that he needed, the former assassin finding a pocket of shadow to hide himself. He had the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds with him, as well as his two gauntleted blades, his other short sword and his glaive remaining with the others. This was also by design, Danzen not wanting to draw any attention to himself. 
 
    Chutham was too quiet; Danzen couldn’t shake the sense that something was off.  
 
    But they had been cautious, including leaving Danzen outside just in case Selden was under Uchi’s influence in some way. And truth be told, the former assassin had been around long enough to know the difficulty in assessing tension, whether it be from this sixth sense that he cultivated, or simply his experience in trying to remain hidden amidst myriad potential enemies. 
 
    He was prepared for anything, Danzen glad once Jelmay exited the shop, the bakeneko in one of his nondescript human forms. 
 
    “We’re so rich, Pilgrim. All we need to do now is pick up the handcart and a blanket. Selden had that weird incense you needed.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. 
 
    Jelmay winked at Danzen. “I’m aware that the others are waiting for us in the forest, but we could down a couple of ales and then find the nicest hotel we can here in Chutham and spoil ourselves a little. I don’t know about you, but I could use a nice bath, and perhaps a manicure,” he said as he examined his fingers. “I can just feel the kip burning a hole through my pocket.” 
 
    “Would you shut up?” This voice belonged to Usagi, who was tucked into Jelmay’s satchel. They would have left him behind, but the jade rabbit insisted on coming, as did Sansar, who was on a rooftop near them. 
 
    “Gee, I almost forgot you were with us,” Jelmay told the rabbit. “You actually behaved yourself in there.” 
 
    “That wretched shop.” Usagi was now peeking out of Jelmay’s bag, just the front of his face. All Danzen could make out was the rabbit’s black eyes and thick whiskers. “And you. I am appalled at the fact that you would have dealings with a human that is actively trying to exploit yokai.” 
 
    “Exploit yokai? How would I be exploiting yokai?” Jelmay shrugged this statement off as they started toward the other side of Chutham, where they planned to put out the signal for Soko. Danzen also planned to check on Dalan and Eva Yin.  
 
    “Selling parts? What are you, some kind of poacher?” 
 
    “I’ve been many things in my lifetime, Usagi, you know that. And you’ve sold parts to a yokai collector. Don’t act like you haven’t!” 
 
    “Quiet.” 
 
    Usagi grumbled at the fact that Danzen had used his power, yet he kept his mouth shut as they neared Eva Yin’s pleasure house. There was an outdoor café a few blocks from the entrance, which was a perfect place to let Soko know that they had reached Chutham. The café was hardly busy, but there were enough people that Danzen was able to maintain his anonymity as he circled around the building and came to a shed.  
 
    He took the supplies from Jelmay and lit the ring of special incense cones, ones used for various celebrations throughout the year. They burned very slowly, the best able to stay lit over the course of the night. Not only that, but at about fifteen feet up, the smoke released an occasional spark.  
 
    Once Danzen had lit the ring of incense cones, he took the rocks that he had procured along their walk through the Asura Forest. He arranged these in a pattern outside of the ring of incense, which was odorless, and wouldn’t be noticed by anyone unless they really were looking for it. 
 
    “And she is supposed to interpret that?” Usagi asked, the jade rabbit peeking out of Jelmay’s satchel. 
 
    “It was a way of communication that we were taught by…” Danzen didn’t say White’s name. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Let’s go.” 
 
    After making sure that everything was in order, Danzen turned to Eva Yin’s pleasure house, recalling just how strange his interactions with the woman had been in the past. He knocked on the red door, and this time a different woman answered, one who hadn’t had her beauty augmented by a remnant. 
 
    “Take us to Eva,” Danzen said before the beautiful pillower could finish greeting him. 
 
    The strikingly tall woman led Danzen toward the end of the hallway where he had sat before, and from there to a bedroom, where he found Eva Yin resting, the hermit Dalan seated with his legs crossed on a chair near her. Danzen noticed that Eva’s face was much older than it had been before, the remnant not able to hide her wrinkles or her sallow skin. 
 
    “Pilgrim?” the hermit asked, looking up at him, his orange eyes just a shade darker than they normally were.  
 
    “How is she doing?” 
 
    The pillower stepped out, and as she did Jelmay waved at Dalan. “It’s me.” 
 
    “I… suspected as much.” 
 
    “And me,” Usagi chimed in. 
 
    “Ah, yes. Good to see you as well. To answer your question, Pilgrim, she is doing better.” Dalan looked his sister over. “She wakes occasionally, confused. Eva is a fighter, that much I’ll say.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do?” 
 
    “I wish there was, Pilgrim, but no. I have the medicine I need, and plenty of it. If she is still like this a few weeks from now, I may need to gather more.” 
 
    “If I’m in the area I will help.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Eva Yin blinked her eyes open, the madam settling her gaze on Danzen. “It’s you…” She groaned in an uncomfortable way. 
 
    “Rest,” Danzen told her as he took the woman’s frail hand into his. “You can make it through this.” 
 
    Usagi grunted. “I would comment on this but it’s just too sad of a scene to waste my breath. Dalan, I hope your sister survives. Jelmay, stop moving around so bloody much! I’m trying to see what’s happening, and you keep shifting in a way that forces me back down into your satchel.” 
 
    Jelmay used his fist to stuff Usagi back into his satchel.  
 
    “Hey—!” 
 
    “How has your journey been?” the hermit asked Danzen as Jelmay and Usagi began to bicker.  
 
    “Like all journeys, as soon it seems as if it is coming to a close, the journey begins anew.” 
 
    A softness traced across Dalan’s orange eyes. “Yes, they are like that. Would you care for some tea? I would love to hear about your travels before I administer more medicine to my sister.” 
 
    “That would be nice.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and Jelmay were headed back to the forest, the bakeneko now with the handcart he had purchased, when Danzen sensed movement behind him. He paused, his hand dropping to the grip of his remnant weapon. Danzen spun around to find Soko hovering a foot or so off the ground, strands of her long dark hair settling around her white mask as she spoke: “I was wondering when you would come.” 
 
     Usagi stuck his head out of the bag that Jelmay had slung over his shoulder. “This is her? Ha! How grotesque!” 
 
    Soko tilted her head toward his voice. “A… talking rabbit?” 
 
    “Not just any rabbit, the name is Usagi, and don’t you forget that, assassin!” 
 
    While Soko was masked, Danzen could tell by the tone of her voice that she was amused. “Where do you find these companions?” 
 
    “Where does he find a ghost of a woman who would seem more appropriate in a child’s nightmare than she does in the real world? This is truly who we were planning to meet? You weren’t lying, Jelmay, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “I told you!” 
 
    “I’m the solution to all of their problems,” Soko told Usagi, “the reason Danzen here continues to slaughter Nomtoi’s foot soldiers.” 
 
    “Danzen? Ah, you mean Pilgrim.” 
 
    “No, I mean Danzen. Pilgrim is a name that someone invented for him here in Genshin Valley.” 
 
    More movement caught Danzen’s attention; he glanced to another rooftop to see Sansar land, the three-legged raven watching them curiously, listening in. 
 
    “Pilgrim or Danzen, whatever you call him, it doesn’t matter to me. He owes me…” Usagi puffed his cheeks out. “How many favors now? One, two, three? No, two. I believe it is two, but depending on my mood, it could be three.” 
 
    “You are lucky I don’t stuff you back in that bag…” Jelmay told Usagi. 
 
    “You’re lucky I don’t leave you a little surprise in your bag! It will never be the same after, I’ll tell you that much.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare—!” 
 
    Soko continued to be amused by the yokai. “I’ve been waiting for some time for the kind of entertainment a cat and a rabbit can bring.” 
 
    “I’m a human right now, thank-you-very-much.” 
 
    “You’re still a fat cat in my eyes!” Usagi shouted at Jelmay before he turned around and disappeared into the bakeneko’s satchel.  
 
    Jelmay tore his bag open. “You better not be doing what I think you’re doing in there!” 
 
    Danzen motioned toward the forest. “We should return to the others.” 
 
    They were on the outer rim of Chutham now, near a lumberyard and a few homes that were newly built. It was clear that Chutham was expanding, pressing into the Asura Forest slowly but surely. 
 
    “I suppose we should. Also, you should know that I deposited some money in your bank account, your share for killing Jinkai.” 
 
    “I don’t use that account anymore.” 
 
    “The bank didn’t seem to care.” Soko said, who was now floating next to Danzen, and the two continued on.  
 
    This got Danzen thinking about something that happened before they had left for the northern passage, the attack by the two Halcyon assassins. “I’ve been wondering about something.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “There isn’t another contract out for me, is there?” 
 
    Soko stopped. “What would make you think that?” 
 
    Danzen explained the Halcyon attack that had taken place before they met at the nunnery, Soko stopping him halfway through his explanation. 
 
    “There is another contract. But I didn’t take it, and I don’t know if Halcyon is involved.” 
 
    “Do you know who put out a contract on me?” 
 
    “White.” 
 
    Before Soko could continue, something struck Danzen near his throat.  
 
    His hand instantly went to the obstruction. Danzen tossed it away, more afraid that it would draw enough blood to summon his demons than he was of any residual effects the needlelike object may have had.  
 
    The demons never came, but his next step forward threw his center of gravity off, Danzen going down to one knee, everything around him slowing, glazing over. 
 
    He tried to pull himself back to his feet, his mind screaming for him to get up, to figure out what had happened. Had this been the ambush Soko was planning all along? Where was the wraith of an assassin? 
 
    These thoughts were answered by a sudden burst of flames off to Danzen’s right, everything dimming for a moment as Danzen recognized who the fire belonged to. It was Thulma, twin sister of Neeranyaga, whom Soko had slain back at the Penumbra fortress.  
 
    This was an ambush. 
 
    Klank! Klank! 
 
    The sounds around Danzen were hard to decipher, muffled yelling from Jelmay and Usagi, Sansar swooping toward the woman, and then a flash of black as Soko parried more attacks. 
 
    Another plume of fire told Danzen that Thulma had parried Soko’s initial attack.  
 
    He tried to go for his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, but his movements had slowed to the point that he felt as if he were now existing on another plane of existence, one that moved at a different pace to his normal reality.  
 
    He saw the swell of Soko’s black robes again, the female assassin relentless, enraged. 
 
    She slipped behind Thulma, allowing Sansar to distract their attacker, the black yatagarasu now in his oversized form. Thulma’s head sank forward as a blade pressed out of her stomach. Soko grabbed the older woman by her hair and snapped her neck back—crack!—Thulma dead in an instant. 
 
    “Pilgrim…”  
 
    Danzen recognized the voice now hovering over him, but he didn’t recognize the body, not immediately. Was it Jelmay, still in his human form? Danzen tried to move and felt his limbs give way even further. The bakeneko called for Soko. “We can toss them in the handcart…” 
 
    “I know what this is.” The woman Danzen had known for so long now hovered over him, her white mask even more twisted with the way his vision was augmented by the poison coursing through his veins. “Hold him steady.” She dropped directly in front of Danzen, and brought a hand to his cheek for a moment. “Trust me.” 
 
    With those words, Soko began rummaging through the satchel of poisons that she carried, that she had stripped from the Witch of Diyu. 
 
    Danzen heard Usagi’s voice as well, but it was heavily distorted, what was left of his focus now shifting to Sansar, who flapped his wings directly in front of him. “Stay with us, Pilgrim, stay with us!”  
 
    Soko brought a cloth out and covered it with something, Jelmay moving away at the smell, Sansar doing the same. He barely felt Soko’s hand slip behind his head as she placed the cloth over his face, Danzen inhaling whatever antidote she had procured. 
 
    It was the last thing he would remember for some time.

  

 
   
    Part Eight 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The steps of the Diyu Brotherhood were an extremely familiar sight. The fog that obscured everything else was also something Danzen Ravja had seen before, his reoccurring fever dream. Everything around him dimmed and flashed white, trailing images of the mangled, of the battered and beaten, the depraved, many at the hands of the former assassin. 
 
    A mountain lion approached, one seemingly formed out of the mist, wisps of white smoke lifting off its body, the beast with blazing yellow eyes, its ears falling back as it revealed a deformed maw. 
 
    Danzen took a heavy step toward the creature, no longer afraid, ready to rip its heart out if that was what it took. Instead, he gasped awake, his surroundings becoming clear for a moment, a darkened sky above covered by foliage, a sprinkle of starlight getting through. 
 
    He blinked again and dove headfirst into the aether. 
 
    Once again, Danzen was at the steps of the Brotherhood, the mountain lion replaced by his mother, Shodren Ravja, with her hands extended toward him. She wore white robes, her head freshly shaved, her eyes yellow like the lion’s. She was floating, clear in the way she approached. 
 
    Danzen experienced the same urge he had felt just moments ago when he was face to face with the mountain lion, an urge to fight back, to disrupt the inevitable no matter what it took. 
 
    He gasped again, and as he did this time, his environment settled around him. He heard voices, his vision stabilizing as he took in a face, one of a woman with slightly pointed ears, her hair white, a softness to her eyes.  
 
    Kudzu. 
 
    “You’re awake,” she said, her voice filling with joy. Danzen came to understand that she was on her knees next to him, one hand behind his neck as she patted his forehead down with a wet cloth. 
 
    “Where… where are they?” he asked. “Soko, Jelmay?” 
 
    The expression on Kudzu’s face twitched, but it never soured. “They are here. Soko is speaking to Nomin, and Jelmay is off somewhere arguing with Usagi.” 
 
    “We were ambushed…” 
 
    “I know. This woman assassin is now dead. Soko has her weapon.” 
 
    Danzen vaguely recalled seeing the flail with its fiery tip, powered by remnants. 
 
    “That is what she is discussing with Nomin. Neither of them have a use for it, and according to Soko, she is unable to extract any power from it. I don’t know why they didn’t just leave it behind. They’ve also been discussing Yato, and what happened with that demon at the Dukha encampment.” 
 
    “I know why they don’t leave the weapon behind.”  
 
    Danzen explained that a weapon like the flail Thulma possessed wouldn’t be something anyone with a knowledge of blades, or an understanding of Sunyata talismans, would abandon. It was priceless, a point that Kudzu touched upon in her next statement: 
 
    “I suppose you wouldn’t be surprised to learn that Jelmay has already offered to sell it to a fence.” 
 
    “No, it’s more valuable than that. I know someone that could hold on to it…” Danzen was thinking of Kunta now, the blacksmith in Arsi whom he had worked with in the past. Once they handled Uchi, he planned to head to the famous city and go south from there, to the deserts and beyond. Along the way, Danzen wanted to search in the mountains where he had fought Ginza for whatever was left of Astra. If he did indeed find pieces of his old sword, he would need to visit Kunta anyway. 
 
    He had an idea to salvage it, but he would need to find the pieces first. 
 
    “You should rest,” Kudzu said after Danzen didn’t speak for a few minutes, the former assassin simply lying on the satchel currently being used to prop up his head, his eyes fixed on the dark foliage above. 
 
    “Maybe… maybe I should.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Soko. Nomin has her eye on her. Same with Sansar.” 
 
    Danzen’s muscles tensed. He saw something akin to flames on the periphery, his heartbeat settling when he recognized the fire as belonging to Boldknot, who was now floating next to Kudzu. 
 
    “How are you?” the bottom of the three heads asked.  
 
    “Better.” 
 
    “That’s good. Rest, Pilgrim, everything will be better in the morning.” 
 
    Danzen smiled at Kudzu’s hopefulness. “Let’s hope that is the case…” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen was awake before the others that next morning, at least those who slept. He was just stepping away from the campsite with a plan to bend his echo when Nomin gestured to him. Danzen found the blind assassin standing with her back against the tree, Soko sleeping just a few feet away from her. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “I am glad the antidote worked. The Witch of Diyu’s only real flaw is that she sold the recipe to some of her best concoctions, at least according to Soko, which is how Thulma came to possess such a poison. Soko claims to have found a diary in the woman’s cave that listed some of her interactions.” 
 
    “If she hadn’t…” 
 
    “If she hadn’t, let’s just leave it at that. According to Soko, Thulma used a classic poison that the Witch concocted years ago, which would explain why the assassin had it in the first place considering when she may have last met the Witch. Either way, we are lucky. You are.” 
 
    “Poison is one of the things that always seems to remind me of my humanity.” 
 
    “There are always things to be wary of.” 
 
    It was a moment before Danzen spoke again. “What will you do with the weapon?” 
 
    “Neither Soko nor I care for a flail or have a need for it. But Jelmay seems to have taken a liking to it.” 
 
    Danzen squinted at Nomin. “Jelmay? He’s not trying to sell it, is he?” 
 
    “Not exactly…” 
 
    “What’s that? I heard my name.” Jelmay came alive. Just moments ago, the bakeneko had been resting with his hands on his belly, snoring lightly. Now, he was sitting up as if he had been part of the conversation the entire time. “Did one of you say my name?” 
 
    “You are planning to keep the flail?” 
 
    “You’re damn right I am, Pilgrim. Everyone else has cool weapons aside from Kudzu, and that’s because she’s not really fit for combat, no offense, fox.” 
 
    The bakeneko waited for her to respond, but Kudzu was fast asleep, not far from where Danzen had been resting, the kitsune still in her human form and curled up into a ball. 
 
    “I just need to figure out how to turn on the fire part.” Jelmay lifted the flail and examined it. “I’m pretty sure it has something to do with my echo.” 
 
    “It has everything to do with your echo.” 
 
    “In that case…” Jelmay yawned. “Care to show me how to use this thing before the rabbit and the fox wake up, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen exchanged glances with Nomin.  
 
    Jelmay grinned. “You were going to bend your echo anyway, weren’t you?” 
 
    Danzen hesitated. His morning practice was something he held dear to his heart, and he wanted to use that time to focus on what they had planned for later that day. As usual, he found himself putting the interests of those around him before his own. The former assassin led Jelmay away from where the others slept and into just about the smallest meadow he had come across in the Asura Forest, no wider than seven or eight feet. 
 
    “Do you know how to bend your echo?” he asked the bakeneko. 
 
    “Do you know how to change into the spitting image of your brother?” 
 
    “So you don’t. That will be the first thing that you will need to learn how to do if you want to activate the fire capabilities of the flail.” Danzen extended his hand to Jelmay. “May I see the weapon?” 
 
    Jelmay gave it to him. 
 
    It only took Danzen a moment to get used to the weight of the weapon in his hand. It was quite solid, the handle made of wood that had been seemingly infused with a type of metal he was starting to become more cognizant of, one that had Sunyatic power. The striking head merely featured a weighted ball with sharp spikes on it, a simple piece, not like the flails they used at the Royal Palace in Sainshand, which had striking heads almost the length of Danzen’s glaive point. 
 
    Danzen exhaled slowly, and as he did he felt the uncoiling in his core, the energy of Sunyata rippling through him. The spiked ball at the end of the chain burst into flames. Holding on to it, he realized that it was constantly fueled by his power, a point proven to them after he gave it back to Jelmay and the flame petered out. 
 
    “When you activate your echo, it activates the fire inherent in the weapon. It feeds off your power, meaning that to keep it lit for a prolonged time, you would need to be cycling Sunyatic energy into it.” 
 
    Jelmay frowned. “That means I would have to practice in the morning, rather than continue my catnap. I don’t know if I like that.” 
 
    “Yes, that is correct. However, I believe you could get to the point where you could summon the fire, and it would stay lit for enough time for you to use it. The addition of fire to any battle can quickly change the tide of the fight; merely having it and sparking the flail should be the strategy you go for.” 
 
    “I get it. I come in strong with my weapon on fire, exit, and then you come in gutting everyone down like a drunken butcher.” 
 
    Danzen offered the bakeneko a grim nod. “Something like that.” 
 
    “Then how do I activate it?” 
 
    “That…” He thought back to how he had learned to use his power from Abbot Monpo. Danzen wasn’t qualified to activate someone’s echo, but as he had been told by Sotgonn, the tiers normally associated with bending one’s echo were simply put into place to inspire progression, to keep people returning to shrines and monasteries. “I used to have to use my weapon to activate it.” 
 
    “I don’t have a sword from Sunyata, like you do.” 
 
    “Astra wasn’t from Sunyata. But as I said, it was how I called upon the power. For you…” Danzen figured it was worth a try. “You’ve been alive long enough to have not only seen Sunyata’s power, but know generally what it feels like, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, I would say so.” 
 
    “And it is within you as it is within everyone else.” 
 
    “Except Soko. She’s an evil wench.” 
 
    “Moving on. Close your eyes and hold the weapon. Feel its weight in your hand, and the power in your torso.” 
 
    “My stomach?” Jelmay asked, his other paw naturally going to his belly. “I think I’ve lost weight.” 
 
    “Focus.” 
 
    “I’m trying…” Jelmay’s whiskers lifted as he clenched his eyes shut, determination taking shape on his face. “Wait…”  
 
    “There it is,” Danzen said as a tiny spark left the spiked ball, one that quickly lit the weapon ablaze and vanished as quickly as it had appeared. 
 
    Jelmay opened his eyes and examined the flail, its flame petering out. “Did I do it? I felt like I did it.” 
 
    “You did it. Now do it again, and again. You have to be able to do it instinctively, and I don’t expect it to be something that…” 
 
    The weapon lit up again, and Jelmay grinned at it. “This is easier than I thought.” 
 
    “Try not to think of it that way.” 
 
    “You’ll make an assassin out of me yet, Pilgrim.” 
 
    For some reason, the statement conjured up something Jelmay had once said about the Diyu Brotherhood teaching yokai. “Just keep practicing.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After checking everyone with the remnant that Sotgonn had given them to be sure that a demon hadn’t joined their ranks, Danzen and his group prepared to leave. There was one other thing they needed to do before they enacted their plan, a test of sorts, and they were going to have to rely on Usagi to tell them a good place to do it. 
 
    “Of course, I know of a place,” the jade rabbit told them just as soon as Danzen mentioned what he needed to test. “What kind of Overlord of the Forest wouldn’t know a place to summon a raijuu? Don’t ask idiotic questions.” 
 
    “Careful how you speak to Pilgrim. He just taught me how to bend my echo, and I’m not afraid to use my new power to cook your rabbit-y ass.” 
 
    Usagi started laughing, Kudzu joining in. “The day that you, the fattest of cats, are threatening to me, the smartest of rabbits, will truly be the day that Sunyata is reborn.” 
 
    Jelmay made as if he was going to whip his flail at Usagi. He didn’t, but the rabbit hopped away anyway, cursing under his breath.  
 
    “Enough.” All of them looked to Nomin, who was now standing just a few paces away from Soko. It was morning, and Soko wasn’t a fan of being up at this time, evident in the way that she was slouching. “Today is a serious day.” 
 
    “Maybe to you,” Usagi told the blind assassin. “But where I’m from, and where Jelmay and Boldknot are from—not the kitsune, I can’t speak for her, nor do I want to—the best way to prepare for the inevitable is to do so lightly, with a happy demeanor and a positive attitude. Won’t you join us?” 
 
    “I understand the cat and the fox, neither of whom I like, but a bossy little rabbit?” Soko placed her hand on the bottom of her mask as if she were stroking her chin. “Actually, I think he may be my favorite of the three.” 
 
    “No one likes you and no one wants you here.” 
 
    Soko turned to Kudzu, who was still in her human form. “Do you think that your bite can back up your bark?” 
 
    Jelmay joined Kudzu, once again holding his flail like he was going to use it. “She doesn’t bark; it’s more of a growl. And the next time you threaten her…” His whiskers lifted, a devious look tracing across his face. “You don’t want to see what I can do.” 
 
    “There are too many members of this group.” Soko turned away from them and floated a few paces out, Nomin once again keeping track of the female assassin. 
 
    Oddly enough, it was Boldknot who joined Soko. The yokai with three heads spoke in his melancholic way to the wraith of an assassin: “Don’t let them get to you.”  
 
    Soko slowly tilted her head in his direction. “What?” 
 
    “Everyone is tense today. What we are doing is going to be difficult and will require coordination and luck.” 
 
    She continued to peer at Boldknot, this gesture made stranger by her expressionless white mask. “You don’t know anything about me, nor my relationship with them.” 
 
    “I know some,” Boldknot said as he switched heads. “They told me about you while Pilgrim was away.” 
 
    “Ahem. Perhaps we should perform the tests we need to perform this morning.” As it had before, the voice of reason belonged to Sansar, who was on a tree limb above them, looking down at the group. 
 
    “I agree.” Danzen stepped forward and nodded to Usagi. “Take us to the place.” 
 
    Usagi laughed bitterly at Danzen’s command. “No one around here gives me orders. No one. And I’m not taking your group anywhere. You are taking me. Someone open their bag, and while they’re at it, keep their mouth shut.” 
 
    “You can come with me,” Soko said, returning her focus to the group. 
 
    “I’ll pass. Pilgrim or Jelmay.” 
 
    They set out a few minutes later, Usagi in Jelmay’s bag, the bakeneko now having to drag his newfound weapon due to the fact that he didn’t have a scabbard for it. Danzen had already assured him that they would get something to keep the weapon in once they reached Kunta in Arsi. Until then, Jelmay would have to keep up with the weapon himself. 
 
    “It’s not a practical weapon by any means,” Jelmay said at some point, “but I will figure out a way to hold it without cracking myself in the knee with the sharp end.” 
 
    “I know a place where you could shove it,” Usagi suggested, sticking his head out of the side opening of Jelmay’s satchel. 
 
    Rather than reply, Jelmay merely slammed his fist down onto his own bag. Usagi let out a yelp and a string of curses. 
 
    Soko let the others pass so she could speak directly to Danzen. “It is amazing what you have become. Simply amazing. From a beautiful yet cold killer to part of a comedy troupe. I do see the appeal,” she said softly. “The yokai do lighten the mood. But I don’t see how they aid you in any way.” 
 
    “Not everything in life is about how much it helps me. They believe in what I believe in, and we have made it work thus far.” 
 
    “The morphing power, yes. I could see that as being helpful. Definitely not the kitsune’s power considering she can only morph into a frail woman, not to mention her terrible attitude. The bird would be useful, as would Nomin,” she said, so that the blind assassin, who was not far from Soko, could hear her, “and perhaps Yato if she could halfway match your skill. I suppose that remains to be seen. The rabbit isn’t normally part of your group, at least from what I’ve picked up on, and I don’t know what to think about Boldknot.” 
 
    Danzen looked ahead at the yokai, who was floating next to Jelmay and Usagi. “He has a kind heart.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have a heart.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions reached a clearing, one that looked more and more like an ancient meeting place the more Danzen examined it. It reminded him of some of the areas he had encountered in the Panchen Mountains, ones that had a hidden history that he would never be privy to. 
 
    “Well, get on with it,” Usagi said, once again peeking out of Jelmay’s bag.  
 
    “Where could you possibly have to be?” 
 
    “What?” he shouted up at Jelmay. “Your group isn’t the only one that I seem to find myself guiding from time to time. There are others in this forest that pay me in either kip or favors for my very valuable time.” 
 
    “Why did we bring him along again?”  
 
    “I ask myself that every time, fox,” Jelmay told Kudzu as he nodded at Danzen. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    Danzen brought the whistle that Sotgonn had given them to his lips and blew on it. The yokai all shied away, Usagi the most dramatic about it as he buried himself in Jelmay’s bag. As far as Danzen could tell, the sound was too high pitched for him to hear, but he did notice movement in the underlying woods around them, signaling that others had heard it, yokai and animal alike. 
 
    Danzen tucked the whistle back into the front of his robes and waited.  
 
    He glanced at Soko, who looked absolutely miserable in the sunlight, the assassin shielding her face with her hand. Draped in black robes, Soko floated like a ghoul, her uncomfortably pale skin and overall demeanor contrasted sharply with the foliage around them. 
 
    While fall colors had started to take shape, still plenty of green from the mossy side of rocks to many of the trees, all of that would be over soon, the foliage shifting from orange to red before everything dried up for the winter. But even in the dead of winter, Soko would look out of place in the sun, Danzen once again reminded of how much she had changed over the years. 
 
    They all had. 
 
    “Would you look at that.” The bakeneko took a big step back from where Timbero would ultimately land. 
 
    Sansar, who was now perched on Danzen’s shoulder, spoke: “It appears that the whistle works. We will still need to brief him, however.” 
 
    “A raijuu…” Usagi said, his head once again jutting out of Jelmay’s bag. “It’s not often that I meet a Sunyata yokai.” For once, the jade rabbit didn’t have an edge to his voice, proof that he was clearly in awe of what was about to take place. 
 
    “I still don’t see why you get involved with these things, but I can…” Soko tensed, as anyone should when a giant wolf with four back legs and electricity oscillating around it lands before them. While there was a little rumbling, which was exactly what they planned to use later, Timbero’s landing barely disturbed the environment around them, kicking up fallen leaves and twigs. 
 
    “Look who got their jewel back,” Jelmay said, referring to the large Sunyata gemstone that was once again lodged in the center of the raijuu’s head. “I’ll admit, it was difficult for me to get that for you, and these guys helped some, credit where credit is due. I’m glad that you have your memory back. Wait, you do have your memory back, right?” 
 
    The enormous yokai offered Jelmay what would amount to a toothy grin. “I remember you.” 
 
    “He doesn’t really have a forgettable face, and his personality is one that you only wish you could forget.” The jade rabbit hopped out of Jelmay’s satchel and approached the raijuu with confidence. “I guess you are wondering who I am. Should I speak any louder?” 
 
    “I can hear you just fine.” 
 
    “First, and this goes without saying but I will say it anyway—I will be respected. I don’t care how large you are, but you, and all those that meet me, will treat me with the utmost respect. I am Usagi…” 
 
    “The Overlord of the Forest,” Jelmay quipped. 
 
    “In a way, he isn’t wrong. Now—” 
 
    “I’ve got it from here.” Danzen stepped up, ready to lead his group.  
 
    While he could generally tolerate any of the yokai that he found himself with, what they were about to do was way too important for him to let Usagi muddy the waters with his holier-than-thou attitude and behavior. Usagi seemed to pick up on this, and didn’t say anything else once Danzen began explaining what they were planning to do, and why. 
 
    “Uchi…” Timbero’s eyes blazed for a moment. “I know exactly who he is.” 
 
    “I was hoping you would,” said Sansar.  
 
    “He was once a prince. But he was banished, before the fall.” 
 
    “And he is controlling people with his mind, linking them with dark aspects of Sunyata energy. This is why we have brought Boldknot, the maikubi, along.” Danzen motioned to the yokai. “We must free people from their connections to Uchi. Only then can we strike. If we strike while he is connected, he has promised to telepathically command everyone linked to him to kill themselves.” 
 
    Boldknot floated forward, his heads rotating. “I’ve never seen a wolf as big as you before.” 
 
    “And it has been ages since I’ve seen one who can hold the sacred flame in their mouth.” 
 
    “The people Uchi controls have already started to do his bidding,” Danzen said, referring to the Halcyon assassins that had come for them in the Panchen Mountains; the razing of his monastery; even linking those who had been far out of his supposed range of influence, like Jinkai of the Penumbra Clan. 
 
    “Yes, Sotgonn has told me what I must do, and I am prepared to do it. How do you plan to hide the maikubi? It will draw attention if you appear in the village with a yokai of this nature.” 
 
    “That is where I come in,” Usagi said proudly. 
 
    Timbero more or less ignored him. “And regarding Uchi’s influence: does he need to see someone, or does his power link from person to person?” 
 
    “In close proximity, that seems to be the case,” said Jelmay. “I had never seen him before in my life but he was able to get control of my mind, likely when I stopped in to have an ale in Suja Village.” 
 
    Mention of having an ale spawned an odd sense of sadness in Danzen. He’d spent time at Suja Raksi Hall, and while Jelmay didn’t say if that was where he had stopped in for a drink a few weeks back, it still sparked a string of memories for the former assassin. 
 
    “Anyone not part of the main operation will need to keep to the outskirts,” Timbero said with booming finality. Danzen recalled that he had once been a protector of Sunyata, and seeing him now with his memory only solidified Timbero’s true persona in his mind. He was speaking to a soldier, one who was versed in operations and strategy.  
 
    A true leader. 
 
    “Precisely,” Danzen said, inspired by the raijuu. “Nomin, Soko, or I will take the kill shot. If there is other trouble, then the rest of you may need to intervene.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rather than take the road that separated Chutham from Suja Village, Danzen and his companions traveled through the Asura Forest, and headed straight to the First District, a task made harder because of the handcart they planned to carry Boldknot in. 
 
    Because of the cart, and because they needed the sun to set before they enacted their plan, Danzen and his group moved slowly. The former assassin was in charge of the cart for the time being, which had a thin blanket in it as well to cover the yokai for delivery.  
 
    One of the variables in the plan that they’d developed was related to Uchi’s actual location. If he was in the open center courtyard of the pleasure house, as he had been last time, things would be much easier. If he was anywhere else, they would grow in complication.  
 
    Danzen had this feeling that the fallen angel would be in the same place they had seen him last, Uchi treating it like the court of some king, which was entirely what they were banking on. Only time would tell if he was right or not. 
 
    Since they needed to be sure, and also to put the two assassins into play, Nomin and Soko went ahead, both able to use rooftops and other locations to stay out of sight, Sansar their go-between. While Danzen was still apprehensive about Soko joining them, he was less so at the moment, his focus entirely on pulling off their strategy before Uchi could call upon the villagers to start killing themselves.  
 
    There was always the option of asking his father to bring those who had died back to life, but Danzen didn’t want to take this route. This was on him. He had brought this madness to the village, and he was going to end it. And once he did that? Danzen knew exactly what would happen next.  
 
    He would disappear. 
 
    “Too bad you can’t morph,” Jelmay told him once they reached the outer rim of the woods, Suja Village about a quarter of a mile away. “I guess you do have that one power,” he said, referring to Danzen’s Demon Speak. “Not to mention your jumping ability and stamina. On a bad day, I’d trade morphing for that. On a good day, I’d keep to my morphing.” 
 
    “Would you shut your filthy whiskered pie hole? He doesn’t need to morph when he has me,” Usagi reminded the bakeneko. “What part of that can you not comprehend? Stick to the plan, Jelmay!” 
 
    “Aware of the plan. It would just make things easier, that’s all. Why so tense?” 
 
    Usagi, who was still tucked away in Jelmay’s bag, simply huffed a response. 
 
    The variables, the chances that they were taking—Danzen didn’t like any of it. But what choice did they have?  
 
    Danzen, Nomin, or Soko would be able to infiltrate any space that Uchi was staying in, but they would have to do so with Boldknot, and even if he could float, that could prove troublesome. Not only that, if they went the assassin route, there was the chance that they would engage guards or mercenaries, yet another thing that would be hard to handle with Boldknot floating beside one of them. 
 
    So this was the strategy they had decided upon, one that left a lot up to chance, but also had the highest probability of working out in their favor, a plan that would hopefully come tethered with the least amount of deaths. Because there was always that option. Soko had mentioned it briefly, simply tearing into the village on the warpath and seeing how Uchi responded. That wasn’t a solution either. 
 
    Sansar, who had joined Nomin and Soko, returned, letting them know that the two assassins were ready, and that Uchi was in the same place he had been last time. 
 
    “Precious cargo, and don’t forget that,” Usagi told Danzen as he lifted the rabbit out of the satchel. He placed Usagi in the front of his robes letting the rabbit’s head peek out, his body warm against Danzen’s chest. “We are way too close for comfort.” 
 
    Jelmay laughed. “Look at you and Pilgrim getting all cuddly. How utterly romantic!” 
 
    The rabbit glared at Jelmay.   
 
    “Quiet, both of you. This is serious.” 
 
    Both Jelmay and Usagi turned to Kudzu, exchanged glances with one another, and started to cackle, Danzen feeling the rabbit’s body move as he laughed. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Boldknot asked, his question stopping an argument before it could get started. 
 
    Jelmay morphed into a nondescript villager form he occasionally took, the one with sandy blonde hair. “Hop in,” he told Boldknot, who floated over to the handcart. Once he was inside, Danzen and Kudzu covered him with a blanket. In the end, it looked like the handcart was filled with the supposed offering they were planning to make to Uchi. 
 
    “Good, good. Only one more piece remains,” said Usagi. Danzen noticed a sudden surge of Sunyatic energy around him as the jade rabbit turned the two of them invisible. 
 
    “Well?” Danzen asked his companions. 
 
    “I can’t see anything at all,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “I sense an outline, but that is it,” Sansar told Usagi. 
 
    “Exactly. Not only am I well-connected, I am a thoroughly useful rabbit. Now, let’s get this over with. My patience is wearing thin.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and Jelmay, who now pushed the handcart, reached the outskirts of Suja Village’s First District, the two quickly finding themselves on a dirt road that led toward the center of the district. Danzen paid extra care to where he placed his feet, not wanting to leave a footprint or kick up any dust. In this way, he walked like he was about to spring a trap on someone, rolling onto the balls of his feet to some degree, Usagi keeping him invisible. 
 
    After Danzen put the wax in his ears that Jelmay had also procured from Selden, he told the bakeneko that he was ready to continue. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Danzen told Jelmay. 
 
    Several guards stood in front of the pleasure house, which was something they had expected. The guards were relatively well-outfitted and looked to belong to Shedrup’s militia, but as far as Danzen could tell, the former town drunk was nowhere in the vicinity. 
 
    Jelmay approached with the handcart. “From the governor of Chutham,” he told the militiamen in a burly voice. “An offering for Uchi.” 
 
    “An offering?” The first guard stepped over to Jelmay and examined the cart; as he reached his hand toward it, invisible Danzen summoned his power. 
 
    “There are fine foods and jewels in the cart,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    The militiaman turned to his companions. “It is quite the offering, food and jewels,” he said. Danzen’s eyes watched as Sansar landed on the rooftop, the three-legged raven staying out of sight.  
 
    In his brief glance to the rooftop, Danzen also noticed what could only be Soko, a hint of her black robes disturbed by the wind. He blinked once and he could no longer see her, Danzen sure that both Soko and Nomin were in the vicinity. 
 
    Another guard approached and Danzen once again called upon his Demon Speak power to take over the man’s mind. 
 
    “There are fine foods and jewels in the cart.” 
 
    “All right,” said the second militiaman, “let him in.” 
 
    A deep breath did little to calm Danzen’s nerves as they stepped past the men, Jelmay pushing the cart once again, the bakeneko trying not to tense his shoulders up. The guards led them into a foyer, and Danzen was forced to slip into a side room to avoid running into one of the militiamen. He waited for a moment to step back out to the foyer, now able to follow Jelmay without being noticed. 
 
    He reached the inner courtyard, where he spotted Uchi in just about the same place he’d seen him before, the fallen angel seated with pillowers all around him, a few of them nude. There were people gathered around, and the only one Danzen recognized at first glance was Elder Sonders.  
 
    He hoped once again that his nephew, Shedrup, wasn’t in the vicinity. 
 
    The blue-skinned fallen angel looked up as Jelmay approached, his face quickly twitching into an expression of shock. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this!?” 
 
    Danzen blew the Sunyatic whistle.  
 
    As he did, Jelmay uncovered Boldknot. Uchi stood from his throne. Danzen shot toward him, his sword at the ready. The ground began to shake as Timbero appeared overhead in a flash, lightning crackling, thunder roaring, the volume to the point that everyone gathered in the inner courtyard were forced to their knees, covering their heads.  
 
    This included Uchi. 
 
    Soko and Nomin dropped down from the tiled roof. The wraith of an assassin descended upon the fallen angel with her sword drawn, its tip coated in poison. She drove it through his back just as Timbero let up on the sound. Meanwhile, Danzen had neared Uchi with Boldknot at his side, sacred fire already circulating from the maikubi’s three mouths. 
 
    As Soko withdrew her sword, Danzen grabbed Uchi by the back of his neck. Closing his eyes, he could see the streams of Sunyatic energy originating from the center of Uchi’s forehead, Boldknot’s sacred flames severing each and every one of them. 
 
    The people had started to stir again; it wouldn’t be long before Timbero sounded off yet again. 
 
    “You… can’t… win…” Uchi hissed as the strings of energy connecting him to so many people across Kishu Kingdom were unceremoniously cut away. “Ring… ring the bell!” he managed to shout, foam appearing at the corner of his blue lips. “Ring it!” 
 
    One of the militiamen guarding Uchi rushed away; Danzen naturally sent his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds in his direction.  
 
    Swwik! 
 
    He struck the man in the back, instantly regretting what he had done, considering where the man was from, and who he may have been related to in Suja Village. 
 
    Even worse, the bell still rang anyway. 
 
    Lightning and thunder once again signaled that Timbero was starting up. Just as Uchi’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, just as he let out what Danzen would equate with a death rattle, the strings of energy attached to his forehead no more, something materialized in the sky above. 
 
    Danzen dropped Uchi and looked up to see Nomtoi floating above him. 
 
    “I’ve got a surprise for you, brother!” Nomtoi called down with malicious glee, his wicked grin distorting as his face began to mutate. “A taste of what is to come!” 
 
    The bell rang again as portals tore through the foundation of the pleasure house.  
 
    The true clash had begun.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Timbero and Nomtoi collided with one another, Danzen likening the sound to a volcano going off.  
 
    His immediate focus shifted to the militiamen spilling into the courtyard. He had already killed one, and didn’t want to injure more, a feat that was actually possible once he summoned his Demon Speak power. 
 
    “Pilgrim!” Usagi shouted from where he was still tucked into the front of Danzen’s robes. “Forget the humans; pay attention to the demons!” 
 
    The portals opening up told Danzen that he wasn’t going to be able to use this tried-and-true method of voice command as easily as he would have liked, the stone floor beneath them cracking, the beams on the perimeter of the courtyard lurching forward.  
 
    For a brief moment, Danzen thought that he had somehow drawn blood. But his portals didn’t normally disturb foundations or the ground for that matter, and his demons didn’t look like the ones spawning one by one. 
 
    These hellspawns were armored, crustacean in appearance, each nearly twice the size of whatever Danzen conjured in the past, clearly ones summoned by Nomtoi or some other nefarious force. Like Tengir Gantulga they carried odachi, yet their weapons were made of bone that had been stitched together by sinew. Both Nomin and Soko fanned out to address them. There were four in total, and in a space that wasn’t meant to be a battlefield it felt extremely crowded, and that would have been without the militiamen charging toward the center and the pillowers fleeing in the opposite direction. 
 
    True anarchy. 
 
    “Run!” Danzen shouted to anyone who could hear him as he reached the first demon.  
 
    There was no time to regroup, nor would they be able to strategize a way to do the least amount of collateral damage possible. Everything seemed like it was coming down around him, this sentiment solidified into fact once Danzen spotted Nomtoi and Timbero careening toward the pleasure house. 
 
    Timbero was much larger than Nomtoi, even once Nomtoi had taken his morphed form, Danzen’s half-brother able to take on the face of a demonic wolf. Yet Timbero’s size didn’t prevent Nomtoi from grabbing the raijuu midair and driving him into a corner of the establishment. Electricity lifted in pillars around the two, followed by plumes of sparkling dust as the northwest corner of the building collapsed into rubble. 
 
    Timbero bucked Nomtoi off and gnashed his teeth at the demon son of Tengir Gantulga, presenting an opening that Danzen had to take.  
 
    Even with the giant hellspawns around him, the militia closing in, and the general pandemonium, Danzen felt as if he had one shot, one chance to strike his target. With this in mind, he sent his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds twisting toward Nomtoi, charging after it just as soon as he loosed the Sunyatic weapon. 
 
    To his horror, Nomtoi turned and grabbed his sword out of thin air, his brother now with a long snout covered in eyes, all of them glaring at Danzen. Snarling, Nomtoi hurled Danzen’s boomerang sword right back at him. 
 
    It should have struck him.  
 
    The Sunyatic sword would have certainly pierced his heart had it not been for Boldknot, who flung himself in its trajectory, the sword passing through one of his three heads. 
 
    “By Sunyata!” Usagi shouted just as Danzen was hit from the side by Shedrup, Elder Sonders’ nephew, a cultivator with power augmented by the years he had spent bending his echo.  
 
    He scrambled on top of Danzen, who could no longer focus on his brother as Shedrup began throwing fist after fist. Danzen tried to both block Shedrup’s fists and at the same time he searched around the room for his primary weapon. From what he could tell, it was lodged in one of Boldknot’s skulls, preventing the blade from returning to him due to a side table that had been knocked over. 
 
    “Stop!” Danzen shouted to Shedrup as he continued to swing at him with high-powered strikes. Knowing he had more important things to deal with, Danzen pressed up with a fist that nearly took Shedrup’s head off, the enraged man flying backward, blood and spit leaving Shedrup’s lips as he hit the ground. 
 
    “I’m getting out of here!” Usagi burst out of the front of Danzen’s robes and scrambled away. 
 
    No time for breath to steady himself, Danzen drew his Blade of Darkness and took off toward the nearest armored demon in an attempt to regroup.  
 
    Back in the air, Timbero grounded almost everyone in the vicinity with a thundering boom. A bolt of lightning struck Nomtoi, which seemed to have some effect on him as Danzen’s half-brother fell to the ground, smoke billowing off his body, his red hair rigid. 
 
    Once again, Danzen hoped to meet his brother head on, but he was prevented by one of the enormous hellspawns, which came crashing down in front of them with its bone odachi. Not only that, there was Soko, who was whirling around fighting the militiamen, the wraith of an assassin clearly enjoying herself, which presented yet another problem. 
 
    The militia was made up of townspeople, from the First, Second, and Third Districts, and perhaps a few stragglers from Chutham. Danzen hadn’t seen any of the people he knew aside from Elder Sonders, people like Khamdo, Temur, and Pancha, but any one of these people could be their relatives, especially as many of the militiamen wore crude helmets, semi-disguising their faces. It was becoming increasingly clear that the fog of war was going to be too thick for Danzen to prevent senseless deaths. 
 
    A flash of action to his left signaled that Nomin had finished off one of the armored demons. 
 
    He didn’t expect the impact that followed, Danzen struck in the back of the head by something that felt like a club. He hit the ground, and as he did, Shedrup stepped over him. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you myself, demon,” Shedrup said, his teeth half shattered from Danzen’s fist, his face a mess of blood.  
 
    Wham! 
 
    Shedrup was struck in the back by a flail, the tip sparking with just a bit of fire. 
 
    “I’ve got you, Pilgrim!” Jelmay kicked Shedrup to the side and helped Danzen to his feet. Usagi was now tucked in the bakeneko’s satchel.  
 
    “We need to… leave,” Danzen said as his vision settled. “Where’s… where’s Kudzu?” 
 
    “Outside, helping people evacuate. We can meet her there and leave the assassins.” 
 
    “No…” Danzen said as he looked to Nomin, who was now slaying the next demon she had come into contact with. From there he glanced at Soko, who continued to engage militiamen. He saw Sansar fly down, grab someone, and carry them away from the fight. Then there was what was happening above, lightning and thunder as Nomtoi and Timbero fought in the sky. 
 
    “What about Boldknot?” Usagi asked. “We can’t just leave him! The humans will mutilate his body!” 
 
    Danzen looked back to the center of the room, where his sword was still stuck in Boldknot’s form, vibrating. 
 
    “We have to retreat together,” Danzen finally told Jelmay. He took a step toward the yokai that had saved so many people.  
 
    Yet again Shedrup exploded out of nowhere, this time with a pair of rapid-fire kicks that sent Danzen flying backward into a thick wooden pole. He heard portions of the tiled rooftop give way, the ground shaking as Timbero was struck down by Nomtoi yet again. 
 
    It was as if his Sunyatic blade called out to him. 
 
    Danzen instinctually lifted his hand, anticipating its return. Yet there was something he hadn’t sensed. Along the way, the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds struck Shedrup in the back, instantly bringing him down. 
 
    Now on his knees, Shedrup looked down, blood dripping from his chin, Danzen’s sword jutting out of the front of his chest.  
 
    He began wheezing. 
 
    “Shedrup!”  
 
    Danzen rushed over to him. He withdrew the sword; Shedrup’s body sank forward, Danzen seeing now that his sword had punctured a lung and his heart. 
 
    A searing purple beam of energy cut through the open courtyard, more crumbled tile following from what was left of the ceiling above. 
 
    Danzen recognized this attack immediately. It was Elder Sonders. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “You… you killed my nephew!” Elder Sonders unleashed another beam of purple Sunyatic energy, this one coming dangerously close to cutting Soko down. The female assassin didn’t take kindly to this kind of attack. Soko rushed over to the elder, prepared to cut him down. 
 
    “Soko, no!” 
 
    Everything froze in place.  
 
    For a moment, Danzen wondered if this had been his doing, the strange ability he experienced several times now in his practice made real from sheer battle stress. A quick look around told Danzen that every single person in the vicinity had stopped completely, as if Kitazawa had turned them to stone. This included Soko, her blackened robes frozen in the air behind her, and Nomin, who had just brought down another of Nomtoi’s hellspawns. Sansar was frozen in place as well, the three-legged raven in mid-swoop. 
 
    Danzen turned to the exit.  
 
    He had to get to Kudzu, who he knew was outside, directing as many people as she could away from the pleasure house, the former assassin clear now that it hadn’t been him who had stopped time. 
 
    Nomtoi lowered before Danzen. His brother was now in his human form, white robes clean and sparkling, a malicious grin on his face, something about his red hair and beard almost like fire. 
 
    “I believe I’ve done enough for now,” he said, joy in his pernicious eyes. “Although, I could pay a visit to that fox woman of yours…” 
 
    Danzen exploded toward his brother with a fury that could only come from someone who had bottled rage for too long.  
 
    Nomtoi flicked his hand as if he were batting away a fly. Danzen was flung backward. He hit the ground, moved back to his feet, and glared up at his half-brother, trying desperately to understand what Nomtoi was planning to do. 
 
    “If you attack me, the rules our father has put into place are off. I will unleash everything I have. Not only will I kill everyone here, from your companions to these mindless humans, but I will also make you suffer in ways that you have never suffered before. Excruciating pain, imagine it, brother, imagine it lasting for thousands upon thousands of years in the depths of Diyu. Even if someone else takes the throne after me, you will be like the Seven Evils, buried away from time, rotting, suffering for all eternity.” 
 
    “Soon, you won’t be able to stop me.” Danzen didn’t expect these words to come out of his lips once he opened his mouth, nor did he expect them to be drenched by the power given to him through his father’s blood.  
 
    Yet he meant them from the bottom of his dark soul.  
 
    He was less afraid of Nomtoi than he was of what Nomtoi could do to those around him. There was a confidence here, and inner strength that Danzen now knew he needed to embrace, and pour it into his desire to bend his echo and augment his power. 
 
    Danzen would get stronger, and once he did, no one would be able to stand in his way. 
 
    He all but expected Nomtoi to mock him, to belittle what he had said, but his demonic half-brother took a step back, something almost resembling admiration in the way that he looked at Danzen. “You really mean it, don’t you?” 
 
    Danzen spat, which wasn’t a mannerism he normally exhibited. 
 
    “You really think that you can do it, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not interested in the throne.” 
 
    “So you’ve said. But I also know about what it is you are attempting to do in rebuilding Sunyata. Do you plan to become king of heaven?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “Then why would you even consider such a stupid idea?” 
 
    “Because balance is necessary. Because they can’t all go to Diyu.” 
 
    Nomtoi lowered his chin as he once again considered what Danzen had said. “Even if you don’t want the throne, you may still be the one to inherit.” 
 
    “Then you can have it.” 
 
    “So you can rebuild Sunyata? The literal opposite of Diyu? The souls of the mortal realm belong to Diyu, not Sunyata, brother. That was settled long ago, before both of our times. Yet you would disturb the balance that is already in place.” 
 
    “There is no balance.” 
 
    “To you, maybe. But to me, it has worked relatively well since the fall of Sunyata. People are happy in Diyu, you know, my future subjects. Do you see the dilemma you have put me in? Do you see how selfish it is? You don’t want the most powerful position this world, or any world, has ever known? You would just as easily give it to me, yet you would spend the rest of your living days attempting to rebuild what is essentially a competitor realm. No, I’m not going to allow that to happen. Everything you are planning to do goes directly against what I know must happen. Therefore…” 
 
    Danzen waited for Nomtoi to finish his sentence, his brother’s face twisting into a mask of fury. “I intend to rule Diyu without the interference of Sunyata. The Council will decide soon, brother, and there are still three Evils out there biding their time, including the one you’ve already met. Good luck with your useless endeavors.” 
 
    Nomtoi’s form started to filter away, and as it did everyone began moving at the same time, sound filling what was left of the courtyard. 
 
    Mayhem once again, Nomtoi gone. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Everything came to life and Danzen sent his blade flying, his timing perfect, the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds able to strike Soko’s sword down mere seconds before she drove it into Elder Sonders’ chest.  
 
    “No!” Danzen charged toward her as his boomerang sword returned to his open hand. He slipped in front of the assassin, bracing for her attack. Danzen gritted his teeth as Soko began to rise into the air in front of him. He had seen her move this way before, like a cobra prepared to strike. 
 
    “Out of my way, Danzen.” 
 
    “No, we have to go. We aren’t here to fight these people!” 
 
    “He is pointing his Sunyata staff at the back of your head.” 
 
    Danzen felt his muscles tense, the former assassin forcibly relaxing them. “Then so be it.” 
 
    “Why?” Soko asked, tilting her head in confusion. “Why would you protect him?” 
 
    Danzen gulped. “He… he doesn’t deserve to die.” 
 
    Nomin appeared off to Danzen’s left, and based on what he could see out of his peripheral vision, the blind assassin was ready to engage Elder Sonders as well. 
 
    Danzen yelled loud enough that it hurt his throat. “All of this must stop, now!” 
 
    “Your power doesn’t work on me, Nomin either. Never forget that.”  
 
    Regardless, Soko lowered before Danzen and returned her weapon to its scabbard, the female assassin still with her prosthetic limb equipped, ready at her side. Nomin put her weapon away as well, Danzen doing the same as he slowly, yet cautiously, turned to Elder Sonders. 
 
    “Pilgrim, you…” The Suja Village elder bent forward and placed his head on the end of his staff, resting his forehead against the silver wolf with the purple jewel in its mouth. He began to sob, his shoulders heaving up and down. “My nephew… My only living relative…” 
 
    Danzen glanced at Shedrup’s body. The former cultivator had his arms out wide, a peaceful look on his face as blood pooled around his torso. 
 
    “I’m…” 
 
    “—The people of this village have been nothing but kind to you!” Elder Sonders said, a bitterness taking shape in his voice. “They have helped you and fed you, and when you have brought chaos to our doorsteps, we accepted it, we embraced you! But this has gone too far. From whatever that was,” he said, motioning to Uchi’s fallen body, “to the demons.” He lowered his hand to his nephew. “To this. Too far.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “All we want here is to live in peace, Pilgrim. This village and its three districts aren’t always an oasis, but for much of my life, it has been a truly wonderful place to call home. All of this changed when you… when you…” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Pilgrim. You… you must go. You must never return here. Your time as part of the Village is… it’s over, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Kudzu stormed into the courtyard. She turned to Elder Sonders, her eyes twitching as she tried to hold her human form. “After all he’s done, that is how you respond? You’re banishing him? He just saved everyone from… from…”  
 
    Danzen watched the expression on Kudzu’s face change she took in the scene before her, from the dead and injured militiamen to the destruction that Nomtoi’s demons had caused. There was still lightning in the sky, but Timbero was nowhere to be found. Danzen assumed the raijuu had moved out of view of the villagers. He was certain that Nomtoi hadn’t struck him down. 
 
    Jelmay, now in his human form, stepped up to Kudzu, Usagi was still with the bakeneko. “Perhaps it is for the best,” Jelmay said as he placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Kudzu slowly nodded. “Perhaps.” 
 
    “We will gather our fallen companion and we will leave,” Danzen told Elder Sonders. “Please give my best to… to Khamdo and the others. Thank them for all they have done.” 
 
    The elder started to sob again once his eyes fell upon his dead nephew.  
 
    He brought the back of his fist to his mouth, his cheeks turning red as he tried to get hold of himself. He was finally able to with a deep breath. “I’m sorry that things have to be this way, Pilgrim. And I recognize what… what you tried to do here to save us. I only hope that all of this is for something, that the sacrifice will be worth it in the end. This village can no longer be the battleground for whatever it is you are fighting, be they demons or assassins. Whatever this is, it ends today.” 
 
    “You have my word,” Danzen finally told Elder Sonders.  
 
    He turned to Boldknot, Jelmay eventually approaching him with the handcart. Killing one of the heads had the effect of killing the other two, Danzen noticing that they were all a pale gray now, lifeless, their sacred fire extinguished.  
 
    He lifted the yokai and placed him in the cart. 
 
    “What now?” Soko asked him as she appeared on Danzen’s right. 
 
    “I need some time.” 
 
    Soko lowered even further, to the point that it almost looked as if she were standing, her robes touching the ground for once. “And I’m supposed to just wait?” 
 
    “You can do whatever you would like.” 
 
    Sansar landed on a candelabra near them. “I can alert you in Arsi when we have decided what we will do next. Just tell me where and how.” 
 
    “I suppose I could find out more about the contract that White has placed on your head, see if it’s worth it. And there are still three demons out there,” Soko reminded Danzen. “And your brother. That was…” 
 
    “What he is able to do is disturbing.” This voice belonged to Nomin, who yet again stood near Soko, in case she needed to act. “I don’t know how we will address him when the time comes.” 
 
    “Let… let me worry about that,” Danzen finally told her. “Nomtoi is my burden to bear.” 
 
    “Enough chatter, assassins. There’s no point sticking around here,” Usagi said, the jade rabbit still in Jelmay’s satchel. “Take me back to the forest; we can bury Boldknot there, and you can grab the things you’ve left behind. Then your little group can do whatever the hell you’d like for all I care.” 
 
    Kudzu approached. “You aren’t interested in what it is we plan to do?” 
 
    Usagi started to laugh. “No, I’m interested, believe me. I would just like to stay as far away as I can until I inevitably get pulled back in. That’s how it always happens, you know, or at least how it has up until this point. Truth be told, I guess I don’t mind. It does make sense, our world needs Sunyata, I am a very gifted rabbit, and your ‘brother’ is an irritable son of a hihi if I’ve ever seen one.” 
 
    “Worse than poisonous yamachichi droppings,” Jelmay chimed in. 
 
    “Then that settles it.” Danzen placed his hood over his head, making it easier to hide the destruction all around him. He wanted to say more, but once again, he couldn’t find the words. 
 
    Instead, he lifted the handcart and stepped away. Soon, they would venture to the outskirts of Arsi where he could begin his search for Astra, a much-needed distraction. 
 
    As he reached the streets outside the pleasure house, Danzen suppressed the urge to turn toward the Third District, to visit some of the people he cared for one more time and say his goodbyes. 
 
    It was time to move on. He had caused enough damage in Suja Village.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The end. 
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    Pre-Order Pilgrim Book Six. 
 
    What to expect? It’s time to finish off the Seven Evils… 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Back of the book. 
 
      
 
    If you haven’t already taken a moment to do so, please review Pilgrim 5. 
 
    Also, if you’d made it this far and haven’t reviewed the entire series, please do that as well. It truly help this story reach more readers, and it inspires me to push Danzen’s tale to its very limits.  
 
    Originally, I planned for Pilgrim to be three books. As you can see, I’ve failed in that regard. 
 
    Expect Pilgrim 6 in August 2022. 
 
    This series wouldn’t continue to expand and grow its readership without your support, and weirdly enough, the most important type of support we have right now as authors are reviews. 
 
    Thanks for reviewing it!  
 
    Finally, if you haven’t started War Priest yet, it is a sister-piece to Pilgrim. Different world, younger main character, but it has yokai and Pilgrim readers seem to really enjoy the story.  
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    By the grace of Sunyata, 
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
    Writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com 
 
    Get all my links below, from TikTok to Twitter and more:  
 
    https://linktr.ee/harmoncooper 
 
      
 
    If you feel like being social and getting other great book recommendations, check these pages out: 
 
    My Facebook Group 
 
    Cultivation Novels Facebook Group 
 
    Western Wuxia 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    GameLit Society 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    Other Books by Harmon Cooper 
 
    I have written over sixty books. Here are some of the highlights!
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    Post-apocalyptic LitRPG western. If you liked the Pilgrim writing style, you’ll dig this one! 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/Cowboy_Necromancer 
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    Sacred Cat Island is a slice of life LitRPG with island cultivation.  
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/Sacred_Cat_Island 
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    A man becomes the grim reaper and introduces game mechanics to the role. Now an award-winning audiobook! 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/DeathsMantle 
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    If you love dark fantasy, RPGs, Punisher, or Mad Max, you'll love this powerful LitRPG trilogy about a Player Killer and his wolf companion. 
 
    https://geni.us/LastWarrior 
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