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    Pilgrim Recap 
 
    (Contains spoilers!) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Book One 
 
      
 
    An orphan raised to be an assassin, Danzen 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 whenever 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 at the Edge of the World to save the villagers’ 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, thus explaining the demons are unleashed when he breaks his 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 accepted 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 will only 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, Biren 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, which brings some excitement to its counterpart lion dog, Yama. This sends Danzen 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, a man that Danzen killed two years ago, which started his journey of redemption. 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 Danzen consumes a remnant, which goes against his beliefs to some degree. He is also challenged by Shedrup, Elder Sonders’ 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, who later switches sides and fights 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 devotion 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. 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 Shutendorji. 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 prevents 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 most 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, vilest 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 members of the 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 Bahlingar, 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 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.

  

 
   
    Book Five 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions are presented with a new threat in the form of Uchi, a fallen angel able to control the minds of people around him by attaching a string of Sunyatic energy to them. After some negotiation, Usagi helps Danzen free several of his companions from Uchi’s strings of energy through the help of a strange yokai named Boldknot, who is a trio of floating heads that breathe sacred fire. After the lion dogs are repaired, Danzen and his group head toward the northern passage, where they hope to regroup at his mother’s nunnery and figure out a strategy to deal with Uchi. 
 
    While journeying through the northern passage, they learn of a giant yokai named Timbero, who is missing a Sunyata jewel from the center of his head. To help Timbero, Danzen and his group seek out the nomadic Dukha people, an ancient tribe that has a cache of remnants from before the fall of Sunyata. The Dukha and their sage, Sotgonn, see themselves as caretakers of Timbero. They explain that a dragon known as a tatsu has taken Timbero’s remnant. Danzen volunteers to retrieve it, and once they do, they return the remnant to the Dukha people and continue to the north, now aiming for the Outer Regions village of Verba, where they learn that something strange has happened.  
 
    The next of the Seven Evil has presented itself, this one a demonic yokai named Kitazawa who has razor wings and carries a pair of blades. Not only that, but she can turn anyone who sees her into stone. They learn of this new opponent through Elder Bahjee, the cowardly bakeneko that has ruled the village of Verba for some time now. He points them in the direction of Kanjen and Midrah of the Sundiyu Sect. Danzen and his companions eventually come face-to-face with Kitazawa, who warns them to leave the valley. After Midrah doesn’t return to Kanjen’s cave, Danzen and Nomin go to find her, only to be confronted by Kitazawa. Danzen wounds her, and comes to the realization that once she retaliates, she’ll likely hit the nunnery. 
 
    The group races back to the nunnery to see to its protection. Kanjen and Midrah join them so they can meet with Abbot Monpo of the fox shrine and Menya, the head nun. They plan to address strategies for rebuilding Sunyata, but it quickly becomes clear that the Sundiyu Sect is of the opinion that Danzen should die and rebuild from within Diyu, after he’s taken the throne from his father. Their negotiations are cut short once Soko arrives and tells them that Penumbra has shown up in their region, and they’re planning to raid the nunnery. 
 
    Danzen and Yato, alongside Sansar the raven, go with Soko to the fortress where Penumbra is staying. The plan is for Soko to set up explosions while Danzen kills Jinkai, the Penumbra leader, using his boomerang sword and poison. All goes to plan until Danzen finds that Jinkai is having a banquet with White, his former infiltration instructor at the Diyu Brotherhood, and Neeranyaga and Thulma, a pair of assassin twin sisters who went to school with Thane, Yato’s former teacher. A fight breaks out and Soko swoops in, killing Neeranyaga. The explosives are triggered and they escape, likely making an enemy out of White and Neeranyaga. 
 
    Once they return to his mother’s former nunnery, Kitazawa strikes, but not before there’s a rift between the Sundiyu Sect and Danzen and his companions over the way to rebuild Sunyata. Before Kitazawa attacks, Kanjen and Midrah of the Sect leave the nunnery. Upon killing Kitazawa later that night, they discover that one of her stone soldiers is actually Elder Bahjee in disguise. Bahjee claims that the Sundiyu Sect made a deal with Kitazawa to kill Danzen. 
 
    Needing answers, Danzen and his companions head to the Outer Regions to confront the Sundiyu Sect over these allegations. They part ways with Soko before they leave, promising to meet her in a week’s time in Chutham, so they can see about Uchi as a group. After an assassination attempt by a yokai in Verba, they confront the Sect. Kanjen and Midrah confess that they indeed made an agreement with Kitazawa, their goal being for Danzen to rebuild Sunyata from within Diyu. A fight breaks out, but Danzen has other things on his mind at that point, namely that his father visited him the previous night to let him know that Nomtoi has appealed to a council that advises Tengir Gantulga. His half-brother wants a shot at Danzen and he could strike at any minute. 
 
    Midrah is killed by Yato, and Danzen once again notices that his apprentice is behaving in a strange way. He keeps his eye on her as they head toward the Dukha encampment, where they find that the Dukha have been attacked by the cannibalistic Akabori tribe. Danzen agrees to help Sotgonn by stripping the Akabori of the remnant that they worship. In doing so, Danzen, Nomin, and Yato are attacked by a yuki-onna, an ice yokai. The attack triggers a strange response in Yato, who savagely kills the yuki-onna. 
 
    After getting the remnant from Akabori, Danzen and his companions race back to the Dukha people to try to figure out what is happening with Yato. It becomes apparent that she has been possessed by one of the Seven Evils, and Danzen and the Evil do battle before it leaves to find another host. They end up leaving Yato with the Dukha to recover while they venture back to Genshin Valley to meet with Boldknot. Before they leave the Dukha, Danzen is given a whistle that will summon Timbero and a remnant that will help them test for any possessions. 
 
    Reaching Dalan’s hermitage, they regroup with Boldknot and meet Jelmay the next morning. To alert Soko, Danzen and Jelmay put out an incense signal in Chutham. After meeting with Dalan and his sister Eva Yin, who has a sickness related to the talisman she has exploited, Soko joins them. She explains that White has a Diyu Brotherhood contract out on Danzen, but her explanation is cut short once they are attacked by Thulma, the twin sister of Neeranyaga, whom Soko has recently killed. Danzen is poisoned; Soko defends him and kills the enemy assassin. 
 
    After Danzen recovers, he teaches Jelmay how to bend his echo using Thulma’s flail, a weapon that the bakeneko intends to keep. They make sure the whistle that calls Timbero works, and then they set off toward the First District of Suja Village to kill Uchi. Their plan works and they kill Uchi, but not before Nomtoi shows up to add chaos to an already-volatile situation. 
 
    In the fight that follows, Boldknot is killed protecting Danzen from his own sword once Nomtoi throws it at the former assassin. Shedrup, Elder Sonders’ nephew and leader of the local militia, is also killed when engaging Danzen, which triggers a response from Elder Sonders. Nomtoi freezes time, explains to Danzen that he’s aware that Danzen doesn’t want the throne, but he can’t let him rebuild Sunyata, and leaves.  
 
    Danzen prevents Soko from killing Elder Sonders and has a brief conversation with the grief-stricken leader of Suja Village’s Third District. Danzen is banished from Suja Village by the elder, which is something he had sensed was coming due to the things that have happened to the villagers since his arrival. Danzen and his companions agree to bury Boldknot. From there they head to the outskirts of Arsi, where Danzen plans to look for Astra’s pieces, which he hopes are in the mountains, left from his first encounter with Ginza.  
 
      
 
    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. The starting rank is 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. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The snow-topped mountains outside of Arsi separated the famed riverside city from the coastal desert beyond. It was in these mountains that Danzen Ravja had faced off against Ginza, the half-human half-demon brute that Nomtoi had summoned from Diyu. And it was here that if he was lucky, Danzen would find the now-broken sword that had been with him for so many years. 
 
    Astra. 
 
     In a way, Danzen had come back to where he had started, the same region in which Danzen had disappeared for two years after retiring from the Diyu Brotherhood. 
 
    He was aware that there were other things that he should have been doing. His overarching goal of rebuilding Sunyata, of continuing to grow his power through bending his echo, of making something of his life and protecting those around him—all should have taken precedence. But with what had happened back in Suja Village, and after causing so much pain to others through the nature of his bloodline and those it attracted, Danzen needed a distraction. 
 
    He needed an escape. 
 
    The former assassin was well ahead of the others when he spotted a familiar shrine in the distance. He had once received a message from Soko here, and in the time between his botched retirement and moving to Genshin Valley, he had performed a few tasks for the abbot as well. If he had been traveling earlier in the day, he likely wouldn’t have stopped at the place. But as it stood, Danzen and his companions were later than they had expected because of Jelmay. It made sense to find a place to rest that night. Either find a cave in the mountains, or take shelter in the shrine, and the former assassin figured that his companions would prefer the latter, especially the kitsune. 
 
    Danzen turned in the direction he had last seen Jelmay and Kudzu. He removed his Blade of Darkness and sat, his glaive now resting at his side. The setting sun cast the rolling hills in a deep shade of purple, one lightly feathered with subtle blood-orange hues and capped off by a single gray cloud, long, dappled and thin, which stretched for as far as the eye could see.  
 
    Danzen remembered the beauty of dusk in this region, recalling the numerous times he had looked to the mountains from both sides, always purple, otherworldly, especially at dusk or dawn. The winds of winter were already making themselves known, the cold air whistling down from the mountaintops, loud enough at times that he was certain it tested the thatched roofs of local huts, before the dead of winter had a chance to dampen the breeze. 
 
    Danzen could feel it now. He could smell it, the cold air without the hint of life to it that the summer and spring air carried as winter made its deathly approach. No perfumes from blooming flowers, or the strong odor of wet grass. The insects had moved on, and the birds, aside from certain apex predators, migrated south. 
 
    Danzen had spent the majority of his life as an apex predator. He had stalked, hunted, tricked, and slaughtered so many times that it would have been impossible for him to provide an accurate count of those whose lives he had taken. The half-blooded son of Tengir Gantulga, the ruler of hell itself, Danzen knew that there would be a reckoning one day, that even if he rebuilt Sunyata, he would be confronted by those he had executed. 
 
    One day. 
 
    But he still had time, at least he hoped this was the case. 
 
    Danzen pointed his finger at a stone and it rose into the air. Curling his finger, Danzen circled the rock a few times and focused on its core. The stone broke into pieces, which Danzen was able to mend back together.  
 
    Keeping the repaired stone floating vertically, Danzen summoned another rock and floated it in a horizontal pattern in front of the vertical stone.  
 
    He had been toying with these sorts of practices on the trip down the Sakai River, from the Tudan Outpost to Arsi. Danzen found that doing more complicated movements had a positive effect on his concentration. He had started doing it with other objects as well, from his food to some of the items in his satchels. Anything to improve, aside from physically hovering his companions, which Jelmay had pushed him to do multiple times with Kudzu while she slept.  
 
    “It shouldn’t be much longer now.” 
 
    Danzen blinked his eyes open to find Sansar, the three-legged raven, perched before him. “I’m sorry if I disturbed you, Pilgrim. Were you planning on continuing onward tonight?” 
 
    He slowly shook his head. “No, we will stay in the shrine. Kudzu will need to change her form.” 
 
    “She has already done so.” 
 
    “How far away are they?” 
 
    “No more than half a mile. Jelmay stopped to pick wild mushrooms. He has collected quite a few. It won’t be much longer now. You can continue doing what you were doing.” 
 
    “I believe I’m done.” Danzen removed his hood from his head and took a deep breath. He felt calm, ready to find what remained of Astra. The only blacksmith he knew of that would be able to work on what was left of his boomerang sword, one clearly forged with remnants, was Kunta. Currently, Nomin the blind assassin was staying with the blacksmith back in Arsi, just in case Soko needed backup in the city. Their goal was to meet later after Danzen found the boomerang sword that Ginza had broken.  
 
    But he needed to find it first. 
 
    “Do not let what happened in Suja Village trouble you,” said Sansar, which wasn’t the first time the raven had mentioned it. Shedrup had died in the encounter with Nomtoi and the Evil known as Uchi. Shedrup’s uncle, Elder Sonders, had been the one who had asked Danzen to leave the village for good. “I am sure that you will be back in Genshin Valley in the future. It is a good place for you.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “It is close to Diyu. Your home is there.” 
 
    Danzen paused for a moment, wondering if Sansar was referring to his home being Diyu or the monastery. The raven clarified what he meant: “Your monastery is there.” 
 
    “It is no longer mine, and besides that, it was destroyed.” 
 
    “Yes, but what is destroyed can be rebuilt, like Sunyata itself. Besides that, the fox shrine is there in the Panchen Mountains, although Abbot Monpo has been spending more time at your mother’s nunnery with Menya. There is also Osul, and the active yokai population of Asura Forest. These are your allies, and Genshin Valley is the connecting ground between here and the Northern Passage, the Dukha people.” 
 
    “Where Yato is,” Danzen said, suddenly wondering how the female assassin was faring with the nomadic tribe. He had left her there for her own good. She had been possessed by one of the Seven Evils and she needed to better her control over her echo, which the leader of the Dukha, Sotgonn, would be able to facilitate.  
 
    It was important she improve, and while Danzen could teach her the ins and outs of combat and infiltration, he wasn’t the right person to educate her on bending her echo, even if they worked well together in that regard. 
 
    Thus far, Danzen had killed four of the Seven Evils.  
 
    This included the powerhouse of a demon named Ginza; the razor-winged yokai Kitazawa; Uchi, the blue-skinned fallen angel with his strings of Sunyatic energy he was able to use to control others; and the horrifying mother-sister combo of Onuma and Mayji. The Evil that had possessed Yato had gotten away, and because they had yet to figure out how to combat the demon, Danzen and his companions were forced to test their echoes every morning using a remnant. 
 
    Along with this mysterious demon able to possess others, there were still three Evils out there, three of the worst creatures that Diyu had to offer. Or so Danzen had been told. He had an itching feeling that what Nomtoi had unleashed was just scratching the surface of what had been buried in Diyu over the years. 
 
    “Are you worried about Yato?” Sansar asked after a long pause. 
 
    “No, but I am worried about other things.” 
 
    The raven lowered his head. “We will triumph in the end. It may not seem that way at times, and we may lose more along the way, but there is only one way this ends, and that is with the rebirth of Sunyata. I truly believe that.”  
 
    Danzen nodded. He hoped Sansar was right. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Jelmay wiped sweat that didn’t exist from his brow. He was about to plop down when he remembered he was now carrying a flail, one he had lifted off the assassin known as Thulma.  
 
    “Do weapons always get in the way?” the bakeneko asked Danzen, his whiskers drooping. “Or is it just me?” 
 
    “It seems like most things are just you.” Kudzu approached Danzen, and as she did the cold breeze dislodged some of her white hair. She swept it back and tucked some behind an ear, but it wasn’t instinctively, not like a human female who was used to this sort of gesture. “We’ve been here before,” she said as she looked at the shrine behind Danzen. 
 
    “We have. We will stay here for tonight and move on. Perhaps the abbot knows of a remnant in the area.” 
 
    “And you think he’d just tell us?” asked Jelmay. 
 
    “He would. I know him.” 
 
    “But does he know you? Does he know what you used to do?” The bakeneko made a gesture like he was cutting his throat.  
 
    Kudzu turned to Jelmay, the look on her face hardening. “Why does that matter? This is your fault, anyway. We could have reached the mountains by now had it not been for you.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me, Fox. Actually, do remind me. Remind me who won enough kip back in Arsi to buy ourselves a cabin or three outside of Bahlingar.” Jelmay retrieved some money from his pocket, ran a claw through it, and smelled the cash. “I wish they could bottle that new money smell. I’d wear it as a scent. Freshly printed, crisp, waiting to be spent. Look, it even has the royal seal.” 
 
    “All money has the royal seal.” 
 
    “Yes, but this is a limited run,” Jelmay told Kudzu as he fanned himself with a few of the bills. “The royal family must be low on reserves, or they need to pay off some contracts to the Brotherhood. I have no idea how that works, but I do know how to spend kip when I get it. So sure, give me hell for winning us enough money to live like kings over the following days—if we reach actual civilization, that is. The alternative would be sleeping in caves like a bunch of washed-up gashadokuro.” 
 
    “Giant skeletons?” Sansar said. “Have you ever met one?” 
 
    “No, but if I was a giant skeleton, I’d live in a cave.” Jelmay put the money away and grabbed some mushrooms from one of his bags. “Ever seen these, Pilgrim? They grow underground. Pungent. You can probably smell them from over there. Can you smell them?” 
 
    Danzen made no indication that he could smell the mushrooms.  
 
    “Stinky, but they taste great. Anyway, whatever abbot friend of yours is in there, he’ll be glad we brought them. They’re worth more than money in these parts.” Jelmay put the mushrooms away and started off toward the shrine. “Let’s go. I’m getting hungry.” 
 
    “They smell horrible,” Kudzu told Danzen after Jelmay had gone. “But he is right, they do taste good.” 
 
    Soon, Danzen and his companions were standing before the wooden door of the shrine, Sansar perched on the rooftop above. Jelmay motioned toward the candlelight peeking through exposed rafters above. “Aren’t these places usually more lit up than this? Or is it just me? I swear they’re usually beacons that all in the vicinity can see at night.” 
 
    “They are. Perhaps something is wrong.” Danzen raised his hand to knock and the door opened before he could do so. 
 
    The abbot gasped upon seeing Danzen and his companions. “It’s you, my lord.”  
 
    He was the same abbot that Danzen had met several times now and performed a few tasks for in his two-year absence, the man bald with unremarkable features and a bit of an overbite. 
 
    Jelmay, who was now in one of his nondescript forms, shouldered past the abbot and waved his bag of mushrooms at him. “Nice to meet you, we brought dinner.” 
 
    The abbot went from surprised to relieved as he took Danzen in. “I’m so glad you’re here.” 
 
    Jelmay snorted. “Sounds like someone needs a favor,” he said as he turned toward the kitchen, which was off the foyer of the shrine and hidden behind a cloth covering stained with oil.  
 
    The abbot cleared his throat, a thin smile forming on his face. “Let me start again. I know we haven’t discussed this topic before, but how much do you know about yokai?” 
 
    Danzen and Kudzu exchanged glances, the kitsune unable to keep a straight face. 
 
    “I’ve lived in Genshin Valley,” Danzen finally told him. 
 
    The abbot continued: “Then you must know about them. They are quite active there in the Valley. You see, there has been a bit of an issue in Cadoh resulting in, ahem, a situation that has become untenable, especially now with the deaths and disappearances.” 
 
    Danzen pushed his hood off his head. “Cadoh? I haven’t heard of the place.” 
 
    “A few miles east of here, a village at the foot of the Cadohnan Mountains. The village doesn’t really have a name. Hard to call it a village, really, as it only recently has begun growing. When you were more active in these parts, there was hardly anyone there. But new farms bring farmers that want to live together for security. Anyway, I could talk about that for a long time, but there are more pressing matters. How familiar are you with Onryo?” 
 
    Danzen started to shake his head. He was about to answer when Kudzu placed her hand around his arm. “I believe we should go inside and talk about this.” 
 
    The abbot looked at her. “You are familiar, then?” 
 
    “Please, let’s discuss it over some tea,” she told the man. “You are right to be cautious.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The abbot led Danzen and Kudzu into a space off the altar room, one with wooden benches that had been painted in a deep maroon color. The faded art on the wall reminded Danzen of some of the pieces he’d seen his mom refurbish back at his monastery, the frescos depicting scenes from the fall of Sunyata three hundred years ago. There were terrified people running from a collapsing heaven, yokai and animals on the periphery, watching, all of it meant to illustrate the sheer calamity of the fall.  
 
    “Please, sit, my lord. I will get us some tea. Or perhaps your companion can fetch us a drink. He seems to like to cook.” 
 
    “He equally likes to eat,” Kudzu told the abbot. “I’ll tell him. He’ll know what an onryo is as well.” 
 
    Kudzu slipped out of the room and the abbot began lighting candles, the dancing shadows that followed accentuated the concern on his face. Soon, it was bright enough to illuminate the space, allowing Danzen to take a quick look in the field diary that he’d lifted from his monastery in Genshin Valley. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” the abbot asked once he took a seat. 
 
    “The abbot who used to run a monastery outside of Suja Village left it behind, Abbot Mergen.” Danzen explained that many of the notes in the field diary were copied from The Night Parade of Genshin Valley Yokai and The Hour of Meeting, rare books that he used to possess until the monastery burned to the ground. “Many of the notes are from these two books; others are from his encounters with the yokai of the Asura Forest. I’ve added a few things as well, but I’m not as thorough as him.” Danzen found the entry he was looking for. “Good. He has one on the onryo.” 
 
    “What does it say?” 
 
    “‘A dreaded yokai, the onryo is the spirit of someone who has died with a passion so strong, be it through jealousy, rage, or hatred, that their soul is unable to pass to Diyu. Instead, it takes on the form of a wrathful spirit yokai that seeks vengeance through all of its encounters. An onryo generally will not kill the target that wronged them, preferring to force the object of their hate to live a long life of torment. It will do anything it can to torment its target, and has been known to possess others and even control the dead. If their target dies, an onryo will simply transfer their grudge-curse to someone else, their vengeance never satisfied.’ Does that sound like what is happening here?” Danzen placed his field diary in his lap and looked up at the abbot.  
 
    The abbot sighed. “It’s an onryo; from what I’ve been able to gather, this is certainly the case.” 
 
    Before they could continue their conversation, Jelmay entered with a boiling pot of water. He distributed small tea cups and poured them up before finally settling onto a bench. “So we have an onryo. Did I hear that right?” 
 
    “We do,” the abbot said as Kudzu took a seat next to Danzen. 
 
    Jelmay puffed his cheeks out, as if he would be bearing a great burden in helping the religious man. “And you want us to do something about it, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know if there is something that you can do about it. I only hope…” The abbot took a polite sip from his tea. “I know that you have some sway with the darker forces that run our world, my lord,” he said, avoiding eye contact with Danzen.  
 
    Did he mean the Diyu Brotherhood or was it something else? Danzen assumed it was the Brotherhood—there was no way the abbot knew of his bloodline. “Go on,” he said, once the man trailed off. 
 
    “Right, of course. They say that the onryo can be killed, but only by certain types of items.” 
 
    “Sunyatic weapons.” Jelmay placed his cup of tea down on the bench next to him. “You know this is going to cost you, right?” 
 
    “I am but an abbot at a shrine on the—” 
 
    “A shrine associated with some of the larger monasteries in Arsi. Don’t give us the ‘I’m a poor abbot’ act. Where there is religion, there is money, and where there is money, there is greed, where there is greed, there is more money, and where there is more money, there is religion. I think that’s how the saying goes. Kudzu?” 
 
    “No notes from me,” said the kitsune as she sipped her tea, her eyes focused on the abbot. 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” the man finally said. 
 
    Jelmay continued: “Anyway, what I meant to say is that we are working on something that may interest you.” 
 
    This statement piqued the abbot’s interest. “You are?” 
 
    “That’s right, and we need more remnants to make it happen. Now, you’ve yet to ask us why we’re here, and I suppose Pilgrim can explain if he’d like. I’m more than able.” 
 
    “Pilgrim?” The abbot looked at Danzen. “Is that your name? To my recollection, you never gave me a name.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He had indeed told the abbot his name over a year ago, when he worked on the grounds of the shrine. But then he had used his Demon Speak power to make him forget it. 
 
    “No need for any further explanation,” said Danzen, using his unique power. “You will tell us what you know about any larger remnants in the area, not including ones you may have hidden here. In return, we will help you with the onryo. Once we leave, you will forget the remnant part of our agreement.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I suppose that could work. I have heard of remnants in the surrounding mountains, and the abbot here before me had scrolls that may hold some clues.” The abbot offered them a troubled smile. “I believe this will work, but it is too late to go out tonight, too dangerous. We can go to Cadoh tomorrow and ask questions then. I just learned of this terrible yokai yesterday, and have yet to discover the cause of the onryo. Perhaps we can figure that out as well.” 
 
    Jelmay stood. “In that case, it’s time we have some mushrooms. Fox, I’m going to need your help in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Fox?” the abbot asked as he looked at Kudzu. 
 
    “It’s a nickname he calls me. I call him Cat. Fox and Cat.” 
 
    The man considered what Kudzu said and nodded. “How do you all know each other, anyway?” 
 
    “We’re family,” Jelmay told him without skipping a beat. “She’s my sister, and he’s her former lover.” 
 
    Kudzu’s ears twitched. For his part, Danzen didn’t say anything.  
 
    “It’s really complicated,” Jelmay told the religious man, “and it’s best that you don’t get involved. Anyway, mushroom soup and then some rest. I’m guessing Pilgrim would like to walk the perimeter of the shrine just to be sure there are no demonic yokai creeping around. If you hear him talking to the birds, or something crazy like that, don’t mind him. He’s just a wild guy.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The mushrooms were good, but they didn’t sit well with Jelmay, the bakeneko keeping Danzen and Kudzu up through the night. As the room they slept in filled with a scent that smelled more and more like a questionable butcher shop, Danzen eventually had enough and decided to head outside. 
 
    “I’ll join you,” Kudzu called after him. 
 
    Snoring now, Jelmay paid no attention to the two as they stepped out, a cold wind immediately meeting Danzen’s face. Kudzu pulled her blanket over her shoulders and hunched forward, shivering as she complained about a human’s lack of fur. 
 
    “You can use my blanket.” 
 
    “I’ll still be cold,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “Then transform. I will deal with the abbot.” 
 
    “I know I could just do that, but it’s good practice.” Her teeth started to chatter. “Staying human is really good practice. You really aren’t cold?” 
 
    Rather than reply, Danzen removed his blanket and placed it on Kudzu’s shoulders. For a moment, perhaps just a few seconds, he kept his hand on her shoulder and locked eyes with her. But then he turned away, the former assassin finding a natural slope in the land and sitting down on it.  
 
    Sansar landed. “If an onryo is about, perhaps it is best if you arm yourself.” 
 
    Danzen turned back to the shrine. Once he was inside again, he grabbed his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds and rejoined Sansar and Kudzu. He sat down yet again, keeping his sword easily accessible.  
 
    Kudzu moved just a bit closer to him until she finally turned to her side, her back now pressed against Danzen’s torso. He couldn’t remember the last time they’d been so close, yet he didn’t say anything as he stared out at the rim of mountains in the distance, where he’d nearly been beaten by Ginza.  
 
    The Evils Danzen had encountered had all been challenging in their own way, yet his fights with Ginza had shown him just how weak he was physically. Danzen was certain that Ginza would have beaten him had it not been for his advances in bending his echo. 
 
    Certain. 
 
    Danzen found himself in a meditative spell as the hours stretched into morning. The sky began to clear, the sun starting as a pink thread on the horizon before it grew into a glowing orange orb that immediately went to work on the frozen dew. A rabbit appeared, followed by another, the two signaling that the day had begun. 
 
    Danzen took all of ten minutes to move away from Kudzu, the former assassin careful not to disturb her. Once he was on his feet, he trailed down the hill to the line of stupas outside of the shrine, his breath visible as he got into position.  
 
    Sotgonn had shown Danzen just how powerful one could grow if they truly understood their echo. He had also explained how the traditional training at monasteries and shrines was a watered-down version of echo cultivation, that there were more advanced levels beyond those that were classified. But there was more to it than that, and one thing Sotgonn hadn’t revealed was the extent of these other practices.  
 
    This wasn’t the first time Danzen had met an instructor who taught by example rather than breaking things down into manageable pieces. White, the Diyu instructor whom Danzen had believed was dead for several years now, had taught in a similar way. His lessons generally revolved around accomplishing some task that seemed impossible at first, Danzen and his classmates forced to solve them, often to their detriment. 
 
    One thing he had learned from White was that there was almost always a way to accomplish a task, yet discovering this way, and setting things up to tilt the odds in one’s favor for success, was a different thing entirely.  
 
    He remembered the time that White had trapped Soko in what was essentially a hole in the ground. It was a deep crevice White had found in the mountains surrounding Sainshand, easily twenty feet to the bottom, with a diameter that wouldn’t allow Soko to do something like stretch her arms and legs out to shimmy to the top. 
 
    She stayed down there for over a day.  
 
    This was before Soko could fly, before she had started abusing remnants. Danzen’s powers had already made themselves known by this time, and it took every ounce of self-control he had not to do something to help her. White had forbidden this. This was for Soko to solve, as White had explained, and if she was prepared then she would survive. 
 
    If not, she would die.  
 
    To free herself from the hole, the female assassin had used a single kunai to painstakingly chip away at the hardened walls to create footholds. She did this until she was able to climb to the top, which took her another day. 
 
    As soon as Soko arrived back at the Brotherhood, limping, her body covered in dirt and scabs, White gathered the others in Danzen’s class and scolded all of them for not helping her earlier. “Why would you let your classmate suffer like this? Why weren’t you there to help her?” None of Danzen’s peers reminded their instructor that he had forbidden them from doing something like dropping a rope down. The lesson was clear. Not only were rules made to be bent, but in dire situations, rules were made to be broken. White ended the class early that day with a final statement regarding how Soko should have been prepared. Had she had a rope, or a sword, anything to aid her climb, things would have been different. 
 
    It was yet another uneasy lesson. 
 
    Danzen visualized the fury in Soko’s face upon freeing herself from the hole. She wanted to survive, that much was clear, but if looks could have killed, she would have slit White’s throat, watched him die, killed herself, and found the man in Diyu so she could kill him again. 
 
    Now, with his sword drawn, a few stones floating around him, Danzen wondered if this was where it started to go wrong for the female assassin. Everything they did at the Brotherhood was strenuous and abnormal, their youths stripped from them as they were shaped into killing machines. There had still been good times, times of camaraderie, of laughs, friendship and more. Yet White’s lesson had a part in breaking Soko, in cracking her for good.  
 
    Danzen could see it now. 
 
    He could see the dried blood on her thin arms, the wild look in her eyes, the dirt plastered across her face. He could see the calluses from chiseling at stone with her kunai, her twitching muscles, her mess of hair, the way she couldn’t speak because of how parched her throat was. 
 
    Danzen wished now that he had done something about it. He wished that he had stabbed White in the back and tossed him in the hole after her, letting Soko finish the job. Now, White was the leader of the Penumbra Clansmen, and he had gone as far as to put a contract out on Danzen just to toy with him. 
 
    That was the other thing about Danzen’s former life. No matter the solution, be it good or bad, it always had a way to come back and haunt him.  
 
    This was the way of the blood trade.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Jelmay joined Danzen half an hour later, the bakeneko holding his flail, a sleepy look in his eyes. “I figured I’d find you out here,” Jelmay said, the yokai now in his feline form. “I didn’t think I’d be able to bend my echo and keep my human body, so this is what you get. Me in my natural form. I figured you could take care of the abbot later.” 
 
    “I will do what I can,” Danzen said as the stones hovering around him lowered. Just to test his own power, he spun them a few times around his legs before fully setting the stones on the ground. 
 
    “Flair. I like that. Humble, too. You’re getting pretty good, Pilgrim. You know, if the whole ‘let’s save the world and rebuild heaven’ strategy doesn’t work out, or it gets boring, we can always go on the road with a magic show. We’d be like the Butterflies of Arsi—Ha! In more ways than one considering your past—but really, we could make some serious kip. You levitating things and smashing them, me with my morphing, showmanship, and overall charm. I can see it now!” Jelmay’s whiskers flattened out. “You want me to get started, don’t you?” 
 
    “If you can talk and bend your echo at the same time, then by all means. Otherwise, yes.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be a good skill to have,” Jelmay said as he began warming up in his own way. Portly, and not very flexible, Jelmay looked downright silly gyrating his hips as he tried to get into the zone. He had done the same in the cabin they’d shared on the ship to Arsi, Kudzu laughing so hard that she was asked to leave. 
 
    Regardless, his concentration worked, evident in the end of the flail finally igniting.  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “You’re right, I am good,” Jelmay told Danzen as the flame strengthened. “I need to get myself tested. I’m probably an iron killer, or however the ranking goes for Sunyatic power.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t correct Jelmay. He simply watched the bakeneko continue to fuel the fire, the flames flickering in the soft morning breeze. Once the fire petered out, Danzen once again gave Jelmay some pointers in using a flail, which was all about understanding the weight of the weapon and its trajectory, as well as the distance that using it provided against something like a sword. They had more space here than they’d had on the ship, allowing Jelmay to really swing the weapon, Danzen slipping around his attacks. 
 
    Jelmay wasn’t the best fighter, but his short, stout nature made him formidable in his own way. He was starting to shape up, and with a little more practice, Jelmay would be much better than he had been using a sword in a fight, which Danzen knew would come in handy.  
 
    As they trained, a thought came to Danzen, one he didn’t want to give much power to. Times like this, moments that he was able to simply work with those around him without imminent threat of death—these were the times that he would cherish in the future. Danzen knew this. If his life was represented by the sky, it would be cloudy at best at the moment, with beams of light peeking through. Yet the storm was on the horizon, and when it finally rolled in, it would be utter carnage. 
 
    Danzen cast these thoughts aside and trained until Kudzu came for them, announcing their morning meal of rice porridge.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They ate with the abbot, and once they were finished, Danzen and his group set out for Cadoh, Sansar circling in the air above. By this point the abbot was fully aware that Danzen had been joined by yokai, something he would forcibly forget once they finally parted ways. As they walked, heading east now, Jelmay pressed the abbot for more information on remnants. 
 
    “You have some information for us, right? I heard you shuffling through scrolls last night.” 
 
    “How could you hear anything?” Kudzu asked the bakeneko. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your stomach.” 
 
    “What about my stomach?” 
 
    “How could you hear anything over your own stomach?” 
 
    Jelmay paused. “Are you telling me that was me making all that noise last night? I thought that was you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Sure. That’s why I thought the two of you went outside, so you could be gassy in a place that wasn’t enclosed.” The bakeneko shrugged. “I guess now that you mention it, the smell lingered long after you were gone. Eh. It’s not really my fault. It’s the mushrooms.” 
 
    “Gross. No more mushrooms for you.” 
 
    “You’re right, Fox, if I can’t find any more, there will be no more for me. But if I can find some—” 
 
    “Then we all suffer.” 
 
    Jelmay smirked. “Exactly. Moving on. Abbot. What have you learned? Don’t make us beat it out of you.” 
 
    The abbot’s countenance changed. “Beat it out of me?” 
 
    “Kidding. But really. Pilgrim here doesn’t take insolence lightly.” 
 
    The religious man motioned to the bag slung over his shoulder. There were several scrolls sticking out of it, each piece protected by a leather covering. “I’ve narrowed it down to a few but I still need to read through. I figured I’d have a chance to look at them in Cadoh. We may need to stay there tonight. I do have a pair of rooms I’m able to use when I visit, which should do. We could stay there, or—” 
 
    “As long as there are no more mushrooms involved, I’m fine with that.” 
 
    Jelmay laughed at Kudzu’s comment. “Like I said, if I find them, I find them. They’re a delicacy, you know. We’d be lucky to find some more. If we get enough, we can sell them back in Arsi and make enough kip to buy you an attitude adjustment.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The village of farmers was exactly how Danzen expected it to be with the ongoing threat of the onryo. The homes, all of which were crudely made of wood and a local mortar with a beige tone to it that Danzen hadn’t seen before, were locked up tightly. From what Danzen could tell as they passed a closing door, certain barn animals had been brought inside, including pigs and goats, while others had been left out in the barns.  
 
    A gloom sat thick in the air of Cadoh. Sticks had been jammed into the ground outside each of the homes, which reminded Danzen of some of the cultural practices he’d seen from the Dukha people. As far as he could tell, there was no relation between the farmers that handled the fields outside of Arsi and any of the nomadic tribes of the Northern Passage, but he couldn’t be sure. Every time he felt as if he understood his world, that he had a true grasp on Kishu Kingdom, this turned out not to be the case. 
 
    “Greetings,” the abbot called into one of the larger homes, one with a thatched roof held down by polished gray stones. The home had been built between two large deciduous trees, both of which had covered parts of the roof and the grounds in colorful orange and yellow leaves.  
 
    “Abbot?” came a voice from inside the home. A man approached the doorway, and as he saw Danzen and his companions, a sense of stubbornness came over his blue eyes. “Who have you brought here?” the bearded farmer asked, his eyebrows bushy to the point that they dipped into his line of vision. “Not a good time for visitors. Nope, not a good time.” 
 
    “We’re here about the onryo,” Danzen said. 
 
    The man laughed bitterly. “Are you, now? What could…?” He squinted at Danzen, just now realizing that the former assassin was armed to the teeth. “You’re an assassin.” 
 
    “What gave it away?” asked Jelmay. 
 
    The man ignored the bakeneko as he continued to look Danzen over. “You’re part of the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “Not any longer.” 
 
    The older man’s cheeks puffed for a moment. “They let you go, huh? I thought I was the only one. Well, the only one I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “I grew up in a branch of the Brotherhood, out near Bahlingar. Served for about eight years, but left because of the family I started.” 
 
    Danzen looked at the man again, now in a different light. He noticed a series of horizontal scars running up his forearms, which was a marking he’d seen on members of the Halcyon sect. “They let you leave?” 
 
    “Eh, I was never very good at what I did. Didn’t have the stomach for it. My brother, on the other hand. He was good, still is.” 
 
    “Yet you survived the Brotherhood training?” Danzen asked. 
 
    The man nodded. “I wanted to stay alive, and surviving was the only way to stay alive. You should know as well as I that the desire to live is often remarkable.” 
 
    Did this man simply disappear? Becoming a farmer on the outskirts of civilization was certainly a way to keep a low profile. Danzen had stayed around this region for two years without any real conflicts. And who was the man’s brother? How had he retired successfully? For now, he cast this thought aside: had the man absconded from the Brotherhood, he likely would have reacted to Danzen differently.  
 
    He might have assumed that Danzen had come for him. 
 
    Jelmay yawned. “I, for one, can’t wait to hear you trade assassination stories later, but we’re here about the onryo, so if you know anything.” 
 
    A coldness came over the farmer’s face. “I know nothing.” 
 
    Jelmay glanced from Danzen to Kudzu. “That doesn’t sound like something a guy who knew nothing would say.” 
 
    The abbot’s lips pursed together. “Dojan, I don’t want to put words into your mouth, and I certainly don’t want to make any accusations here, but I learned of the onryo from your niece, and she said that you may know more.” 
 
    “I said everything I—” 
 
    “Tell us what we need to know about the onryo.” 
 
    “I was wondering when you were going to do that,” Jelmay told Danzen. 
 
    Dojan slowly shifted toward Danzen, his face going blank. “The onryo is Lazenthro’s wife, Suya. They had an argument. He… did something he shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “He killed his wife?” Kudzu asked. “Why?” 
 
    “Those two always fought. They never could see eye to eye, both with a fire in their bellies, if you asked me. He shoved her and she hit her head. I don’t know more of the details. But they’d both hurt each other, I do know that. She burned him one time. He beat her, but she often provoked him to do so and she sure as hell whipped him a couple dozen times as well. She was always rage-filled and cunning; he was always stupid and terrible with relationships, a brute himself. A match made in Diyu is how people around here described their relationship.” 
 
    “Where is Lazenthro?” the abbot asked Dojan. 
 
    “Not here; closer to the mountain. He has a cottage there, a summer home. Many of us do. He’s staying there because of the onryo. Doesn’t want it coming here. Good guy, Lazenthro is. Stupid, but overall useful to have around. I guess that doesn’t make him good, but there are worse.” Dojan locked eyes with Danzen. “You know as well as I do, there are always worse.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The woods that circled the base of Cadohnan Mountains were much thicker than the types of forests Danzen was used to, places like the Asura Forest, where he could easily move through the trees at his top speed.  
 
    “You wouldn’t believe it,” the abbot said as he swept his hand in front of him, “but the entire area is a swamp during the spring. Keeps the soil moist through all of monsoon season. The rains don’t generally reach here, yet if you saw the place then, you’d think there had been a flood. People drown.” 
 
    “In the forest?” Jelmay asked. “Why don’t they just grab onto a tree? Anyone drowning in a forest deserves to drown.” 
 
    “It isn’t that simple; the floods can fill an area in a matter of minutes. So yes, they drown every now and then.” The abbot crouched and came up with a handful of dirt. “People call it sugar sand. Not quite sand, not quite your normal mud. It can swallow people whole in the right conditions.” 
 
    “Why would anyone have a summer house here?” 
 
    The abbot smiled at Kudzu. “If you’re careful, and you know the ways, this is a great place to escape the heat. It’s always cooler up here, plus there’s the breeze. Not only that, it makes a great lodge in the winter. Pretty much the only time the place is uninhabitable is during the spring, the flood season. Otherwise, it’s doable.” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. “Humans always live in the strangest places.” 
 
    Jelmay nodded in what turned out to be faux agreement. “Yeah, why can’t they live in the middle of a dangerous forest like they do in the Valley? Or in the mountains literally next to hell itself? We’ve really got to get you out more, Fox. These trips have been good for your worldview. You can tell, right?” 
 
    For once, Kudzu didn’t take the bait. Instead, she sped up and joined Danzen. “What do you think about this man killing his wife?” she asked. 
 
    “I haven’t thought about it.”  
 
    The thing that had struck Danzen most about Dojan, the former-assassin-turned-farmer, was the fact that he’d been a member of Halcyon and that the Brotherhood had let him leave. That was more interesting, and partially more concerning, to Danzen. What kind of connections did he have to be able to actually leave of his own free will? Regarding the murder, the likelihood that Danzen’s companions would reach his level of desensitization to death was slim. He’d seen it all, and unless it was someone he knew, it just didn’t carry the same weight. Still, he could tell that Kudzu was looking for more of an answer than that. 
 
    “You haven’t thought about it at all?” she asked him. 
 
    “No, but mostly because we haven’t met Lazenthro yet; we haven’t visually confirmed that the onryo is Suya, even if that is quite clear. We will need to see what Lazenthro says.” 
 
    “I can already tell this is going to be bad, but here we are, in a swampy forest on our way to meet a killer. Had I known what I would be getting myself into when I first came to your monastery…” 
 
    Danzen waited for her to finish her sentence, and when she didn’t he turned to her. 
 
    “I’d think twice, that’s all I’m saying.” A soft smile lifted Kudzu’s cheeks. “I suppose it hasn’t all been bad.” 
 
    It took them another hour to navigate the forest, even with the path that locals had cut through to make traveling to the summer homes easier. The denseness of the brush, the way the ground lifted and lowered in ridges to create pockets of water, the moss on the bases of the trees—all of it pointed to an ecosystem that Danzen hadn’t been in before. Yet he expected nothing less of this region, south of Arsi, which abutted the mountains and the coastal desert where he’d spent two years of his life.  
 
    His world was ever fascinating. 
 
    Danzen and his group came to a collection of summer homes built into the woods, accessible by wooden stairs that led to planks suspended from the trees. There was something bridge-like to how the locals handled the floodwaters. The homes were built around trunks, foliage sprouting from their tops, creating an organic look that wasn’t unlike the yokai village of Osul.  
 
    The abbot approached one of the doors at the end of a row of homes. He ran his hand over his robes, the bottoms of which were now dusty and slightly discolored. “Lazenthro,” he said, summoning a deep enough voice that it would travel through the door.  
 
    No reply. 
 
    Jelmay looked up at a tree as Sansar landed, the three-legged raven hopping into a position where he could get a better look at the group. “I’ll bet that farmer back there was lying to us,” said the bakeneko. 
 
    “How? He was under Pilgrim’s spell,” Kudzu reminded him. 
 
    “So, it doesn’t mean he can’t lie. He was an assassin, remember?” 
 
    “Actually, it means the opposite of what you just said.” 
 
    The abbot tried knocking again, and once he didn’t get any reply, he looked at Danzen. “I suppose we’ll have to find our own way in.” 
 
    Danzen handed his Blade of Darkness to Kudzu. Without a word, he shouldered into the door, tearing it off its hinge. The light cut into the dark room, all of the windows boarded, a musty scent in the air. Danzen’s eyes jumped to a man with his arms hanging above his head, his body covered in lacerations, a blindfold over his face. 
 
    “By Sunyata,” Kudzu said with a gasp as she saw the bound man. 
 
    The abbot took charge as if he had seen something like this before. “Get him down from there. He’s still alive.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Lazenthro only came to life once Danzen approached. 
 
    “Wha—!?” 
 
    “Be still.” 
 
    These words caused the man to go limp. He hung his head, his chest inflating as he took a deep breath in. The blood dripping from his body had made a puddle on the wooden floor beneath his feet. The wounds on Lazenthro’s body were fresh, but he had clearly lost a lot of blood by this point, Danzen surmising that the cuts and scrapes must have been made within the last six hours or so.  
 
    Danzen looked up at the rafters and came to understand how the man had tied his wrists. He’d tossed ropes around a beam, pulled them through a loop, and then slipped his arms through. The distress Lazenthro had caused was clearly of his own doing, evident in how easy it was for him to lower his arms as he continued to suck in deep breaths through his nostrils.  
 
    Not at all caring for his own robes, the abbot wrapped his arm around the man’s bare chest and stabilized him as he undid the loops from his wrists. Lazenthro lowered to his knees soon after, tears forming on his face. 
 
    “I… I did this. This is all my fault.” 
 
    “What happened to Suya?” the abbot asked as he returned to the man with a clean rag. Lazenthro used this to wipe some of the blood from his face. 
 
    “She’s still alive.” 
 
    “No, she isn’t.” 
 
    “Why do you think I’ve done this?” he asked as he glared up at the abbot in anger. He’d gone from sobbing to seething, his chest yet again filling with air and depleting, his muscles swelling and relaxing. 
 
    The abbot settled his gaze on the man, his voice firming. “You killed Suya.” 
 
    “Not just me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the abbot asked him. 
 
    “I’m not the only one that killed her. There are others.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Lazenthro spat blood onto the ground. “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It does,” the abbot told him. “In killing your wife, you have conjured what is known as an onryo.” 
 
    “No, she’s still alive, Suya is. I saw her. I did this for her.” He gestured to himself. “She said she’d stop, she’d stop screaming in my head, she was here, just where you are standing.” He pointed a bloody finger at Kudzu. “You, woman. Who are you?” 
 
    “Not important,” Jelmay said as he stepped in front of Kudzu. 
 
    “I can protect myself—” 
 
    “Pilgrim, do your voice thing. This guy is crazier than a teenage tatsu in heat.” 
 
    Danzen was more than prepared to use his power, but he didn’t know exactly what he should be asking the man, aside from who had aided him. He decided to let the abbot continue before he got involved. 
 
    The abbot’s voice grew even thinner. “As I was saying, Lazenthro, your wife is dead. You killed her.” 
 
    “She’s sleeping; I didn’t—” 
 
    “She’s dead. How did you kill her?” 
 
    “How did you kill her?” Danzen asked. 
 
    Lazenthro’s eyes twitched. “She hit me with a ladle. I was drunk. In the village, not here. Suya hit me after I came home late, out with Dojan. I told her to stop; she did it again. I slapped her, we started fighting. I got on top of her and strangled her so she would stop scratching, but I didn’t kill her. She just passed out. Dojan is the one that killed her. He helped me. But she’s not dead, she’s alive, so… she is fine. You can leave. Get out of my home! Leave, now!” 
 
    Lazenthro charged toward Danzen. The former assassin shot his hand forward, catching Lazenthro under the chin. He lifted him a few inches and tossed him to the ground hard enough to knock the wind out of the man. 
 
    Jelmay widened his eyes as he glanced to Kudzu, who ignored the bakeneko. 
 
    Lazenthro coughed, his hand now on his throat. “She’s alive, she was here.” 
 
    “She’s dead, and because of what you have done, people are now dead. Others are missing.” 
 
    “Who died?” Lazenthro asked the abbot. 
 
    The abbot mentioned two names Danzen hadn’t heard before. By the way Lazenthro reacted, it was clear they were close relatives. 
 
    “She’s dead, I assure you. But her spirit, her corpse, has been animated into the thing you saw.” 
 
    “Suya was here,” Lazenthro said, not at all convinced by what the abbot had told him.  
 
    “Where did you and Dojan take the body? Be clear with me!” The abbot produced a rosary wrapped around his wrist. By the purplish gleam of the beads it was clear that a few of them were remnants. Seeing the beads caused Lazenthro to yelp. “Tell me, Lazenthro, now!” 
 
    “The mountains. We took it there. But she’s still here, she’s in the bedroom. I swear. She’s in there! I saw her myself. She’s… she’s alive!” 
 
    The crazed man nodded to the closed bedroom door. 
 
    “There’s no way she’s in there,” Jelmay said, the tone of his voice telling Danzen that he was clearly spooked. 
 
    Danzen drew his Sunyatic blade. “I’ll check,” he told the group. “The rest of you stay here.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A strange smoke filled the air in the adjoining bedroom, one that reminded Danzen of the old incense smell of his former home in Genshin Valley. It was dark enough, even with the light coming from the main room, that he couldn’t see anything initially.  
 
    But he could hear something. 
 
    A groan met his ears, a low gurgling from the darkest corner of the room. Danzen stepped back just as a mangled woman exploded out of the misty darkness.  
 
    He brought his sword around instinctively, his reaction whip-fast. 
 
    His blade cut right through the woman’s arm as he got his first glimpse of her. Her face was mangled, her lips ripped open, exposing her canines. Tufts of hair were missing from her head, and tears of blood were dried to her cheeks. She couldn’t have been older than thirteen, and as far as Danzen could tell, she was already dead. 
 
    Losing her arm did nothing to stop the teenager’s demonic advance. As blood spurted from her recently severed limb, she came back around a second time and attempted to scratch at Danzen with her fingernails. 
 
    Danzen slipped around her, sent his hand to the back of her head, and unceremoniously cut her head off. The teenager’s body fell; Danzen continued holding her hair as she gnashed her teeth. Kudzu, who had been standing near the door at the start of the commotion, jumped back once Danzen returned to the main space holding the severed head, the teen continuing to move her jaw. 
 
    Rather than say anything, Jelmay simply ran his hands over his vest and stepped out of the room.  
 
    “That’s not her,” the abbot told Danzen. “That’s one of the girls that has gone missing.” 
 
    Kudzu looked away. “By Sunyata.” 
 
    “Suya did this,” Lazenthro cried, the man still seated in his own blood. “I told you she did this!” 
 
    “No, you told us she was in your bedroom, that she was alive,” the abbot said firmly, the man showing no signs of being disturbed by the animated head in Danzen’s grip. “But we’ve already established that we can’t trust a word you say. Bring me the head.” 
 
    Danzen did as instructed after the abbot motioned to a side table. He set the head on the table, the teen continuing to grind her teeth and growl. Holding his rosary over the head, the abbot began speaking a language that almost reminded Danzen of the way the Dukha people spoke. As he did, the teen’s hair began to sizzle. Her eyes finally rolled into the back of her head and she stopped moving. 
 
    Kudzu came forward. “I’ve heard that onryo can recruit others, but I’ve never seen something like this. Could there be more?” 
 
    “The people that are still missing. There could be close to a dozen of them.” The abbot turned back to Lazenthro, who continued to sob. “You’ve brought this upon everyone.” 
 
    “I didn’t—” 
 
    “You killed your wife, and because of the strife the two of you forced onto one another, we now have a raging yokai with a growing army of the undead.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill her. It was Dojan!” 
 
    “Enough. You will stop crying and you won’t speak unless spoken to.” Danzen turned to the abbot. “What do you suggest we do now? Do we go to the mountains or do we head back to Cadoh?” 
 
    “She’s going to continue to terrorize the village regardless, but she’d likely do that alone. You were originally heading toward the mountains, were you not?” 
 
    “I am looking for something there, yes.” 
 
    The abbot smoothed his hand over his shaved head. “And Suya will have to come through here to reach the village. How comfortable are you operating at night?” 
 
    “Very comfortable.” 
 
    “Because we could always stay here and set a trap for the onryo, or go to the mountains and hunt her. It really is up to you.” 
 
    Danzen turned to Kudzu. “What do you think?” 
 
    The kitsune chewed on her lip for a moment. “Either way you will be hunting her. It depends on what you prefer: waiting here, or trying to catch her on her own turf.” 
 
    “It’s up to you,” the abbot told him. “But we have to stop her before she can do more damage. That much is clear to me.” 
 
    Danzen lowered his gaze onto Lazenthro, whose head was dipped forward again. The halo of blood around the man’s body reminded Danzen that he needed to clean his sword. 
 
    “Suya will come here,” Danzen said with finality. “By the looks of it, she likely isn’t done torturing her husband. And as you said, it’s along the way.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take Danzen very long to dig the grave for the teenager’s body.  
 
    In doing so, he was reminded of the time he had spent in an exclusive funeral parlor in Sainshand, awaiting yet another of his marks. It had been Soko’s idea, one that Danzen had begrudgingly agreed to just to appease her. They were young, fresh off graduation from the Diyu Brotherhood, a time when they knew what they were capable of, yet didn’t quite understand the repercussions that would follow. 
 
    Danzen had waited in the coffin for hours before the undertaker finally entered the funeral parlor, death about to come face to face with death. The man was drunk, stumbling around as he tried to hold down his alcohol. It would have been just as easy to kill the undertaker by simply hiding in the corner and making quick work of it, but Soko had dared Danzen, and Danzen had been foolish enough at the time to agree to it. He waited until the man was standing still for a moment, likely getting his bearings. Directly behind his mark, Danzen pushed the coffin open and sat up, causing the lid to spill to the ground and make noise. This triggered something he hadn’t planned for.  
 
    The undertaker had been so spooked that the man had a heart attack. Without even turning to Danzen, the man clutched his chest and fell to his knees, gasping for air. Danzen rushed over to him. It was only when he lowered the undertaker to his back that the man finally realized what was happening, and who Danzen was. 
 
    Danzen grabbed a pillow from one of the coffins and held it over the undertaker’s face, aiding in his death. As per the instructions of his contract, he took the man’s ring and began digging a hole for the body. Winter in Sainshand came with a hardened soil that people likened to rock, yet another thing Danzen hadn’t really thought of when taking the contract. Regardless, he worked through the night on the grave, and noted the location of the body, just as he had been instructed to do. The following day, he turned in the ring and collected the money from his contract.  
 
    Soko had later called it a gravely attack. 
 
    Now, as he finished the hole in the soft soil near the summerhouses, Danzen remembered what it had been like to be in the coffin for so long, to dig overnight, to never question the contracts he’d been given. Why did the undertaker need to die? What had the poor man done to deserve his fate? And for that matter, what had any of them done? Why had Danzen been spared thus far? Why had he decided to do something different with his life, to do the unthinkable? 
 
    Danzen let these thoughts fade away. He could feel Sansar watching him, yet he never looked up at the three-legged raven.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen found Jelmay waiting for him at the foot of the wooden stairs that led up to the plankway connecting the summer homes. The bakeneko was now in his base form, absent of his bags and his flail for the time being. 
 
    “Something isn’t right, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen offered the bakeneko a rare smirk. 
 
    Jelmay’s whiskers lifted. “I know, I know, nothing is right, especially when it comes to the scenarios we find ourselves in. I get that, but something really isn’t right here, Pilgrim, and this is me sounding the alarm.” 
 
    “What’s not right?” 
 
    Rather than answer, Jelmay motioned his head toward Sansar, who circled in the sky above. The raven landed on Danzen’s shoulder and tilted his head at the bakeneko. “Yes?” 
 
    “I figured you must have sensed something by now as well.” 
 
    “About what?” Sansar asked Jelmay. 
 
    “About the abbot. He seems way stronger than a normal abbot, I mean, for a human. And with that in mind, when was the last time either of you saw a human abbot use a Sunyata talisman? And don’t say three hundred years ago,” he told the raven, “I’m talking about recently. Yokai abbots, sure, but this isn’t really a human abbot thing. Think about it. The man made a necrotic yokai possession go away just by dangling his rosary over the severed head, yet the remnant hasn’t affected him in any discernible way. Kudzu told me what happened in there, after I had stepped out. But even she didn’t put two and two together. Not only that, the way he reacted to Lazenthro wasn’t like an abbot, if you ask me. And he never mentioned the name of the teen that you just buried. Did you notice that? Weird. Off. All of this is off, right? Am I the only one around here who notices these things? The raven gets it.” 
 
    “I was outside with you,” Sansar said. “I didn’t see what happened earlier.” 
 
    “What I’m saying here is the abbot is clearly on a different level than he’s letting on. I don’t know if this has anything to do with how advanced he is on the echo classification system, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he was a Golden Prince, or whatever.” 
 
    Once again, Danzen didn’t correct Jelmay. It was clear that the bakeneko was trying to make a joke about the echo classification system while also pointing out something relatively serious. 
 
    “I didn’t notice anything in particular about him that would make me believe he is remarkable, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t.” Sansar adjusted his wings. “You tested him in the morning, same as the others, for any possession.” 
 
    “He certainly isn’t possessed, at least not by a demon.” Jelmay’s ears twitched. “You two know I have a sixth sense about these things. If I were a betting bakeneko, and I am exactly that, I’d put all the kip I could borrow on the fact that there is more to this story. I’m just missing the piece at the moment.” 
 
    “I could force him to tell us.” 
 
    “You could, but what if you couldn’t?” Jelmay asked Danzen.  
 
    “You are suggesting he’s been in control this entire time?” 
 
    “It’s just this feeling that I’m getting, Pilgrim. For now, we should go with our plan to deal with this onryo. Just like we did the yamachichi, if you think about it. We can deal with the abbot later. I ran my suspicions by Kudzu, and wouldn’t you know, the Fox doesn’t see things the way I do. But I’m certain something is going on here, something that will reveal itself later. You saw him yourself. There is more to this story.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen crouched on one of the rooftops in a place that would have been shielded by foliage had he visited just a few months prior. Now, most of the leaves had fallen, the limbs casting eerie shadows due to the two watchfires. It had been the abbot’s suggestion to light these; even if Danzen had a heightened sense of sight in the dark, and even if he could close his eyes and use what Nomin had taught him to see echo lines, he welcomed the additional lighting. Now leafless, the trees around the summer homes were dense, their shadows long, providing plenty of opportunity to hide. 
 
    Danzen was glad that it wasn’t assassins that they were trying to defend against.  
 
    Something like the Penumbra clan, or the exclusive sect operating within the Diyu Brotherhood known as Halcyon, would prove much more challenging in this kind of environment. There was only one thing that Danzen didn’t like about the whole affair—he didn’t know how clever the onryo would be. From what it seemed like, she was a violent creature of murder. But if Lazenthro’s behavior was any indication of her intelligence, the way he had been tortured, there was no telling how clever she would be.  
 
    Sitting in the dark, his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds sheathed at his side, Nomin’s replica blade with him as well, Danzen found himself in a comfortable spell of concentration. He hadn’t zoned out, but there was a happy medium that he had found after years of stalking that allowed him to relax even in a tense situation like the one forthcoming. 
 
    Danzen had heard one of his instructors call it the dream state of an assassin, one in which they were very awake yet completely at ease. It was almost remarkable how long he could be in such a state, which was something he could thank Birin Yeshe for, his main instructor having drilled into Danzen and his class the power of calculated patience. 
 
    No matter what it took. 
 
    Jelmay was in the home below, the bakeneko now in Lazenthro’s form. Last Danzen had seen, Jelmay was on his knees in a puddle of blood, his arm still strung up albiet loosely. Kudzu, the abbot, and the real Lazenthro were in another one of the homes, the lights off, the crazed man currently asleep thanks to Danzen’s power.  
 
    Even with the wind rustling through the naked limbs all around him, and the occasional sound of an animal somewhere in the forest at the foot of the mountain, Danzen could still hear Jelmay start to snore at some point in the home below. He looked up, hoping to catch Sansar in one of his patrols. Clouds had started to appear in the sky, heavy ones that carried with them the smell of an impending rain. There were even a couple times that a few drops fell. With the moon blotted out it would be hard to spot the raven.  
 
    Past images continued to play out in his mind as he waited. Danzen had been nostalgic as of late. Perhaps it had something to do with teaming up with Soko, how they had formed an unlikely, and likely unstable, alliance. He imagined some of his peers and teachers seeing him now, how comical he must look teaming up with yokai and other oddities. Yet they were his family, and there wasn’t a thing that Danzen wouldn’t do to protect them if it came down to it. 
 
    Sansar’s caw brought Danzen back to the present.  
 
    The raven had emitted the sound just as he saw something slink out of the darkness. At first it seemed as if the onryo was creeping low to the ground, but then Danzen saw her begin to rise, her long robes draping off her body like an eerie mist.  
 
    The woman’s clothing was a collection of rags that hung from her lithe form, much of it bloodstained, her blackened hair matted and frayed at the ends. He had yet to make out her face, but Danzen knew, if the teen from earlier was any indication, that it would be gruesome.  
 
    His heart quickened as the onryo grew closer.  
 
    There was no way that she could have seen him, no way that she would know that Danzen was hidden on the rooftop, his hand on the grip of his Sunyatic blade. 
 
    But then the woman once named Suya tilted her head up and narrowed a pair of blazing yellow eyes on Danzen, the onryo’s nostrils lifting as she snarled. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The onryo was on the roof in a matter of seconds, lunging for the former assassin. He shot backward, his blade drawn as he blocked her first rapid swipe. The demon yokai’s nails were like steel, the sheer force of her attack something Danzen wasn’t expecting. To give himself a bit of space, he jumped onto another rooftop and spun at the last moment, his sword flying in her direction.  
 
    Schwick! 
 
    The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds hit its mark, striking the demonic yokai so hard that it momentarily pinned her to the roof. Seething and snarling, the onryo struggled to pull the sword from her shoulder. Her yellow eyes filled with hate; the onryo threw her head back and let out a blood-curdling cry. This seemed to strengthen her to some degree as she finally managed to free herself from her pinned position. 
 
    She dropped Danzen’s weapon and fell into a side crouch; the sword immediately returned to Danzen’s hand as if it had never left. “Why have you come here?” she asked, her voice deranged, guttural, that of a witch on her last breath. 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer. Instead, he jumped back to the roof that she was on and swung his sword at the onryo. She ducked; Danzen swiveled to address her before she could drag her claws across his back, unleashing his demons. He tried thrusting his sword in a different direction, hoping to send it through her abdomen. She jumped back, and as she did, Danzen noticed more movement below. 
 
    The undead had arrived. 
 
    In his brief glance he counted six, four of them men, two of them women. Like apes, the men used a combination of their fists and their legs to charge toward the home where Jelmay had been acting as bait. As they reached the home, the door was kicked open, revealing the bakeneko now holding his flail, the end lit ablaze. Jelmay swung his weapon at the undead just as Sansar dropped from the sky, the raven now in his largest form. The raven lifted one of the undead and carried her as she fought like mad to free herself. 
 
    Danzen returned to the task at hand, reinvigorated by the addition of his companions to the fight. He tried to attack the onryo as he saw a plume of fire below. One of the zombies went running toward a summer home, his arms flailing, igniting everything they came in contact with, including the ropes that ran along the planks. 
 
    It was remarkable how fast the fire spread. Danzen would later learn that some of the wood in this area, much of which was used in the construction of the summer homes and their connecting bridges, was highly flammable, which wasn’t normally a problem during the spring floods and summer rains.  
 
    The onryo now on the offensive, Danzen took a few steps back, putting a small amount of distance between himself and the demonic yokai. He stuck his hand out, and as he did the woman rose into the air. He held her there, suspended by his Sunyatic power. He would have tried to do the same thing that he did to Ginza, to tear her bones from her flesh, when he remembered that the abbot wanted to speak with the onryo.  
 
    As if Suya were one of the stones that he now used in his practice, Danzen used his power to fling her off the roof. 
 
    She hit the wooden deck below; Danzen jumped down onto the demonic yokai and quickly severed her head in one fell swoop. 
 
    “Pilgrim, the fire!” 
 
    At Jelmay’s call, Danzen turned to see a thatched roof of a shed next to one of the homes. He also spotted Kudzu and the abbot running in his direction. Danzen sent his sword flying through the body of one of the undead. He was on the man in a matter of seconds, cutting him down to the point he’d no longer be a problem. Danzen swung into action against his next assailant by conjuring the power that he had been working on for some time now, causing the zombie to explode into pieces. 
 
    Kudzu reached Danzen. “We have to do something about the fire. It will burn everything!” 
 
    His eyes jumped to the sky above, the clouds heavy, yet the rain not yet falling. Danzen placed his hand on the whistle made of a remnant around his chest, the one that summoned Timbero, instantly feeling its power. He didn’t know if it would work, but it was the only option he could think of with such short notice.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Timbero appeared much faster than Danzen would have expected. A Sunyatic wolf-like beast that was thirty feet in length, with four back legs instead of two, Timbero had assured Danzen that he would come when he called, that the raiju owed Danzen that much for restoring his memory. Yet the speed at which he arrived would be forever startling. 
 
    “Rain!” Sansar called to the now-hovering wolf, the air immediately charging with electricity. Danzen had learned long ago to trust his instincts, and if Timbero could cause astronomically large meteorological disturbances, he had a feeling that the powerful yokai would also be able to open up the sky.  
 
    He turned out to be right. 
 
    The only way to describe the downpour that followed was the term cloudburst, something Danzen had heard once before in the deserts further south around Tachibana. The rain would come on suddenly, to the extent that it would flood everything around the area, only to disappear into parched canyons shaped like nests of bones, the floodwater funneling into depressions and runoffs. 
 
    The water came so suddenly from the sky that Kudzu yelped.  
 
    She placed her hands over her mouth, her focus shifting to the fire that had already started to spread. Smoke followed as the flames were put out, as man-made chutes guided the rainwater away from the summer homes and the wooden planks that connected them. 
 
    The rain roared until the flames eventually died out, black smoke filling the air. Danzen retrieved the onryo’s head. The struggling demonic yokai tried to bite him, yet couldn’t, the former assassin holding her away from his body as he approached the abbot. “As you requested.” 
 
    “Yes,” the man said, not at all perturbed by Danzen’s actions or the fact that he was holding yet another severed head. Once they made sure that the water was going to put out the fire, the abbot motioned for Danzen to follow him inside, both of them sopping wet. Rather than do so, the former assassin gave the head to the abbot and told him to wait. 
 
    “Timbero,” he said as he tilted his head up. 
 
    “Is there something else you need?” the wolf asked in his booming voice, water dripping from the end of his maw. 
 
    “Wait just a moment before you leave.” Danzen turned back to the abbot, who now held Suya by her wet hair, an indiscernible look on the religious man’s face. Danzen’s voice deepened as he spoke again. “Now is the time to tell us the truth, Abbot. You’ve been hiding something.” 
 
    Timbero shifted his focus to the religious man. As he did his nostrils swelled open, his canines appearing. Thunder rumbled as the wolf spoke again. “Nova.” 
 
    “Nova?” Sansar landed on Danzen’s shoulder, the raven’s slick wings wet. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Danzen instinctively brought his sword to the ready, not certain of who the man was any longer. 
 
    As calm as ever, the abbot cleared his throat, the onryo held tightly in his hand continuing to hiss and curse. “There is no need for threats,” he finally said, his eyes suddenly gleaming with light. “I was planning on explaining everything to you in due time. Yes, Timbero is correct, I am Nova, or should I say, this is a form I, Nova, have currently borrowed. I’ve been in this man’s body for some time, since the days that you used to come to the shrine.” He lowered his eyes onto Danzen. “Yet even I did not know that you would be the one.” 
 
    Jelmay rolled his head back and looked up at the cloudy sky above. “Great, you have a prophecy too.” 
 
    “No, I do not, but I assumed it was bound to happen one day; I assumed that someone would make an attempt to rebuild Sunyata. If I had chosen a candidate, yes, someone like you would be the person to do it, someone of mixed blood. But I had no way of knowing.” 
 
    “Why didn’t the remnant work on you?” asked Kudzu, referring to the piece that had been given to them by Sotgonn, which allowed their group to detect a spiritual possession. 
 
    “Because he is from Sunyata,” Timbero growled. “A fallen angel. You weren’t there in the end, Nova, you weren’t there.” 
 
    Nova seemed to shrug this comment off. “I didn’t have to be. Some of us were tasked with other things, Timbero.” 
 
    “More important than protecting Sunyata?” 
 
    “Heaven was destined to fall, and because of this, there were portions of it that needed to be protected, hidden from discovery. You have a weapon made in Sunyata,” he told Danzen. “And other weapons can be made of remnants, like your flail.” 
 
    “Sorry about the fire, everyone. I meant to say that earlier,” Jelmay told the group. 
 
    Nova continued: “But there were other items that needed to be hidden, items that, if used by the wrong people, could bring great turmoil across this land.” 
 
    Jelmay and Kudzu exchanged glances. The bakeneko slowly started to laugh. “So you skipped out on the big fight, like Wolfy here said, and then you lost all the items that you were supposed to find?” 
 
    “I didn’t lose any of these items; I handled the one I was assigned.” 
 
    “Bah. There isn’t much more for me to say than that, bah!”  
 
    Nova lifted his other arm, revealing the rosary tucked beneath his sleeve, the crystal beads now glimmering with purple energy. “I will explain everything in due time. I will also join you in the morning to find what you are looking for, your original intention in coming to this region.” 
 
    “My weapon?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “Yes, I believe I know where it is. A blade forged using a remnant. You see, I am able to leave this body if I’d like, and once I saw the fight between you and that hulking monster, I decided to vacate the abbot’s body for a while and see where the beast would take you,” he said, referring to Danzen’s initial defeat by the hands of Ginza. “The yatagarasu ultimately saved you in the end, but I was close to intervening. I even thought of joining you from that point forward, but I wanted to keep an eye on the one known as Ginza, especially with the possession that was traveling with him.” 
 
    Kudzu raised an eyebrow at the man. “His possession?” 
 
    “A being like me, yet one from Diyu, secretly joined with Ginza. His name is Shimo.” 
 
    Danzen recalled the spirit-like being that had possessed Yato, how it transported him into some other place, the demon’s face a mask of horror, its cloak covered in terrified visages. 
 
    “That’s the evil spirit’s name, Shimo? We already have dealt with that one, although it did get away in the end,” said Jelmay, his eyes bulging as he connected the dots. “Wait. Wait! Not only that, Lady Pilgrim was possessed after the fight with Ginza, which must have been why she got so sick on the way back to the Valley. I get it now.” 
 
    Nova considered what Jelmay had said. “You are referring to the young fighter that was with you at the time? Not the other one.” 
 
    “Yes, her. The other one is Blind Pilgrim, although some people also call her Nomin. She is in Arsi right now with Soko, who hopefully you’ll never have the displeasure of meeting. Come to think of it, Soko was there as well,” Jelmay said. “If we’re lucky, Blind Pilgrim will take it upon herself to finish off that ghoul of a woman.” 
 
    “I see, I see.” Nova looked down at the head which he still gripped tightly in his hand, the onryo furious by this point as she continued to try to bite him.  
 
    “Let me go!” Suya hissed. 
 
    “You will be gone soon enough. You might as well enjoy it until then,” he told her as he refocused his gaze on Danzen. “It all makes sense now. Shimo chose a different host at some point during your final fight with Ginza. He will be difficult to kill, Shimo will.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you help us?” Jelmay asked. “If you are a fallen angel spirit or whatever possessing the body of this weakling of an abbot, and Shimo is a demon spirit floating around out there looking for someone else to exploit, why don’t you help us? Don’t you want Sunyata to be rebuilt?” 
 
    “I do. Have I made you feel as if I wouldn’t help you? But one thing at a time, and at the moment, we need to deal with this.” He lifted the woman’s head, a frown forming on Nova’s face as he took in the onryo. “Just a few questions, then we will send you all on your way. Timbero,” he said without shifting his gaze up to the towering wolf. “You may go.” 
 
    “No, I think I’ll stay.” Timbero lowered to the ground. He knocked over a tree in the process of finding a place to sit outside of the planks that connected the summer homes. “You have a lot of explaining to do, Nova.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Nova went right to work, the fallen angel placing the severed head on a blackened barrel. “Suya, I know you can barely hear me, but what has happened to you is a terrible thing, an occurrence that requires a considerable amount of hatred. Not only that, someone in your family must have spent a considerable amount of time bending their echo. That, or they ingested a remnant. Tell me about your family.” 
 
    “You have not won—” 
 
    Nova removed the rosary and dangled it over her head. As he did, her skin began to hiss. “Begone, demon,” he said in an absolutely frightening voice, one that wasn’t far off from the grit in Danzen’s Demon Speak or the way he’d heard his father once speak. Wisps of white smoke began to boil off Suya’s head, causing Jelmay’s ears to flit back. 
 
    There was a subtle change in her voice as she spoke again. “Abbot?” 
 
    “It is I, and soon, my dear Suya, you will leave the mortal plane. But before you go, I have a few questions for you. Your family. Tell me about them. I’m wondering if your family line has either a remnant abuser, or someone who cultivated their echo. I know this is a strange question, but it is important.” 
 
    The severed head spoke: “My grandmother was an abuser. She died when I was young from remnant consumption. She had them embedded in her skin.” 
 
    “I see. Then that is likely where the curse started.” Nova continued to dangle the beads over her. “This may be traumatic, but I need to know who killed you. Was it Lazenthro, or was it Dojan?” 
 
    “Dojan? My husband is the last person I remember seeing,” she said, her voice growing hoarse. “Where is he? I must… I must get to him!” Suya’s eyes flared with rage. 
 
    “May you find peace and eventual forgiveness in Diyu.” With that, Nova pressed the rosary against her forehead, the woman letting out a final gasp before she passed on. 
 
    “What do we do with her husband?” Jelmay asked Nova after Suya’s face stopped twitching. 
 
    “I am a religious man, not someone who dispenses justice.” 
 
    Jelmay scoffed. “Pfft! If you’re a religious man, I’m a former student of the Diyu Brotherhood. Get off your high horse.” 
 
    “You’re a fallen angel, Nova, and it’s time you retake the mantle that you have let fall to the wayside over the last three hundred years.” Timbero shifted his giant maw just a bit closer to the man. 
 
    “You and I both know, old friend, that in the grand scheme of things, three hundred years is hardly a raindrop.” 
 
    Kudzu stepped forward. “We need to do something with Lazenthro. You two can argue about the past or the future later. Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Oh, this is great.” Jelmay began to laugh. “Someone needs killing, and we immediately turn to the man who can do it without question. I guess that sort of makes sense. In that case, get on with it. It’s getting late, I’m sopping wet, I’m hungry for mushrooms that we don’t have, sadly, and apparently, we’re going to the mountains tomorrow. I’m not saying that we should wrap this up, but I certainly don’t think that an extensive debate will do any of us good. So I vote kill him.” 
 
    “As do I,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “Or, he could join the abbot at the shrine and become his disciple.” Nova placed a single hand on his chest. “I no longer have a need for this body; I have learned what I need to learn, and seen what I need to see. It is really up to you, but the abbot could always use some assistance. Lazenthro could spend the rest of his life in repentance. You have the power of your voice, Pilgrim, it would be a simple command.” 
 
    Timbero began to shake his head. “Or I could simply eat the human. If the man is a murderer, then he deserves to die.” 
 
    These words struck a nerve in Danzen. He turned away from the others so they would not see the reaction on his face. He too had been a murderer, of more people than any of them could fathom. He had found a way to change his life, and he could use his power to help someone else do the same. It was no longer up for debate. Danzen’s thoughts were settled. 
 
    Lazenthro would spend the rest of his life at the shrine. He would help restore it, and he would learn to bend his echo. At some point, perhaps five years from now, he would remember what had happened that night, and the choice that had been made for him. From that point, it would be up to Lazenthro to either continue on the path, or find another one. But it wasn’t Danzen’s place, not that night, to take his life. “I agree with Nova,” he finally said. “I’m not going to be the one that kills him.” 
 
    Lazenthro, who had been listening to the conversation from the doorway of one of the homes, stepped out onto the wooden planks. 
 
    As he did a bolt of lightning cut him down, the man’s form igniting as it killed him. 
 
    Timbero spoke: “While Nova may waver on justice and duty, for most of my life, I have faithfully served the cause. I don’t know why you chose to spare his life, but I chose not to. This matter is settled. Nova, you and I should speak. Sansar, you as well. The rest of you may retire for the night. Feed yourself if you must,” the wolf told Jelmay as he turned his snout to Danzen, “and call on me the next time I can be of service.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Sleep didn’t come easy for Danzen that night, yet he tried anyway, the former assassin resting comfortably enough on a set of foldable futons in one of the summer homes. The Cadoh community trusted one another, which only made what Lazenthro did that much worse, yet Danzen remained firm in the decision that he had made to spare him, even if Timbero had ultimately chosen the alternative. 
 
    Redemption was possible for some, and with his power over the minds of mortals, it may have even been a certainty. If it wasn’t possible, at least there was always escape for people like Dojan, the farmer who had once been a member of the Diyu Brotherhood’s Halcyon branch. Even if they had no additional need for the man, Danzen had a strange feeling that they would have to deal with Dojan again in the future, especially if they did more in the region.  
 
    The next morning brought additional rain showers which eventually morphed into a mist that hung heavy in the air, thick enough that one could have potentially bottled it. Danzen bent his echo as best he could in the cold humidity, but with the crowded space, and the wooden planks slick inside and outside the homes, he mostly worked on his focus. This involved floating various items in the summer home, a practice cut short once Kudzu awoke and, with a smirk on her face, dared Danzen to try to float Jelmay. 
 
    He declined. 
 
    Upon stepping outside the summer home, Danzen found Nova pacing back and forth across the wooden planks now stained with bits of black. The bodies had all been collected, and they would be buried later that morning, after a quick meal and some tea.  
 
    Nova clearly had some things on his mind. He explained to Danzen that he would tether his spirit for the time being to Timbero, that an agreement had been made with the raiju. Danzen wasn’t going to be able to beat Shimo on his own, not according to Nova. The evil spirit did not operate according to the same rules that Danzen did, and Danzen’s strength would be useless against him. 
 
    “But I will handle Shimo when the time comes, with your help, of course,” Nova told Danzen more than once. “And I will escort you as previously discussed to the mountains. From that point forward, the abbot will return to his shrine none the wiser, and I will go with Timbero. I am assuming that all of this will be a fever dream by the time you’re done with the abbot’s mind.” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After the others were up, Nova led them to the start of the canyon filled with craters, and from there up a muddy gully, along what Danzen recognized as a natural pathway. How many people had traveled through this pass before? How much of the landscape had been shaped by humans and yokai over the centuries? Danzen noticed everything from footholds to small etchings, ancient directions. There was real history here, a lost one. 
 
    They came to a pile of stone, faded black prayer flags jutting out of the crevices. Sansar landed on the pile, and flapped his wings a few times before he spoke: “There is a gorge up ahead that must be crossed. I would say it is about ten feet wide.” 
 
    “You can help us, can you not?” Nova asked the three-legged raven. 
 
    “I can. I just thought that I would tell you.” 
 
    Once they reached the gorge, Danzen naturally turned to Kudzu. Before he could lift her, Jelmay shouldered forward and morphed into the kitsune’s human form. “Carry me first,” he said in his own voice, yet still in Kudzu’s body. 
 
    “That is so disturbing.” 
 
    Jelmay laughed at Kudzu. “You like it, admit it.” 
 
    Before Danzen could respond, Jelmay-as-Kudzu hopped into Danzen’s arms and pointed at the other side of the gorge. “Take me there, my hero, fly!” 
 
    “You’re lucky I don’t drop you,” Danzen told the bakeneko. 
 
    “Fly, my hero!” 
 
    Rather than say anything else, Danzen took a running leap toward the gorge and cleared it, landing on the other side. As he roughly deposited Jelmay on his feet, Sansar dropped Nova off. The raven maintained his large size as he turned to Danzen. “And Kudzu?” 
 
    “I’ll get her.” 
 
    Danzen leaped over the gorge to find Kudzu waiting with her arms crossed over her chest. “That cat.” 
 
    “The more you let him get to you, the more he will get to you.” 
 
    “Do you have any other sage advice this morning?” she asked as Danzen lifted her into his arms, softness filling her eyes as she looked him over. 
 
    “It just seemed like the right thing to tell you.” 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Jelmay called over to them, still in Kudzu’s human form. 
 
    The kitsune slowly shook her head. “You should’ve dropped him.” 
 
    Danzen jumped over the gorge for a second time and regrouped with the others.  
 
    They continued on, eventually changing elevation, their surroundings becoming increasingly familiar to Danzen. He knew that the coastal desert was beyond these mountains, as was the village of Tachibana. But that wasn’t the reason the area felt familiar. He recalled Sansar carrying him in the sky away from Ginza’s cave, how dire the situation had been. There had also been the fight later on, the one in which Ginza almost did irreparable damage to Danzen’s party. 
 
    For some reason, one that he couldn’t quite explain, Danzen could sense the brute’s presence even if he knew that he was long gone. Ginza had been similar to him, half-human, half-demon. In that way, they had more in common than Danzen would have liked to admit. 
 
    He didn’t quite see the cave that Ginza had taken him to, but he sensed it was near. Danzen didn’t remember hearing the sound of waterfalls, where runoff from the mountains and the recent rains had filled ancient water pockets to their brims. Yet it still felt familiar. The falls they eventually came to easily dropped forty feet. It rushed at a rapid pace below, the air spritzed with white mist as the water collided with sharp rocks below. 
 
    As naturally as ever, Nova motioned toward the base of the waterfall. “What is left of your sword is down there.” He still carried the scrolls that he had journeyed with earlier, but he hadn’t mentioned them since revealing the truth of who he was. Along their walk, about an hour prior, Jelmay had mentioned this under his breath to Danzen. 
 
    “It can wait,” was all Danzen told him. “I need to find my sword.” 
 
    Now at the waterfall, Danzen began removing his weapons. He started with the Blade of Darkness, followed by his two swords. His gauntleted blades were already in one of the satchels. He placed his bags on the ground, feeling lighter already before finally removing the top portion of his robes. 
 
    “Do you know how deep it is?” he asked Nova. 
 
    “I do not. The water has risen to the point that it looks like a pool. You’re planning to jump?” 
 
    “I can lower you,” Sansar offered Danzen. 
 
    “Your talons.” 
 
    “I can be careful.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “Best not to risk it.” He approached the edge and looked down at the rushing water below, white foam floating on its surface. Scanning the rockface, Danzen located a way back to the top using a series of ledges that wouldn’t be too challenging for him to climb. 
 
    Without a word, Danzen jumped, diving straight into the gorge. Bubbles twisted all around his face as he swam deeper, enough that he could finally open his eyes, the water a bluish gray, the rock around him without moss. 
 
    Danzen thought about reaching his hand out and summoning Astra, but in doing so he might call forth the sharp end of the blade along with its hilt. He surfaced over a minute later, finally needing air. When he was younger he could hold his breath for much longer, but this wasn’t a skill that he’d spent much time focusing on. Now, he wished he had. 
 
    After sucking in an even deeper breath, Danzen dove back beneath the surface of the water. 
 
    He tried for the next twenty minutes to find his weapon. When this didn’t work, an idea that he had previously decided against returned to him. Danzen swam to the top and climbed up onto one of the spire-like rock formations.  
 
    He extended his hand toward the rushing water, summoning Astra as he had so many times before. This was the moment he had been waiting for, but he had to be careful. 
 
    At first, nothing happened.  
 
    Danzen merely kept his hand out as if he were looking to do something like float a stone. But then he saw the glint of something as it came out of the water. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Danzen ducked as the sharp tip of his sword sailed past him. It lodged itself in a wall of mossy stone. Just as Danzen looked over at it, the grip of his famed blade struck his hand. 
 
    Astra had returned, albeit in pieces. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Two 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Arsi, demarcated by the famous Sakai River, had a visible presence that stretched for miles upon miles of farmland and smaller thickets of civilization, some of which rivaled the size of independent villages. They all threaded toward the city rhizomatically, the wealth of the surrounding areas growing in majesty the closer Danzen and his group got to the hub of civilization. 
 
    The abbot was no longer with them. His memory corrected, the man had been dropped off at his shrine several hours ago. Nova, who had provided Danzen a glimpse of his semi-transparent spirit form, had joined Timbero. After providing information regarding a remnant in the mountains, the fallen angel gave Danzen his Sunyata rosary, placing the string of expertly cut remnants in a pouch that would prevent their influence. 
 
    “Be very careful with these,” was all the fallen angel said as Danzen stored them away, mere seconds before he joined Timbero. “They will have significance soon.” 
 
    Danzen wished Nova had said more. 
 
    As they neared the outskirts of Arsi, Sansar rose higher into the air, the three-legged raven tasked with signaling to Soko that they had returned. For once, they didn’t have anywhere pressing to be, not that Danzen couldn’t feel the weight of several different issues.  
 
    On the worldly side of things, there was still the Penumbra clan, now overseen by his former instructor, White. There was the new contract out on his head, one that tied back to the attack Uchi had orchestrated on Danzen using Halcyon assassins. Halcyon was a ritualistic branch of the Diyu Brotherhood which was run by a barbarous assassin named Kaysim, a former classmate of Danzen’s. 
 
    Somewhere between the worldly and spiritual side of the equation was the ongoing conflict with the Sundiyu Sect, especially now that one of their members, Midrah, had been killed by Yato. Adding to this conflict was the sect’s differing opinion on the rebuilding of heaven, one that Danzen’s mother, Shodren Ravja, readily agreed with. They wanted Danzen to rebuild Sunyata from Diyu itself, to die and take the throne. But those he had partnered with, like the leader of the fox shrine, Abbot Monpo, and Menya, the loyal nun who had overseen his mother’s nunnery, felt that there could be another way. Danzen did too. 
 
    Finally, there were the Seven Evils, three of whom were still out there gunning for him. Danzen now knew that one of them was named Shimo, that this spirit entity was able to possess others. There was no telling what the others would bring, but he expected they would be the strongest, even though he had no proof to back this up. 
 
    Danzen could feel it in his gut. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Just before they reached Kunta’s place, Danzen thought back to the information that Nova had provided them by translating some of the scrolls from the shrine. As they had assumed, there were indeed remnants in and around the deserts several days south of Arsi, one in particular catching Nova’s eye. The fallen angel had left this information with Danzen and his companions via a map, which would give them a general direction to head in after they dealt with Danzen’s broken weapon, which continued to be Danzen’s first concern. 
 
    Astra had been snapped by Ginza, a clean break over the porcelain-skinned demon-man’s knee. An utter tragedy. Upon retrieving the blade, Danzen had examined the weapon quite thoroughly. He honestly didn’t know if Kunta would be able to fix Astra or not, yet he had hope, which was enough to go on for the former assassin. There was no question that the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds was stronger, but Danzen had a past with the sword that had been with him so long.  
 
    He owed it to Astra to try to repair the blade. 
 
    Upon arrival, Danzen and his group were greeted by Kunta’s son, the boy crouched outside and using a washboard to clean linens. “Your friend is inside,” he said, referring to Nomin, a hint of excitement in his eyes.  
 
    “And your father?” 
 
    The young man tilted his head a little, and as he did Danzen heard the sound of metal on metal, indicating that Kunta was working in his forge, as always. 
 
    Jelmay started to back away. “I think I’ve come far enough.” 
 
    “No, you’re not going gambling. Last time, we almost lost the day because of your addiction.” 
 
    “Addiction? Pfft! It’s not an addiction if I keep winning, Fox. And besides, I was planning on using some of my winnings from last time to secure us the classiest hotel I can find, not to mention a meal appropriate for kings. Wouldn’t you like that? Imagine all the fish; imagine how much better it will be than eating the stinky mushrooms I have dug up.” 
 
    Kudzu lowered her head to some degree, admitting defeat in her own way. “That does sound nice.” 
 
    “See? There’s nothing to worry about, trust me. And don’t worry, if I do any betting, it will only be a little. Kidding. Don’t scowl at me like that.” Jelmay waved goodbye to Kudzu and Danzen.  
 
    “Your friend is funny,” Kunta’s son told them before returning to his work. 
 
    “He is something,” came the kitsune’s reply. 
 
    Their group had been loud enough to attract Nomin, and the blind assassin was now standing at the front entrance. Her head had been recently shaved, and she wore freshly pressed white robes. It felt like she was looking directly at them, like she could see them, yet Danzen knew that she couldn’t. At least not in the way that people generally described sight. 
 
    Nomin offered Danzen a firm nod, which he interpreted as a smile. “Back so soon?” 
 
    “I found my weapon; I want to see what Kunta can do with it.” 
 
    Danzen retrieved the two portions of the blade, which brought a hint of sadness to Nomin’s face. “Such a pity,” she finally said, and by the tone of her voice he could tell she meant it. An assassin and their chosen weapon were married in a certain way. Any of them, even the cruelest and most deranged, would have recognized the loss. 
 
    “And Soko?” asked Danzen.  
 
    “Let’s see about your sword first. I’m much more interested in seeing Astra is handled correctly.” The blind assassin turned to Kudzu. “The room they have isn’t very large, but it should be able to accommodate all of us if we move some things.” 
 
    “No need. Jelmay is getting us a hotel. I’m assuming we will be transitioning there soon.” 
 
    “I was wondering where he went off to,” said the blind assassin. After a few more words were exchanged, Nomin gestured for them to follow her inside. They placed some of their items in the room that Danzen had once stayed in just to lighten the load. Once they were ready, Danzen followed the sound of Kunta’s hammering to find the blacksmith deep at work. The scarfaced man continued working for another minute or so, not yet aware of their presence. It was only when his son entered the room and yelled, “They’re back,” that the blacksmith turned to find Danzen holding his broken sword. 
 
    “You… found Astra?” Kunta asked, Danzen recognizing the same excitement in the blacksmith’s eyes that he had seen in his son just a few minutes ago.  
 
    “I did. I don’t know if it is something you can work with.” 
 
    “Let me see, let me see.” Kunta motioned hurriedly for Danzen to set it on one of his work tables, on a cloth that had already been laid out. Danzen did as instructed, and Kunta took his time examining the two pieces. “Astra was made using a remnant. As you know, I can work on these things, but it isn’t easy, and I don’t believe I’d be able to reforge it completely. I am sorry for that.” Kunta sighed. “This kind of metal is very difficult to repair, yet it can be used to make something else.” 
 
    “Something else?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “I have an idea, something that would perhaps be useful to you. You are staying for the night, yes?” 
 
    “We’re staying at a hotel,” Kudzu answered for Danzen. “Although I don’t know which one yet.” 
 
    “And do you trust me?” he asked. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Kunta cracked his knuckles and smiled. “In that case, leave it with me. I will have something for you tomorrow, something that you can test out. It will be marvelous.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Many of the nicer hotels of Arsi were on the northern side of the Sakai River, on the roads that led to Bahlingar, the quaint village of Odval beyond. Standing several stories tall, the hotel that Jelmay had procured for Danzen’s group featured granite sculptures in front and sunken seating areas around its entrance. Danzen counted two stages, where he assumed performances were held when the weather was better. While people visited Arsi year-round, mostly because of its location, there were other areas more popular during the fall, like Bahlingar and Sainshand, where the Diyu Brotherhood was located. 
 
    “As you can see, I spared no expense,” Jelmay said as he led Danzen and his group into the room that covered the top floor, the emperor’s suite, as it was known. There were multiple seating areas in several rooms, two balconies, and a long table made out of stone for dining. Before they could get settled, two attendants appeared in the hallway behind Danzen with ornately decorated bowls. They distributed hot cloths, which Jelmay gladly took. “Really been needing something like this,” he said with a long, exhausted sigh. 
 
    As soon as they left, Danzen opened a window to allow Sansar to fly in. The raven had joined them as they were crossing the bridge over the river, informing Danzen that Soko would meet with them later that night. There had been a time not long ago that leaving a door open to a balcony in Arsi could be considered an invitation for a certain female assassin to enter and do her worst. But times had changed, and while Danzen didn’t know what would happen once they killed the Seven Evils, he was growing increasingly comfortable with the truce he had made with Soko, even if part of him knew that this would turn out poorly. 
 
    “When is dinner?” Kudzu asked after she had set her things down. She wore the robes that Jelmay had bought her on the ship to Arsi, where the bakeneko had encountered a tailor looking to offload as much as he could before he arrived in the riverside city. Golden, with white accents formed into sparrows, the clothing fit her nicely, and with her white hair up there was a beauty to her current look that Danzen had noticed more than once. 
 
    “Patience, my little fox. It takes time to cook up the meal I ordered,” Jelmay told her as he continued to pat his face with the wet towel. “Cool off a bit, my dear. You will thank me later.” 
 
    “It’s cold outside.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s stuffy in here. Right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Rather than reply, Danzen headed to the back of the suite and found the smallest room. He set his things inside and returned, his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds sheathed at his waist as always. Danzen passed Nomin in the hallway, who took a room next to his, the palatial suite truly made for someone with the kind of entourage that an emperor would travel with. 
 
    By the time Danzen reached the living room, Jelmay had kicked his feet up onto a table, still in his human form. With the wet cloth now covering his face, Jelmay stretched back even further, propped up by a pillow. From Jelmay, Danzen looked to Kudzu, who had stepped out onto the balcony, the kitsune woman facing south, sunlight extending past her and into the suite. 
 
    Danzen approached. 
 
    “I always feel guilty when we are in places like this.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. He had long since moved past the guilt she was referring to. The money Danzen had made over the last twenty years was enough to fund the lifestyle that not even he could imagine. Because of his skill and his speed, he was always one of the first assassins chosen for high-level targets, which of course came with huge purses. While he splurged on things like hotels and fine dining, he rarely changed his clothing style, and with Astra, there wasn’t much work that needed to be done on his weapon. 
 
    Compared to many, Danzen was a rich man. Yet his funds remained in accounts across the kingdom, the money doing nothing. Over the last two years, and as his life had changed upon reaching Suja Village, there’d been times that Danzen contemplated using this money for some purpose. But what purpose would that be? The question remained, so the money stayed where it was, and the Brotherhood was likely monitoring his withdrawals anyway. 
 
    “Don’t you feel that way?” Kudzu asked him once he didn’t answer. “Don’t you feel guilty in a place like this?” 
 
    Danzen turned her. “Just enjoy it. These moments can be few and far between. In what is becoming our line of work, there truly is no telling what may happen tomorrow. So I would say that we should enjoy it, and enjoy each other’s company.” 
 
    “I do enjoy your company.” 
 
    “And I enjoy yours.” 
 
    Kudzu smirked. “That said, some of the people you have surrounded yourself with, a rascally bakeneko and a cantankerous rabbit, just to name a few…” She didn’t finish her sentence. “I suppose they mean well in their own way. Now that I have you alone, I’ve been meaning to ask you about Nova. Do we trust the fallen angel? I get this sense that he still isn’t being entirely clear with us.” 
 
    “He seems to have made an agreement with Timbero and Sansar.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean that he won’t betray us.” 
 
    “I don’t know if we have any other choice, especially if he will help us with Shimo. Once we finish here in the city, the remnant we will seek in the mountains may be worth what we had to endure last night. Nova seems to believe so.” 
 
    Kudzu bit her lip. “Timbero is the type that will make his own judgment calls regardless of how we may feel about the subject. I don’t know if that’s a good thing.” 
 
    “I don’t either, but sometimes it helps to know someone who is decisive. Having Timbero on our side is a powerful tool, one that I don’t want to rely on too readily, but powerful nonetheless. I don’t yet know what it will be like to have Nova on our side, but against Shimo, it might be the only way forward.” 
 
    “You seem to be filled with wisdom today, Pilgrim.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The meal that followed was certainly extravagant, Jelmay clearly trying to outdo himself. The waitstaff streamed into the suite endlessly with platter after platter of roasted vegetables, barbecued meat, grilled fish, freshly baked breads, bowls of rice seasoned with rare spices, fermented fruits, ale, and desserts aplenty. It was a feast for a king. 
 
    “We should save a plate for Soko,” Nomin said toward the end of the meal, once the waitstaff was cycling in and out to their suite. As usual, the blind assassin hadn’t really eaten anything aside from a few wafers and some of the fruit. “She may be hungry.” 
 
    A sour look appeared on Kudzu’s face, one that Jelmay matched with a grunt of disapproval. Ignoring both of them, the blind assassin instructed one of the waitresses to collect a bit of food from everything that was left.  
 
    Another thirty minutes passed before the meal was cleaned up, and the waitstaff had gone for good. Just as the last attendant left their room, Danzen saw Soko come up and over the balcony. The wraith of an assassin was in a fresh set of dark robes, the white mask on her face hiding everything aside from her slightly bloodshot eyes. 
 
    Soko floated into the space like a ghoul, the candles near the balcony door flickering.  
 
    Without a word, Kudzu stood from the table, said good night to the others, and departed. “The fox may be on to something,” Jelmay announced as he pushed back from the table. He belched. “Plenty more where that came from.” The bakeneko gestured his paw to the plate that Nomin had saved for Soko. “Don’t stay up too late, assassins.” 
 
    “Good, they’re gone,” Soko said once Jelmay had waddled out of the room and down the hallway. “Just the three of us, like old times. And you,” she said, turning to Sansar. 
 
    “You should eat.” 
 
    “Should I?” she asked the raven. 
 
    “The food is most excellent.” 
 
    “Dim the light in here, and I will.” 
 
    Danzen did as Soko requested. After he had put out several of the candles, Soko removed her mask and lowered into one of the seats. As always, Danzen tried not to look too long at her face, Soko’s skin a pale, bluish gray, veins all around her eyes trailing outward. 
 
    “Please don’t watch me eat.” 
 
    “We have seen you eat before,” Nomin reminded her. 
 
    “Turn around, and I will tell you what I have learned.” 
 
    “Danzen can turn around. I will continue to face you.” 
 
    “I suppose you can’t really see me anyway. Turn, Danzen.” Once he did as instructed, Soko began eating, speaking between bites: “As you know, White has put out a contract on you, and has asked Kaysim that Halcyon take care of it. They think you are in that wretched valley at the moment, so they aren’t here. But Penumbra is, which provides us with an opportunity. White is hosting something at a mansion outside the city, in the woods closer to Bahlingar. He is recruiting, it seems, looking to impress people with his wealth. So what I’m suggesting here is that we go for the head of the snake, White.” 
 
    “It’s a trap,” Danzen said, the words leaving his lips before he could fully process them. He knew their former instructor well enough to know that White wouldn’t recruit new members in such a blatant way. He had done so to lure Danzen out. 
 
    Soko found his statement amusing. “Of course it is. That’s exactly why we should go. What is White, and even the best the Brotherhood has to offer, going to do against us? If anything, you can just slice yourself up a little and send your demons in. Nomin, I shouldn’t have to speak for you here, but you have taken on multiple opponents before, and are, um, whatever you are now. A zombie.” 
 
    “You expect me to take that as a compliment?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Soko told her. “If we do a little scouting, and we are careful—White clearly will be a difficult person to spy on—we could shift the advantage in our favor. Just a thought. Unless the two of you can pick something better to do, or you have figured out where the next Evil is, I propose that we finish Penumbra for good. Halcyon can wait.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Nomin asked Danzen after a long, calculated pause, the kind that she was known for. 
 
    “I suppose Soko is right, but there is one thing I don’t like about it.” 
 
    Soko took a bite of something. “Air your grievances, Danzen, I’m listening.”  
 
    “As necessary as this may be, I don’t like the fact that we will be killing another one of our teachers. I always respected my teachers, yet now I have killed Birin Yeshe, Thane, and Jinkai, even though Jinkai wasn’t really one of our teachers, merely a guest lecturer. You see what I’m saying now, right?” 
 
    “Isn’t that part of the vicious circle of what we do?” Soko asked him after a short pause in which she swallowed what she was eating. “Besides, who wants to die of old age? I say we kill them before they kill us, regardless of who they once were, teacher, friend, or foe. Hierarchy be damned. Even better if we use what they taught us to complete the task. Isn’t that what one of our instructors would want in the end? To see their students actually learn from them? White has to go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen was seated on the balcony the next morning, his legs crossed beneath his body, when Kudzu approached from behind. Still in her human form, the kitsune walked to the railing and leaned on it. She looked out over the city, the rising sun illuminating her elven features, the sharp slope of her nose, her slightly pointed ears. 
 
    “Do I have to ask?” 
 
    Danzen looked up at the woman. Her white hair was yet again in a bun behind her head. Kudzu had started to experiment a little with braids, a few strands in the left side of her head now braided together and tucked back. She was getting better and better at arranging her hair.  
 
    “The leader of Penumbra isn’t very far from the city. Tonight, we are going to see to his demise.” 
 
    “I figured as much,” she finally said. “At it again, it seems. The last time the three of you went off—well, Nomin remained behind, but Yato was there—we were attacked.” 
 
    “The attack at the nunnery had nothing to do with our intended goal that night, which was to kill Jinkai.” 
 
    “I just feel like something is off about all this,” Kudzu said. “You’ve told me yourself that this instructor of yours was a master at his craft, but maybe I’m reading too deeply into it.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t mention that Kudzu generally felt this way when it came to scenarios involving Soko. After all, she had a point. “Once we have done what we need to do, we will head south, toward the desert, and follow the instructions given to us by Nova. Until then, you should enjoy this.” Danzen motioned to the hotel. 
 
    “You sound like Jelmay, and in a way, you gamble like him too. Yet your stakes are always higher. Are you sure that you won’t need me tonight? Jelmay came to me with an idea before we headed off to bed. We think we can help by doing a little scouting.” 
 
    Danzen considered this for a moment. He didn’t want to tell the kitsune that there was a chance that she would get in the way. She had been instrumental to their success in the past. Yet what they would do tonight was something that Danzen, Nomin, and Soko had trained to do for quite some time to the point that it was in their blood. But now that he was thinking about it, now that the invitation had been made, there were ways that Kudzu and Jelmay could help them. 
 
    “Actually, yes, I should have thought of that last night. You’re right, that could be helpful. The main infiltration will be something that the three of us will likely handle, but, if you’re interested in helping, scouting from Jelmay and you would do wonders.” 
 
    “What about Sansar?”  
 
    “He can be on both teams.” 
 
    “He is good at that,” Kudzu said as a spell of silence stretched between them. “What about Kunta? I figured you would already be there by now, like a human child on the morning of harvest celebration.” The kitsune was referring to a biyearly celebration in which children across the kingdom received gifts whether or not the harvest was bountiful. Danzen suspected that it used to be tied to how successful the harvest had been, yet the demands of children had changed this over the years. 
 
    “Actually, I was just about to go to his place.” Danzen stood, his hand naturally resting on the grip of his Sunyatic blade as he turned to Kudzu. “Would you care to join me?” 
 
    “That would be nice, yes.” Kudzu procured a wad of kip from her front pocket. “I borrowed this from the cat.” 
 
    “Borrowed?” 
 
    “I figured you and I could have something nice to eat along the way. We don’t have to tell him. The cat will be up in the next several hours ordering a meal fit for royalty anyway. And if I let him keep this money, he’d probably squander it at some point.” 
 
    A rare grin came to Danzen’s face. “Sure, I know of a café along the way.”  
 
    After testing themselves for demonic possession using the remnant, Danzen and Kudzu left the hotel. As soon as they stepped out, Danzen brought his hood over his head. The likelihood that there were people watching for him was high, another reason he had elected to go out early in the morning. He wasn’t too concerned; White had practically dared them to come after him, and it would be to their benefit for their former instructor to know that they were in the city, at least according to Soko. She had mentioned as much last night as she ate, the female assassin brazen as ever, confident in what they would be able to do. 
 
    Danzen wasn’t so sure. 
 
    As they approached one of the many bridges that crossed the Sakai River, he spotted a place that he had seen several times in his visits to the city. The café had outdoor seating along the river overlooking a smattering of boats on the water, fishermen already pulling in their nets. 
 
    “Beautiful, what a location,” Kudzu said after they’d chosen an outdoor table. A waiter brought tea and a platter of morning pastries to choose from. The kitsune chose a sugar-powdered purple biscuit with berries baked on top and a flaky pastry with nuts inside. Danzen simply went for a black tea sweetened with dried naramore flowers that grew in the fields outside Tudan. 
 
    It was a nice break from their normal day-to-day, and certainly a change from roughing it in the less developed regions of Kishu Kingdom. Kudzu spoke of the past as she drank several cups of tea, explaining some of the issues that had arisen in Osul over the years and other complications of the yokai village, especially since Usagi settled there. 
 
    Every now and then, Danzen got a glimpse of what normal life would be like.  It was fascinating to him that many people across the kingdom lived in this way, oblivious to their surroundings (or simply ignoring them), and enjoying their existence through family, friends, and shared experiences. No one could have imagined that the half-blooded son of the ruler of hell was seated among them, his counterpart a kitsune currently disguised as a human. Nor did anyone seem all that concerned that all of them were destined for the same place, Diyu.  
 
    Up until Danzen knew the secret of his blood, and what his mother had been up to in scheming ways to rebuild Sunyata, he too paid little attention to what happened after death. With the focus of his life’s work on killing swiftly, this may have been a way for Danzen to gloss over any ontological questions.  
 
    Anything to escape the reality of who he was. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and Kudzu moved on about forty minutes later, the kitsune just about the happiest he had seen her in weeks. She was practically swooning as she walked, the combination of tea and finger pastries clearly having an effect on the kitsune. The pair followed a winding road that circled around a home with a yard full of chickens pecking at the ground, a woman in an apron spreading more feed for them. 
 
    Upon seeing the chickens, Kudzu turned to Danzen, a flash of mischief in her eyes. “There was a time, well over a hundred years ago, that I stole my fair share of chickens from Suja Village. I don’t think I ever mentioned that to you.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” 
 
    “These ones would be ripe for the taking.” 
 
    “They would,” he said as one of the fatter hens ruffled her feathers. 
 
    Kudzu laughed at her own statement. “But I’ll behave.” 
 
    Kunta’s son was waiting for them outside when they approached. The youth looked up at Danzen, a big smile on his face. “You’re going to like what my father made.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “He worked on it overnight. All night. No sleep.”  
 
    The blacksmith’s son called out for his father as they moved through the main showroom. They found Kunta busy in his forge, the muscular man wearing a thick brown apron with black blemishes across its front. These matched the smudges on his face and over the bridge of his nose. The blacksmith was barely able to contain his excitement upon seeing Danzen and Kudzu. 
 
    “Please, join me.” The big man approached a worktable and unfolded a strip of canvas to reveal three sharpened kunai, each of the polished throwing knives gleaming in the orange light of his forge. “From one, there are now three. The metal was surprisingly easier to work with than I had originally thought, yet I was unable to repair the sword entirely, as I expected. The idea came to me upon seeing the pieces. Astra was a boomerang sword, and these kunai should act in the same way.” 
 
    “You mean they’d return to me?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Kunta said as Danzen approached one of the throwing daggers. He lifted it in his hand, noticing that its grip had been made to match the grip he had grown so used to on his famed blade. It was clear that Kunta had put some considerable work into creating these weapons, and the more Danzen thought about it, the more he realized how useful something like this could be. As long as it worked. Next to the daggers was a leather belt that had three smaller sheaths on it, clearly meant to go either over or under his robes and across a shoulder. 
 
    “It is remarkable,” Danzen finally said. “You truly have outdone yourself.” 
 
    Kunta’s cheeks grew red as he placed his hand on the back of his head. “I know we have had our differences in the past, but I appreciate your patronage.”  
 
    Kudzu placed her hand in the front pocket of her robes, on the roll of kip she had borrowed from Jelmay. She had already indicated to Danzen that she would give some of the money to Kunta, even if he refused it, which Danzen was certain he would. The kitsune handed him the roll of money. The blacksmith’s son’s eyes grew wide as he watched his father push the money away.  
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “The money is for you and your work. Do not refuse it,” Danzen told Kunta. 
 
    “Take it, Father.” 
 
    The blacksmith looked from his son to the money. He slowly nodded and took the kip from Kudzu. He spoke again: “It was an honor to work on such a weapon. I feel as if I have learned more about working with these kinds of metals, ones forged with remnants. As you know, I have toyed with these in the past, but it is rare, truly rare, that someone brings one into my shop. I hope the daggers are as reliable as your former sword. I don’t see why they wouldn’t be, but it is something that you should consider testing.” 
 
    “You can test them outside,” his son said. “Where we keep the scrap. There’s a tree there.” 
 
    “Do you mind?” Danzen asked Kunta. 
 
    “No, not at all. In fact, I would like to see it for myself. Come this way.” 
 
    The blacksmith led them around his forge. They stepped under an arched doorway into a room with various supplies, and from there to a door that opened up to a backyard space. There were more items out back, many of them covered in thick hides. The tree in question was in the far corner of the yard, pressed up against a natural gully, most of its leaves gone.  
 
    The blacksmith, his son, and Kudzu stood behind Danzen as he turned one of the kunai in his hand.  
 
    The other two were already in their sheaths, Danzen holding the belt with his other hand. He decided to affix the belt over his shoulder, and to do so, he had to hand the spare Astra kunai to Kudzu. Once the belt was secure, he took the dagger back from her and glanced over his shoulder to address the small group. “Perhaps you should stand somewhere else. Just in case.”  
 
    “Inside, then,” said Kunta. “We can watch from the back window.” 
 
    Danzen waited for the three to return to the forge, indicated by the sound of the door shutting. Once they were behind glass, he returned his gaze to the tree. He reminded himself to think of what he was about to do, to think about the throwing daggers as if they were Astra, a blade trained to return to him. Besides that, Danzen had the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds with him, just in case there was a misfire and he drew blood.  
 
    The former assassin stepped back, transferring his weight to his back foot.  
 
    Whoosh!  
 
    With a fluid motion he sent the dagger flying forward, just as he had been trained to do years ago when using this kind of weapon. The kunai struck the tree, and as Danzen opened the palm of his hand, it shot back toward him.  
 
    He caught the dagger, a sense of elation rolling down his shoulders.  
 
    The kunai seemed even faster than Astra and he felt all his nerves tingling at once, a sense of sheer satisfaction rolling down his shoulders. Danzen had used the weapon for so long, and to be reunited once again left him with a satisfaction he couldn’t quite place. 
 
    He sent the dagger flying ahead for a second time. As it struck the tree he sent another. The first returned to his hand, just like Astra would have, and he caught the second kunai with his other hand, which was more difficult than he had anticipated. But he never drew blood, and he knew that with practice, he would be able to use the weapons in rapid-fire succession, hitting various targets in a matter of seconds. Knowing the speed at which he learned combat, it would take him just a few days to get used to fighting in this way. 
 
    After a couple more successful tries, Danzen motioned for the others to step out. 
 
    “It is even better than I imagined,” Kunta said, now with a hint of fear in his eyes. He already knew what Danzen was capable of, but seeing the former assassin in action seemed to remind Kunta of who he was dealing with. “Is there anything else that you need?” 
 
    “No, you’ve done enough. You’ve done well.” Danzen placed his hand on the blacksmith’s shoulder. “Thank you.” He turned to Kunta’s son. “And thank you as well.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jelmay was awake by the time Danzen and Kudzu returned to the hotel, the bakeneko seated at the main table with a variety of breakfast items laid out. Nomin was there as well, the blind assassin listening to the bakeneko’s story about the Butterflies of Arsi. Sansar landed on the top rail of the chair next to the kitsune, the raven fresh from a patrol.  
 
    Just moments after Danzen sat, he felt a presence behind him. He nearly retrieved one of his brand-new kunai, yet he strangely recognized the presence, the edge he’d suddenly felt dissipating as soon as it started. Soko floated forward, exhaustion in her voice as she spoke: “I hate being awake during the day.” 
 
    “Then go back to sleep,” Jelmay told her. “I already tested you for possession and you have a clean bill of health. Congratulations. You don’t have to hang out with us.” 
 
    “Someone has to keep an eye on the yokai.” 
 
    “An eye? Do you know how long we have been doing this?” Jelmay asked the female assassin as Kudzu found a seat, the kitsune now with an uneasy look on her face. “Well, do you?” Jelmay asked again once Soko didn’t respond. 
 
    “Infiltration? Espionage? Please, tell me how long you have been doing it,” Soko said. “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Do you even have ears, or did snorting a remnant make those fall off too?” If looks could kill, Jelmay would have been dead after that statement. Even so, the bakeneko continued: “You are a child compared to me and the fox here. The raven too. Remember, all of us were alive during the fall of Sunyata, and while the Diyu Brotherhood was active then, it was much less of an organization than it is now. If anything, I should be the one giving you lessons on espionage and infiltration.” Jelmay huffed, and as he did his form began to morph from that of a short and stout bakeneko to the spitting image of Soko. He continued speaking to her, still using his own voice: “I’m an angsty young assassin who shoved too many remnants up her—” 
 
    Soko slammed her fist against the table, rattling the platters and causing two of the porridges to spill over.  
 
    “Enough, Jelmay,” Danzen told the bakeneko, not able to hide the urgency in his voice. 
 
    Jelmay casually scooped up some of the porridge with his finger and licked it as he continued to smile at Soko. “The next time I see you waste food, I will truly show you what espionage is all about. Will I give you any more hints than that? No. Just know that I can do things that will disrupt your life forever by simply changing my appearance. From that point forward, everyone you interact with could be me, or at the very least, someone like me. It could be years from now, it could be tomorrow. A cat like me could drive you mad, my dear, dear assassin. How do you know that I don’t have a team of bakeneko all across the kingdom that owe me favors? Imagine never being able to trust anyone you speak to.” 
 
    Soko laughed. “You consider that a threat? I don’t trust anyone as it is.” 
 
    Nomin interrupted the two with a question for Jelmay. “The story you were just telling me, about the Butterflies. What were you leading up to?” 
 
    “The Butterflies? Oh, that’s right! I was telling you about them because they are coming back. Someone handed me a flier this morning.” The bakeneko produced a sheet of paper that had been stamped with black ink. He unfolded it and showed the group. “Butterflies of Arsi. I don’t know whose idea it was to resurrect these killer performers—that was supposed to be a joke, Kudzu—but if we are in town when they come, we have to go see the Butterflies. If this is anything like the original, then we are in for such a treat, believe me.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say that they tried to attack you all those years ago?” asked Kudzu. “If I remember correctly, the Butterflies of Arsi were a performing troupe of assassins that lured their targets to their shows and often managed to kill them without anyone knowing. You were one of their targets.” 
 
    “Ha! I was just telling Nomin that, and yes, Fox, those crazy ladies did try to kill me. But these aren’t the same ones, and by this point, that’s all water under the bridge anyway. This has to be some kind of revival show. I, for one, would like to see how historically accurate it is. I’ll be speaking with their stage manager if there are any gross inaccuracies. And if you’re worried about the cost of tickets, don’t let that concern you. You will be my date for that night, or Pilgrim’s. You can be both of our dates.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Suit yourself, Fox.” 
 
    Soko sighed. “Yet again, I find myself questioning why I am up for this conversation.” 
 
    “I already told you after you were tested that you could go rest your little assassin-y head,” Jelmay said. “You could have slept in another thirty or forty minutes or so. But now that you’re here, and now that you know what we are going to get into today, there’s only one thing really left to do—order a carriage to take all of us to the forest outside the city, to be dropped off near the manor this former instructor of yours is holed up in. Then, while you wait for us, Kudzu and I will figure out what needs to be known. Later tonight, the three of you can do what you do best.” 
 
    “And what of me?” asked Sansar. 
 
    Jelmay squinted at Sansar. “You? You’ll do what you always do. Today and tonight. That is what you were planning to do, right? Unless there’s some other skill that you haven’t told us about. Wait a minute, you can’t turn into a human, can you?” 
 
    “No, I cannot.” 
 
    Jelmay took a long, hard look at the three-legged raven, his whiskers rising. “If you say so. But you better not be lying to us. We all need to be honest with each other, especially now that we’re so close to living up to the songs that will be sung about this across Kishu Kingdom for all eternity once we rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    “I would prefer not to have a song,” said Soko. 
 
    “Ha! I didn’t mean you. You’re too scary for a song. No offense, Pilgrim, but you are almost there with the demons you can conjure, not to mention Blind Pilgrim over here, who I’m not going to call a zombie, because we fought zombies recently, but if the sword fits, sheathe it. Heh. I’m getting clever in my old age. My point is, no song for Soko, and Pilgrim and Blind Pilgrim get songs only because I’ll probably be the one paying the bard to write it. At least the first bard. Others will copy—” 
 
    “Our carriage,” Danzen said to stop Jelmay from rambling any longer or upsetting Soko again. 
 
    “Yes, the carriage. The hotel will have one. I’m not worried about that part. We are staying in the emperor’s suite, remember? It practically comes with a carriage and a legion of attendants. If they don’t have one readily available, they will let us borrow one from another hotel. Believe me, I’ve been here before. They will do anything to keep our business. Anything. That said, I’m going to have to have a word with the leader of their staff.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    Jelmay slowly shook his head. “I had money last night, and now I don’t. I mean, I do have more money, don’t worry about that, I mean that I had money on me, in my pocket. I’m going to give all of you the benefit of the doubt that it was the staff, and not you,” he said as he motioned toward Soko. Making matters worse was the fact that Jelmay was still morphed into the spitting image of the female assassin. “No one likes a thief.” 
 
    Soko floated just a bit closer to him. “Please. I have money.” 
 
    “I’m not going to spend the rest of the day, and our future interactions, reminding you how much older I am than you, but I have noticed something over the years, something that applies to humans and yokai. Those who already have money generally only want one thing, and that’s more. Even if they have enough.” 
 
    Kudzu glanced at Danzen, the look on her face asking him if she should tell Jelmay that she had taken his money. Danzen nodded. While he knew that his companions didn’t trust Soko, it wasn’t right to give them more reasons to hate her. 
 
    “I took the money,” the kitsune admitted. 
 
    Jelmay slapped his human hand onto the table, nearly sloshing porridge out of one of the bowls. “I knew it! I knew it was you all along, Fox, ha! I just wanted to see if you would admit it or not.” 
 
    “What in the name of Diyu is wrong with you?” Soko hissed. 
 
    Jelmay scooped up some of the porridge in a different bowl with his finger. He brought the finger to his masked face, looked at it for a moment, and finally changed back into his own form, some of the porridge dripping onto his lap as he did so. He stuck his finger in his mouth. “I hope you at least used the money for something interesting, Fox, like some fancy silk, or perhaps a little morning date with Pilgrim over here.” 
 
    The kitsune skipped over the riverside meal she had shared with Danzen in her reply: “I used it to pay Kunta.” 
 
    “You did what!? You used it to pay the blacksmith? Why? Why do we even pay for anything, with Pilgrim’s powers?” Jelmay finished licking his fingers. “Bah! Humans make no sense.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    At Soko’s request, Danzen handled the hotel staff, stripping them of any memory they may have had of watching the ghoul of an assassin float by. Once they reached the entrance, Danzen took control of the carriage driver while the others filed in the back. Like the staff, once all this was over, the man wouldn’t remember anything about Danzen and his companions.  
 
    They departed Arsi, and as the carriage neared the city limits, Sansar landed on top, the raven now perched next to the driver. 
 
    “We have got to see that show,” Jelmay said, yet again referring to the Butterflies of Arsi’s upcoming performance. “I told you I went half a dozen times, right? I did, honest, and each time I found something more interesting about their performance. They only tried to kill me once; if they hadn’t done that, I might have gone another half dozen times. I was actually a patron, believe it or not. Well, not me exactly. I had a human at the time running my business affairs.”  
 
    No one said anything. Even if the carriage was large, it was still crowded, Danzen, Nomin, Soko, Jelmay, and Kudzu all seated inside, not to mention Danzen’s arsenal, the Blade of Darkness always an awkward weapon to travel with. Currently, Danzen had it pressed into the floorboard between his feet, not the most comfortable riding position. But it didn’t bother him; Danzen had learned to endure much in his years as an assassin, and now, in the years beyond, he had learned to do so in a different way, through scenarios that he would have never imagined even three years prior.  
 
    All because of the nature of his blood. 
 
    It no longer weighed on his mind like it used to, especially now that Danzen had control over his demons. Yet there was the other aspect to his blood that brought a complication that couldn’t be solved as easily as unleashing his hellspawns. His father, and his half-brother, not to mention his mother. A family united in deceit. 
 
    They had been traveling for about an hour and a half when Soko sat up and yawned. With her mask on it was hard to tell that she had been sleeping the whole time, yet the female assassin was suddenly alert as she peered out the window. She ran her hand through her black hair, her head tilted to the side. “We should stop here.” 
 
    Jelmay peered out his own window. “Just as I suspected, the middle of nowhere. How far to the mansion?” 
 
    “We already passed it twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    “Why are we stopping so far away from it then?” 
 
    “Why? So that it isn’t obvious what we are doing. Danzen, you will tell the driver to make it look like he is having an issue with one of the wheels. The two of you,” Soko said, nodding her chin to Jelmay and Kudzu, “will head south. The bird will be able to help you from there. We need an approximation of how many have gathered. I don’t expect you can gather any information on traps that may be set, but if you could, that would be helpful.” 
 
    “You do realize I can morph into anyone, right?” Jelmay asked her. “She’s a fox. If there’s a hole, something to crawl through, she will do just fine.” 
 
    “A white fox,” Soko reminded Jelmay. “People will take notice if a yokai is suddenly spotted. It isn’t often that one sees a white fox.” 
 
    Jelmay drummed his claws across his bag. “Actually, now that you mention it, I have a solution for that. She’s not going to like it.” 
 
    “You speak as if I’m not here,” said Kudzu, who had yet to change back into her fox form. 
 
    “It’s out of respect,” Jelmay said as he waddled out of his seat and opened the door of the carriage. He hopped down to the ground and waited for the others to join him. 
 
    Kudzu remained inside, where she changed into her fox form. She scratched at the door and Danzen opened it, the white fox hopping down just as Jelmay was digging for something in his satchel. 
 
    “There,” he said. “Found it.” 
 
    “What is that exactly?” asked Kudzu, her ears flitted back. Soko was the first to see what Jelmay had procured, the female assassin laughing immediately. 
 
    “Just hear me out,” Jelmay said as he showed Kudzu a jar of black ink. 
 
    Her ears went flat. “You aren’t serious.” 
 
    “I am serious. It was this or soot. Which would you have preferred?” 
 
    Kudzu growled with disdain. “And who is going to put it on me? You?” 
 
    “Well, yes, and Pilgrim, and Blind Pilgrim if she wants to help. Don’t worry, the other one won’t touch you.” 
 
    “I didn’t volunteer,” Soko said. 
 
    “I will help.” They turned to Nomin, who, as always, was the most serious of the group. “But you should have brought some soot as well. It would have made disguising her easier.” 
 
    “Actually, I did bring some,” Jelmay said, lifting his satchel yet again. “Heh. I had one of the clerks at the hotel gather it all for me this morning while you were out, Fox. You should have seen the look on his face. He really wondered what us rich folk were up to, and good on him. Let him wonder about that for a few days.” 
 
    Sansar, who up until this point had been perched atop the carriage, called down to them. “In that case, I can fly ahead and begin. I will be back shortly.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Soko chuckled to herself several times as they waited inside the carriage for Jelmay and Kudzu to return. “Honestly, I know I keep saying this, but I’ve never seen an animal look so angry,” she said in reference to the kitsune in her blackened disguise. “And when she is finally through with today’s little quest, when she has to take her human form again, what then? You don’t find this funny?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. Kudzu certainly was able to blend in better now that she had changed the color of her fur, yet it was clear from how tense her body had been that she didn’t like the transformation that had taken place. 
 
    “Well, I don’t mind being the only one that’s laughing,” Soko said when neither Danzen nor Nomin spoke. “The two of you are always so serious.” She placed her hand on her chest and tilted her head, Danzen recognizing the look that she was giving him even though she wore a mask. He’d seen it before, a look of mocking pity. “I wonder how much longer it will take them.” 
 
    “Did you have somewhere else to be?” Nomin asked. 
 
    “Not necessarily. That said, I’d rather be sleeping right now than stuck in a carriage with the two of you. Not that I mind your company. It’s just tight quarters. Especially with Danzen’s weapons. Have you ever thought about leaving some of your stuff behind? You are at the point where you are starting to look like a traveling weapons merchant with your bags and blades.” 
 
    “They are all necessary.” 
 
    “Are they?” Soko asked him. “I seem to recall a time where you just had Astra, and that was it. One blade to rule them all.” 
 
    “I still have Astra.” Danzen tapped one of the kunai sheathed across his chest. 
 
    “That’s Astra now?” Soko glanced at Nomin, who made no indication that she knew that Kunta had crafted new weapons for Danzen. 
 
    “The sword was broken, yet its power remains in these Astra kunai.” 
 
    “And you’re going to keep all three? I could use one of those, you know. Good kunai are hard to come by.” 
 
    “These weapons are special to me.” 
 
    “I know, I know, your precious sword. I swear you love that sword more than you have ever loved any person.” 
 
    Once again, Danzen didn’t respond, which caused Soko to huff and cross her arms over her chest. She leaned back, and as she did her chin tilted forward as if she were squinting at something out the window. 
 
    “What is it?” Nomin asked. 
 
    “Oh, oh, this is going to be good. Those poor fools.” 
 
    Panic came to Danzen as he sat up, prepared to burst out the door of the carriage. He had assumed the worst. He had assumed that something had happened to Kudzu, and Jelmay or Sansar had carried her back. Soko’s next question took his thoughts in a different direction: “Since when did bandits scare you?” 
 
    Danzen felt the concern filter away. “That’s who is approaching?”  
 
    “These ones picked the wrong carriage. How should we go about handling this?” asked Soko.  
 
    Nomin placed her hand on the hilt of her short sword. 
 
    “Do we have to do it like that?” Danzen asked, yet again with the words leaving his lips before he could fully process them. Throughout his entire life, he had acted without hesitation. But now, he was starting to wonder if there wasn’t a less violent solution using his Demon Speak. 
 
    Soko turned back to him. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Why immediately kill them? I could just make it so they never do something like this again.” 
 
    “That isn’t in your nature, and it isn’t in theirs. They have brought themselves to this situation through a series of choices, poverty, and setbacks. I know that you have been deepening your practice, Danzen, but it isn’t in your nature to forgive. Your nature, and our nature, is one of swift justice.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I agree with Soko,” Nomin said as she opened the carriage door. 
 
    “Come on, this will be fun.” Soko floated out after the blind assassin. 
 
    The bandits that had approached, a trio of men, had been just about to harass the driver when they spotted Nomin and Soko, which must have been startling in itself. Hovering, with black robes draped over her thin form and her hand holding a blackened sword, Soko was the exact opposite of Nomin, who wore all white, her head shaved, a paleness to her eyes as she stood there with utter defiance. Danzen, who stepped out after the three, could see this in the way that the men all bristled, their hands going to the hilts of their swords. 
 
    “Were they bothering you?” Soko asked the carriage driver in a coy voice. The man’s throat quivered. While he was partially under Danzen’s control, he still had the wherewithal to recognize the tenseness of the situation. “Were they?” Soko asked once he didn’t answer. 
 
    “What are you?” asked one of the bandits, the youngest of the three. They were brothers by the looks of it, the men all with the same curly black hair and hooked noses. 
 
    “I want to see your new weapons in action.” 
 
    “No,” Danzen told Soko. “Are you brothers?” he asked the men. 
 
    The youngest did his best to exhibit courage as he stepped forward and puffed his chest out. “You don’t know what you are getting into.” 
 
    “Are the three of you brothers?” Danzen asked again, now using his power. 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “Is your mother alive?” 
 
    The three nodded. 
 
    “Are any of you married?” 
 
    “No,” said the oldest, “but I have a child on the way.” 
 
    “The three of you will return to your home. You will find a way to be useful to your community, and you will join a trade so you can support your family. You will change your lives from this point forward. And if that means moving far away, even as far as the outskirts of Genshin Valley, you will do so. You will forget ever meeting us; you will take care of your mother and make her proud.” 
 
    Something snapped in the older brother’s expression. “As you wish.” He lowered his weapon and returned it to its scabbard, his siblings doing the same. 
 
    The three men turned south, each moving in a dazed way for a moment.  
 
    “Sometimes I hate the new you,” Soko told Danzen, the female assassin sulking as she floated back into the carriage.  “That would have been fun.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After she realized that she wasn’t going to get a rise out of him, Soko stopped picking at Danzen. For well over an hour the three assassins remained inside the carriage, Soko eventually dozing off, her hand still on the hilt of her blade. Ready for some movement, Danzen stepped out and found a place hidden from sight where he could bend his echo. 
 
    Now completely alone, Danzen felt the power stir within him as he drew his sword, his Sunyatic blade heavy in his hands. He went through the motions that had slowly become ingrained within him, going for a trailing cross slash, followed by a particular strike he had learned long ago which called for him to utilize the sword as if the blade was attached to him, an extension of his arm in a way. He could feel the power of the strike, and as he returned the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds to its scabbard, Danzen sensed the sheer force radiating all around him. 
 
    The power of a fallen heaven. 
 
    Rather than float stones, he decided to use his three newest blades, the Astra kunai now hovering in the air around him. Danzen began to rotate the trio of blades until they were spinning quickly. He fired them off one at a time at a mangled oak tree. The kunai returning instantly to his hand and he slipped them back into their sheaths, a practice run. He had come out here to bend his echo, yet now that he was by himself, the desire to test his new weapons was overpowering. Soon Danzen was practicing full-heartedly, the trees his targets, woodchips filling the air as he grew accustomed to using his new weapons. 
 
    Just as one of his Astra kunai returned to his palm, Danzen spotted something slip out of the woods. 
 
    “Where’s Jelmay?” he asked Kudzu, the kitsune now black from the ink and soot they had used to dye her fur. 
 
    “He stayed behind.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The cat thought he would be more helpful to us on the inside.” Kudzu sat, and as she did she looked down at the black on her legs with a hint of disgust. 
 
    “Jelmay is still at the manor?” 
 
    “Yes, although I wouldn’t describe the place as a manor. It’s more of a fortress disguised to look like a manor. There’s a home there, but they have surrounded it with a pretty high wall. It wasn’t very hard to get inside and take a look around.” 
 
    “It’s not well-guarded?” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. “There are a few dozen guards, but there is also a lot of activity there, goods moving in and out, people coming to join Penumbra. I don’t know what to make of it, to be honest with you. Argh. I wish Jelmay were here. He has more experience with humans and could probably describe it better. But he insisted on staying.” 
 
    Just about the moment Danzen looked up into the sky, Sansar came spiraling down. The three-legged raven landed next to Kudzu. 
 
    “He can tell you better. But, from what I saw, there are plenty of entrances, and I personally didn’t notice anything that could be construed as a trap, if that makes sense.” 
 
    Sansar spoke: “No traps from what I could see, Pilgrim. This former instructor of yours… you would think there would be more order to something he was putting together. The grounds around the manor were very loose knit, like a traveling group of performers had decided to take residence there. I was able to pick up some of the conversations, and none of them had anything to do with what was being planned, or anything of the sort. But I couldn’t get as close as I would have liked.” 
 
    “Same,” said Kudzu. “The only thing I picked up on was that Penumbra had changed leaders to White, which is still a topic of discussion.” 
 
    Danzen recalled one of the first times he had run into the group of bandits, outside of Verba at the direction of Elder Bahjee, the bakeneko who was now staying in his mother’s nunnery. Some of the Penumbra Clansmen were remnant users, and they had been able to turn themselves invisible. He had wondered ever since why they hadn’t run into these individuals. “And their defenses?” 
 
    Sansar bobbed his head up and down. “There are guards at every entrance and around the wall walk. They are armed, as you would expect. But I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary aside from a few Sunyata talismans.” 
 
    “If they had used a talisman to turn themselves invisible, would you be able to see it?” 
 
    Sansar considered this. “It depends on the strength of the talisman and how this compares to the overall practice of the user. Are you suggesting that was what may have happened?” 
 
    “Invisible Penumbra clansmen. We have encountered something like that before, if you recall.” 
 
    The bird shifted his head to the side. “Yes, I remember now. Maybe they were there, but I saw no indication of this.” 
 
    “Jelmay staying behind is going to create a complication,” Danzen surmised. 
 
    Kudzu growled. “That damn cat. I tried to tell him that, but it wasn’t easy communicating with him considering my current form. Sansar tried as well.” 
 
    “I did. He was adamant about staying, and when I left, he had found himself a nice little place under a tent, where people were playing some gambling game using glass beads.” 
 
    This statement from the three-legged raven brought even more ire from Kudzu. “So that’s what he was doing over there? I couldn’t get close enough to tell. I was only able to speak to him once, before he headed in that direction.” 
 
    “I don’t know the reason Jelmay has decided to stay behind, but I’m sure he’s planning something.” Danzen ran his tongue across the inside of his cheek. “He has to be.” 
 
    Kudzu gave him an incredulous look. “How do you know that he hasn’t simply gone off on one of his crazed gambling spells? You know how he gets once he’s in a trance.” 
 
    “Jelmay knows this is important. There must be a reason that he is staying behind. What do you think?” Danzen asked Sansar. 
 
    “I can’t pretend to know what the bakeneko is thinking, but I don’t think he would try to sabotage us, not with something like this.” 
 
    “Then we will give him the benefit of the doubt.” Danzen squinted up at the sky. “The sun will set in a few hours. We will move on from there. Until then, we can relax out here if you’d like.” 
 
    Kudzu sat. “I was going to suggest that. The less I’m in the carriage with Soko, the better. And I need to figure out a way to get this black ink out of my fur. I don’t think it will be easy.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “Likely not, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    “We will see what happens later when I morph back to a human, but I may just be stuck with dark hair for the time being. What a dismal state of affairs.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They moved swiftly. Danzen was faster than both Soko and Nomin, and the former assassin sometimes took to the air as he raced toward the manor. Danzen was prepared to deal with White as quickly as possible; while the older man may not have been the strongest combatant, he was a master at manipulating and understanding his environment, which made him incredibly dangerous. Even if Sansar and Kudzu hadn’t reported any traps, Danzen knew that it was important to stay on his toes. If they could reach White without alerting the guards, and with minimal death, the better.  
 
    The kind of hit they were about to attempt wasn’t unheard of. There had been many times where Danzen had taken out the head of an organization without anyone around figuring it out until morning. Operating in the shadows, lying in wait, limiting casualties—all were goals worthy of attempting in Danzen’s book. The cleaner, the better. 
 
    With this in mind, Danzen slowed just outside the front walls of the manor, which was now illuminated by watchfires that cast mangled shadows. The former assassin now had his hood over his head, gauntleted blades on his arms, swords at his waist, the Blade of Darkness on his back and Astra kunai across his chest. It was too much for the kind of infiltration they were attempting. But he didn’t want to leave his items behind with the carriage driver, just in case bandits came around again. As he waited, Danzen removed his Blade of Darkness and propped it up against the tree, the weapon hidden by shadows. He placed his left gauntleted blade there as well, followed by Nomin’s short sword. A single gauntleted blade, daggers made from Astra, and the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds would suffice. 
 
    Soko was the first to appear, the female assassin lowering her shoulders for a moment, her robes touching the ground. “I was wondering if you were going to go in armed to the teeth. I figured not. That glaive of yours is bulky.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t reply. It was a useful weapon to have, and if things went wrong, there was always the chance that he would return to the tree, grab the glaive, and head back to the fight, now able to conjure all the darkness around them. 
 
    Soko continued: “From what that bird of yours said, there was activity on the third floor of the manor. I would assume that is where White is, able to keep an eye on everything. He was never a basement-dweller type, not like Thane, who would have wanted to be in the lowest room possible to corner any assassin that attempted infiltration. I always thought that strategy of his needed some work, the whole ‘I’m not stuck in here with you, you’re stuck in here with me’ style never worked for me, even if Thane was a berserker when it came to his fighting style.” 
 
    Danzen heard the sound of approaching footsteps. He turned as Kudzu came out of the brush, her eyes gleaming. It had also been decided, mostly by the kitsune, that she would be joining them. Thankfully for Danzen, she had volunteered to stay on the periphery, rather than get too deeply involved with what was surely to come. She sat, and as she did Nomin appeared seemingly out of nowhere, the blind assassin suddenly standing next to Kudzu. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” Soko told Nomin, who merely nodded in reply. 
 
    “Make sure you get Jelmay out,” Kudzu said, her focus now on Danzen. “Whatever happens, make sure you get him out.” 
 
    “Based on your interactions, I thought that you hated the bakeneko,” Soko remarked. 
 
    Kudzu turned away from the female assassin. “He is one of us.” 
 
    There was a sound above. Danzen looked up, and as he did, Sansar landed on a branch above them, the raven tucking his feathers behind him. “There is some activity on the third floor, even more so now than there was earlier. There was a lot of light, more candles lit than humans generally use at night. A man came out onto the balcony not long ago, with two swords sheathed across his back. He was younger. I don’t believe he was the man that you are looking for.” 
 
    “White knows we’re coming,” Danzen said, giving words to a feeling that he still hadn’t been able to suppress. 
 
    Soko brushed this comment off. “I already told you, I’m not worried.” 
 
    She started to float ahead, and as she did Danzen caught up with her. “We have yet to discuss how we will do this.” 
 
    “Discuss?” Soko scoffed at this statement. “You act like this is your first trip down the Sakai River. We will do the same thing that we have always done.” 
 
    Danzen knew exactly what she was referring to. While the three of them could work with a plan, they were to the point now that they could just as easily work without one, which allowed them some flexibility when it came to killing their mark. 
 
    Still, it was risky. Danzen trusted both their skills, but he was well aware that things could go south relatively quickly, especially with White involved. 
 
    The front entrance of the manor was too dangerous of a target and had the best likelihood of a trap. The back was the same, which would see them coming from the east. 
 
    “We need to go in two ways,” he said, the three assassins reaching the point that he had to whisper so as not to be heard. The southern wall was nearly twenty feet away, illuminated by watchfires.   
 
    “You go here,” Soko said, “and we will go in from the other side. Rooftop, kill White, kill whoever else is with him, and then leave. As for your yokai friend, that’s on you.” 
 
    Nomin nodded at Soko’s suggestion. “We can rendezvous at the carriage. If it is not there, we can use Sansar for guidance.” 
 
    Squinting upward, Danzen saw the bird making his rounds overhead, which he knew would be increasingly useful as they separated. “Good. Let’s go.”  
 
    Nomin and Soko took off, leaving Danzen crouched in the shadows and honed in on the walkway atop the wall. He closed his eyes, focused on the auras of the two men standing at the top. Something else caught his attention, a third man. Once Danzen opened his eyes again, he noticed that this third man was different from the other two; his features weren’t visible in the watchfires. 
 
    Nomin would likely notice the same thing once they got into position, but it did mean that there could be others, that Danzen would need to check his surroundings frequently for hidden Penumbra clansmen. For now, he had a relatively easy solution—three men, three Astra kunai. 
 
    Danzen was certain he could hit his targets, but he also knew that in doing so he would likely draw attention to the wall. If he only hit one, the man that was currently invisible, he would fall and draw the attention of the other two guards, who would go to him, allowing Danzen to move into action at his top speed. 
 
    A strategy was hatched. 
 
    Danzen procured his Astra kunai and closed his eyes yet again. The man using a remnant to make himself invisible seemed to be looking right at him as Danzen loosed his blade.  
 
    Fwitt! 
 
     Danzen’s kunai struck the hidden man in the throat. The throwing knife returned to him as quickly as it hit the Penumbra clansman. 
 
    One charging jump and Danzen now stood directly beside the two opponents left. He grabbed the first man and used the same dagger to slit his throat. He kicked aside the man he’d struck from a distance, the final guard completely startled by the hooded assassin’s sudden appearance.  
 
    Using the man’s shock to his advantage, Danzen sent his dagger forward again. Astra found its mark and returned to his hand, the dagger glazed with ichor as he summoned his gauntleted blade and sunk it into the man’s abdomen, the smell of viscera and bitter bile reaching Danzen in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Danzen ducked and waited for any sign that he had been spotted. When this didn’t appear to be the case he looked down at the first man he had struck, who was still choking on his own blood. 
 
    “Is White in the manor?” 
 
    The guard nodded, fear in his eyes. Still ducking, Danzen turned to the building in question, where he spotted a rooftop on the second floor accessible from the wall walk. He leaped to it, and then performed the same maneuver to reach the final rooftop. Danzen looked ahead just as Soko landed. She floated over to him, the wraith of an assassin blending in perfectly with the night. “Nomin says that there are guards using remnants to make themselves invisible.” 
 
    “Aware.” 
 
    “She said you would be able to see them,” Soko told Danzen. 
 
    “I handled one.” 
 
    “Look at you, right back in the saddle. I was afraid earlier when you let that clown of a bandit go. But really, I love to see you this way, you know, that look in your eyes, your native bloodlust, it reveals your true nature.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t reply. 
 
    “Nomin is circling around now to handle the guards that are invisible.” 
 
    “I thought we were going in together.” 
 
    Soko shrugged. “The plan has changed. I’ll go through a window, and you can head right into the balcony. Let’s see who can kill White first. Consider it a competition.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen scanned the large balcony. Once he was sure that it was clear, he dropped down onto it, only to be startled by the sudden appearance of a man’s voice, one coming from the shadows of what would have been his blind spot. 
 
    “I knew you would come.” 
 
    It was the man that Sansar had pointed out earlier, the one with two blades sheathed across his back. The man wore a hood over his head, which he quickly pressed back, revealing skin that had been charred to the point that the man was unrecognizable. He drew his weapons, fire flickering up his arms and over his shoulders. He threw his head back, the whites of his teeth a stark contrast to his seared flesh. “I didn’t believe White, even if I’m the one that sought him out. Yet he said this would work, and here you are. I will have to compliment his tracking skills later.” 
 
    The man lowered one of his flaming swords to the floorboard of the wooden balcony. As he did, the fire jumped from the tip of his blade to the wood. This was no ordinary fire. Danzen could tell by the way that it moved—the flames were completely under the man’s control. Before he could loose a kunai in his opponent’s direction, or send his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds at his opponent, a ring of fire had circled around Danzen. 
 
    The man spoke: “I am told that it was easier for the other Evils to find you, but you made good work of them.” 
 
    Danzen’s jaw set. It now made sense who the man was. 
 
    “I’m personally surprised that you were able to kill Ginza, but he was always a brute, his rage getting the best of him. Kitazawa was erratic, too wild. Uchi should have beaten you by now, and I am not interested in the mother and daughter that you fought. They were always lesser. But now, now you have me to face.” 
 
    The flames around Danzen stayed about six inches tall, perfectly controlled, as Soko appeared, the female assassin with her dark blade at the ready. She rushed out onto the balcony and came to a sudden halt. 
 
    “Stop,” was all the fire-wielding man said as Soko’s clothing ignited. Danzen jumped over the flames to grab her, his instinctual reaction only making matters worse once he wrapped his arms around Soko. Danzen didn’t mean to tackle her, and he had done so so strongly that the two went through the wooden floorboards of the balcony, onto the tile roof, where they rolled down to the courtyard beyond, flames rising all around them.  
 
    Danzen began to try to beat her flames away.  
 
    He did so without paying any attention to the mist that had started to form around him, his demons taking shape. The world around them was coming alive with combatants and flames as pillars of fire lifted in columns from the ground. 
 
    Demonic madness. 
 
    His blood was unleashed as the flames still rose from Soko’s body, unable to be extinguished. Danzen didn’t know what to do, but he knew the source. His heart filling with anger, he glared up at the fire-wielding demon, who now wore a coat of flames, the man’s face on fire, his maw elongated like that of a dragon as he wielded his two swords. 
 
    Danzen was just drawing his own weapon when a pudgy form burst through one of the columns of fire. He recognized the bakeneko immediately, who tossed aside a sheet of canvas that he’d used for protection from the flames. 
 
    “We can’t do this here!” Jelmay told Danzen. 
 
    “Where’s Nomin?” Danzen asked, no longer able to control his emotions. 
 
    “She’s safe, I told her what was happening, what we need to do. But not here. Listen to me, Pilgrim. Listen to me!” 
 
    Danzen ignored Jelmay as Soko floated into the air, flames still rising off her robes, her arm twitching, her sword still gripped tightly. 
 
    “Both of you, listen! We have to go. This is part of the trap! Listen to me, Pilgrim!” 
 
    Yet again Danzen ignored Jelmay as he turned to the balcony. “Face me!” he shouted to the fire demon. 
 
    “Not here!” Jelmay said, yelling at Danzen in his mother’s voice. This had a way of snapping Danzen out of it for a brief moment. He made eye contact with Soko, who was breathing heavily now, the flames dying out all around them. 
 
    “My demons.” 
 
    “The fires will kill them,” Jelmay said. “We need to go, Danzen, now.”

  

 
   
    Part Three 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yet again Danzen found himself in a scenario in which he was running from his enemies. It wasn’t like him, fleeing wasn’t in his nature, but like the situation with Uchi, it seemed best to retreat for the time being to reevaluate and gain some perspective. Danzen didn’t seek an answer from Jelmay until they returned to the carriage where they found Kudzu and Nomin, the driver nervously waiting to leave. 
 
    “Explain to me what’s going on,” he told the bakeneko, his voice still haggard. “All of it.” 
 
    “Of course,” Jelmay said, panting now. “But on the way back to Arsi. Trust me, Pilgrim, you’re going to want to hear this.” 
 
    As Jelmay got to the carriage, Danzen turned to Soko. “How are you doing?” 
 
    The flames that had spread up her robes were now extinguished and much of her clothing was charred, Danzen seeing more of her arms, all the way past the bicep. It was a wonder she didn’t have a third-degree burn.  
 
    “I’ve been better,” was all Soko said as she got into the carriage.  
 
    Sansar landed on the roof, and watched Nomin get in, the raven speaking to Danzen once it was just Kudzu and him still standing outside: “The Evil back there, that was Nyamdor the Firestarter. This former instructor of yours, I don’t know how he came into contact with that demonic man, but Nyamdor is wicked to the core. I’m surprised he even made the cut to be considered one of the Seven Evils.” 
 
    “Surprised?” Kudzu asked Sansar. She was looking up at him now, the kitsune still catching her breath from her run through the forest. They hadn’t spoken about it, but Danzen knew that she must have seen the flames. They would have likely illuminated much of the forest around the estate. 
 
    Sansar spoke again: ‘What I’m trying to say is that there are worse fallen angels and other demons that I can think of than that man. Like you, Nyamdor was part of the Brotherhood, but back before the fall, when the Brotherhood was still in its founding years. Nyamdor was an arsonist, one who likes to torture his targets by burning them to death. You may not know much about the Great Fires of Sainshand, but he was responsible for them.” 
 
    Jelmay popped his head out of the open door to the carriage. “If you’re giving a backstory, you can do so on the road. We have much to discuss.” 
 
    Danzen removed his Blade of Darkness. He let Kudzu into the carriage and then got in, Sansar flying inside after Danzen was settled. Nomin tapped her fist twice against the ceiling and the carriage started up. 
 
    “Now, you were saying?” Kudzu asked Sansar. 
 
    “Nyamdor the Firestarter is the man’s name. He is an Evil that was once part of the Diyu Brotherhood.” 
 
    “So that’s who he was,” said Soko, ire in her voice. “One of us.” 
 
    “In a way, yes. Nyamdor was an arsonist back then. He died in a botched attack against his own relatives, which later spread to much of Sainshand.” 
 
    “The Great Fires of Sainshand,” Nomin said. “I’m familiar with them. There is a small memorial at one of the performance venues in Sainshand with a plaque detailing the fires.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait. How did you know what the memorial said?” asked Jelmay. Kudzu told him something under his breath; the bakeneko scoffed at her remark. “What? It’s a valid question.” 
 
    “Someone read it for me. Continue.” 
 
    Sansar’s voice picked up again: “There isn’t much more to the story, only that people say that Nyamdor died laughing as the fires spread over his body. The reason I know about this is because I was in the city at the time looking for someone.” 
 
    “Who?” asked Jelmay. 
 
    “A story for another day. But I assure you, I overheard people talking about it, and I saw the damage. Now, Nyamdor has demonic powers, allowing him to better control the flames and the damage that they are capable of.” 
 
    Jelmay shook his head. “Well, a demonic pyromaniac is the least of our concerns now.” 
 
    “The least?” Soko asked as she showed Jelmay her arm. 
 
    “A flesh wound, my dear. Anyone ever heard the phrase ‘two yamachichi with one throwing sword?’” 
 
    Kudzu sighed. “You’re joking.” 
 
    “Now wait a minute, Fox, I’m getting to something here. You may think I stayed behind so that I could gamble and make the wad of kip that is currently bulging in my pocket here,” he said as he placed his paw on the front of his vest. “And true, that may actually be the case. But I’ll also have you know that I stayed for another reason, one that everyone here will want to hear. I suspected that something was off when I saw that fiery demon. He was speaking to an older fellow with eyes that were all black. Does that mean something to you?” 
 
    “White,” said Soko. “The man with black eyes. That’s him.” 
 
    Jelmay started. “White has all black eyes? Heh. Can’t make this stuff up, right, Fox?” 
 
    “Get to the point, Jelmay.” 
 
    “So White was actually there?” Danzen asked the bakeneko. 
 
    “Sure, he was there, somewhere in that main building. I saw him myself.” 
 
    “I checked the third floor,” Soko said. “I didn’t find him.” 
 
    “Why would White be on the third floor when it was clear that the three of you had already arrived?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nomin asked Jelmay. 
 
    “Sure, the three of you are quiet, you are good at what you do, believe me, I’m not trying to get on the bad side of an assassin. If I had someone to kill—and this may happen in the future depending on how difficult Usagi or even Bahjee becomes—I’d surely hire one of you. But you came in sloppy. I know, I know, who am I to tell a trio of Kishu Kingdom’s most notorious assassins how to infiltrate a well-guarded manor in the middle of the woods? Well, I’m telling you that people were already starting to move by the time the two of you were on the roof, mostly because of your actions,” Jelmay told Nomin. “You weren’t exactly subtle in killing the invisible Penumbra men.” 
 
    Soko sighed. “Any other notes?” 
 
    “From where I was sitting, it looked like the three of you were being too confident. So he probably moved somewhere else at that time, or perhaps there is a hidden compartment behind a wall.” 
 
    “I checked.” 
 
    “I checked,” Jelmay told Soko in a mocking way, using her own voice. He switched back to his own voice: “Either way, black-eyed White is there. But I wasn’t so concerned about him. I knew something was off about that other one, the Firestarter. What did you call him?” 
 
    “Nyamdor,” said Sansar. 
 
    “That’s the one. There’s a name you don’t hear every century. Anyway, after getting good with some of the guards, I started buying drinks and asking around as I continued to earn enough money to cover our expensive hotel habit.” 
 
    “That is your habit,” Kudzu reminded the bakeneko. 
 
    “I started hearing about what this Nyamdor fellow could do, and I got a glimpse of his barbeque skin when he passed by. Naturally, I knew that something wasn’t right. I thought, ‘gee, maybe he has abused remnants like Soko.’ But I didn’t see any talisman on him, so I decided to take an even closer look. Needless to say, a few, ahem, costume changes, and I was in the estate, delivering food while White and Nyamdor spoke. And wouldn’t you know, they were talking about you,” Jelmay said as he turned to Danzen. “And all the usual suspects came up: Nomtoi, Tengir Gantulga, your relations, Seven Evils, blah, blah, blah. Well, some of that stuff was implied, but I got the gist of what they were talking about.” 
 
    “If you could keep your mouth shut, you would make a decent assassin.” 
 
    “Do I get to wear a mask?” Jelmay asked Soko. “Do I get to go around brooding all the time and abusing remnants? If so, please sign me up. Now, to finish up this very important discussion that everyone should be listening to rather than making offhand remarks that will later be rebuked, their later conversation, the one between White and Nyamdor, is going to surprise everyone here except for me because I have dealt with them before—” 
 
    “Get on with it,” Kudzu told Jelmay. 
 
    “The Butterflies of Arsi. That’s what it was about.” 
 
    Kudzu groaned. 
 
    “The Butterflies?” asked Danzen as he connected the dots. “You aren’t suggesting that—” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying here. The Butterflies of Arsi are the final of the Seven Evils, strange to hear it said that way, but you get my point. White was curious about them. Nyamdor wasn’t impressed. The Butterflies are back, which now should make everything that I have been hinting at thus far clearer. Picture it like this…” Jelmay explained what he thought they should do, and in the end, they all agreed that it was worth a shot. There were parts of Jelmay’s strategy that Danzen didn’t like, complications that would arise if they weren’t able to line the pieces up correctly, but there was merit to Jelmay’s plan. “That brings us back to now, and the time that we have until we need to pull this off. So, we head south? That would put us in close proximity to Arsi when the time arrives. The only problem is that they will be anticipating something now. Or maybe they won’t. I don’t know. But I am certain that bringing these two forces together, Nyamdor and the Butterflies of Arsi, will be, as I said, like killing two yamachichi with one throwing sword. Mull it over.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They arrived late at the hotel in Arsi to little fanfare, as all but two of the staff members were asleep. As she had before, Soko met them on the balcony once they had arrived in the room, the female assassin still looking a little worse for wear. 
 
    “Do you mind doing me a favor?” she asked Danzen as he removed his Blade of Darkness, which he placed in a weapons rack near the door. “I’m exhausted, and I could use a change of clothing. Do you mind fetching them for me?” 
 
    “Where would you have me go?” he asked Soko. 
 
    “You may be surprised to find out, but I own several properties now in the city. I know you are the type to keep the money you earned in a bank, but I’ve been funneling my earnings into real estate.” 
 
    This statement brought a chuckle from Jelmay. “I can only imagine you as a landlord and what would happen if rent was late.” 
 
    Kudzu came out of the back bedroom, the kitsune now in her human form and wearing evening robes. Jelmay laughed again once he saw her hair was black. “You look like the Witch of Diyu.” 
 
    “I would mind my tongue if I were you,” she said, and by the tone of her voice, Danzen knew that she was deadly serious. Rather than tease her any further, Jelmay backed away and nodded at those still in the room. He yawned and departed, his welcome finally worn out. 
 
    “As I was saying, it would be by the grace of Sunyata if someone could fetch something for me.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Danzen asked Soko. “Your home.” 
 
    “For you? Just a few jumps away if you take the rooftops.” 
 
    “I believe I will just walk there.” 
 
    “Thanks again,” Soko said as she collapsed onto one of the chairs. She dropped her arms, and as she did Danzen noticed yet again the way that her clothing hung in shreds from her arms. He also saw a few burn marks that she quickly covered up once she caught him looking. “I have a way to deal with these,” she said. “But I need a few things. Grab a set of my robes, and look inside the pocket of the third overcoat. I will need that as well.” Soko proceeded to tell them the address, which was in an area Danzen was familiar with, one of the main ports along the river. “And don’t touch anything there that doesn’t belong to you.” 
 
    As he turned to leave, Kudzu met Danzen at the door. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Not necessary.” 
 
    “Not debatable,” the kitsune told him with a half-grin. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen left the hotel with Kudzu, the former assassin doing his best to keep to the shadows even if he didn’t sense any immediate threats. Unfortunately, with Kudzu around, his natural instinct to keep a low profile was unattainable, the kitsune walking and talking freely. 
 
    As always, the kitsune had concerns about Jelmay’s plan, yet from what Danzen had heard, it made sense. By the way Jelmay had described the Butterflies of Arsi, five assassins with a flair for performance and treachery, he agreed that it was best to knock them out as quickly as possible. Danzen was fairly certain that Nomin and Soko would be able to accomplish this task, but there was a part of him that also considered bringing Yato in, someone with an assassin’s instinct. Not only that, he missed having her around. He had never been the type to consider himself a teacher, but now that the role had been forced onto him, it was something that suited Danzen better than he would have thought. 
 
    They reached their intended location, Danzen now able to hear the river beyond, the water lightly brushing against the shoreline. It wasn’t far from one of the bridges, Soko’s flat in a new development that had several buildings, all with river views. It was clearly an expensive place, and Danzen was not at all surprised to find security out front. 
 
    He approached the pair of guards and used his Demon Speak to deal with them quickly, and Danzen and Kudzu were instantly let into the courtyard. From there it was up a stone staircase followed by another, where they reached Soko’s door. He produced the key that she had given him and unlocked it, the inside dark, the air suddenly heavy. 
 
    Kudzu tensed up. “You don’t think this is a trap, do you?” 
 
    “Not at the moment,” Danzen told her, although he did find being inside Soko’s flat rather strange. There was a time not so long ago that he wouldn’t have put it past her to use the place to spring a trap on them. But for now he halfway trusted her, even if he knew to remain cautious.  He told Kudzu to wait by the door as he closed his eyes, outlines taking shape. There was a seating area with a few scrolls on a table next to the armrest, a small kitchenette that didn’t seem to have ever been used, and finally the entrance to the bedroom, where he found a mattress without a bedframe, and a balcony that opened up to the Sakai River. He also found her weapons rack, the Witch of Diyu’s poisonous claws hanging above them like a trophy. Danzen located Soko’s wardrobe; with his eyes closed he saw why she requested an item from the third overcoat.  
 
    He could see the talisman’s Sunyatic glow. Soko would use a Sunyata talisman to heal her burn injuries. 
 
    Once Danzen had the clothing, as well as the pouch that Soko had requested, he rejoined Kudzu at the front door. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As always, Danzen was up the next morning before the others. He grew tired of trying to bend his echo in the limited space of his bedroom, so he stepped out onto the balcony and leaped onto the mostly flat rooftop of the hotel. A flock of migrating birds caught his attention as he looked up in the sky, Danzen aware that they were heading the same direction that he would soon go in search of the remnant that Nova suggested they find. 
 
    It had been agreed upon last night that Soko would stay behind in Arsi. This would allow her to track the Butterflies once they arrived. She would also be able to keep her ears to the ground regarding Penumbra and perhaps Halcyon, the society within the Diyu Brotherhood that had taken a contract on Danzen. 
 
    Now on the rooftop, Danzen was finally able to focus, and as he did he slowly released his Astra kunai into the air.  
 
    They gravitated around him, the former assassin pressing his palms forward, feeling the Sunyata energy radiating through him. He placed his hand on the hilt of the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, prepared to draw his weapon. But then he remembered that he had since learned using his weapon this way was a crutch, that it wasn’t necessary. He also remembered the other thing that Sotgonn had told him, that the system that he had learned, the rankings generally used by the citizens of Kishu Kingdom, was just that, a system, one that had been watered down. According to the Dukha elder, Danzen had only touched the surface of what was possible. 
 
    What would happen once he reached that final rank? What would happen after he was able to dissolve the stone? There was much more ahead, and much more that he could learn once he reached that milestone. He hadn’t started practicing for it yet, but he knew it would come soon.  
 
    As he continued to bend his echo, Danzen imagined attackers swarming him.  
 
    He shifted into more of a combat phase, sending daggers out, yet not throwing them, not using their natural power. Instead he used his echo to modify and control their trajectory. The more he did this, the more he realized that his connection with Astra, and now his new sword, was an extension of what he was now doing. It was all related, all tied to a world where heaven no longer existed, where bits of the spiritual plane were infused into every object imaginable. 
 
    His eyes closed, Danzen kept at it, and as he did his thoughts slowly filtered away. He could have been standing outside his monastery in Genshin Valley, or outside his mother’s nunnery, or in the Panchen Mountains, in the alcove where he had once tried to challenge his father. It didn’t matter. 
 
    There was always the threat of his half-brother getting approval from whatever council helped Tengir Gantulga run Diyu, yet Danzen had stopped worrying about that for now. If Nomtoi came, Danzen would do whatever he could to bring him down. He wouldn’t hesitate, and even though his brother was much stronger than him, Danzen would fight back relentlessly. 
 
    Because he knew that was what it would take. Strategy was the only way for the weak to overcome the strong.  
 
    Danzen recalled the time when Nomtoi took his demon form, the numerous eyes along his long snout. Danzen had struck one of his eyes. What if he was able to get more of them now that he had his throwing knives? What if he was able to truly focus and do to Nomtoi what he did to Ginza, shattering his bones within his flesh? Was there a way for him to advance his power to the point that he could simply keep Nomtoi suspended in midair, tiring his half-brother out as he struggled to free himself? What if he reached the final level, at least the final quantifiable level, and he was able to simply dissolve his brother into a puddle of viscera? 
 
    The three kunai dropped as Danzen sensed a presence. He opened his eyes, half expecting to see Tengir Gantulga there to toy with him.  
 
    “The others are gathering, and food is being served,” Sansar told him, the three-legged raven’s black coat glistening in the morning sun. 
 
    “How long have I been up here?” 
 
    “Well over an hour.” 
 
    “It felt like minutes.” 
 
    “When you concentrate, time passes in its own way.” 
 
    Danzen lifted one of his hands into the air, toward his first throwing dagger. It quickly returned to his palm. Once he put it away he did the same with the other Astra kunai. “I should review the map that Nova has provided us.” 
 
    “I believe there will be plenty of time for that along the way. It will take us at least a day and a half to reach Tachibana, if not longer, especially traveling with Jelmay and Kudzu. That is where you wanted to eventually end up, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And the remnant that Nova has uncovered is somewhere in the mountains between here and there, so that should work out fine. We can always speak to him by giving Timbero a call.” 
 
    “We can.” 
 
    “But for now, especially with the likelihood that Penumbra will be returning to Arsi after last night’s fiasco, we should head out.” The raven nodded a few times. “We will be safer in the mountains.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jelmay insisted on taking a carriage as far south as they could, which he assured Danzen and the others was covered in the cost of their room in Arsi. After bidding an uneasy farewell to Soko, who would stay behind in the city to monitor the Butterflies of Arsi, not to mention Nyamdor the Firestarter and whatever would happen with Penumbra, Danzen and his companions left the hotel. Their carriage was aimed at one of the larger bridges crossing the Sakai River. According to their driver, it would be a two- or three-hour trip. 
 
    As they traveled, Danzen kept his eyes on the city. There were numerous ways that White could spring a trap while they were in the carriage, yet he didn’t see anything suspicious, even if he remained on guard. Most of the citizens were indoors due to the cold rain that had started up. It came in waves, sometimes brushing against the top of the carriage, some of the water leaking inside much to Kudzu’s chagrin. 
 
    At least they were sheltered from it for the time being. 
 
    Now in her human form, the dark-haired kitsune looked absolutely miserable, the exact opposite of Nomin, who showed no signs of being affected by the adverse weather conditions. At some point in their journey, when Jelmay had gone on for too long boasting about his past exploits, Nomin attempted to steer the conversation back to the Butterflies of Arsi. 
 
    “You said that you saw them multiple times,” she said, cutting Jelmay off during one of his stories. “What can you actually tell us about the Butterflies?” 
 
    “Are you telling me you’re not interested in my fascinating tale about the time that Usagi and I managed to trick a takiwaro into showing us the grove where he grew rare herbs? You know how hard it is to trick one of these yokai? Do you know the extent at which these yokai are hoarders? Do you know anything about herbs in general? Or Takiwaro? Bah, your generation of humans. Well, all generations of humans, for that matter. No one is interested in the past. No one is interested in the wisdom of your elders.” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. “You never speak about the past, you speak about your past. And while you may be old, you certainly aren’t an elder.”  
 
    “It’s all about context, Fox, and connecting the dots. But Blind Pilgrim has a point. I have seen the Butterflies of Arsi multiple times, and I should know something more about them. What do I know? Hmmm? What do I know about the Butterflies? Ah, how about this? They use fans. I forgot about that. Have you ever seen those bladed hand fans? I don’t think assassins use those anymore.” Jelmay looked at Danzen for confirmation. 
 
    “I’ve seen them used in action, yes.” 
 
    “That’s what they fight with, the Butterflies, bladed hand fans. And it is also what they used to entertain crowds. I’m telling you, Fox, if it weren’t for the fact that they tried to kill me, I would still be a big fan and a patron. Get it, fan? I’ll make more jokes later.” 
 
    “Please don’t.” 
 
    “You take this stuff way too seriously,” Jelmay told Kudzu. “Anyway, bladed hand fans. I think I saw the Butterflies use swords as well in part of their performance, but that seemed to be their favored weapon. And explosions. I recall there being an explosion or two. Maybe I am mixing that performance up with another one. I do love shows with pyrotechnics. Bah! It’s a pity that we are going to have to kill them. Well, I suppose you could say that they are already dead, yet it still brings me no joy.” 
 
    “I recall learning about the Butterflies at the Brotherhood,” said Nomin. “The lessons mostly revolved around crowd control, if that was something that was deemed necessary.” 
 
    “Crowd control? It wasn’t so good when they tried to go for me, but I was an early fan, and a patron as well. Wait, didn’t I already tell you that?” Jelmay shrugged. “That second part annoys me to no end, if we’re being honest. To think that I was actually funding their little killing sprees up until the point that I became a target. Go figure.”  
 
    As they continued on, Danzen thought back to a demonstration he had once seen on bladed fans, which left him on edge afterward due to the nature of his skin. Because the fans could open and close so quickly, this left their wielder able to focus on avoiding attacks and keeping the pressure up. Danzen could only imagine what a combatant like this could do if they also had control over their echo, or their power enhanced by their demonic being, like the Butterflies of Arsi. 
 
    It wouldn’t be an easy fight, which was why they would need to manipulate the arsonist, Nyamdor, as best they could. Yet there were a lot of pieces in play, something which worried Danzen to no end.  
 
    He had learned long ago that additional components only complicated things further. Danzen could only hope that Jelmay’s strategy would work. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They came to the end of the road for the carriage. Danzen and his companions were now at the edge of the fields where Danzen had once fought Ginza, the shrine they had stayed in earlier that week less than a few miles away. Luckily for Kudzu, the rain had stopped, yet the ground was muddy. Once they filed out, Jelmay, who now had his flail sheathed across his back, quickly wolfed down a sandwich. 
 
    “Those are supposed to be for later,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “Later is always now depending on your interpretation of the passing of time.” 
 
    “You’d better save me one.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Once the carriage driver had turned back toward the riverside city, they began their trek toward the mountains. During the latter half of their carriage ride, Danzen had looked over the map given to them by Nova. Using the main road and the village of Tachibana beyond as guiding points, the fallen angel noted a particular remnant in the mountains that the previous abbot had written extensively about.  
 
    It looked increasingly like it was going to be a solo mission as they started up a winding path, Danzen’s eyes jumping to some of the spires above. He didn’t see Jelmay being able to travel that high up. Perhaps Kudzu would be able to do so in her fox form, but there was always a chance that they would reach a point that she couldn’t reach, and based on what they had encountered with the Sundiyu Sect, and the abandoned shrine where they had once chased Midrah, there could also be traps. 
 
    The days were shorter as the fall pushed the winter, Danzen estimating they had about four more hours of daylight. He knew that they would need to find shelter, so he also kept his eye out for a cave or an overhang that would do as they slowly gained elevation. Sansar, who had been circling above, landed on Danzen’s shoulder. 
 
    “It is pretty high up.” 
 
    “You already located the remnant?” Danzen asked the three-legged raven. 
 
    “Not quite. There is a mountain sanctuary, but the easiest paths to it have all been destroyed. There are other ways to get there, however. If the remnant is anywhere around here, it will likely be there.” 
 
    “You could just fly us up there,” Jelmay suggested to the raven. 
 
    “It really depends on the weather. If it starts to rain again, it may be better if you use one of the alternative routes,” said Sansar. “The ones I found had sky coverage, even if they could prove a little challenging.” 
 
    “I will go alone,” Danzen told the bakeneko, which elicited a subtle huff from Kudzu, “in the early morning.”  
 
    He felt the raven shift on his shoulders, Sansar looking back up at the dark clouds. “Yes, maybe that would be the best time to go, Pilgrim. We can see what becomes of the weather.” 
 
    “All I know is that the cave better be dry. I’m not going from a literal emperor’s suite at a classy Arsi hotel to a damp cave. Not happening.” Jelmay laughed. “Great, now that I just said that, that’s likely where we are going to end up, isn’t it?” 
 
    Kudzu laughed too. “You’re the one who can tell the future.” 
 
    Jelmay buried his head in his hand. “I’ll learn to keep my premonitions to myself lest they infect our fortune. Bah! And ha! What a life we live.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The cave that they eventually discovered wasn’t fully damp, yet it was covered in patches of moss, and there were enough drips to create numerous puddles.  
 
    “This is why you shouldn’t open your mouth sometimes,” Kudzu told Jelmay as she began exploring the interior of the small cave. 
 
    “I told you I was good at seeing the future.” Jelmay plopped down onto a stone, and once he was sure there were no puddles around him, he dropped his bag. 
 
    Danzen stepped out of the cave, his gaze shifting toward the view provided by a ledge nearby. This was clearly once the home of a hermit, and by the looks of it, the place had been abandoned long ago. Brownish moss had taken over a chair where a hermit had used to sit and apparently carve things based on all the wood chips around. Not only that, several of the hermit’s half-finished pieces were scattered about, also showing signs of age and rot. Some of the rock had been carved as well, a particular face actually reminding Danzen of a masked Soko, albeit one that had weathered over time, patches of growth causing fissures across the front of the mask. 
 
    “Eat something,” Jelmay said as he approached Danzen with one of the sandwiches that he had arranged at the hotel. They had been wrapped in thick paper, the sandwich featuring a hard roll and a nice helping of roasted beef in the middle. Danzen took a bite of it and noticed that there was a hot sweetness at the back of his mouth, likely from a sauce that had been used to enhance the flavor. 
 
    “Good, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded at Jelmay. The bakeneko turned back to the cave and threw his hands up in the air. “Fine, fine, I’ll get the place set up. Blind Pilgrim, I’m going to need you to help clear away some rocks with those big muscles of yours. Kudzu, how about you take your fox form and explore a little bit better at the back of the cave. I don’t need a spider wrapping me in its web later tonight. Sansar, well, I don’t know if I have a task for you per se, but you can help take away some of these vines that are hanging over the entrance, that would be nice. They creep me out. Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen looked over to Jelmay. 
 
    “I’m giving you the easiest job this time. Your job is to stand guard. Simple, right? Don’t let any yamachichi sneak up here and steal our sandwiches.” 
 
    Danzen was surprised to see that everyone listened to Jelmay, and it wasn’t long before the bakeneko had a fire going near the opening. Once the rain picked up, and the temperature dropped, it became clear that the fire would be a necessity. There were enough loose chunks of wood and twigs that had either been left by the hermit or blown into the cave to keep the fire going most of the night. It only died out just a few hours before dawn, Danzen immediately coming awake. 
 
    He spotted Sansar seated outside the opening of the cave. As Danzen approached the three-legged raven, Sansar looked up at him. “The weather could get worse, but it’s really hard to tell in the mountains here. Now may be the time.” 
 
    Danzen returned to where he had just been sleeping and retrieved the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, as well as his three Astra kunai. He crouched before Kudzu, the black fox sleeping with her head between her two front paws. “I’m going out.” 
 
    Kudzu blinked her eyes open. “I can come.” 
 
    “Rest,” he told her. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Sansar will be with me.”  
 
    Danzen left the cave and joined the raven. He placed his hood over his head, as the rain was coming down in big droplets. He moved rapidly, following the raven as best he could, Sansar guiding Danzen toward a relatively navigable pathway. Every bridge he came to seemed to be cut, and Danzen was forced to jump from one rock platform to the next as he continued to circle around the mountain. How high did it go? Looking up, it was hard for him to gauge where this mountain sanctuary would be. All he could see was walls of stone and snow at the top. The rain had brought mist with it, which only decreased visibility. 
 
    There was no telling. 
 
    Danzen continued on. He came to another dismantled bridge, the rope and a few planks still hanging over the side of a cliff. He couldn’t see the other side due to the way the rock wrapped around the mountain. It appeared that the only option would be to use a narrow ledge to continue onward. That, or ask Sansar for help. 
 
    The raven landed on his arm, his black feathers slick and wet. 
 
    “I believe you can make it,” Sansar said. “And I’ll be there to catch you if you don’t. The entrance is just around this bend. That’s where the door is, anyway. Who knows how deep the sanctuary goes.” 
 
    “There’s a door?” 
 
    “There is, one made of stone. You have to get creative to move it.” 
 
    “Let’s just get there first.” 
 
    Danzen crouched near the edge of the cliff and looked over to the ledge. He saw how he would be able to hold on to it and climb in a sideways manner. While he was certainly strong enough to accomplish a task like this, he didn’t know how much the slick rock would impact his climbing. But there was no other option. 
 
    After cracking his knuckles, Danzen transitioned onto the ledge. He began pulling himself sideways slowly as the rain lashed against him, Sansar now hovering behind the former assassin, the three-legged raven in his largest size. 
 
    Danzen continued on. He was just reaching the end when his hand slipped. Rocks came tumbling as Danzen hung by one hand. He gripped the stone so hard that he was fairly certain he left imprints, yet he was able to hang on, and once he had reset himself, Danzen was able to pull himself up to solid ground. 
 
    After catching his breath, Danzen continued onward and came to a large stone door, one protected from the elements. Sansar landed on his shoulder. “Think you can do something with that?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He was just about to use his echo to shatter the stone when he heard a familiar voice behind him. 
 
    “My son. It is so very good to see you.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    For once, Tengir Gantulga didn’t wear his blackened armor. The ruler of Diyu was now in a set of dark robes that glowed purple like a remnant. The end of his beard was braided, his long white hair slicked back. The man was in a pair of sandals, and he was unarmed. 
 
    “Quiet,” he told Sansar before the raven could speak. “I bring good news.” 
 
    Danzen, who now had his hand on the grip of his Sunyatic blade, began to draw his weapon anyway.  
 
    “You are barely any stronger than you were the last time we spoke. What makes you think you could do something to me now? Not only that, but if you were able to succeed, you would instantly become the ruler of Diyu. If I recall, that’s not quite what you’re looking for. Unless I am wrong….” 
 
    Danzen lowered his hand. “Why have you come here?” 
 
    “I already told you why I am here, my son: to bring good news.” Tengir drew in a deep, satisfied breath. “Your brother’s request to join my council has been denied. He will appeal it, but I don’t believe he will act anytime soon, nor will he be as bold as he was in your last encounter. Let’s just say I’ve had a few words with him. It is not fair, if you ask me, for someone with the power of God to challenge a mortal, even if this mortal comes from a very powerful bloodline. Speaking of bloodlines, Shodren wishes you her best.” 
 
    “I’m sure she does.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t hold a grudge against your mother; her foolish plans to overthrow my rule will never come to fruition, and while she abandoned you, look how much stronger you are now.” Tengir Gantulga laughed. “Even if she believes that I am wrong, Shodren knows in her heart that there is only one way this ends, and it is with either you or Nomtoi taking the throne once I have decided to pass it along. It’s not all fun and games, you know, being the ruler of Diyu.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. He couldn’t remember how many times he had told Tengir Gantulga that he wasn’t interested in taking his mantle. 
 
    “Defiant as ever, but I appreciate that about you. It is one of your defining features. You remind me of myself in that way. Your brother doesn’t have the same kind of stubbornness, one rooted in true belief. His stubbornness is rooted in what he assumes is his to inherit. Very different.” 
 
    “Will there be anything else?” Danzen asked as he started to turn away from his father. 
 
    “You’re lucky we are alone. I would be forced to act if you spoke to me this way in Diyu. I can’t have any of the lesser demons thinking I am going soft in my old age. Word would spread, and then I would be facing the sort of challenges that you are facing now with the Seven Evils, only much more difficult. You do realize that the challenges your brother has brought here, while potentially difficult for you, are nothing compared to what lies ahead, right? Especially if you go against my wishes.” 
 
    Danzen felt his muscles tense. “Is that a threat?” 
 
    “No, it’s a promise. But I am here for another reason, my son.” 
 
    Danzen turned back to Tengir Gantulga to find the large man now with his hands behind his back. His dark eyes jumped from Danzen’s face to Sansar. “Why are you still here?” 
 
    “I’m not to leave his side,” Sansar told the ruler of Diyu. 
 
    “Is that Shodren’s wish? Such a foolish yatagarasu you are. Your father was much brighter, but fathers are generally that way, are they not?” Tengir gestured to himself. He narrowed his eyes on Danzen. “Your blood has even more power than you know. More than Sunyata has to offer; even if you bent your echo every hour of your life, your strength would pale in comparison to the power of your bloodline, and what Diyu has to offer.”  
 
    “I’ve already told you I’m not interested.” 
 
    “Imagine being able to bring someone back to life, or using your blood as a weapon, or conjuring entire armies of winged demons—all are available to you, my son, and all you have to do is ask for it. But since we are here at this abandoned sanctuary, and since you are going to continue to try to rebuild Sunyata even if it isn’t possible, even if it is a waste of your time, I will let you in on a little tip.” 
 
    “Not interested.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware,” Tengir Gantulga said as he looked to the stone wall behind Danzen. “Do you see it? Surely you do, raven. If not, let me illuminate it for you.” 
 
    A script Danzen had never seen before began to glow purple on the wall; the letters were made of boxes and straight lines, arranged in long strips. It had been carved, but time had done a number on the lettering, and had his father not pointed it out, Danzen likely wouldn’t have seen it. 
 
    “You know I cannot read that language.” 
 
    “It is your birthright to understand this language,” Tengir told Danzen. “It is a demon script, an ancient one created in Diyu. Why, you ask, would it be in a sanctuary dedicated to protecting a remnant? There was a time, long ago, that your world had those who worshiped Sunyata, and those who worshiped Diyu. After the fall of Sunyata, both sought to restore power. This is a warning, one that I would heed. There are powers that can hurt beings like you and I, and that power exists inside those stone doors.” 
 
    Danzen tried a different angle. “Why would you help me? Why would you tell me all this?” 
 
    “Because that is how confident I am that what you are doing is futile. I told you that you aren’t going to rebuild Sunyata this way, collecting all the remnants that you can, bending your echo to the point that you are able to do something that has never been done before. It won’t work that way. You are going to struggle for however long it takes you to either get killed by your brother, in which case you will come to me, or merely die of old age because of your human side, in which case you will come to me. If it keeps you entertained, and he keeps you growing stronger, then why would I stop you? I am a good father, after all.” 
 
    Danzen looked at the glowing demon text with disgust. The only thing he could imagine doing in that moment was defying Tengir simply by succeeding. If understanding this demonic script would help Danzen and his companions, it was worth learning.  
 
    “Well?” Tengir Gantulga asked. “Would you like to be able to read it?” 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    “Then it is done.” And as those words left Tengir Gantulga’s lips, Danzen could suddenly make sense of the text as if it were a language he had been reading his entire life. Scrawled across many of the surfaces were multiple warnings to anyone who discovered this sanctuary to go a different way. The warnings claimed that the sanctuary was cursed, that anyone who entered it would die. 
 
    “Interesting,” Tengir Gantulga said as he ran his hand over his braided beard. “Now you don’t have to enter it. Now you can simply return to the others and try to find another remnant.” 
 
    “He may be lying,” Sansar told Danzen. 
 
    “Sure, I may be lying, but you are reading the text yourself,” Tengir Gantulga said. “Is it not a warning? Did the Diyu worshiper who placed this remnant here not make sure there was a message of caution?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they carve the text in the common tongue?” 
 
    “You don’t understand, do you? The sanctuary was here long before the fall of Diyu. It once held something else, it seems. The markings were made then. It was only sealed off after it had been looted.” 
 
    “What was this place before?” 
 
    “I can’t be sure.” Tengir Gantulga yawned. “There are locations like this all across your world. There are also places like it within Diyu. You like finding treasure, don’t you? You could always come search in Diyu, if you would like. There is much more to your blood than you know, my son, and there’s much more that I would be able to do for you if you allowed me to unlock it. Don’t you want to know what true power is? Can you imagine yourself on the same level as Nomtoi? Can you imagine yourself stronger, able to crush your brother?” 
 
    “You know it won’t be that easy.” 
 
    Tengir Gantulga glared at Sansar. “And what makes you say that?” 
 
    “For him to become like Nomtoi, he would have to completely separate himself from his human nature. What you are offering is just that. You would fully make him a demon, and in doing so he would lose his humanity; he would lose the ability to bend his echo, to exist in the same way he does now.” 
 
    “And that’s a problem? What good did being a human ever do for you, son?” Tengir asked Danzen directly. “All humans have done is use you; from the moment your mother dropped you off at the Diyu Brotherhood, all they have done is take advantage of your blood.” 
 
    “You have used me as well,” Danzen said, referring to the times that Tengir Gantulga had threatened Danzen’s companions if he didn’t perform certain tasks. 
 
    His father shrugged this statement off. “I disagree. I never used you. I merely offered you an opportunity. You will see, one day, my son, that there is so much more, more than you can possibly imagine, about your nature and your potential. Good luck with the rest of the Seven Evils. Say my name when you are ready to advance your power, and if I were you”—Tengir Gantulga nodded to the warning etched into the stone—“I would heed that warning.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen approached the large stone pocket door, easily twice his height. It was cracked in the middle, too thin for him to slide through. If Kudzu was there, she might have been able to fit through the crack clear to the other side, but Danzen was going to have to open the door a different way. Just to see how heavy the rock was, he placed both hands on opposite sides of the crack and worked to pry it open. 
 
    It didn’t budge, just as he had suspected. 
 
    Danzen took a step back and examined it, his eyes tracing all the way up to the top. Whoever had put this here had spent considerable time constructing it. In taking a look at the cavernous space yet again, he noticed more details, aside from the demonic writing that still held a purple glow to it. It must have taken decades to build something like this, to cut the door out of the rock that was already here. From what he could tell, none of it had been transported in. 
 
    “Be ready for anything, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen nodded at Sansar’s suggestion as he once again focused on the cracked door. Tilting his head ever so slightly, Danzen closed his eyes and took a step back, feeling the power swelling within him. He had the notion to shatter the stone, but he also appreciated the work that had been done on the sanctuary, and felt that in doing so he would desecrate it in some way. So instead of taking things to the extreme, he slowly opened his eyes and brought his hands together.  
 
    Danzen sensed the cultivated power at the tip of his fingers, an extension of his being in certain ways. The power of Sunyata now rippling between his palms, Danzen pressed his hands away from one another and as he did each side of the door began to rumble. Dust fell from the ceiling, rock striking the stone ground, as Danzen focused even harder, his head tipped forward. Danzen suppressed a sudden feeling of rage at his father, at how Tengir Gantulga had yet again toyed with him.  
 
    Now wasn’t the time. Now was the time to focus. 
 
    “You’re doing it,” Sansar said, his voice at the back of Danzen’s head now, much quieter than it should have been. He continued using his echo to press each side of the doorway until it was finally open. 
 
    Danzen lowered his hands. He waited for the door to snap shut again, yet it made no indication that it was going to budge. 
 
    “I’ll fly through the other side.” 
 
    Danzen watched as Sansar quickly moved to the other side of the door. Without a word he took a step forward and came to a new chamber, one with low ceilings and walls covered with more of the purple demonic script. The warnings were repeated—turn back now if you value your life—the words etched so many times that they actually illuminated the space. 
 
    “Have you ever seen anything like this?” Danzen asked Sansar as he finally removed his hood from his head. 
 
    “I haven’t. Much of my focus has been on rebuilding Sunyata, which for me has meant waiting until the right situation came along.” 
 
    “How did you know that I was the right situation?” Danzen asked, using Sansar’s own words. 
 
    “I didn’t. I just knew that certain factors would be necessary for it to even be possible. I learned of your mother’s terrible situation with your father, what he did to her in her youth. Once I saw her dedication, I made contact. I am also the one who introduced Shodren to the Sundiyu Sect, although I now believe that they have led her on the wrong path. I regret that introduction now. I suppose that this is my long-winded way to answer your question, how I knew, or better, how I came to know that it was you. As you are well aware, I have been watching you for some time on Shodren’s behalf.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    A span of silence spread between the two. Finally, Sansar spoke again: “Anyhow to answer your earlier question as to if I’ve ever seen anything like this. I’ve known of places like this, but I’ve had little interaction with them. This is new territory for me as well, Pilgrim. And I believe that once we are out of here, it may do us well to speak to Nova about all of this. It is clear to me now that he guided us here, even if he did so under the cover that he had found the information in the map provided. I also believe that some of the fallen angels, beings like Uchi, had an interest in this darker aspect of Sunyatic energy. Because that’s what it is, that is what all of this is,” Sansar said as he swept his wing at the crazed carvings. “Everything is Sunyata. That is what your father won’t admit. Diyu itself is Sunyata, the mortal realm is Sunyata, and the power that your father and your half-brother wield, are also Sunyata.” 
 
    “But heaven has fallen. All that is left are remnants, and talismans.” 
 
    “It still exists in all of us, and it exists in them as well. You have grown considerably in your understanding of echo cultivation and how it relates to everything around us. You will grow still. But there is a connection you’ve yet to make, and I’m not going to be able to explain it to you. It is a connection that you must come to understand on your own. Only then can you reach your full potential. And to be honest with you, Pilgrim, that full potential scares me. I don’t know if you can handle that kind of power. I don’t know if anyone can. But more on this later. For now, it should just be something that you contemplate while you bend your echo. Let’s continue. We should see where this path goes.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen came to a rope hanging from the ceiling, the pathway ahead crumbled. Normally, he would leap across something like this, but with the low ceilings, doing so wouldn’t be as simple. There was always a chance that he could jump to the side wall and run across that way, but it was quite the distance, and he didn’t know if he could make it. 
 
    The hanging rope would have to do. 
 
    Danzen reached out and grabbed the end of the rope. He then tested how strong it was, surprised to see that it had been tied off somewhere beyond a crack in the ceiling. Whoever had put this here had been quite agile. 
 
    Sansar flew to the other side. The raven continued up the crumbled pathway before returning to Danzen. 
 
    “What do you see?”  
 
    “I really don’t know how to describe it.” 
 
    Danzen took a few running steps forward and jumped to the rope dangling from the center of the space. As he swung to the other side, he felt the rope shift down, yet it held his weight as he swung back and forth.  
 
    Once he was able to, Danzen finally cleared the gap.  
 
    Upon landing, he stood and quickly dusted off his robes. He looked ahead, as Sansar landed on Danzen’s shoulder. Together, they took a flight of crumbled stone steps up to an opening filled with light. The cavernous space was large enough that Danzen had trouble seeing to the other side. The air was cold, yet slightly moist, moss and undergrowth tracing along the side walls. As had been the case in the last two chambers, the maniacal demonic carvings were visible everywhere, the warnings growing increasingly frustrated. Danzen had never really thought about how jarring the written word could be, yet seeing it plastered over many of the surfaces was beginning to bother him. Was there an enemy ahead? Who would go to so much trouble? 
 
    Danzen stepped out onto a platform, his action causing rocks to tumble behind him. Glancing down, he realized that he had stepped directly onto a stone trigger. Sansar spoke as the dust cleared: “I believe we may be trapped.” 
 
    “We will find a way out.” Danzen looked down, the former assassin not able to discern how high up they were. He picked up a stone and dropped it over the ledge nearest to him. It took a moment, but he finally heard it hit shallow water below, its echo filling the cavern. 
 
    “I do hope so.” 
 
    There was about a five-foot gap between Danzen and the next ledge. He took a few steps back and then ran forward, jumping at the very last moment. Danzen landed. He shot his arms out, just in case more rocks were set to fall. Looking ahead he saw that there was another stone trigger on the ground that he had missed by just a few inches. Danzen stepped around it. 
 
    “Absolute insanity, whoever designed this,” said Sansar as he lifted off Danzen’s shoulder. “What was it for? Your father claimed the sanctuary was designed well before the fall, which I believe to be true based on the engineering alone. Humans haven’t created things like this since then. Yet the etchings are newer.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Once he was ready, Danzen jumped to the next ledge and pulled himself up, yet again avoiding the trigger. Just to see what the trigger he had avoided did when pressed, Danzen found a stone and tossed it onto the other platform. He hit his mark and a spire shot out from the rock wall, quickly returning to its base. 
 
    Sansar spoke again: “Tragic, really. Something like this would be a work of art if it wasn’t from the mind of a madman.” 
 
    The next platform was much higher up, Danzen forced to put as much power as he could into his calves and thighs to reach it. He flung himself into the air, found the ledge, and pulled his body up. There was no stone trigger here, not that he could see, yet Danzen took things slowly as he came to what appeared to be a new challenge. Running along a pair of walls created by two vertical platforms were spheres lodged in stone ports. All aside from one sphere were placed in the ports on the left wall, all but one of the ports on the right empty. 
 
    “What do you think?” Sansar asked. 
 
    Danzen sat, his legs crossed beneath his body as he contemplated what was clearly some kind of puzzle. He peered ahead and made out another pocket door, one that was sealed. He spoke to Sansar: “Can you investigate that door? Do you think I’ll be able to open it?” 
 
    By the looks of things, if he could use a door, he would be able to move higher into the cavernous chamber, closer to the two platforms up at the top that he couldn’t currently reach. As Sansar flew ahead, Danzen took another look around, noticing that this was the only path that he could conceive of at the moment to continue to the top. If there was an exit up there, he could use that to get back to the others. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the three-legged raven returned. “It isn’t like the door in the front. You aren’t going to be able to pry it open. Perhaps you could shatter it, but doing so may create more trouble than it’s worth. It is best to solve the puzzle,” Sansar said as he landed next to the former assassin. 
 
    Danzen took another look. On the left wall there were four ports, three with a stone sphere lodged in them, one missing. On the right side was the missing sphere, as well as three stone ports. 
 
    “Maybe I can move the spheres,” he finally said, “from left to right.” 
 
    “I don’t see how they are suspended, yet I suppose it is worth a shot.” 
 
    Danzen closed his eyes, and as he did he began to focus on his echo. All he needed to do, if it was even possible, was move the three stones from the left to the ports on the right. Or perhaps it was the reverse, perhaps he needed to move the single stone from the right to the left. At least it was worth a shot.  
 
    With his eyes shut everything was highlighted in a different way. Danzen decided to keep them closed as he focused on the first rock sphere. He mentally reached out for the first sphere. It rose from the port it had been docked in. The stone floated through the opening to the counter adjacent port on the right. Upon placing it in the port, the stone dock twisted, locking into place. 
 
    “That is something,” Sansar said. “Try another.” 
 
    Danzen did the same, floating the stone from the left to the right side, where it locked into the port. 
 
    “One more.” 
 
    Yet again Danzen reached out for the stone sphere, removed it, and sent it to the other side, where it locked in place. Danzen heard the sound of the doorway ahead shifting into the wall.  
 
    “It’s open,” said Sansar, a hint of excitement in his voice. “We will reach the top yet.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Able to perform a running wall jump to the next platform, Danzen continued through the door that had just opened. He came to a staircase with moss growing on the side of it. The left wall was fully intact, yet the right wall had mostly deteriorated. As he came to the top, he realized why Sansar had been surprised earlier. The platform above had two large ports, each the span of his outstretched arms. It was clear that something was meant to go in the ports. 
 
    Danzen began to look around. He spotted a large spherical stone on a different platform, one resting on a pedestal. It had been covered in the demonic script, just like all the other surfaces around him. “There is one,” he said. “Do you see the other?” 
 
    The three-legged raven found a perch on another platform, one that was about fifteen feet up. Danzen was fairly certain he would be able to jump to it given his current angle. 
 
    “There is one here,” Sansar called down to him. “But it is protected.”  
 
    “Let’s try that one first.”  
 
    Danzen shot into the air and reached Sansar. After he pulled himself up, he saw that a stone enclosure had been erected around the large stone sphere. Sansar now stood on the cage of stone, looking down at the spherical rock inside. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I can shatter the cage and gain access to the sphere. But I’ll have to be careful.” 
 
    “Yes, careful not to shatter the sphere itself. Do you think you can do it?” 
 
    Danzen approached the cage made of hardened stone, wishing at that moment that he had brought Nomin’s replica short sword with him. It seemed able to pierce almost anything. His Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds had the same feature, but something about this stone told him that it would be risky to try to hit it with his favored weapon. 
 
    Normally, when he shattered objects, Danzen did so from a few feet away. He couldn’t recall a time when he’d actually placed his hand on something and made it crumble, but this seemed to be the best way for him to control his own power, so he went for it. 
 
    After Sansar flew up to his shoulder, Danzen honed in on the energy around him. 
 
    Lowering his head, Danzen once again closed his eyes and saw the stone enclosure rimmed in purple. He focused on his hand, his fingertips glowing with energy that he was generating. Danzen dug his fingers into the stone, fissure lines appearing. He pressed harder, and the enclosure shattered. 
 
    Danzen whipped his hand back, his fingertips hot like he had held them an inch or so above the tip of a flame. He blew on them instinctively, and shook his hand out.  
 
    “You only get one chance,” Sansar reminded Danzen as he examined the spherical stone and the port below. Danzen took a few steps back and lifted his hand, concentrating fully on the task at hand. The stone sphere rose from its port, and Danzen noticed something that he hadn’t really toyed with before. The weight felt no different than when he had floated smaller stones. As he hovered the stone over the side of the platform, a number of applications came to Danzen, ways that he could use this to his advantage. He let those thoughts all slide away as he focused on lowering the floating sphere down to one of the ports below him. Once he got it in place, the stone locked, as it had done earlier. 
 
    “Good,” Sansar said after a short pause in which both of them waited for something to happen. 
 
    Danzen looked to the next platform, and saw that he could jump down to it. He did so, and as he landed, some of the rock crumbled away. He barely managed to avoid falling. 
 
    “Too close,” Sansar told Danzen as he landed on his shoulder. 
 
    Danzen focused on the second spherical stone that needed to be moved. He floated it into the air and looked to the platform across from them, to the empty port. As soon as the stone was in place, the ceiling above them began to shift. 
 
     Danzen looked up, the former assassin shielding his eyes with his hands as more dust fell from the ceiling. A spiral staircase lowered, one that would allow Danzen access to yet another platform weaving along the far wall of the cavern. 
 
    The raven smoothed out his wings before he spoke: “Let’s hope that’s both the exit and the remnant.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The spiral staircase that had lowered from the ceiling creaked a little, yet it held Danzen’s weight as he took it to the top, where he jumped over a six-foot gap to a narrow ledge. More stones crumbled beneath his feet as Danzen skirted along the ledge toward the open door. Once Danzen reached the door, a wave of relief flowed over him. 
 
    He turned around and took a final look at the cavern, confirming that he had explored everything that needed to be explored. Yet again, Danzen’s eyes traced over the strange writing that crisscrossed every surface, the demonic script that his father had unlocked in his mind. He wondered how many times he’d seen the script in various locations and never recognized it. Thus far, he had only unlocked the writings of a madman. But perhaps in some of the abandoned shrines and other locations he would find himself in the future, knowledge of the script would be useful. Only time would tell. 
 
    Danzen started up another stairway, expecting to come out at the top of the cavern. Once a cold wind started to hit his face, he realized that he was nearing what he hoped was the crest of the mountain. The cold wind was followed by wisps of soft snow, Danzen finally pausing halfway once Sansar spoke: “I believe we found our exit. Perhaps I should fly ahead and tell you what I see. All of this makes no sense. We enter the sanctuary, accomplish a few puzzles, and we are offered an exit. Where’s the remnant that Nova supposedly uncovered in his scrolls?” 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on his chest, feeling the whistle that would summon the raiju.  “Maybe we should summon Timbero and the fallen angel once we reach the top.”  
 
    “Not a bad idea, honestly. Nova is the one that led us here.” 
 
    “Until then, stay with me.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Sansar said. 
 
    Danzen continued on, the wind becoming stronger, louder as well as it whipped through the stairwell. He kept his hand on the grip of his weapon, ready for anything, not knowing if he was about to encounter some sort of demonic entity, or simply another stone puzzle.  
 
    The stairwell exited onto a large swath of stone, much of it covered in pockets of snow. In the center of the space was a mound of rocks with a slight purple glow to it. The snow seemed to bend around the rocks; the sides of the space were shored up enough that a person wouldn’t be able to see this from beyond the mountain, unless they had somehow reached a higher peak. But in taking a look around, Danzen didn’t see a higher peak. This was likely the highest mountain in the range, at least from where he currently stood. There was none of the demonic script here. No warnings, no threats. 
 
    “What do you think?” Danzen finally asked Sansar. 
 
    “Something is buried there, beneath the pile of rocks. It might be the remnant.” 
 
    Danzen approached the pile of stones before him, some of the boulders large enough that they could have easily crushed him. Starting at the top, he used his power to begin removing rocks one by one. As carefully as ever, Danzen set them in the space next to the mound. He had to be extremely careful not to dislodge other rocks, which had the potential to cause a mini avalanche. Focusing, and going as slowly as possible, Danzen began to reveal the top of a glowing purple pillar.  
 
    Danzen stopped, as he got the sense that he was being watched.  
 
    “Scan the area,” he told Sansar as he set down another rock.  
 
    Danzen turned around to find some of the illuminated text he had seen in the cavernous space below directly behind him. The demonic etchings had taken the form of a man, his body made of cobbled-together stone. Was it Shimo? Was it some sort of spirit? 
 
    Danzen wasn’t about to take any chances as he drew his sword. 
 
    The being lowered one arm, its hand growing in size and forming into a sharp fist. 
 
    ~~Why have you come here?~~ 
 
    Its voice was androgynous, and light. 
 
    “For the remnant.” 
 
    ~Who are you?~ 
 
    “Danzen Ravja, son of Shodren Ravja, a human, and Tengir Gantulga, the ruler of Diyu.” 
 
    ~What would a half-blood want with the information here?~ 
 
    “Is it not a remnant?” Danzen asked as he gestured toward the pillar that he had partially uncovered. 
 
    ~What would a half-blood want with the information here?~ 
 
    Sansar answered this time: “To rebuild Sunyata. I am the son of Jimmu, born in Sunyata, which has since fallen. I am here with this human and can vouch for him.” 
 
    ~And you are aware of the blueprint?~ 
 
    “No, we are not. We came here because a fallen angel named Nova gave us information stating that there was a remnant here,” Sansar explained. “We are currently collecting remnants to use in an effort to rebuild Sunyata. Danzen may be the son of the ruler of Diyu, but he is not like his father.” 
 
    ~I am the guardian of the pillar. If you desire its information, you must defeat me.~ 
 
    “Are you the one that covered the cavern in demonic script?” 
 
    ~No, my creator did.~ 
 
    “Who is your creator?” Sansar asked. 
 
    ~I do not know his name. I only know my purpose. If you want the information, you will have to defeat me.~ 
 
    “As you wish.” Danzen brought his sword to the ready.  
 
    The quick fists that followed were some of the hardest Danzen had ever blocked, to the point that he felt as if his heels had dug into the stone. The sanctuary guard was as fast as any opponent he had ever faced, Danzen having to use his foot to kick off the front of the being just so he could get some space. Once he did, Danzen brought his sword in a downward slice, immediately returning along the same path as he came back up. He had struck the sanctuary guard, and in piercing its flesh, Danzen saw a glowing purple blood start to trickle out of its body. 
 
    Not only that, he could feel it. The sanctuary guard was powered by Sunyatic energy. 
 
    Danzen rushed forward, intending to drive the tip of the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds through the stone being’s torso. The guard brought its fists down to the ground just as Danzen reached it, causing a surge of rippling energy that threw Danzen backward. 
 
    Ready to be done with the fight, Danzen sent his blade spiraling forward as he had done so many times before. It struck the sanctuary guard in the chest, and tore through its body. His palm open, Danzen’s sword returned just as he shot his other hand forward, and used his echo to shatter the stone.  
 
    It didn’t shatter like stones he’d worked on in the past. The temple guard simply crumbled into a puddle of glowing purple blood. The blood started to bubble, and soon, it had shaped into a face.  
 
    ~You have done well, Danzen Ravja. Continue removing the stones to uncover the Fatebrick. I will explain everything.~ 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The fluid apparition said no more as Danzen returned to his task of uncovering the pillar hidden beneath the pile of stones.  
 
    He kept his guard up, yet it was clear that everything had changed since he had defeated the sanctuary guardian, including the tension that had once been in the air. Eventually, he found himself in a position in which he was able to easily focus on removing the large boulders that were covering the Sunyatic pillar. 
 
    Danzen felt no strain in this process, which he surmised was due to the amount of time he had put into bending his echo. Had he attempted something like this a month ago, it might have been much more difficult. But now, especially with what happened and how he had been forced to push himself, he tackled it relatively easily. Soon, more of the pillar was revealed, Danzen noticing that it was covered in petroglyphs, starting from the top and arranged in squares as they cascaded down the structure.  
 
    Continuing on, Danzen finally reached the bottom. It took him another few minutes to remove the last of the stones. When he was done he took in the pillar, noticing that it was just a bit taller than him, still glowing purple. He could feel the power as well, Danzen entirely familiar with that Sunyatic pull that he noticed with items that had been made in heaven itself. Luckily, he wasn’t feeling weak this time, which was another improvement. There had been times in the past when being too close to remnants had affected him. 
 
    “It is done,” Danzen told the apparition. 
 
    ~Good. What you have uncovered is the piece to a larger puzzle. You said it was your intended goal to rebuild heaven, did you not?~ 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    ~And why, if I may ask?~ 
 
    “Because there is a lack of balance without it.” 
 
    Something shifted in the sanctuary guard’s glowing purple face. 
 
    ~Another good answer. The creator would have liked this answer. Approach the pillar. You will need to use your power to shatter it. What you seek is inside.~ 
 
    “Who is the creator of all this?” Sansar asked. “You keep mentioning him. Why did he do this? And why the demonic script this morning?” 
 
    ~The warning is for those from Diyu to keep them away from this place. The creator did this to protect the Fatebricks of Sunyata.~ 
 
    “Fatebrick. I haven’t heard this term,” said Sansar. 
 
    ~I am merely telling you what I know.~ 
 
    “Nova may know,” said Danzen. 
 
    “I suppose we should call him here now. What do you think?” 
 
    ~Who are you planning to call?~ 
 
    Sansar answered the apparition: “A fallen angel named Nova, and Timbero, a raiju who was once a defender of Sunyata.” 
 
    ~I’m only allowed to reveal the meaning of this pillar to those who have been authorized. The two of you have been authorized. Summoning others may create complications.~ 
 
    “We can call upon them later, once we’re done here,” Danzen said as he approached the pillar.  
 
    He reached his hand out to it and went through the process of summoning the power of a nonexistent heaven. Danzen didn’t like the fact that he would be forced to destroy the pillar to reach what was inside, thus losing whatever information the petroglyphs might hold, yet there appeared to be no other way.  
 
    The pillar stopped crumbling at the midpoint, and as it did Danzen felt the air swell around him. He stopped, and as he did a cylinder within the pillar began to rise on its own. Perched on the cylinder was a small tablet carved out of a remnant, one that was glowing to the point that he had to avert his eyes for a moment. 
 
    “I know what this is,” Sansar said suddenly. “It is a projection map, a guide.”  
 
    “A guide?” 
 
    “Shine it toward…” Sansar took a look around. “There, that should do. That wall.” 
 
    Still averting his gaze, Danzen reached out to the small tablet and lifted it. He felt yet another swell of power press past him as he shifted toward the rockface. It produced a projection, one that Danzen couldn’t quite interpret. It then dawned on him what he was looking at. It was a map of the entirety of Kishu Kingdom, one demarcated by the barrier separating the mortal world from Diyu. Portions of Diyu were also mapped on the other side. 
 
    ~This map will help you find the Fatebricks of Sunyata. You should know that your challenges will be greater than they were here, that my brothers and sisters may be much more powerful than I proved to be. The creator has to be certain that you are worthy of the Fatebricks. My work here is done. I wish you luck in your future journeys, and you may summon your companions now.~ 
 
    The apparition slowly began to melt to the ground until there was no longer a purple glow, only a pile of stones. 
 
    It was a moment before Sansar spoke. “The Fatebricks of Sunyata. I believe we should speak to Nova and Timbero before we figure out a way to return to the others. There must be more to this.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen summoned the wolf-like yokai, Timbero’s appearance coupled with crackling lightning and early-morning thunder. The sun had yet to breach the horizon, but it was close, a thin line of pink already transitioning into a blazing orange. 
 
    Timbero landed on the mountaintop, and as he did Danzen wondered if the others had seen the yokai flying in the sky. He had a feeling Nomin would have by now, and he knew that he would need to make it back to them soon. 
 
    Nova was barely visible in his spirit form. Danzen had already seen him once this way, when he separated from the abbot, a fallen angel with long hair and sharp features. He was transparent, his outline with a tint of blue to it. In closing his eyes, Danzen saw more of the fallen angel’s features, something he had already confirmed outside of Arsi. 
 
    “So, you found it,” said Nova as he admired the Sunyata tablet, which was still shining brightly onto the rock face. Danzen had yet to spend much time with the map, but in looking at it again he saw that there were several locations marked, including some in Diyu itself. 
 
    “You knew this was here?” Sansar asked. 
 
    “I did, yes.” 
 
    “And you know about the Fatebricks of Sunyata?”  
 
    “Again, yes. These are the objects I was tasked with protecting, well, one of them, anyway. I believe you already have one of them,” he told Danzen. 
 
    “The rosary?” Danzen asked. Nova’s rosary was currently in the cave with the others, the remnant tucked away safely in its protective pouch. 
 
    “That is the one. The Fatebricks are the name of the most powerful Sunyata relics in existence, named so because they were crafted by a master cultivator named Fatebrick. Sansar, you may have heard of him by his first name, Isoda.” 
 
    “The Isoda?” asked the three-legged raven. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “But he was killed during the fall of Sunyata,” said Sansar. “I was certain nothing he made was left behind.” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Nova gently placed his hands behind his back. “He was killed during the fall, but he had time beforehand, thanks to some of the protectors of Sunyata, to conjure these relics.” 
 
    Timbero spoke, his voice booming as always: “This must have been why the response of the raiju was so late. I remember now. I was tasked with fighting, but others were working to protect Isoda. I do not know why. Why, Nova? Be clear.” 
 
    Nova shrugged off the raiju’s question as he turned his focus to Danzen. “There are nine of these Fatebricks of Sunyata. I have given you one, the rosary. A map has been provided, but these are just general locations. If you want to rebuild Sunyata, you have now proven to me that you are up to the task. I do not know how well the others are protected, nor do I know if they have been moved, but the locations here,” Nova said as he gestured to the stone’s projection, “are as close as you are going to get. You will notice that three are in Diyu, the rest here in the mortal plane. If it is your goal to rebuild Sunyata, which you have stated that it is, and which you have shown me is your true intent, you will need the Fatebricks.” 
 
    “This has been your plan all along, hasn’t it?” Sansar asked him. “This was no ordinary remnant location. You knew where you were sending Pilgrim.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “With no warning, no explanation.” 
 
    “You know our ways,” was all Nova said about this. 
 
    “And these relics, these Fatebricks, what do they do?” 
 
    “The full essence of Sunyata is stored within them. While remnants may be helpful in restoring order to the three planes of existence, the Fatebricks are the missing piece that you seek. They are not written about, and no Sunyatic philosopher will have likely mentioned them. The Sundiyu Sect, even highly advanced abbots or those who can understand ancient scripts, will have no idea about these items. Knowledge of the Fatebricks is entirely an oral transmission, one that was never noted anywhere to my knowledge. They are the key. In the meantime, you should continue collecting remnants if they become available. You may not be strong enough to attempt to collect some of the more remote ones. Not yet, anyway. But in time, I’m sure you will reach that plateau. Each location will test you in different ways, and if I were you, considering that you are already here in the mountains of Arsi, I would head toward Tachibana.”  
 
    Danzen looked at the map to see that there was indeed a marker, off the coast of the desert that surrounded Tachibana. Was it in the water? This appeared to be the case. 
 
    “What do you know of these other Fatebricks?” asked Sansar. 
 
    “Sadly, nothing. Those tasked with hiding them were only given one each, plus the location of the tablet.” 
 
    “Who is the creator? Who wrote all the demonic script and gave it power?” asked Danzen. 
 
    Nova stared at him curiously for a moment. “Can you read the demonic script?” 
 
    Danzen explained what his father had done, how he activated this part of his mind. He then transitioned to the fight he’d just had, and the entity that remained behind. “The sanctuary Guardian told us that the script was to throw off demons.” 
 
    “That is the case, yes.” 
 
    “Why would a demon stop simply because of seeing this script?” asked Sansar. 
 
    “Because it would turn them into vapor.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Danzen. 
 
    Something akin to a smile formed on Nova’s face. “You are lucky it didn’t happen to you, considering your blood. Anyone of the demonic nature who passes by these words would be cut apart by beams of Sunyatic energy. This was likely why your father didn’t enter. I didn’t think it would affect you because of your human blood, and I was right. He likely wagered that it would either kill you, or you’d be able to pass on. It was a calculated risk.” 
 
    “And you clearly survived,” Timbero told Danzen. 
 
    “Then who etched it? Who made the script and stone puzzles?” Sansar asked. “You truly don’t know?” 
 
    “That information was not made available to me. As far as I know, I’m the only fallen angel that kept his Fatebrick on his person. This creator could have been anyone, perhaps someone associated with Isoda, or Isoda himself. But I do know that they are of a Sunyatic nature. All is Sunyata.” Nova motioned to the sky. “And it will take some time, but all will be Sunyata again.”

  

 
   
    Part Four 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wind whipped past Danzen as he hung from a stone ledge. After making sure he was in the clear, Danzen dropped to what could serve as a mountain pass below and crouched, glad for solid ground. He peered up at the sky to see Sansar flying back toward the others, the former assassin using the raven to pinpoint their location. It was true that Sansar could have carried him, or perhaps Danzen could have even ridden Timbero, yet he wanted some time to decompress, to think about what he had just learned. 
 
    This was the problem with scratching the surface. There was always more to uncover.  
 
    Two years ago, Danzen would have thought nothing about the fall of heaven. He knew about Sunyata talismans and the ability to bend one’s echo, yet he had no real conception of the system that had been put into place to gauge a person’s overall power. He didn’t know his mother was still alive, that Shodren Ravja had made contact with a group of yokai known as the Sundiyu Sect that had once served as an intermediary between Sunyata and Diyu. And while he was aware that there was something clearly wrong with him and what happened when he bled, Danzen couldn’t have imagined that he was the son of the ruler of Diyu, Tengir Gantulga, and that his father had been watching for some time with the thought that he may want his throne. 
 
    Then there was the fallout. What had happened three hundred years ago continued to reach its withered fingers into the present. Remnants were hidden across the land. The Sundiyu Sect, now fully aware of Danzen’s existence, wanted him to rebuild heaven by dying and doing so from Diyu; others thought that it was possible through collecting remnants, Abbot Monpo and Menya with their texts, the library at the nunnery with all of its information. Danzen’s demonic half-brother Nomtoi who would stop at nothing to make sure that he didn’t get the throne, even if Danzen didn’t want it in the first place. Fallen angels, the Seven Evils, and the Diyu Brotherhood still gunned for him in their own way, and then there was White and Penumbra, and the contract currently being managed by Halcyon—all to now learn that relics known as Fatebricks which were crucial to the rebuilding of Sunyata actually existed, and that for the last several days Danzen had possessed one. 
 
    It was a lot to process. 
 
    And while it made deciding on a best route forward a bit easier, Danzen knew that it wasn’t that easy. 
 
    This was why he decided to take the hard way down from the mountain, the path less traveled, as he let everything trickle away, his focus now on survival. With his heart rate up, and the potential to fall with any misstep, Danzen knew that it was important not to let his thoughts get the best of him.  
 
    Danzen spotted a limb that had grown out of the side of the mountain, one nearly as thick as a tree in the Asura Forest. He saw another ledge below that had plenty of room for him to land on. With a deep breath in, Danzen jumped toward the limb. He grabbed onto it and used his momentum to propel himself down onto the ledge. Nearly losing his footing, Danzen leaped toward another ledge, this one thin enough that he was forced to stand with his arms out wide as he circled around the rock. 
 
    Danzen swallowed a hint of fear that seemed to have come from the pit of his stomach as he looked down, hoping for a way forward. The dark gray color of the rock and the bits of snow made it hard for him to gauge where he should go from there. Rather than panic, he closed his eyes, everything painting before him in stark outlines. Doing so allowed him to better see the depth of some of his options. 
 
    Because of the way that snow had fallen, a ledge shaped like a finger had been mostly obscured. If Danzen could jump over to it, he would be able to get to the thin mountain pass below, which appeared to circle around toward the location that Sansar had flown to. 
 
    Danzen went for it, and in trying to grab hold of the finger-shaped rock he lost his grip. It was an instinctual reaction, one that Danzen would analyze later. He sent his arms out, the former assassin suspended in the cold air. 
 
    He now floated by his own volition. 
 
    Not wanting to test how long he could do such a thing, Danzen lowered down onto the mountain pass. His breaths heavy now, he calmed himself before continuing on, glad that Kudzu hadn’t seen his near miss. She wouldn’t have liked that. 
 
    Danzen began to hear voices as he approached the cave from above. Once it was clear he could make the jump, he leaped from an overlook to a spot just before the cave, startling Jelmay. His whiskers completely erect, his eyes wide, Jelmay finally spoke: “By Sunyata! Always one to make an entrance, aren’t you?” 
 
    Danzen looked over to Nomin and Kudzu. “There has been a development.” 
 
    “I figured you would want to tell them,” said Sansar, the three-legged raven near one of Danzen’s satchels. He pointed his beak at the bag. “We can examine the Fatebrick as well.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The power felt different this time. Maybe it had something to do with knowing what it actually was, yet Danzen could feel a difference this time, something about its weight and the way it made him queasy. He passed the Fatebrick rosary around with reverence for the vital piece to rebuilding Sunyata. 
 
    Kudzu brought it to her forehead; once she did Jelmay examined it, the bakeneko even sniffing it, much to the kitsune’s chagrin. Nomin didn’t want to touch the item. “Perhaps we should be careful with this information,” Nomin said as Jelmay let Sansar examine the rosary. “Knowledge of its existence shouldn’t leave our group.” 
 
    “You are referring to Soko?” Danzen asked the blind assassin. 
 
    “In particular, yes. She doesn’t know about them now, and I think it would be best if we keep it that way. Soko has been loyal to the cause as of late, but she has a tendency to shift like the wind.” 
 
    Kudzu spoke: “Not to mention the fact that she is a remnant abuser. Can you imagine what would happen if someone abused a remnant of this caliber?” 
 
    “No, I cannot,” said Danzen as Jelmay gave the Fatebrick to them. He placed the rosary back in its pouch and continued explaining what had happened on the mountain, which led Kudzu to making a conclusion that Danzen had already reached. 
 
    “So the Sundiyu Sect is entirely wrong.” 
 
    “I don’t know if they are fully wrong; maybe there is a way to rebuild from the throne of Diyu. Where they are off is their failure to see the potential for another solution.” Danzen tucked the rosary into an inner pocket. “And likely, their dedication to balance between a fallen heaven and a very active hell blurred by this point. This is the kind of information that Abbot Monpo and Menya need to be made aware of.” 
 
    “I could fly there—” 
 
    “Didn’t we just agree not to let others know?” asked Nomin. “What if someone attacks the nunnery, what if they are able to learn about the Fatebricks?” 
 
    “They would still need this. Follow me.” Danzen guided his companions into the cave. Once he found a darkened corner, he retrieved the small tablet from his other pocket. It was no longer glowing, yet in touching it, he quickly concluded it activated through his echo.  
 
    “It’s a projection map,” Jelmay said once the wall was illuminated purple by the stone. 
 
    “It is indeed,” Danzen told the bakeneko. “There are eight other Fatebricks of Sunyata, nine in total. They are marked on the map. The one that makes the most sense to seek right now is in Tachibana.” 
 
    “And there are some in Diyu?” 
 
    Danzen nodded at Kudzu’s question. “Yes. As helpful as it is, there remains one problem with this map. According to Nova, the Fatebricks may no longer be in these locations. They may have been moved or stolen.” 
 
    Jelmay stretched his arms over his head. “Eh, either way, we’ll find them. Now, how far to Tachibana? I’m trying to gauge if I should have a second breakfast over here or not.” 
 
    “I’m sure Pilgrim hasn’t even eaten.” 
 
    “That’s not my problem,” he told Kudzu. 
 
    “There are carriages that run to Arsi, but on foot, it will take us at least another day. If we leave now and move quickly, we will certainly reach there by morning.” 
 
    Jelmay considered what Danzen had said. “Does this mean we have to walk through the night? Because I’m not interested in that. We’re going to need food at some point as well.” 
 
    “You and your food.” 
 
    “Food for all of us, Fox. I only brought so much from the hotel, and most of it is gone.” To illustrate his point, Jelmay opened one of his bags, found a hunk of dried meat, and took a bite from it. He offered it to Nomin, and when she declined he offered it to Kudzu, who begrudgingly took the meat from Jelmay and finished it. “Hey, you’re supposed to save some of that for me.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine.” 
 
    “We will find food,” Danzen assured his yokai companions. Even though Sansar had been with Danzen, it felt as if he had been by himself for the last several hours. He welcomed the company of the others. Their banter kept his thoughts from becoming overwhelming. By touching the tablet, Danzen was able to deactivate it, the purple light fading.  
 
    While the others continued to speak, Danzen gathered his things, pleased to find that there was an inner sleeve in one of the satchels that fit the tablet perfectly. All of his items with him now, including his Blade of Darkness, Danzen kept his head down as he stepped out of the cave. Nomin was the first to join him, followed by Sansar. Jelmay and Kudzu soon followed, the kitsune now in her vulpine form, Jelmay carrying her clothing. 
 
    They headed south, in the direction of Tachibana. Danzen had escaped to this region two years ago, and while they weren’t on the exact path he had used at that time, he felt as if he would soon recognize his surroundings, a homecoming of sorts. It wasn’t that long ago that he had come here to escape, and he had left looking for a place to escape even further.  
 
    Now, Danzen was returning with a new outlook on life. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen grew increasingly familiar with their surroundings as they continued onward. He knew that they would reach the end of the mountain range, to hardtop desert peppered with juliflora trees, which had incredibly deep roots, able to suck up rain from mountain runoff. The trees were quite thick toward the foothills of the mountains, enough to blot out the oppressive rays of the afternoon sun. But as the desert progressed, the trees eventually fell away, revealing scores of sand dunes. 
 
    Had there not been signs of humanity, as well the remains of the stone path that had been weathered over the years, Danzen might have turned back upon first reaching this area, assuming he had reached the end of civilization. Danzen had never taken a mark in Tachibana, although Soko had once or twice, the coastal desert a region that he would have never fathomed visiting during his career. When not taking high-level marks, and not training, Danzen had wasted his time enjoying the finer things in life. Why, then, would he come so far south, where the finer things were few and far between? 
 
    It hadn’t been until he reached Genshin Valley that he saw his first yokai, the nozuchi on the road between Suja Village and Chutham, his life changing in that instant. For most of his existence, Danzen had given little thought to the mythological creatures, even with the occasional traders who dealt in yokai body parts. In this way, it was like bending his echo, something that up until that point had never crossed his mind. How many things in the kingdom were like this? How many mysteries would he unravel if he simply picked up the thread and tugged it? 
 
    There was no telling. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions wouldn’t reach the desert until nightfall, which was the best time to travel along the road to Tachibana anyway. Autumn had come to the arid region in a dramatic way, the leaves of the juliflora trees beginning to shift to a shade of tan that almost matched the desert beyond. It camouflaged their surroundings, made things look drier than they actually were. Yet there were still pockets of water from the recent storm in the mountains, like the small stream they came to, the cold water crystal clear.  
 
    “Am I the only one excited to see what kind of hotels Tachibana has to offer?” asked Jelmay, the bakeneko now seated before the water, panting slightly from the heat. He brought a saucer that he carried with him to his lips and took another large sip, smacking his lips. “Tachibana, the famed desert city. I am imagining a place made of sandstone with canopies and sweeping views of the desert. At least that is what I have been told about this region. Never been.” 
 
    “Same,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “Everyone knows you haven’t been here. Everywhere we go is someplace new for you considering you’ve never left the Valley.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly true,” Kudzu told the bakeneko. 
 
    “True enough. Anyway, Pilgrim, tell us about hotels.” 
 
    Movement above caught Danzen’s eye. He looked up to see Sansar land. The three-legged raven nodded his beak to the woods beyond as if something were coming. Danzen turned in that direction, his hand on the hilt of his blade. Sensing this, Nomin did the same. 
 
    Jelmay continued, oblivious to what was transpiring. “Fine, don’t tell me. In terms of the food at this hotel we’ll soon be staying in, I can imagine a polished sandstone table with dozens upon dozens of platters laid out on it. Water is probably a rare resource there. It must be strange being next to an ocean, yet not easily able to get the water. But hey, at least there will be fish. I’m sure there will be lots of fish.” 
 
    “They can boil it,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “That’s true, humans can boil fish. I am glad you have observed this, Fox.” 
 
    “Ugh. I mean the water.” 
 
    “Ah, right. And come to think of it, salt from across the kingdom is exported from Tachibana—” 
 
    A creature several heads higher than Danzen stepped out of the woods. It was covered in thick swaths of fur, its paws black and its nails long and sharp. The creature’s mouth was filled with pointed teeth, yet it didn’t carry any sign of agitation on its face. If Danzen wasn’t mistaken, what was clearly a yokai looked as if it were smiling.  
 
    “A human traveling with yokai. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen such a thing,” the beast said in a gruff voice.  
 
    Jelmay squinted up at it, clearly not spooked by the yokai or its size. “An ijuu in need of a good barber, I have definitely seen such a thing.” 
 
    “The name is Tolmo. I live in this forest.” 
 
    “We are just passing through,” Kudzu said cautiously. “On our way to Tachibana.” 
 
    The yokai considered this. “Tachibana, huh? You still have quite a ways to go, a desert to cross. You intend to do that tonight?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Tolmo sniffed the air. “I recognize your scent. You have been here before, have you not?  Yes, yes… I remember tracking you. I remember what you did.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. Once he didn’t respond, the yokai continued: “That bear. You killed it with a flying sword, but before you did so, you actually fought it off. We talk about that, you know, the yokai here. You are known. And your blood. It is not quite the blood of a being from Diyu, but it is not far off.” Tolma’s big nostrils flared open. “You are unique in that regard.” 
 
    “Pfft! I’m glad you have a good sense of smell, Hairy, but unless there is something you need, we should be on our way.” It was unusual for Jelmay to speak to another entity in such a way, the bakeneko generally cordial. Yet there was certainly an edge to what he had said to the yokai, a hint of fear in his voice. 
 
    “A gambling bakeneko would do well to know his worth and his place.” 
 
    Jelmay took a look around. “How is this for a gamble? I have two assassins with me. You have none. Not only are they assassins, but they are the best that the Brotherhood has ever produced, if I may say so myself, and I’m somewhat of an expert on assassins considering I was once nearly killed by the Butterflies of Arsi.” 
 
    The ijuu snarled. “Is that a challenge?” 
 
    “No, it is not.” Danzen stepped forward, and in doing so he showed the yokai his hands, the fact that they were no longer on the grip of any of his weapons. He motioned to Kudzu with his chin. “As she said, we are just passing through.” 
 
    “But you have been here before, have you not?” 
 
    “By the dirty bath water of Sunyata, we’ve already established that.” Jelmay threw his paws up in the air. “All hair, no ears, this one.” 
 
    “Yes, I have been here,” Danzen told the yokai. “What of it?” 
 
    “Why did you leave Tachibana?” 
 
    “Because everyone must leave at some point.” 
 
    Tolmo considered this. The large yokai placed a few claws in its mouth as it looked Danzen and his companions over with bulging eyes. “You have a yatagarasu with you as well. And another one that smells of Diyu. I find this fascinating. There is something else as well, some kind of energy that seems to be emitting from you. What are your relations with Sunyata?” 
 
    “We have answered enough of your questions.” 
 
    The yokai laughed at Danzen’s attempt to use his Demon Speak. “You should know that this won’t work on me.” 
 
    Nomin drew her blade. “I am assuming other things will.” 
 
    “I am merely curious as to who is using my forest to reach Tachibana. There is a pathway, you know, one that the merchants use to transport salt. It is an unspoken agreement that these woods are off limits to the humans. The elders of Tachibana know that, hence my initial curiosity. And then I caught the scent of you, which only made me more curious.” 
 
    “Do I need to remind you what they say about curiosity?” Jelmay asked as he motioned to himself. “Or perhaps you don’t know that human idiom. Are we clear to pass, Hairy? Or do we need to make this personal?” 
 
    “We aren’t here to threaten you,” Danzen said in an attempt to be the voice of reason, yet he could tell that his group was getting to the point where they had had enough of the ijuu.  
 
    “No, I don’t mind if you pass through here,” Tolmo said. “Yet I do wonder, will you be coming back this way when you return to civilization?” 
 
    Sansar landed on Danzen’s shoulder. “We are generally a group that avoids the beaten path, so I highly doubt it. We will be on our way now, and may Sunyata light your path going forward.” 
 
    “That would be nice, wouldn’t it, yatagarasu?” Tolmo said after a half-breath out. “It gets so dark around here.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jelmay spoke as loudly as he could about the ijuu for the next hour or so as they continued through the forest, the tree coverage casually thinning out. From what Danzen recalled, they would reach a patchwork terrain that was both rocky and wooded, and from there, if they continued at a good pace, the desert. After crossing it overnight, they would come to the outskirts of Tachibana, the ocean beyond. 
 
    He couldn’t recall seeing any islands the last time he had walked the shoreline, but according to the map they had, this was precisely where the next Fatebrick lay. Somewhere in the sea. Would this be a challenge in which he would have to swim? Danzen hoped this wasn’t the case. He had already done this to some extent to retrieve Astra, and that had been in a much smaller environment, even if it was equally dangerous with the chance of falling rocks.  
 
    “Anyway,” Jelmay said at some point, “I should probably stop saying mean things about the ijuu, even though he is a filthy, stinky, son of a cockeyed yamachichi, this is technically his territory, and that is fine by me. I mean, take a look at this place? Who would want to live here? It’s a dump. It is worse than the Panchen Mountains, and those mountains border Diyu itself,” he said, his voice still a few notches louder than he normally spoke. 
 
    “What are you getting at?” Kudzu finally asked him. 
 
    “Is it not clear?” 
 
    “The ijuu is back there somewhere, and it hasn’t been following us. He can’t hear you. I would know.” 
 
    “You didn’t seem to know when it snuck up on us, Fox.” 
 
    “I did,” Sansar called down to them. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you our savior up there with your bird’s-eye view of everything. Who is getting hungry? We don’t have many rations left; one of the Pilgrims is going to need to hunt something. I’ll let you two decide.” 
 
    “We will find something once we reach the desert,” Danzen told Jelmay. 
 
    “And how much longer will that be?” 
 
    “Two more hours,” he said, even though it was less than that. Jelmay would appreciate showing up to the desert sooner rather than later, and it would also give Danzen or Nomin time to do some hunting once they arrived. Even if he grumbled for a few more minutes, the bakeneko eventually quieted down. 
 
    The air grew drier as the temperature started to increase, the sun directly in front of them now, which forced Danzen to make good use of his hood. At some point, it seemed like they were traveling directly toward it, the glowing beacon warming them up to the point that Danzen had started to sweat.  
 
    As he walked, he thought back to what the large yokai had said about Danzen killing a bear. He remembered that fight like it had taken place hours ago. Planning to build a shed for a local tavern owner named Oflen, Danzen had ventured into the forest in search of a certain kind of wood that the man had requested. He had seen the bear, and had turned in a different direction, cautiously backing away. 
 
    Something was off about the beast, the way that it started to foam at the mouth. It was much faster than Danzen had anticipated, the bear reaching him before he could draw his boomerang sword. It lunged for Danzen with its claws drawn; Danzen narrowly avoided its first attack as he dove to the side. 
 
    He finally drew his sword, just as the bear came around again, and managed to cut the bear’s wrist clean off. The beast took this as a warning sign and began to backpedal, blood pooling at the end of its recently severed limb. 
 
    That was when Danzen sent Astra directly into the bear’s skull.  
 
    The creature wasn’t as large as the demon bear that he had later fought in the Asura Forest, the coat of which Jelmay still wore around his shoulders, yet at the time, it had been the first opponent Danzen had fought in a long while, close to a year.  
 
    He recalled how long it took him to come down from the adrenaline after, how jumpy he’d been afterward. And that was in just a year’s time. It was amazing how quickly his training, his years of built-up endurance, had waned during his absence from the blood trade. 
 
    From that point forward, Danzen had taken to occasionally venturing into the forest and practicing yet again. He was quite certain now that if he looked hard enough, he could find the trees filled with markings from Astra, both punctures and heavy slices. Thinking back now, this release of energy was close to the feeling Danzen had come to appreciate in bending his echo, a precursor of sorts.  
 
    Danzen’s mind returned to the present once they came to a rocky ridge, one with enough scree on one side to look like a graveyard. The sand in this part of the kingdom was a mixture of white and tan, the sandstone quarries of Tachibana famous in various parts of Kishu Kingdom. Having something that originated from the remote region was a status symbol, a way to show one’s closeness to the emperor and his palace, much of which had been crafted hundreds of years ago from imported stone.  
 
    Evidence of this transport became apparent from that point forward. While they didn’t see any caravans, there were deep ruts cut into the ground from wagon wheels, discarded goods, food waste, and the occasional rusted-over weapon or other trinket, all abandoned along the path out of Tachibana. 
 
    “The further we get from the woods, the harder it will be to find food,” Jelmay commented later, as they neared the sand dunes. “I’m just saying. Plus, it’ll be easier to find wood here that hasn’t been, I don’t know, petrified. There’s got to be a lot of petrified wood out there, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He turned to Nomin. “Do you want to see what you can find?” 
 
    Without a word, the blind assassin let the group go ahead of her. 
 
    “Got to love that,” Jelmay said, his whiskers lowering some. “That cold assassin attitude. I wish I had more of that attitude rather than my good-naturedness.” 
 
    “Is that how you’d describe yourself?” 
 
    “I sure would, Fox.” Jelmay yawned. “Wow, what a day. Do you think there will be time for a quick cat nap? I’m not saying I could use one, but I definitely would benefit from some rest if I’m being asked to walk all night. And I’m calling it now. Once we reach Tachibana, best hotel, no expense spared. Did I already say that? It bears repeating.” 
 
    “The hotels there aren’t as nice as the ones in Arsi,” Danzen said. “Although they were working on a few new buildings when I left. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” 
 
    Jelmay kicked at the sand. “Bah! Once all this is over and you’ve rebuilt Sunyata, perhaps I’ll start a hotel and resort company alongside Bahj. I’ll take Verba, because obviously, it’s much nicer in the Outer Regions. Bahj can run my branch here in Tachibana. Serves that dimwitted bakeneko right.” 
 
    “You’re really getting ahead of yourself, Jelmay.” 
 
    “That’s the best way to catch up to your thoughts, Fox, at least, I think that’s how the phrase goes. Or maybe I’ll take our show on the road once we rebuild Sunyata, you know, something with bards and a less lethal version of the Butterflies of Arsi.”  
 
    Jelmay continued on for another ten minutes, Danzen mostly tuning him out. They naturally fell onto a dusty stone road that he knew stretched all the way to Tachibana. It had been a remarkable feat to construct the path, the road routinely swept and maintained by Tachibana. It was only after they’d been walking for a spell that Jelmay noticed they were walking on something man-made in the first place.  
 
    “Not bad,” the bakeneko said as Sansar landed in front of them. “I don’t often like these humans, but I do like the things they can build.” 
 
    “Nomin has caught something and should be returning shortly. Now would be a good time to make a fire.” 
 
    Kudzu looked up to Sansar. “What did she catch?”  
 
    “Definitely not fish,” Jelmay told the kitsune. “You’ll have to wait until we get to Tachibana for fish, but at least they’ll be fresh there.” 
 
    “I didn’t assume—” 
 
    “Nomin caught an antelope,” Sansar informed the group. 
 
    “How the hell did she do that?” Jelmay asked the three-legged raven. 
 
    “She hid behind a large rock and waited. It wasn’t long before the antelope came by. From there, all she had to do was wrestle it to the ground after she dropped down onto it.” 
 
    Jelmay and Kudzu exchanged glances. “Sheesh,” the bakeneko finally said as he turned to Danzen, “you assassins are something else.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen noticed something as they transitioned to the barren land separating the foothills of the Cadohnan Mountains with Tachibana. While they hadn’t reached the sea beyond the desert, something about the way the moonlight traced across the dunes gave everything an oceanic visual to the point that it almost felt like a mirage. As different as they were, and as still as the desert could be, there was something that united the two.  
 
    Danzen thought about this as they funneled onto the stone path used by merchants, the two yokai dragging their feet by this point, both full from their meal. The stone pathway was wide, easily able to accommodate two carriages side by side. As they continued onto the windswept stones, Danzen noticed masonry tools and larger boulders in the process of being shaped into steps. They’d already encountered a camp of laborers a few minutes back, indicating that the elders of Tachibana were looking to expand the road.  
 
    Danzen recalled there had been discussion of this the last time he’d been in Tachibana, a desire from both the council of elders and the townspeople to continue to open up their seaside city. Predictably, much of the discussion had been centered around who would be tasked with constructing the road, and how much they would be paid. From what Danzen had heard, these debates had gone on for half a dozen years, reaching stalemates and starting again numerous times. Royal emissaries had gotten involved, and while Danzen had never taken a mark this far out, there had been contracts for the Brotherhood as well.  
 
    By the looks of the laborers and the start of a new pathway, whatever conflicts the city was having at the time had been solved, humans yet again acting as both the seeds of progress and the roots of hindrance. 
 
    Jelmay was quiet for once, the bakeneko now with his demon bear hide on his shoulders and his head, his eyes shining bright. He was in a human form that resembled his portly bakeneko shape, one that Danzen hadn’t seen him take before. Kudzu had decided to remain a kitsune, and as she trotted along, Danzen could tell by the way she pulled her paws off the stone steps that they were getting cold. At one point, he stopped and bent down to see for himself, the stone cool to the touch.  
 
    About an hour later, they came upon a carriage heading in the opposite direction. This was followed by several others, guards as well on camels, indicating that this was a caravan.  
 
    “Now that’s how we should be traveling,” Jelmay said, breathless as always. “I have wads of kip in my pocket, yet I’m out here walking in the desert like a penniless gaki. Bah! Makes no sense. They need to hurry and build the carriage stations or whatever village they’re working on back there at the start of the desert.” 
 
    Danzen thought back to the laborers they’d passed. He hadn’t seen signs of a settlement being built, but creating one did make sense. It would also provide a gateway to the region, in the same way that the Tudan outpost opened up Genshin Valley so many years ago. Without Tudan, there would likely be no Chutham or Suja Village.  
 
    “Maybe I can bribe one of the carriages to take us the rest of the way,” Jelmay said as he began waving at the caravan using his flail, the tip now bright with fire. By the time Kudzu could chastise him, several of the guards had already started toward Jelmay. “Relax,” he told her, “and while you’re at it, disappear or something. Or act like Pilgrim’s pet. This could work.” 
 
    “His pet?” 
 
    “Now that you’re not white, you sort of look like one of those street dogs they have in Sainshand. Hey! Don’t snap at me!” he said once Kudzu tried to take a bite from his ankle. “Pilgrim, get this damn fox under control. Wait… control. Pfft! Why am I about to bribe these camel jockeys when you could simply use your power? Think, people!” 
 
    “You were the one bragging about the money you have. Let’s see what you can do with it,” Danzen said, which was mostly for Kudzu. 
 
    Nomin offered the bakeneko a rare smile. “I agree. Let’s see how far your kip and your gab goes in the desert.” 
 
    Jelmay grumbled, but ultimately gave in by the time the camel-mounted guards reached him. “Sirs,” he said, affecting a voice that sounded both humble and merchant-like, “my weary traveling companions and I, including this glorious black foxhound that has been mostly domesticated yet is clearly in heat, are looking for safe passage to Tachibana. Sure, we could walk the rest of the night, but if you have a spare carriage, or if you could perhaps double up on one of the carriages, we could certainly make it worth your while. Very worth your while.” 
 
    The two guards exchanged glances. The woman mounted on the right spoke: “That may be a possibility, but it would depend on what my lords and ladies would be willing to pay. The prices increase in the desert. Even if you walked all night, there is still a chance that you wouldn’t reach there by morning, especially with the potential for a sandstorm.” 
 
    Jelmay squinted at the sky. “The weather seems fine to me.” 
 
    “Yes, it is a nice night to travel, my lord,” the guard agreed. “But it can change at any moment.” 
 
    “Pilgrim, now would be a good time to do your thing,” Jelmay said under his breath. When Danzen didn’t aid him, the bakeneko continued, a bit of desperation in his voice: “Ahem, yes, I’m sure something can be arranged. A night of rest would be much preferred over a night of walking, and we certainly wouldn’t want to get stuck in a sandstorm. Name your company’s price to take us to Tachibana. And don’t worry about security, or anything of the sort. I already have my own,” Jelmay said as he motioned toward Nomin and Danzen.  
 
    “There is always the potential for bandits, my lord.” 
 
    Jelmay waved their concern away. “We’ll take our chances.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    One thing Danzen had come to learn about traveling with others was that they always had some effect on the way their travels played out. This had never been something he’d thought deeply about until his group had grown, Danzen having to compromise more often than not. Be it Yato and the way the cold weather affected her; Jelmay and his constant avoidance of anything strenuous; or Kudzu, who kept up with Danzen for the most part yet brought her own traveling concerns—traveling with others truly changed the way he operated. Only Nomin and Sansar seemed to be able to travel the way Danzen would have preferred.  
 
    Even so, as he stared out at the passing desert from the inside of a comfortable carriage, the rolling sand dunes spanning as far as the eye could see, he had to admit that it wasn’t a bad way to travel. And it was certainly more comfortable.  
 
    While Danzen may not have admitted it to anyone, it was nice to let his guard down, not that he wasn’t ready to leap into action if that was what was required of them. Seated in the carriage with his Blade of Darkness between his legs, Astra kunai across his chest, both of his swords, and his gauntleted blades reminded Danzen of what Soko had said about him looking like a roaming weapons dealer.  
 
    As Jelmay dozed off, the bakeneko seated next to Nomin, Danzen finally managed to get comfortable. He was surprised a few moments later when Kudzu laid her head on his lap and fell asleep. This wasn’t the first time that Danzen had been glad Soko wasn’t around to see how comfortable the kitsune had become around him. 
 
    Even though he felt like shifting his weight, Danzen never moved as he returned his thoughts to Tachibana. It was an odd place with its own customs, the buildings made from a clay that was found in the mountains surrounding the sea. Sand had naturally got mixed in the material, giving everything a sparkle, and making sunrise and sunset especially beautiful in the city. The people of Tachibana had long since grown used to the sun, their skin leathered, most of them able to stay in the sunlight for extended periods of time. The robes they wore had similarities with some of the dance troupe set Danzen had once seen Sainshand, their sleeves long and flowing well past their hands, a bagginess to everything including their hoods, which were shaped in a way that held their forms, always obscuring their eyes. 
 
    It was in Tachibana that Danzen had truly escaped. No one asked where anyone came from, no one asked where anyone was going, the place considered a last refuge for those who couldn’t cut it in the kingdom. Naturally, this population had grown into a strong-willed group that was independent and protective of one another’s anonymity. The people that hailed from Tachibana were ruffians, to be sure, but they weren’t the type to go around puffing their chests out or picking fights. Much of the cuisine of the city was a mixture of seafood and things that grew in the desert, such as cactus flowers and the roots of blurio bushes. It was unlike any city he had visited in Kishu Kingdom. 
 
    Danzen looked over to find Sansar now with his head tucked into his feathers. As always, Nomin was awake. 
 
    “Do you have an idea where we will go once we get there?” she asked, her voice just above a whisper. 
 
    “Jelmay will likely want to stay in one of the new hotels.” 
 
    The bakeneko licked his lips, his big eyes coming open. “Don’t mind me, I’m just sleeping. But if he was awake, he would agree with you, Jelmay would like to stay in a nice hotel. Blind Pilgrim, do you mind if Jelmay uses your shoulder as a pillow? The fox looks comfortable over there.” 
 
    Nomin ignored Jelmay as she continued her conversation with Danzen: “Where did you stay when you were there?” 
 
    “A variety of places, but mostly at a tavern. I also stayed in the mountains several miles away from the sea. I believe if you head east for several days, the mountains would actually connect with the Panchen Mountains. I didn’t find any hermits up there, but there were a few hermitages.” Danzen thought back to some of the caves that he had stayed in. He now remembered seeing the same demonic script in a few of them, not to mention other petroglyphs of the ancient people that had settled the regions. Another memory came to him, Danzen recalling one morning when he had gotten up early with plans to head into Tachibana. 
 
    There had been a nomadic tribe traveling along a mountain pass, beneath the cliff he had found himself on. There had been about twenty of them, moving locations using camels as pack animals. Danzen had forgotten about it completely, and now, especially after staying with the Dukha people, Danzen wondered who they were. There was still so much mystery in his world. 
 
    The conversation with Nomin died down, and Danzen finally got some rest. He came awake once the carriage slowed to a stop. It was clear by the noise outside that they had finally reached their destination. Tachibana awaited, and from there the sea beyond, where Danzen would find the second Fatebrick of Sunyata. 
 
    Before he did that, they were going to need to get settled. And knowing Jelmay, they were likely going to need to get some food as well. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They settled into one of the buildings that had recently finished being constructed during Danzen’s absence. Cut into a cubic shape, the hotel was two stories high and had a veranda that connected the front to the back, one lined with numerous succulents in artisanal vases. Hanging from wooden beams were metal windchimes, the property well-maintained and featuring numerous seating areas. 
 
    While Jelmay and Kudzu rested in the suite the bakeneko had sprung for, Danzen and Nomin found one of the seating areas, the blind assassin taking a stone seat across from Danzen. The waitstaff appeared with cups of cold tea infused with cactus flowers. They also provided two rectangular trays of fried flatbread that had been cut into squares and garnished with a fermented plant that Danzen didn’t recognize. 
 
    It was quite the setup, the hotel a far cry from where Danzen had once stayed in Tachibana, at a tavern where he had performed odd jobs for a man named Oflen.  
 
    “It’s too bright out here to view the map projection,” Nomin said, referring to the stone tablet that Danzen had retrieved back at the mountain sanctuary. 
 
    “In that case, we will head in.” Danzen took a sip from the cold tea, noticing that it had a zest to it. He ate the square of flatbread as well, its fermented spice burning at the back of his throat. He ate another piece, finished his tea, and stood. He spotted Sansar on the rooftop, and as he approached the veranda he looked up to the three-legged raven. 
 
    “We are going to check the map once more before heading to the sea.” 
 
    Sansar swooped up and glided into their second-story suite. After taking the stairs, Danzen and Nomin quietly let themselves into their room. Jelmay and Kudzu rested in separate rooms down the hallway, leaving an open living space, which had seating areas carved of clay and was decorated with dark-purple cushions, each embroidered with glittery beads.  
 
    Danzen shut the final window that was open and covered it with a thick curtain. He retrieved the stone tablet. Projecting the map on the wall, Danzen noted the location of the Fatebrick in the sea, which was closer to the western mountains than it was the eastern chain that eventually connected to Genshin Valley. The only problem was that it wasn’t to scale, meaning it could be anywhere past the western portion of Tachibana. 
 
    “I suppose I should fly ahead,” Sansar said. “The window, if you will.”  
 
    After taking another look at the map, Danzen put the stone tablet away and opened the window for Sansar. As the bird left, Kudzu came from the bedroom, a sleepy look on her face. 
 
    “You’re going now?” she asked Danzen, who had already taken a step toward the door. 
 
    “Like the last one, this is probably something better for me to do alone. These challenges require feats that…” Danzen’s words escaped him. He didn’t want to give himself too much credit for what he was able to do, but he also knew that having others around could prove fatal. He didn’t know if this would always be the case, but for now, he wanted to go it alone. 
 
    “I can at least come to the ocean with you. I have never seen it. I could hear it when we were walking here, but I’ve never seen it.” 
 
    “Yes, join us,” Nomin told Kudzu. “That is, if you are up for it. We can wait for him on the beach.” 
 
    “Just give me a moment to get ready.” 
 
    Just about the moment that Kudzu stepped into the back room to make herself presentable, Jelmay came out into the main space, the bakeneko scratching his belly. “What did I miss?” 
 
    “Not so much,” said Nomin. “We were just about to head out.” 
 
    “Without me?” Jelmay slowly shook his head. “I would be offended if it wasn’t so early in the morning.” 
 
    “It is only a few hours until noon,” Nomin told him. 
 
    “If by a few, you mean five, then sure, it is only a few. But I can’t let Pilgrim go without moral support. Besides, there has to be a bench there or something for me to sit on. If not, I’ll just sleep on the ground. Any preferences?” 
 
    “Preferences for what?” Danzen asked Jelmay.  
 
    “For how I should look.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me.” The former assassin now stood in front of the weapon rack eyeing his Blade of Darkness. Something was telling him that it would be useful, even though he had originally planned to continue on without it. Danzen removed his gauntleted blades and Nomin’s replica short sword, keeping his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, as well as the Astra kunai. He went for the Blade of Darkness, and just about the time he had the glaive in position across his back, Kudzu returned, now wearing a set of yellow robes, her dark hair slicked back and wet. 
 
    “You’re going to need to do something about your ears,” Jelmay told her. 
 
    “What is wrong with my ears?”  
 
    “In my personal opinion, they are just a little more pointed than a human’s ears should be, especially with your hair slicked back. Don’t scowl at me, I don’t make the rules.” 
 
    “I dare someone to say something,” Kudzu told him with a huff as she met Danzen at the door.  
 
    “Fine, but if someone calls you an elf, don’t look at me.” 
 
    Using his familiarity with the city to his advantage, Danzen led his group to the southernmost side of Tachibana, where stone roads had been set up before a long line of wave breaks. The ocean glistened on the horizon, its deep blues a stark contrast to the tan buildings of the city. There were fishermen out. Merchants set up awnings along the stone path, their wares on threadbare rugs. A few called out to Danzen and his group; Jelmay almost responded but Kudzu slapped him on the back of the elbow. 
 
    “What? I can look,” he told her. 
 
    “And you just did. We have other things to do.” 
 
    They took a flight of stone steps down to the beach, and turned west from there. 
 
    “You have to feel the sand on your feet,” Jelmay told Kudzu. “I’ll hold your boots.” 
 
    She paused and gave him a funny look. “Is it really that interesting?” 
 
    The bakeneko, who had taken the form of a fit young man with brown hair, nodded encouragingly at her. “Best to do it now, before it gets too hot.” 
 
    They walked along the beach for nearly an hour, the sounds of the waves coming and going, a meditative peacefulness falling over the group. They reached a point where civilization fell behind them, the sights and sounds of Tachibana nonexistent now. Walking barefoot, Kudzu would occasionally stop to marvel at something on the beach, be it a crab scurrying back into the water or something that had washed up overnight, the carcass of a jellyfish or mangled driftwood on the open shore. 
 
    They reached a cove, the start of the mountains beyond. Danzen had sat on the edge of one of these cliffs before, simply staring out at the water. He had slept there as well, the cold of the desert meeting with the swirling warm humidity of the sea creating an environment unlike any he had experienced in the kingdom. It was here that Jelmay finally plopped down and kicked his legs out, immediately going with his cat form. He nodded to the water. “You still haven’t walked in the water,” he told Kudzu. “It’s nice, trust me.” 
 
    “I guess I can do that now.” She turned to Danzen. “We are waiting here for Sansar, right?” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    He placed his Blade of Darkness on the ground and took a seat next to Jelmay, the former assassin shifting his focus to Kudzu just as she gingerly approached the water. She dipped a toe in and noticed it was cold, her ears flitting back. Jelmay laughed. Soon, Kudzu had rolled up her robe as best she could and was sloshing through the waves as they crawled toward the shoreline, Danzen and Jelmay watching, Nomin standing guard.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t like Danzen to doze off, yet the morning sun was nice and warm, and the sound of the waves alluring. The sheer peacefulness of being on the beach finally got the best of him. Lying on his back, his Sunyatic sword at his side next to his Blade of Darkness, Astra kunai still crossing his chest, Danzen placed both hands near the throwing daggers and brought his hood over his head, a shadow crossing the top of his face. 
 
    Many things awaited Danzen once he returned to civilization. The Butterflies of Arsi were something he would soon have to contend with, not to mention Nyamdor the Firestarter and Shimo, the demonic spirit who was still out there somewhere. But rather than think of White and Penumbra, or the Diyu Brotherhood contract on his head that had been picked up by Halcyon, Danzen tried to relax. And surprisingly, it worked. The weight of the world, of his bloodline, and everything that was set to come had a way of disappearing into the sea further and further with each departing tide. 
 
    A few deep breaths had a way of painting an image in his mind’s eye, Danzen suddenly at the steps of the Brotherhood, a nun passing straight through him and leaving a child behind. He continued up the stairs until he reached a great peak overlooking a valley he didn’t recognize, hellspawns, demonic beasts, and winged dragons fighting below. The sky was blood red, filled with crimson-black clouds rumbling with thunder. Yet as soon as it had come to him, the image faded, Danzen back on the beach, aware of where he was. 
 
    He only blinked his eyes open once, and in doing so he saw a hazy figure in white standing close to him, Nomin now gazing out at the sea. He heard Kudzu’s voice, but he couldn’t make out what she was saying. Danzen drifted off again, and awoke once Jelmay nudged him. 
 
    “The bird has returned.” 
 
    Danzen sat up, on his feet in a matter of seconds. Trying to hide how groggy he was from the nap, Danzen fiddled with his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, and was just about to go for his Blade of Darkness when Sansar hopped over to him. 
 
    “I found the sanctuary. I believe it is within swimming distance, but I don’t know how you’ll swim with that large blade of yours.” 
 
    “I can swim if you will carry the weapon,” Danzen told the raven. 
 
    “Yes, that could work.” 
 
    “How far out is the sanctuary?” 
 
    The raven shifted back toward the sea. “No more than a handful of miles. It’s quite odd, you know. What I believe to be the sanctuary is on an abandoned stone island. Just an opening in the ground with stairs going down. It is a wonder that the space doesn’t flood, yet I sat there for a moment and watched it; the tide never reached the steps. But it is close.” 
 
    “It’s on an island?” Kudzu asked as she approached, her legs wet. 
 
    “Yes, an island made of rock. It’s quite flat. You wouldn’t be able to see it from here, but flying over it is quite noticeable. I would say that the island is about the size of your monastery in Genshin Valley. I do not know what is in the sanctuary itself. I didn’t venture that deep.” 
 
    “Would you be able to carry my sword as well, in your largest form?” 
 
    “Your sword and your glaive? Yes, I believe so,” Sansar told Danzen. As he said these words the bird increased in size until he was big enough to be able to carry Danzen. It was clear that both of his weapons would fit in Sansar’s talons. 
 
    “Good.” Danzen removed the scabbard that held his three Astra kunai. He secured these around the glaive, making sure that everything was good and tight. After taking out the top part of his robes, he tied them around his waist and removed his boots. 
 
    “You are really going to swim out there?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “But Sansar can carry you.” 
 
    “There are fishermen not far from here,” Sansar told her. “It’d be best if we don’t draw attention.” 
 
    “And a giant bird carrying weapons isn’t going to draw attention?” Jelmay laughed. “Bah! I think Pilgrim just wants to swim. Well?” 
 
    Danzen looked out at the water and began to take off the top portion of his robes. “Yes, I believe a swim would do me good.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen came up for air, spotted Sansar high in the sky above, and went back under. He increased his speed, the former assassin just a few feet beneath the waves as bubbles twisted past him.  
 
    His eyes closed, Danzen noticed fish scatter as he came in their direction. He couldn’t see the seabed now, but he knew it was down there, bigger creatures and perhaps even yokai looking up at him. Because of this, he ended up carrying one of his Astra kunai in the end, which was currently gripped in his right hand. This was just a precaution; Danzen didn’t expect that he would have to fight a sea monster, yet considering where his life had taken him, this wouldn’t be a far stretch from what he had already encountered in the past. 
 
    As he swam, he recalled his fight in the flooded cave not far from Idzuma’s lake, Danzen vividly remembering the giant orachi and her child, Kayray, trees growing from their backs. As Danzen continued to cut through the waves, he wondered how she was faring. He felt a hint of melancholy as he thought about Suja Village and the rest of the Valley. It was where Danzen had found himself. After forty years, he had finally grown into his own skin. 
 
    His mindset upon arriving in the valley had certainly been different than it was now. He had continually rejected bending his echo, cultivating the power that Sunyata had left within him. Danzen had been painfully stubborn at the time. Years of living anonymously as an assassin had made him suspicious of everyone. Then, Elder Sonders had asked Danzen to find his nephew, Shedrup. For doing so, he was awarded the monastery, everything falling into place from that point onward.  
 
    At first, it seemed as if he had settled into a life of side quests, Danzen turning into the resident monster hunter. But then the nature of his blood became apparent, and eventually, Danzen had given up much of his stubbornness and embraced the power of his echo. He’d been able to float the stone, later shatter it, and now he could repair it. From Crystal Mancer he had become a Stone Wielder and then a Soul Wielder, finally reaching his current ranking, a Crystal Reaver. Once he could dissolve the stone, Danzen would reach the final tier in the system. He would be classified as a Divinator. Just one more tier. Even if the system itself was a construct. 
 
    In coming up for air, Danzen got a taste of saltwater in his mouth. He ignored this as he zeroed in on Sansar, and dove back beneath the waves.  
 
    An idea came to Danzen the next time he surfaced. He sent his Sunyatic power into his feet, which caused him to shoot into the air almost like a dolphin, Danzen able to dive back in and continue even faster. A half-grin took shape on his face. It was always interesting to discover a new technique. 
 
    Danzen continued following Sansar for another twenty minutes until he finally surfaced to see the start of a small island. Made of shale, the rock was gray with a slight azure tint to it, much of it jagged and rough. The foamy white waves continued to pool around the shale as Danzen reached the stone. He pressed himself up to find Sansar already in his smaller form, Danzen’s weapons neatly laid out before the three-legged raven.  
 
    “It must have been hard to find this,” Danzen said, noting how much the color of the shale looked like the deeper portions of the sea. 
 
    “The place is certainly well hidden.” Sansar watched as Danzen returned his Astra kunai to its sheath, the former assassin then arranging his weapons on his person. Once he was ready, he motioned for the raven to lead the way, even if he could already see the cave. Set in the middle of the rock island in a dark hole, Danzen noticed steps as he grew closer to the opening. As Sansar had pointed out, the sanctuary’s steps led deep into the ground. Lining the stairwell was that same demonic script, which glowed purple once Danzen focused on it. 
 
    “How far down do you think it goes?” Sansar asked. 
 
    Danzen took one more look at the ocean, noting that the tide was at its highest mark, at least from what he could tell. “There is only one way to find out,” he told the raven as he began his descent.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen held his Blade of Darkness at the ready. The stairs leading into the ground were too confined for his weapon to be sheathed across the back, but upon reaching the bottom, about fifty steps down, the cavern opened up rather dramatically. The space had a dome-like shape to it, warnings carved across every surface yet again. A stone door twice Danzen’s height had been erected before him, petroglyphs etched onto the surface of the rock. It was damp, and there were certainly puddles on the ground set into grooves cut into the stone, yet the entrance to the sanctuary was surprisingly well preserved considering its location. 
 
    Once Danzen had his blade back in its scabbard, Sansar landed on his shoulder. “Are you prepared?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Even though he knew that hand gestures weren’t necessary to utilize one’s echo, it helped him to grasp the power. With this in mind, Danzen shot both palms out, forcing open an enormous stone door in the process. An eerie whistling sound twisted out of the next corridor, the space dark beyond.  
 
    He closed his eyes. 
 
    Danzen came to a platform, and as purple outlines traced in front of him, he saw another platform beyond, rising out of the ground like an enormous mushroom. He was just about to jump for it when he sensed something behind him.  
 
    Danzen ducked down just as the sanctuary guard tried to strike him from behind with an enormous stone sword. 
 
    Acting on instinct, Danzen threw himself backward into the domed antechamber, which forced him straight into the sanctuary guard. Like the one he had faced in the mountains, the guard glowed purple, the demonic writing on the wall now crossing its body. The guard swung its great sword at the former assassin again, the impact on the floor enough to crack the stone and send a ripple of energy that nearly swept Danzen off his feet.  
 
    As Danzen moved into a defensive position, the sanctuary guard’s armor reformed in a different way, sharpening as the pieces merged together and solidified. It did all of this in a matter of seconds, Danzen with just enough time to draw his Blade of Darkness. Shadows began to pool around the tip of his weapon as he dodged another strike, one that brought small stones and dust from the ceiling. 
 
    Using the polearm to prod at the sanctuary guard worked for a moment, giving Danzen just a bit of space to figure out the best way to go about this. The tip of his blade continued growing, yet its added striking power vanished once it grew near the light of the sanctuary guard, his opponent clearly powered through Sunyatic energy. 
 
    Danzen spun, this time going for a strike fueled by all the momentum he could conjure. The sanctuary guard blocked his attack, a swell of energy throwing Danzen back, the impact hard enough to make everything go black for a moment. 
 
    Danzen hit the ground. 
 
    He opened his eyes mere seconds later to find Sansar flying around the sanctuary guard’s head, batting his wings against its face. The guard’s armor lifted off his body yet again and began to form into projectiles. Danzen failed to get out of the way as the guard took a lumbering step forward, the projectiles firing all at once. 
 
    Danzen was stabbed numerous times, his throat choking with fear about what would happen next.  
 
    He got control over his fear in a matter of seconds, aware that he had to be sure of himself once his demons appeared. Portals were already starting to form on the ground, mist filling the antechamber by the time a strategy came to him. Enraged, he tore some of the stone projectiles out of his arm and his chest. Danzen dropped them to the ground and grabbed his glaive again as he took command over his hellspawns. “Hold it down for me.” 
 
    His demons, ten in total, all turned to the sanctuary guard, whose armor was starting to reform into something bulkier. They took off toward it, the scrambling monstrosities seething and snapping their maws. The guard moved into action with its great sword, yet Danzen’s mob of demons soon overwhelmed his opponent. Sucking in oxygen, Danzen drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds and sent it forward, the blade piercing his assailant’s chest. After it returned to Danzen’s hand, he loosed his three Astra kunai, two striking the temple guard in what would be its eyes, the other cutting into a glowing purple spot on its throat. 
 
    It collapsed into a pile of rock. 
 
    Danzen lifted his Blade of Darkness, which was now resting on the ground next to him. He turned to his demons, teeth gritted as he spoke: “Don’t move.” 
 
    Danzen’s hellspawns all stopped moving at once, the group frozen in place until he cut through the demons as quickly as he could. Once he was done, and the darkened space was filled with slowly dissolving bodies and a pile of stone, Danzen turned back to the main chamber, ready to continue. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen could barely make out the mushroom-shaped platforms in the darkened chamber beyond. Even so, he took a running leap and reached the first platform, noticing that it was springy. Was the platform alive? Some kind of sea plant? He reached down and touched it, noticing that it was cold, yet the consistency of the platform was similar to flesh, not like the stone that he had just come from. 
 
    “How far to the bottom?” he asked Sansar. 
 
    “Let me take a look.” Sansar dipped beneath the platform and came back up a few moments later. “It’s all water down there; I don’t know how deep it goes.” 
 
    “So they are alive then,” Danzen said as he gestured toward the platforms ahead. 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “Then let’s make it quick.” 
 
    Danzen leaped to the next platform, and as he did he noticed it quake to some degree, as if it was going to snap shut on him. He moved on just in time, the lips of the platform coming up and slapping together, hard enough that it created a jarring echo.  
 
    The platform he now stood on felt withered in some way, as if it had given in to Danzen’s weight. It wasn’t springy like the others, and felt as if it would crumble apart if he stayed on it any longer. Upon landing on the next organic platform, Danzen noticed the surface of the structure begin to fill with tiny spikes akin to goosebumps. He drew his sword and he didn’t know why. 
 
    Throughout his life, whenever there was the potential for conflict, Danzen went for his famed blade. Astra had served him well in that regard, his sword able to move distances in relative seconds. His new blade, one forged in Sunyata, was no different. In holding it in his hand, Danzen felt stronger, confident that he would get through this challenge and return, emerging from the sea with the second Fatebrick. The first Fatebrick, the rosary, was tucked in its pouch in a pocket on the inside of his robes. Danzen didn’t know if he would need it, and he wondered now if showing it to the sanctuary guard would have stopped their battle from happening in the first place. Unlike the one he had encountered in the mountains, the guard he’d just fought hadn’t spoken. Could there be more? What awaited Danzen at the end of the long line of platforms? 
 
    He would soon learn. 
 
    With another running leap Danzen cleared the biggest distance. Upon landing on the organic platform, it immediately shifted in a downward arc. Danzen took to the air again, afraid that it would snap shut, but in doing so he realized that he hadn’t jumped high enough to reach the next platform. 
 
    Thrusting his hands out, Danzen hovered for just a moment, gravity pulling on the front of his robes. He was only able to hold himself like this for a moment, but his action gave Sansar the time he needed to carry Danzen the rest of the way.  
 
    Danzen reached the next springy platform and began running across it, his sword still drawn as he pooled as much energy as he could. The outline of a door took shape, just one more platform to go. 
 
    Danzen was immediately suspicious as he leapt to the final platform, and then to the ledge in front of the door. There had been no movement, no traps or indications that he was going to have to fight anything else. Standing there for a moment, Danzen looked to the door that was now about ten feet away, the entrance much smaller than the first one he had forced open at the start of the chamber.  
 
    Danzen was just about to use his echo to do something about the stone door when the ground shook, dust crumbling from the ceiling. The pocket door slid to the side, revealing a new space beyond, one featuring a circular chamber with three medium-sized thrones. 
 
    “You have made it,” said a booming female voice from inside the new chamber. “Enter. You will now be tested.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After waiting a few minutes to fully heal, Danzen cautiously entered the new chamber, one designed like an amphitheater. A ghostly mist began to form. As the mist solidified, three beings seated on the thrones became increasingly apparent. Danzen could now make out their features through the glowing light passing through them, all three dressed as hermits. The hermit in the center was a woman, while her two counterparts were male, both with long wispy beards, their hair in topknots. 
 
    “They are Goryo,” Sansar whispered, the three-legged raven now on Danzen’s shoulder. The former assassin now held his sword at the ready, assuming that he was going to have to do battle with the spirit beings. 
 
    “I see you have one of the Fatebricks with you already,” the female goryo said. Danzen felt movement within the pocket of his robes. The rosary floated into the air, just beyond his reach. “Do not be concerned, if you pass the trials, this will be returned to you, and you will be granted the second Fatebrick.” 
 
    “What are you exactly?” asked Danzen.  
 
    Sansar answered: “Honored ghosts, the ancient word for them is goryo.” 
 
    “The yatagarasu is correct,” the woman said, her voice softening. While they all wore a set of robes, she had a haori cape over her shoulders. Her hair was in a bun, and there were markings painted across her forehead and running down her cheeks. Danzen saw the hilt of a short sword tucked into the thick cloth wrapped around her waist. “Before we begin, what is your name, and why have you come here?” 
 
    “My name is Danzen Ravja, and I am here for the second Fatebrick.” 
 
    The two men seated to either side of him both nodded at the same time yet remained silent. 
 
    “You are a demon?” she asked. 
 
    “He is both human and demon, milady,” Sansar told her. 
 
    “He can speak for himself.” 
 
    “My mother is Shodren Ravja,” said Danzen, “a nun and a follower of the Sundiyu Sect; my father is Tengir Gantulga, the current ruler of Diyu.” 
 
    The female goryo exchanged glances with her counterparts. “And what is it you seek with the Fatebricks?” 
 
    “To rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    “It is not for power?” 
 
    “No, I have enough power.” 
 
    This caused two of the three to laugh, the goryo on Danzen’s right remaining silent. The woman spoke again: “We will be the judges of that, but from where we sit, you are hardly powerful enough to rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    “I will grow stronger.” 
 
    “Will you? In that case, we should begin.” As the woman said this, their thrones separated from the ground, each floating backward to provide an ample space for Danzen. “If you complete four unique challenges, we will grant you the second Fatebrick, although we may have some more questions before we do so. If you are not able to complete the challenges, then you will die in this room.” The door behind Danzen slammed shut, startling him. The woman spoke again: “I am aware that you may be able to get through the door, but you will not be able to reach the entrance. That, I assure you.” 
 
    “So you have only given me one option then.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose you could look at it that way. What was your trade? What were you before you reached here?” 
 
    “I was nobody.” 
 
    “Before that,” the woman told him. “Where does your carnage and your guilt lie? You reek of it.” 
 
    “I was an assassin of the Diyu Brotherhood. My mother left me there when I was an orphan.” 
 
    “And you, yatagarasu, why have you joined this half-blood?” 
 
    “I was a friend of his mother’s, and now I am seeing that her death wish is realized.” 
 
    “The rebuilding of Sunyata,” said the male goryo seated on the left, speaking for the first time. “A lofty goal, even for a yokai from heaven.” 
 
    “Balance must be restored.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t doubt that someone like you would believe this.” 
 
    “And you do not, my lord?” Sansar asked the honored ghost. 
 
    “Balance is important, but it is who is tipping the scales that I am concerned with.” He pointed his chin toward Danzen. “Prove your worth, assassin, and we will see if you may tip the scales. Are you ready to begin?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen watched purple lines appear across the outer surfaces as cubic squares, each about two feet in length and width, pressed out of the walls. The cubes formed into a large square in front of Danzen, six across and six down. Nine of the stone cubes randomly lowered to the ground until the square they had formed was now perforated. 
 
    Danzen understood the challenge immediately. 
 
    Using his echo, he lifted the first of nine stone cubes and floated it into the correct spot. He did the same with the next cube and then the third, Danzen easily accomplishing the task of returning all nine of them to their rightful places.  
 
    “Now, do the same,” said the female goryo, “but this time you must keep the entire square afloat while the spare cubes try to strike you.” 
 
    The square rumbled, Danzen barely able to catch it from falling in time as the nine stone cubes that had set in place all separated from the main unit.  
 
    The nine stones zipped into the air. Danzen took a step back as one came directly at him, passing just inches before his face. He ducked another stone, and as it passed he turned and caught it with his echo.  
 
    Like a slingshot he hurtled it back toward the main unit, solidifying it in place. Dodging another stone, Danzen sheathed his weapon, his concentration now fully on capturing the stray cubes and maintaining the floating structure. 
 
    Danzen managed to capture another, but as he did he was struck in the stomach by one of the stone cubes, the wind knocked out of him. This caused the larger hovering square to falter. Danzen shot his hand out at the very last moment he could to hold it in place. 
 
    After jumping over the next stone that came at him, Danzen sent the one he had caught just moments ago into place.  
 
    There were seven more to handle. 
 
    The stones came at him rapid-fire, Danzen jumping left and right to dodge them. He managed to stop one just as it barreled toward his face, Danzen using the same momentum to connect it with the larger square. 
 
    Another stone grazed the side of his arm, causing a rush of fear, one that he was intimately familiar with, as Danzen assumed it had drawn blood. Luckily, it hadn’t. As the stone cube circled back around, Danzen grabbed it with his echo and flung the piece into place as if it were one of his Astra kunai. In doing so he managed to strike another of the stones, which threw the cube off its trajectory. Danzen sent this one into place as well. 
 
    Now four cubes remained.  
 
    They hovered ominously, as if they were planning out their attack. Two came at him from the front, while the other two tried to circle around the side. Sending his echo forward, Danzen pushed the first two back, but rather than slot them correctly, they struck the main square, almost disrupting the entire unit. He managed to get one while dodging the two coming in from the side, Danzen having to bend backward fully so they could pass over his chest. 
 
    He latched on to another stone cube with his echo and sent it toward the main unit, leaving him just two remaining cubes.  
 
    The projectiles picked up their speed as they came at Danzen again, moving like hummingbirds, even trying to feint their attacks. He managed to grab the first cube and send it back to the main square as the other collided with his rib cage, winding him. The entire structure shook, yet he maintained the larger square as he focused on the final cube, which was currently looping back around to attempt another strike. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Danzen glided the cube into place, the entire square now shining purple. The female goryo’s voice came to him as he finally managed to catch his breath: “Good, assassin. You will begin the second trial shortly.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen was given just a few moments to catch his breath. He looked in Sansar’s direction. The three-legged raven was now perched on the floating throne of the goryo who had yet to speak. Even though it was hard to interpret the look on the raven’s face, Danzen could tell that Sansar was gravely concerned. 
 
    The former assassin was now on his knees, his fists pressed together in front of him as he tried to get into the quickest meditative space that he could. If the first challenge was all about floating the stones, Danzen assumed the next one would be about shattering them. He also realized that there might come a point where he would be asked to dissolve stone, something that he had yet to attempt. Danzen only hoped that it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    The large square of thirty-six stones drifted to the ground. It separated in the middle, presenting two separate pillars. 
 
    “Shatter the stone,” the female goryo told Danzen. 
 
    He turned his focus to the left pillar, which quickly crumbled to the ground. Danzen then used his echo to grab hold of the right pillar, shattering it as well.  
 
    The dust and debris caused by the two crumbled pillars swirled into a cloud. Some of the debris shot toward him, where it quickly formed into a miniature stone golem.  
 
    Danzen moved into action, but rather than draw one of his weapons, he shattered the incoming golem. He did so again to the next stone golem that came, the crumbled stone from their bodies now moving across the ground like animated puddles. 
 
    It became apparent that they could attack him from anywhere now as they shifted around.  
 
    It wasn’t long before Danzen was struck from behind, hard enough that everything flashed around him. He managed to shatter the stone golem trying to corner him from the front as he fell to the ground. Danzen pressed himself back up; still on his hands and knees, he looked ahead to shatter the one that struck him from behind. 
 
    Danzen surged into action again, this time shattering two at once. Rumbling above met his ears; Danzen jumped back just in time as a spike fell from the ceiling.  
 
    He shattered the stone spike before it could strike the ground, turned right and shattered another, his heart thrumming as he did everything in his power to maintain a hyperawareness of his surroundings. 
 
    A cold sweat, his breaths shorter than normal, Danzen remained on edge.  
 
    He could practically feel his nerves crawling as he swiveled continuously, stopping stone golem after stone golem from reaching him, only to be assaulted again from the air as spikes continued to fall. By the time he finished, the golems around him no longer reforming, Danzen was the most winded he had been in some time.  
 
    Yet again, he dropped to his knees and bowed his head forward, his facial features obscured by his hood. It was the only way he knew to recharge. He had run the gauntlet before, back at the Diyu Brotherhood, which was something that the upperclassmen did on an annual basis. One person would be the target, their peers relentless in an effort to knock them out cold, or worse.  
 
    Danzen had to take special precautions because of his blood, which he did by wearing armor, something akin to the sugawara set that he had in terms of flexibility. Others weren’t so lucky. Some of the people in his class had taken a week to recover after their gauntlet experience, Danzen always feeling guilty that he had been provided additional protection. 
 
    In the end, it didn’t make it that much easier. He still felt their kicks and punches, strikes from wooden weapons. To make it more challenging, the Brotherhood’s gauntlet was held overnight, after a person had fasted and stayed awake for twenty-four hours. It was brutal, and the sense of awareness that he’d had to maintain to survive to the end was similar to how he felt now. 
 
    Danzen looked up at the female goryo, to find the woman nodding slowly. He knew he could do it, and he had trained for something like this, even though he would have never imagined he would be where he was now.  
 
    As the dust settled around him, Danzen was ready for the next trial. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was a few excruciatingly long moments before the female goryo spoke: “You have done well, assassin. The next two trials will challenge you in a different way. In the first, you will repair the stones.” 
 
    Danzen swallowed hard. Just as he had suspected, these challenges were based on the system used to test one’s echo, which meant that he would need to dissolve something in the future. He only hoped that he was able to reach that milestone. From what he understood, as a Crystal Reaver, he still had several subrankings to go. 
 
    The debris and dust scattered across the ground began to shift, some of it spiraling upward as if it were twisting through an hourglass before solidifying. This left portions of the same larger square unit that Danzen had utilized in the first two trials. The rest was on the ground. 
 
    The female goryo spoke: “Repair a single cube.” 
 
    Danzen remembered what it had looked like before, each side approximately two feet in length. There was no way that he was going to be able to craft it with the precision that he would have hoped, that of a mason, but he could at least eyeball it, especially with how well he was accustomed to the length of a short sword which spanned up to twenty inches long.  
 
    The pieces began to merge together, and as they did Danzen shut his eyes and imagined smoothing out the sides. In the end, he was left with a cube of about two feet in length and width. He also noticed a new strain at the back of his head, a vein near his temple pulsing. Forming the cube had taken much more out of him than he would have liked. 
 
    He floated it away and set it down in front of the female goryo. 
 
    “Good, now do the rest, thirty-six in total.” 
 
    What was left of the main unit collapsed into chunks, including the one he’d just remade.  
 
    Danzen sat down on his knees. He drew two of his Astra kunai, giving him something to grip, aware that holding the weapons gave him a boost of energy. He went to work, his head bowed, eyes closed as he mentally made one cube at a time. It took Danzen well over an hour to accomplish the task. But by the time he was done, he blinked his eyes open to see a stack of cubes arranged into a square, not perfect, but certainly adequate. 
 
    He waited with bated breath for the goryo to speak.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “You have passed the challenge.” The female goryo motioned toward the cubes. They crumbled and reshaped into a perfect square before ultimately resettling on the ground. “There is one final test, assassin, and if you pass it, you will be granted this sanctuary’s Fatebrick. If you do not pass it, your body will be entombed here for all eternity and your soul will pass on to Diyu, where I am sure your father has other plans for you.” 
 
    Danzen got down onto his knees. His glaive prevented him from sitting properly so he removed it, the weapon now at his side. He also removed his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, Danzen once again going for two of his Astra kunai. He now held them against his knees, his head bowed. 
 
    “Dissolve the stone, assassin.” 
 
    Words of wisdom from Sotgonn came to Danzen at that moment, the former assassin recalling that the ranking system was merely a construct, something that humans had devised. He had done remarkable things already with his echo in intense moments, and other occasions where it was necessary for Danzen to push himself to the limits of his power. 
 
    Now was no different. 
 
    Now was a chance for him to reach deep inside himself and summon the energy that truly flowed within. Danzen felt his stomach tighten as he lowered his chin even further. He felt weak from all that he had done thus far, and knew that he needed to recharge, to heal.  
 
    Cautiously as ever, Danzen still focused on a power beginning to churn within him, he brought one of his daggers to his arm. He drew a bead of blood, aware that the healing process always brought with it a surge of energy that he couldn’t quite explain. 
 
    The three goryos remained silent as portals began to open, Danzen hearing the gurgling noises of his demons as they clawed their way up from Diyu. 
 
    His head still bowed, his eyes now closed, Danzen threw both of his hands out at the same time, releasing his two Astra kunai. They lodged themselves in the throats of a pair of hellspawns and returned to Danzen’s hands. He performed the same gesture again, killing the other two. His blades now covered in demon blood, Danzen finally opened his eyes and focused on the square unit of stones. 
 
     Familiar with the sensation of floating the cubes, shattering them, and repairing them, Danzen wondered now what was the true difference between shattering and dissolving something. He thought about this deeply, imagining what it looked like when something dissolved versus when it crumbled. He reminded himself that it was the same power that was causing either reaction, the residue of a fallen heaven acting through him. 
 
    When he shattered something, he put his full force into it as if he were striking it with a sword. In dissolving something, he needed to use his echo to target the object from the bottom and the top at the same time, crushing it with an incredible force while at the same time raising the temperature. While he wasn’t an alchemist, nor had he studied anything of the sort at the various academies across Kishu Kingdom, this made the most sense to Danzen. 
 
    Crush, not smash. 
 
    Interpreting the challenge this way, Danzen relaxed his vision to the point that everything on the periphery was blurred, from the three goryo to Sansar. As if it were an extension of his being, he thrust his echo forward, Danzen getting just a glimpse of purple energy as it slipped under the large cube of blocks and simultaneously pressed down on top of it. He gripped his Astra kunai to the point that he felt that he would break them, the veins in his arms bulging, Danzen’s face turning red as he worked to dissolve the object. 
 
    A sizzling sound met his ears, Danzen initially taken aback by its sudden appearance. Rather than let the noise disrupt his process, Danzen focused even harder, gritting his teeth now. 
 
    He had to do this. He had to dissolve the stone. 
 
    There was no other choice.

  

 
   
    Part Five 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja collapsed. The strain had been too much for even him to handle, the world around him trickling away as he finally gave up. He expected to hear his father laugh, or for Nomtoi to appear, yet he remained in the void, a faint light beckoning him forward. 
 
    Danzen gradually pushed himself up and began moving toward the light. It grew brighter, to the point that he was blinded by a pure whiteness, one rimmed with light purple. Everything around him took shape as if a great artist had painted it into existence. The former assassin traced his eyes across the three goryo who remained on their floating thrones above. Deep breaths in helped him remember where he was, the inner chamber, the place where his echo had been pushed to the limit. Danzen focused on the female goryo, and in doing so he saw the result of what he had done, the square of cubes in front of him halfway dissolved. 
 
    “The yatagarasu tells us that you have never dissolved anything before,” the woman said as she swept her robed arm toward the brick. “Is this the case, assassin?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Then we congratulate you on accomplishing this milestone.” 
 
    The Sunyata rosary lowered before Danzen, followed by a square object shaped like a jewelry box. The box opened, and Danzen noticed a purple glow around it as the rosary was placed inside. 
 
    “You now have two of the Fatebricks,” the woman told him. “Soon, you will likely begin to attract the attention of those who would use these items for nefarious purposes. Will you be able to protect them?” 
 
    “I will,” Danzen said as the jewelry box, which was clearly the second Fatebrick, was lowered into his hands. He could feel the power to the point that he finally had to set the two items on the ground in front of him. Reaching into his pocket, Danzen retrieved the satchel that Nova had given him. He found that the jewelry box and the rosary inside fit, the satchel preventing their energy strain. He was now certain that he wouldn’t be able to carry these on his person any longer. They were too valuable. Danzen would need to find another way to store the Fatebricks. 
 
    “It is truly your goal to rebuild Sunyata, yes?”  
 
    “It is,” he told the female goryo. 
 
    “And you will sacrifice everything to do so if it comes to it?” asked the honored ghost on his right, speaking for the first time. This one had the voice of a sage, an instant gravitas. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Even if it entails losing those that are close to you?”  
 
    Danzen lowered his head. 
 
    “Well, assassin?” 
 
    Danzen slowly looked over to the third goryo, his voice firm as he answered: “If that is what must happen, that is what must happen.” 
 
    The female goryo tilted her head as she continued to judge Danzen. “And you believe that in doing so you will redeem your past transgressions? The lives you have taken, assassin?” 
 
    “No, I’m not seeking redemption through these actions.” 
 
    “Then why?” the third goryo asked. 
 
    “To restore balance, to reignite hope for a better afterlife.” 
 
    “Even if you yourself won’t be granted such an afterlife? Sunyata is not for an assassin, one who has taken countless lives.” 
 
    “I am fine with that,” Danzen told the third goryo.  
 
    The female goryo brought her hand back and returned it to a position on her leg. As she did so, Danzen heard movement behind him as the stone door began to slide open. “You may go, assassin. It remains to be seen how you do at other sanctuaries. Dissolving the stone is but the first step. Prepare to be challenged in new ways. We wish you luck.” 
 
    The three goryo vanished before Danzen could say anything else, their thrones lowering to the ground. Sansar landed in front of Danzen. “I suppose we should head out the way we came. We will need to be careful.” 
 
    Once Danzen was ready, he retrieved his items, made sure everything was packed up, and turned to the exit. He stepped out of the amphitheater and the door shut behind him. Chunks of stone from the ceiling lowered into place, each with about one foot of space between them. 
 
    Cautiously as ever, Danzen stepped onto the first floating stone and found it to be solid. He moved to the next, and was soon moving quickly toward the entrance of the sanctuary. He came to the room where he had fought the sanctuary guard, the pile of stones still lying on the ground. As with the previous chamber, the stone door slid shut behind him. Danzen turned to the steps that led above ground. He could now smell the briny sea, and the light coming into the opening was bright and warm. Gazing up at the sky, Danzen spotted a few gray clouds on the horizon, the clouds thickening in color in the direction of Tachibana.  
 
    It would rain soon. 
 
    “Perhaps I should carry you,” Sansar offered. “Any fisherman worth their catch would be reeling things in by this point. A serious storm is brewing.” 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    “And I’m going to go out on a limb here, not a difficult thing for a bird, and say that the desert doesn’t take kindly to the rain.” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” Danzen said, recalling some of his experiences in this region in the past. “Let’s use the Blade of Darkness. I can hold on to it, and you can grip and carry me that way.” 
 
    Sansar began to grow in size. “Good idea. It shouldn’t take us very long to reach the beach.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen landed on the beach, his sudden appearance startling Jelmay, who was buried up to his neck in sand. From what Danzen could tell by the way that Kudzu was laughing, the kitsune had quietly buried Jelmay as he snored, the bakeneko now struggling to free himself. Eventually, Nomin offered him a hand, the blind assassin forced to tug at Jelmay in order to free him from the sand. 
 
    “Last time I fall asleep on the beach,” Jelmay said as he dusted himself off. “Last time! And I will have my revenge, Fox, mark my words. No one buries me in sand and gets away with it.” 
 
    Kudzu laughed even harder. “I can’t believe you didn’t feel it. It took me forever to completely bury you in sand. Even Nomin helped.” 
 
    “No, I did not.” 
 
    “Thank you, Blind Pilgrim,” Jelmay told Nomin as he wiped sand away from the fur on his stomach. “I will remember that when the new year comes around and it is time to hand out gifts. Well, Pilgrim, you’re looking happy as ever. Can I see what you got?” 
 
    Danzen, who wasn’t smiling, simply produced the satchel with the two Fatebricks inside. Jelmay approached and took it from him. After taking a quick peek, he looked up at Danzen and winked. “I knew you’d get it. Not a bad jewelry box, either.” 
 
    “Was it challenging?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “I dissolved the stone. They gave me four challenges, the final one being to dissolve the stone. If I hadn’t done it, they would have trapped me in there for eternity.” 
 
    “Eternity? Who?” asked Nomin. 
 
    “Goryo. Honored ghosts,” Sansar said, the three-legged raven now perched on a mound of sand next to where Jelmay had just been buried. “I haven’t seen something like that in a very long time.” 
 
    Jelmay scratched the back of his head. Once he was done doing that, he stuck a claw in his ear and began picking at it. “Are you telling me that goryo still exist?” He glanced at Kudzu.  
 
    “Don’t look at me. I have never heard of them.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “You learn something new every day. Where’s the next sanctuary?” 
 
    Danzen turned in the direction of Tachibana. Thunder in the sky had him ready to go. He had seen what the desert could do when it rained, and even though they were on the beach, there still was the potential for a dangerous situation. 
 
    “What? No answer?” 
 
    “We have a few options,” Danzen said as Jelmay caught up to him. 
 
    “I’m guessing by the look in your eyes that you are ready to head back and have a hearty meal at our exceptionally nice hotel. Imagine it now, Fox”—Jelmay swept his paw in the direction of Tachibana—“you’re sitting out beneath the veranda, sharing platters of meats and desserts. And I’m not talking about rats and scorpion tails. A slice of camel, or maybe some of those goats that we saw cooped up along our way to the hotel. Barbecue. Yes, I see barbecue in our future, and fish. You love fish. Grilled, boiled, stuffed—you name it. So much fish. I’m sure they have options galore at the hotel. Hopefully they have some prawns.” 
 
    “You don’t have to sell a good meal to me, not right now,” said Kudzu. “We have been on this beach for hours.” 
 
    “We have. Get dressed, Fox. We can’t bring critters into the city.” As if to illustrate his point, Jelmay morphed into the same nondescript form he had taken earlier. He flexed his muscles and looked down at his hands. “Paws are so much better.” 
 
    After Kudzu had taken her human form and dressed, the group headed in the direction of Tachibana, Sansar providing surveillance as always. A misty rain started up, yet the crackle of lightning and booming thunder told Danzen that things were going to get worse. Not only that, he could see the way that the ocean was starting to swell, the waves increasing in size before they reached the beach, white froth lapping against the shoreline. 
 
    “So aside from seeing the Butterflies soon, as in real soon, we’re just going to go around and collect Fatebricks?” Jelmay asked just to break the silence.  
 
    “Why do I feel that is a loaded question?” 
 
    “Because it is, Fox. I’m thinking that we need to store these things somewhere safe, like the nunnery.” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Danzen said. 
 
    “The nunnery? Do you know how far away that is?” 
 
    “Um, we have a bird,” Jelmay reminded Kudzu. “Sansar could fly them there.” 
 
    “If you bring them to the nunnery, then more people will know about the Fatebricks,” Nomin reminded the two yokai. “How secret do we want to keep the existence of these items? We need to discuss that before we decide on stashing them somewhere in the Kingdom. If they are at the nunnery, they will be there along with all the other remnants we have collected. Imagine what would happen if there was a raid, something like that. Abbot Monpo is powerful, but that raid could come from anyone.” 
 
    “Nomin is right,” said Danzen. “If I’m not already a target for collecting these items, I will be soon.” 
 
    “So what you’re asking for is a good hidey-hole, huh? In that case, I know a place in the Valley,” Jelmay told the group. “If we go there, we can continue onward toward the Northern Passage and check on Lady Pilgrim before we ultimately head back to Arsi. If we hustle, we’ll make it there and back with plenty of time.” 
 
    “Check on Yato? You do remember that we are in Tachibana, the desert, right?” Kudzu asked them. 
 
    “I know where we are. There has to be a way to connect over to Genshin Valley, there has to be. Right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen nodded his chin toward the mountains. “East of here. I believe if we go that way, we will connect with the Panchen Mountains.” 
 
    “See?” Jelmay told Kudzu. “And we have to see how Lady Pilgrim is doing. You heard me say that, right? Personally, I’m excited. By now, she might be a Rainbow Trout, or whatever the next ranking is. I wouldn’t be surprised if she surpassed all of us, including you, Pilgrim the Dissolver. Kidding, I don’t like that nickname. Speaking of which, you have to show me what that looks like later. Tomorrow morning, maybe we will have the staff put up some collapsible walls in one of the gardens there so we can bend our echo together, a proper session. I’ve got to keep my skill up. There’s no telling when I’m going to need to crush a skull or three.” 
 
    Kudzu laughed. “The only skull you’re going to crush is the skull of whatever we’re eating tonight.” 
 
    “Not a great joke, but it was a valiant attempt, and I appreciate the effort. Truly, I do. Blind Pilgrim does too, right?” 
 
    Nomin shrugged. “Enough chatter for now. Let’s focus on getting back to Tachibana before the sky opens up.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jelmay’s request to put up some partition walls in the courtyard was readily handled by the hotel staff the next morning that seemed keen to please the bakeneko, who they assumed was a rich merchant from Sainshand. Danzen and his companions had survived the storm, and while it had rained most of the night, he was surprised to find the ground relatively dry, the water all running into channels that the city had built over the years. It was a clever system, one that allowed for potable water to be stored for the dryer season. 
 
    As Danzen began to bend his echo that next morning, his form hidden by the partitions, which likely provided an interesting shadow for any onlooker, he recalled the time he had spent in this region. He remembered that drier season, one that took place in late spring through summer, the desert parched, the sparkling sea nearby almost an insult. Yet people made it work, the citizens of Tachibana a hardened bunch, the will to persevere a core of who they were. They were survivors, as all humans seemed to be. 
 
    His sword drawn, Danzen slowly stirred up the power within him as he remembered his arrival, how he had found work with the tavern owner named Oflen. The bearded man had been an early riser, and he had never asked Danzen questions as to why he had suddenly appeared in Tachibana. There had been no mention of the Diyu Brotherhood, Danzen’s past, or anything that could have led the man to know more of his origins. Oflen didn’t question the scars that covered his body, nor Danzen’s muscled form, how he always moved like a panther ready to strike. Danzen appreciated this. 
 
    “I’m ready, I’m ready,” Jelmay said as he appeared behind the former assassin, the bakeneko in his cat form, sleep still in his eyes. He drew his flail and looked down at it, a deep yawn lifting his whiskers. The end of his weapon ignited and he shrugged. “Getting better, right?” 
 
    For the next thirty minutes Danzen instructed Jelmay on using the weapon and keeping the flame lit while he did so. The bakeneko made plenty of jokes, yet he focused well enough, to the point that he grew tired. Fanning himself with his free paw, Jelmay plopped down to the ground, the flames on his flail petering out. “Whew! Enough practice for me. I’m not trying to be an assassin just yet, not with two or three trained ones around me at all times. But enough about your favorite bakeneko. I want to see you dissolve something.” 
 
    Danzen raised an eyebrow at Jelmay. 
 
    “That’s how you solved the challenge back at the last sanctuary, right? That’s what you said. I want to see what it looks like. I know what the other three things look like, floating, shattering, repairing. I do like watching you repair things, I should say. I find that interesting. But I haven’t seen you dissolve something yet.” Jelmay found a stone and tossed it to Danzen, who easily caught it. “That should do. Dissolve the little guy.” 
 
    Danzen examined the stone for a moment. “I don’t know if I can,” he finally told the bakeneko, not telling him the part where he’d been forced to cut himself to make it happen. 
 
    “Sure you can. You did yesterday. If anyone believes in you, it’s me, Pilgrim. I might be garrulous and nonsensical, but I’m a good friend, and an even greater bakeneko. Admit that.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t go into detail about the strain he had felt in the challenge that the three goryo had presented him. “If I attempt it, will you give me some kip?”  
 
    “Wait, what?” Jelmay nearly fell over laughing. “You? Bartering? Since when did you start performing parlor tricks for money? And if I didn’t tell you before, I’ll tell you now: when you are ready, or after we rebuild heaven, you and I are going out on the road. We will make so much money. We could probably use a bard as well. Maybe that will be the bard that writes the songs that people will sing about us in the future. We can just hire the bard and you can rewire their brain. Easy. Fine. We’ll table that discussion for now because it has nothing to do with what we’re talking about. Now, why do you need money exactly?” 
 
    “After we’re finished here I want to visit someone.” 
 
    “Are you buying a gift for Kudzu? Because if you are, you don’t even have to ask. I certainly support the way you two love each other. Kidding, don’t look at me like that. I know, I know, assassins don’t have hearts, and kitsunes are wily and troublesome. Aside from that, she’ll outlive you by decades, and no one likes to watch their spouse die. I’ll stop.” 
 
    Danzen lowered his hand, and in doing so he left the stone floating in the air before him. “In the two years I spent in this region, there was a man who helped me out quite a bit. I worked for him, but I wanted to give him something, a gift.” 
 
    “Will he remember who you are?” 
 
    “I have ways to handle that,” Danzen reminded the bakeneko. 
 
    “In that case, sure, I’ll give you some money. But try to dissolve something first. I want to see what that looks like.” 
 
    Danzen returned his gaze to the stone hovering before him. He tried to dissolve it over the next several minutes, yet he never found enough power or focus to be able to do it. In the end, the stone fell to the ground. Danzen slowly shook his head. 
 
    “I guess not this time then. Maybe you are still exhausted from yesterday’s trial.” Jelmay reached into the front pocket of his vest. He fished around and came back with nothing. “Kidding. The kip is in the hotel room. Wait here, and I’ll bring it to you. No sense in waking up the others; you know how the fox gets when you go out. Unless you want her to come with you.” 
 
    “I’ll go alone.” 
 
    “Have it your way, Pilgrim. But don’t take too long. The earlier we leave, the sooner we can arrive in the Valley and beyond. I don’t know how long it’s going to take, but I want to make sure we have plenty of time for a midday meal, and that we can find a good place to rest in the mountains tonight.” Jelmay returned a few minutes later and gave Danzen quite a bit of kip. Danzen had never really needed to know the cost of labor, but he assumed that the amount Jelmay had given him would have funded a couple servants for a few months.  
 
    It would do quite well as a gift. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Leaving the hotel with just the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, his Astra kunai, and one of his gauntleted blades, Danzen took the same path he had grown so familiar with in his time in the city. He passed by the butcher and a man who made carpets used for padding on camels, his looms spinning. He then circled through a small market that specialized in pottery, where buyers from Arsi were already gathering. Danzen finally arrived at a simple tavern with walls made of mud and stone. 
 
    The door was open; Danzen stepped inside to find Oflen the tavernkeep making himself breakfast behind the bar. Oflen was a broad-shouldered man with a sharp beard that had been twisted off with a red thread. He had a rough look about him, but he was genuinely kind. 
 
    He glanced up at Danzen, his hand still gripping the knife he’d been using to cut a cactus fruit. “We aren’t open just yet—”  
 
    “I need you to remember who I am until I leave. After that, you will forget again.” 
 
    “It’s you.” Oflen’s eyes twitched as Danzen’s Demon Speak rewired his brain. 
 
    “I brought you something.” Danzen was just reaching into his robes when Oflen stopped him. 
 
    “Are you hungry? Let’s have a meal together.” 
 
    “Yes, I would like that.” 
 
    His hood still over his head, Danzen took a seat at the bar, and was soon given a small plate of skilleted root vegetables, grilled cactus fruit, and thin slices of goat belly, which were sprinkled with a brittle red spice. As they had done so many times before, the two men ate silently. Afterwards, Oflen started up the conversation: “So you are doing well?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    The large man grunted. “That’s good to hear.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “Honestly? It’s hard to find good help around here, but I’ll survive.” 
 
    “Anything I can do now?” 
 
    “Now?” Oflen took a quick look around. “I was planning on moving all the tables out and sweeping and mopping, but you don’t have to help me.” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” 
 
    Over the next hour, Danzen helped Oflen clean up the place. This simple act reminded him of the time he’d spent at his monastery, when he was first getting it back into working shape. It had been a while since he had done humbling manual labor and Danzen actually enjoyed it. It made him feel human, the stakes much lower. 
 
    Once he was done, Danzen retrieved the money that Jelmay had given him. He placed it on the bar. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Oflen said, the big man crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    “I want you to take it.” 
 
    “Your money is no good here.” 
 
    “I want you to take it,” Danzen told him with his power yet again. “After I step out that door, you will take the money and forget that I ever visited. You will assume the kip came from a very successful evening a few nights ago, a wedding party that was held. You will tell no one of the money, yet you will use it however you see fit. Thank you for your hospitality.” 
 
    “I hope to see you around again,” Oflen said as he placed his hand on the money, but by that point, Danzen was gone. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    On his way back to the hotel in Tachibana, Danzen remembered the early mornings when he had gone out with fishermen to pull in their nets and check their traps, some of the caravans he had escorted across the desert on camelback, nights camping in the mountains alone, unaware that there were yokai all around him. So many experiences, yet it all seemed condensed now to a single memory, one of a peaceful escape. While Danzen had been on the run at the time, well aware that the Brotherhood was likely looking for him, there was a sense of serenity that he had felt in the remote desert city that he would likely never experience again. At least not fully. 
 
    Upon reaching the hotel, Danzen found Kudzu pacing outside wearing her robe with golden accents, the black in her hair starting to fade. “Don’t worry, I wasn’t waiting for you,” she told him. “Jelmay was just annoying me. Sometimes I just need a break from the bakeneko. You know how it goes.” 
 
    “Is everyone prepared to leave?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “Good. We will head east toward the Panchen Mountains.” Danzen passed under the veranda and reached the room that he had stayed in last night. He gathered his weapons, and his bags, and as he did so his field diary slipped out. He recalled the yokai they had encountered in the forest beyond the desert, Tolmo, the one Jelmay had called an ijuu. He located the passage about the strange creature in his field diary and quickly read it. 
 
    Ijuu are hairy beasts larger than humans that resemble monkeys, with long claws and hideous faces. Despite their size, many are shy, and they prefer living away from people. Couriers and traveling merchants occasionally encounter them but ijuu generally don’t attack people. There have been reports of them begging for food, and helping travelers who have become lost, but they are generally harmless.  
 
    There is a famous story about an ijuu living in the woods of Bahlingar. One summer, a man named Takesuke learned that there were bandits on the road. After packing up his items and arranging them on his back, he decided to find a route through the forest to avoid the bandits. The merchant kept to a northerly path, yet a great mist added confusion and apprehension to his journey. He encountered an ijuu and naturally dropped his items out of fright. The merchant was just starting to run away when the ijuu lifted the merchant’s pack and motioned for him to follow. At first, the merchant was reluctant, but the ijuu made no indication that he was going to harm the man, and soon, the ijuu had safely led the merchant to the outskirts of Bahlingar. There used to be a statue of the merchant and the ijuu in Bahlingar, but it was later removed because it scared children, the tale mostly forgotten. 
 
    “Perfect time to read,” Jelmay said as he stepped through the doorway, the bakeneko once again in his human form. “Perfect time.” 
 
    “I was just coming,” Danzen said as he snapped the field diary shut. 
 
    As he had done in Arsi, Jelmay arranged a carriage to take them as far east as it would go, which happened to be about five miles outside of Tachibana. It was a relatively short ride, the day already heating up by the time they reached the start of the eastern mountains. Looking to the sky, Danzen knew that he wouldn’t see the red of Diyu, but he could still sense it, his father’s home calling to him in a way that he knew he would ultimately reject. 
 
    “I’m going to miss you,” Jelmay said once the camel-driven carriage had turned and was heading back in the other direction. The bakeneko pretended to wipe a tear from his face, which elicited a laugh from Kudzu. “I hate traveling on foot.” 
 
    “You are too much.” 
 
    “Some say I’m just enough, isn’t that right, Blind Pilgrim?” 
 
    Rather than respond, Nomin turned to a natural pass that would lead them deeper into the mountains. She started up, Sansar circling overhead. Eventually, the three-legged raven later landed on Danzen’s shoulder. And as they had done numerous times by now, the group found a comfortable pace over the next several hours.  
 
    They reached a summit that provided a sweeping view of the mountains, Kudzu taking a deep breath in through her nostrils as she gazed out at the horizon. “I think I should change back now.” 
 
    Once Kudzu had taken her kitsune form again—and Jelmay had teased her about the way her coat was now splotchy with black-and-white—they continued on. Danzen sensed the change in altitude, the air growing slightly colder and thinner. Many of the mountains in this region were coated with forests, making them even harder to navigate. Sansar became crucial for their journey, the raven taking to the sky and guiding them. They paused for a meal near a small stream of water that was ultimately running in the direction of the sea. The slope of the land made it easy to find a rock to lean against. Soon, Danzen and his companions shared a loaf of flat bread and dried meats. 
 
    They continued on, and they had just reached the mouth of an even denser pocket of woods when Danzen sensed movement. Nomin and Danzen both drew their swords at the same time as a group of yokai slipped out of the forests, Danzen recognizing one at the back.  But something was off about the ijuu named Tolmo, the yokai they had encountered far outside of Tachibana.  
 
    Its eyes now glowed red. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen had never seen the yokai that swarmed around the ijuu. Each were about three feet in height, their arms and legs thin and stringy yet their bellies distended. For a split second, Danzen thought they might be the undead, that somehow the ijuu had done what the onryo had done outside of Arsi. But then Jelmay spoke, the bakeneko already holding his flail. 
 
    “A horde of gaki. And here I thought they were all dead.” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” asked Kudzu, the kitsune defiant as ever as she took a step forward, her eyes narrowed on the ijuu. One of the gaki focused on her, seeming as if it were about to jump. Kudzu snapped her jaws at the creature, causing it to hop backward instead. 
 
    For a moment Danzen wondered if somehow this was related to the Sundiyu Sect. Was the ijuu trying to get the Fatebricks of Sunyata? Had it been following them in some way? Did it know what they were doing? 
 
    Yet again he saw a glint of red behind the hairy beast’s eyes as more gaki streamed out of the woods, hordes of them. The only thing Danzen could liken it to was when his demons were unleashed, yet it was multiplied, the zombie-like gaki all hissing and screeching, foaming at the mouth, ready to attack. 
 
    “I believe you have gone far enough,” was all Tolmo the ijuu said as it stepped backward, more gaki swelling forward. 
 
    Danzen swung into action, cracking several of them back with his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds.  
 
    As one of the gaki jumped for him, Danzen summoned his left gauntleted blade—Schnickt!—his weapon tearing out of the yokai’s back, between its shoulder blades. He tossed it into another gaki and sent his sword flying, cutting several down in the process.  
 
    By the time his Sunyatic sword had returned, Danzen was beating back another one of the gaki with his gauntleted blade. The blades returned to their hooded sheaths as he spun, not only bringing his sword around with him but also loosing an Astra kunai at a gaki that was just about to pounce on Kudzu, a combo attack. 
 
    Kudzu fought back as well, as did Jelmay and Nomin, Jelmay swinging his flaming flail like a madman. Sansar joined in, the three-legged raven in his largest size as he landed on a pair of gaki, tearing their bodies to shreds. 
 
    The strange yokai were relentless, and while Danzen and his companions were prepared for a fight, the sheer number of opponents soon became overwhelming. The distance of the forest, the fog of war, the bloodcurdling screams of the gaki as they were laid to waste—it became too much, and soon, Danzen was trying to sweep them back with his Blade of Darkness.  
 
    Anything to give him some room to breathe.  
 
    By this point he had fought his way deep into the mix. All he could see around them were angry snarling faces, the darkness of the forest and its long shadows helping Danzen keep his enemies at bay. Danzen was used to the blood splatter, accustomed to the terror, and he was even used to staring into the face of a soulless demonic opponent, but he had never faced numbers like this before, and it was beginning to warp everything around him. 
 
    As a last-ditch effort, Danzen dropped to his knees and grabbed his blade with both hands. He shoved it forward, channeling his echo with all of his might. The epic shove was like a sudden gust of wind.  
 
    It blew the gaki back, but it also brought tree limbs down with it, Danzen only realizing as dust and debris filled the air how much damage he had just done. A noise reached his ears, the sound of something about to crack and fall. He dove left to avoid being struck by a tree, only for gaki to land on top of him. Using his echo to spring back to his feet, Danzen stomped a gaki’s skull in. He glanced back at his companions, his heart sinking. 
 
    Kudzu was missing. 
 
    Danzen began to panic, and at the same time as he kept gaki back with his Blade of Darkness, he scanned the fallen bodies afraid of the worst, afraid that the kitsune had been overwhelmed.  
 
    Sansar landed. “The ijuu has her. Hurry, Pilgrim, I’ll track them. This way!” Sansar took off again, the raven now back in his smaller form. 
 
    “We’ve got this!” Jelmay shouted to Danzen, the bakeneko now bravely swinging his flaming weapon at the few gaki that were still left.  
 
    Nomin, who had just driven her sword through one of the yokai, turned in Danzen’s direction. “We’ll catch up; do not worry about us. Find Kudzu and do your worst to the beast that took her.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen lost his balance as he reached the edge of a runoff, one with a stream trickling down it over mangled stones. He slid, and to stabilize himself, Danzen used the end of his Blade of Darkness to stop from launching straight into an overturned tree trunk. Climbing over the felled tree, he continued in the direction that he had just seen Sansar flying.  
 
    Danzen leaped as high as he could, clearing several of the smaller trees as he got a better glimpse of what was to come. He landed in the brush and continued onward, everything on the periphery a murky oil painting, his sole focus now on reaching Kudzu. 
 
    The brambles prevented Danzen from moving at his top speed. It frustrated him to no end, and every time he was slowed down by a stray branch or a sudden outcrop covered in shrubs, he felt more desperation creeping at the back of his mind. What if something happened to her? Why had the ijuu taken Kudzu? What if she was already dead? 
 
    Danzen cut away at some of the obstacles before him using his Blade of Darkness. He bolted from pockets of light to shaded patches of undergrowth, his weapon often fully charged, which allowed him to cut away even more. A not so insignificant part of Danzen would have destroyed the entire mountainside forest had he deemed it necessary to find Kudzu, yet the way Sansar was starting to arc toward the ground told Danzen that he was nearing his target. 
 
    He was close. 
 
    This was the realm that Danzen was born into, one of swift justice and expedited death. It was where he was most comfortable, where he could do the most damage. The nefarious ijuu would soon meet this fate, Danzen not able to turn the other cheek at this point. They had been ambushed, and one of theirs had been taken. It was enough to push him over the edge. 
 
    Danzen came to a natural meadow, the view of a mist-covered valley beyond, one protected by snow-peaked mountains. He found the ijuu standing over Kudzu, the hulking, hairy beast with a look of utter delight in its red eyes. 
 
    That was all that Danzen needed to see.  
 
    But he wasn’t able to do what he would have normally done, something like sending his Sunyatic sword zipping through the air, or rushing forward and slicing the ijuu in half with his shadow-enhanced blade. In moving into action Danzen suddenly found himself on a different plane of existence, one he slowly grew to recognize. 
 
    The steps of the Diyu Brotherhood.  
 
    Not fully aware yet of what was going on, Danzen charged up the steps, his weapon drawn, a glowing force at the top giving him an easy target. With each step he took, Danzen seemed further and further away from the top. Pausing, he sucked in a deep breath and took a look around, only to find himself now standing in a shallow body of water, the viscous liquid up to his ankles. Everything around him was dark, highlighted by what resembled a field of slowly dying stars above. 
 
    Danzen gasped, and as he did he found himself back in the mountainside meadow, the world fading yet again as he was transported again to the body of water. Anger filled the assassin’s heart as he swung his sword forward, going with his base instinct now to fight until he could fight no more. Whatever was doing this to his psyche seemed like it was right in front of him, Danzen catching glimpses of movement, a shroud of darkness slipping away every time that he felt as if he had finally reached his opponent. 
 
    Danzen was struck from the side, the impact unlike anything Danzen had experienced up to that point. It was physical yet it was also mental, Danzen feeling as if his mind had been shredded at the exact same time that someone had driven a serrated sword through his side. 
 
    Now on his knees, and trying desperately to catch his breath, Danzen became aware that the pool of what he thought was water was actually blood. Scrambling to his feet, he found it harder to move through the viscous liquid, Danzen now desperate to reach the shoreline, where he could have sworn he had just seen a hooded figure. 
 
    With each step he felt as if he were sinking further, Danzen’s muscles straining. It was in moments like this his training came to him, the focus he had worked on for so many years and only enhanced through the practice of bending his echo. He had to reach the shoreline; he had to stop the hooded figure. 
 
    Even as he went to his knees several times, Danzen continued to push forward, the former assassin noticing something familiar about his hooded opponent.  
 
    It was only when he now stood on the shoreline that Danzen’s focus allowed him to better see his assailant, the man’s muscled forearms covered in scars, two swords sheathed at his waist, kunai across his chest, and the glaive on his back. The only thing that his assailant was missing were bladed gauntlets. 
 
    Danzen was looking at himself. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen’s opponent drew his sword and lowered his head at the former assassin. 
 
    He barely got his sword up in time to stop the attack, the two weapons clanging together, the force strong enough that Danzen could feel it deep in his bones. He had fought plenty of swordsmen, but he knew his own strength, and if his assailant was the spitting image of the former assassin, there was also the chance that they were evenly matched. 
 
    Instinctively, he loosed two of his Astra kunai at his opponent, the man batting them away. Like Danzen, his assailant had his hood over his face to the point that Danzen could only make out his chin, not able to track his eyes, which might have helped Danzen figure out his opponent’s next attack. No such luck. As his throwing knives returned to him, Danzen was struck by a set of kunai thrown by his assailant. 
 
    As he pulled the throwing knives out he expected demons, his blood unleashed, yet Danzen merely fell backward, where he landed on the stone steps in the Diyu Brotherhood and began to slide down to the bottom. He tumbled and caught himself, back to his feet just as his opponent came down with a glaive that looked suspiciously like the Blade of Darkness. Danzen blocked the attack, his teeth gritted together as he managed a few words: 
 
    “Who are you!?” 
 
    No response.  
 
    Clank! 
 
    Danzen blocked yet another strike from his hooded opponent’s glaive, the impact causing some of the stone around the pair to crumble as Danzen tried to maintain his footing. Summoning one of his gauntleted blades, Danzen tried for a surprise strike, only to meet his opponent’s sword yet again, the man no longer wielding the replica Blade of Darkness. 
 
    As their blades pressed together, his opponent swept Danzen’s legs out from beneath him. Danzen tumbled even further down the stairs and cracked the back of his head on one of the stone steps. As he pushed himself up, Danzen got a glimpse of his surroundings, everything now an inky black with hints of red. 
 
    There was no time to process where he was as Danzen tried to take his opponent’s legs out from beneath him. The man jumped over him and ran his sword across Danzen’s back before sweeping him down the steps even further using a heel kick. 
 
    Danzen kept expecting to hit the bottom of the stairs, but the stone steps continued downward into a mist, an infinite descent. The only solution that his reeling mind could come up with in that moment was that he needed to fight back, especially as Danzen came to the conclusion that defeat here would mean that he would be trapped in this void forever. 
 
    A second wind. Danzen raced up the steps, taking several at a time. He met his opponent and managed to strike him hard enough to stop his assailant’s advances. Even so, he had yet to draw blood, his opponent blocking every last one of Danzen’s attempts.  
 
    Danzen should have seen the next maneuver coming, after all, it was one that he had perfected over the years. As he tried to jump a few steps back so he could reassess his attack, the man sent his blade flying forward. The sword struck Danzen in the abdomen, the impact throwing him down several more steps. He had never been hit by a boomerang sword, had never experienced the pain of not only being stabbed but also having the weapon cut its way back out of his body as it returned to its owner. 
 
    He expected to have internal injuries, ones that could prove fatal. There was no way he could survive a strike like that, not even with his healing powers. Yet the wound didn’t ultimately take him. Danzen lay there as his opponent approached, fleeting images coming to his mind through a desperate attempt from his psyche to solve this puzzle. 
 
    Something that Birin Yeshe had told Danzen years ago came to him at that moment.  
 
    In one of his after-class discussions, which had followed a challenging round of combat, his instructor had asked Danzen to think about what it would be like to face off against himself. “Your chance for survival improves drastically if you know yourself down to your flaws.” 
 
    What were his combat flaws? If he was fighting the mirror image of himself, what would his flaws be? 
 
    His opponent brought his sword down and Danzen rolled out of the way. Danzen sent his hand out, hoping to use his echo to float the man into the air. In doing so, everything changed as if a veil had been lifted.  
 
    Danzen blinked his eyes open and saw the ijuu standing before him, Danzen back at the start of the mountains, back in the mortal plane. Before he could act, before he could do something to stop another mental attack, Danzen was sucked back into the void. 
 
    As he blocked another attack, Danzen tried yet again to use his echo to force his opponent back so he could get his bearings. Another breath in and out. Yet again, Danzen was in the mountains outside of Tachibana, the world around him gray. 
 
    He placed his hand on the whistle that called Timbero, going with his instincts. His world spun as he was transported away yet again. His opponent was now on top of Danzen and stabbing him repeatedly, the former assassin eye to eye with himself. 
 
    He managed to get his hand around his opponent’s neck, and as he did Danzen used his echo yet again, imagining himself shattering the stone. 
 
    His opponent’s head, Danzen’s spitting image, was torn to shreds. 
 
    Danzen flashed back to the mortal realm. He placed the Sunyatic whistle in his mouth and blew it.  
 
    Reality rippled forward again, Danzen now rolling down the steps of the Brotherhood, his headless opponent chasing after him. Danzen landed on his back, and as he did his assailant scrambled on top of him. A new face took shape, one Danzen had seen once before as his assailant’s eyes filled with redness. 
 
    “You will die here, Danzen Ravja.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shimo, the same demon that had once possessed Yato, had been using the ijuu as a vessel. 
 
    Danzen’s instinct to summon Timbero had been correct, and now it would be up to Nova to help him finish the vile demon off. Kicking out from beneath Shimo, Danzen again tried to cut the entity down to no avail. The two portaled away and appeared on a stone platform seemingly suspended in the sky, thick black clouds all around them sparking with lightning.  
 
    Shimo finished changing to its true form, that of a floating, ghost-like demon with large hands and sharp claws, the bottom portion of its jaw missing which allowed a forked tongue to slip out. Three eyes on its face shone brightly, the one on its forehead blazing red. Shielding its body was a cloak made of a multitude of faces, all masks of horror, all screaming silently. 
 
    Danzen charged at the demon, even though he knew that he wasn’t going to be able to harm Shimo, who batted Danzen’s horizontal cross slash away as if Danzen were swinging a twig at him. The demonic entity doubled in size, hulking now as it grew even larger. Its three eyes seemed to suck all the light out of the space, Danzen yet again feeling the effects of the void as his arms filtered away. 
 
    Danzen could still feel his appendages, yet his arms had blurred to the point that it seemed as if they had been stripped from his body. It was impossible to stop Shimo as the demon rushed forward, and sunk its claws into what was left of Danzen’s shoulder, its tongue falling out of its mouth as it glared at the former assassin. 
 
    “You are my ticket to freedom.” 
 
    “Nomtoi will never free you, demon.” 
 
    “Your sibling is vain and foolish, easy to manipulate. His biggest mistake in unleashing the Seven Evils was releasing me. The others are useless, yet I will prevail.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” came an even stronger voice, one directly behind Shimo.  
 
    A blade dipped in light tore into the demon’s core and ripped him away from Danzen, revealing Nova, the fallen angel with enormous wings, both of his arms morphed into great swords and radiating with power, covered in pulsing veins.  
 
    Danzen assumed that Nova would take over combat with Shimo, especially as the demon turned to him and tried to swat at the fallen angel with his claws. But then Nova disappeared, reforming directly behind Danzen. “We will do this together,” said the fallen angel, his voice all around Danzen now.  
 
    In looking down at his arms, Danzen saw that both of them had morphed into enormous blades, that his form was now glowing. He felt as if he could fly; he sensed the blazing energy of Sunyata coursing through him, indicating that Nova had possessed Danzen. 
 
    Danzen pursued the demon with newfound strength, the stone steps behind him crumbling and falling away. He surged forward even faster, as if he had wings, Danzen’s feet no longer touching the stones.  
 
    As he reached the top of the steps, Shimo tried for one more desperate lunge, its claws ready to rip Danzen to shreds. Danzen’s response was so fast that it took the former assassin off guard. Suddenly, Danzen was behind Shimo, his bladed arm pressing into the demon’s back and tearing out the front of its body. Danzen jabbed his other bladed arm in and lifted Shimo above his head.  
 
    He brought his arms down at the same time, ripping the demon’s body in two. 
 
    As soon as the two halves of Shimo’s body touched the ground, the darkened bloodstained world around Danzen twisted away. He was back in the mountains, the ijuu lying on its back in front of Danzen, Kudzu before him, her eyes filled with a mixture of fear and excitement. 
 
    Danzen was seated, his legs crossed beneath his body, and standing over him was Timbero, the towering wolf letting out a sigh of relief upon seeing Danzen stir. 
 
    “How are you?” Danzen asked Kudzu, as she plowed into him, a kitsune version of a hug. 
 
    “I’ve been better,” she said, her voice softening. “I thought I had lost you.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Nova appeared in a beam of light, the fallen angel semi-translucent yet again as his long hair settled, his arms no longer blades. He floated next to Timbero, light shining in a halo around the crown of his head. “You’ve done well,” he told Danzen. “I’m surprised that we were able to work in tandem so easily. This is a good sign.” 
 
    “What happened?” asked Kudzu as she looked from Danzen to Nova. 
 
    “As promised, I helped return Shimo to where he belongs, the wretched demon. Do you understand what I’m capable of now?” Nova asked Danzen. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    The fallen angel’s face dipped into a frown. “I don’t think that I am yet able to join you here on this plane, allowing us to fight with our powers combined, but I may be able to later, once you have more of the Fatebricks.” 
 
    “We have two now,” Danzen said. “We’re taking them to the Valley for safekeeping.” 
 
    “Safekeeping? Yes, that is probably wise. You will begin to attract attention soon, likely once you find the next one. How was the challenge for the second one?” 
 
    Danzen briefly explained what the goryo had tasked him with doing. 
 
    “Goryo?” The fallen angel seemed to consider this deeply as he was quiet for a spell. Finally, he spoke again: “I suppose everyone that was given the assignment to hide the Fatebricks did so in their own ways.” 
 
    “You were able to dissolve the stone?” Timbero asked, the raiju circling back to Danzen’s explanation of what had happened outside of Tachibana. 
 
    “Yes and no. I haven’t been able to do it on my own, but I was able to do it then.” 
 
    “When it counted.” 
 
    “I suppose so, yes,” Danzen told Timbero as he caught movement heading in their direction. Jelmay and Nomin appeared, the bakeneko carrying Danzen’s bags and panting. Sansar had guided the pair to Danzen, the group reunited yet again. 
 
    “Worst yokai ever,” Jelmay said as he dropped the bags. He stepped over to the ijuu and kicked it. “I would have killed you myself if—” 
 
    The beast came alive, startling Jelmay, who nearly jumped into Danzen’s arms. 
 
    By the time the hairy yokai got to its feet, both Nomin and Danzen were pointing their blades at the rogue yokai. 
 
    “Where am I?” Tolmo the ijuu asked, confusion in its eyes. “What’s happening!?” 
 
    “You were possessed by a being from Diyu,” Danzen said. 
 
    “I… was?” 
 
    “So that’s what happened?” asked Jelmay, who had yet to be caught up on the situation. The bakeneko ran a paw over his ears. “I get it now! It was the same dirty demon that possessed Lady Pilgrim.”  
 
    “Correct. It is gone now.” Danzen kept his sword pointed at the ijuu. “Tell us the last thing you remember.” 
 
    “The last thing I remember?” The creature licked its teeth. “There was a caravan along the normal path that the humans used, in the woods outside the desert. They camped for the night, and I was waiting for them to depart so I could see what they left behind. Humans always leave things behind. They are wasteful.”  
 
    “I agree with that one,” said Jelmay. “I’m no kitsune, but I love finding some good scraps.” 
 
    Kudzu turned to Jelmay, her ears lowering. 
 
    Tolmo continued: “I waited for them to leave, like I was saying. They had already gone when I approached, yet one of them had circled back, a man with a strange walk. That’s all I remember.” 
 
    “Shimo must have seen him,” Nova surmised. “He must have been traveling with the caravan.” 
 
    The ijuu took a step back. “I don’t know the meaning of this, and I don’t want anything to do with Sunyata or whatever any of you are. I don’t like it. I want to go.” Before anyone could say anything else, the yokai took off on hands and legs, back in the direction of the desert. 
 
    Danzen brought his weapon back like he was going to throw it, but sent the blade to his scabbard instead.  
 
    “I agree,” Jelmay said as he watched the ijuu run. “We can’t eat the thing, or at least I wouldn’t. Not when there’s better things to eat. A yokai has to be pretty desperate to eat another yokai. And there’s no telling how much meat the ijuu actually has on its bones considering it’s mostly fur. Anyway, where was I? Right, we killed the demon—go us!—and now there are only two, but technically six, Seven Evils left. I hate that. But you understand what I’m saying, Nyamdor the Firestarter and the Butterflies of Arsi. So we’re good. We’re good, right? We can make our way to the valley peacefully now, drop off the Fatebricks, meet with Lady Pilgrim, and make it back to Arsi just in time to see what kind of trouble we can get ourselves into. Hopefully, we’ll live long enough to find a good bard—” 
 
    “You are doing it again,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Dooming us with your predictions.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Jelmay asked her as he turned to the east. “Nothing is going to happen to us between now and the time we reach the Valley, I assure you. Afterwards? I can’t speak for—” 
 
    “We will leave you to it, then,” Nova said. The fallen angel floated closer to Timbero. “Once you have hidden the Fatebricks, let me know where. We will also aid in their protection. Good luck.” 
 
    “You have yet to tell us where you plan to hide the Fatebricks,” Nomin told the bakeneko after thunder rolled across the sky, Timbero and Nova suddenly gone. 
 
    “Some exit… wait. Wait! I didn’t tell you all?” Jelmay gave her a confused look. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    “Usagi. That’s how I plan to hide the Fatebricks.” 
 
    Kudzu’s groan was matched by Jelmay’s grin. “Believe it or not, Fox, no one, angel from Diyu or demon from Sunyata, can hide something like the jade rabbit. I’m sure Usagi has a good hidey space for us to use.”  
 
    “Can we trust the rabbit with something like this?” Nomin asked. 
 
    “Keep your friends close and your sworn enemies closer; I’m certain an assassin such as yourself has heard that old adage. But we can hash that out along the way. Let’s get moving. No sense in sticking around here any longer. Not only that, it’ll be dinnertime soon.”

  

 
   
    Part Six 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen was standing on a tall mountain spire with a flat top when he finally caught a glimpse of what was to come. The red of Diyu had been obscured by the rising sun, yet now, as his three Astra kunai floated around him in a circle, and as he continued to feel his echo swell within, Danzen finally saw a sky he had become intimately familiar with. 
 
    Danzen and his companions still had a ways to go, yet he was already starting to get this sense that they were nearing Genshin Valley, closer to the monastery that he had abandoned. Home. Even if he now considered himself nomadic, a part of Danzen still labeled the Valley as such, the monastery where he had fought demons big and small, a place protected by two lion dogs, where he had first met Kudzu, where he had learned of Sansar and where his mother’s powers had been revealed. 
 
    So many memories. 
 
    Danzen started up again, weaving his sword through the air, his kunai spinning about a foot above his head.  
 
    He felt the energy flowing around him as his thoughts slowly trickled away. A single memory now lingered, one of Danzen sleeping outside the monastery because it was too hot inside, the sound of chirping crickets, fireflies filling the sky at night to the point they looked like they were forming galaxies, Kudzu resting inside. 
 
    The monastery was a place of peace for him, and even though by the time the summer had come, Danzen had known about his blood, and he had already decided what needed to be done in terms of rebuilding Sunyata, it felt different now. The stakes seemed increasingly higher. As he continued bending his echo, Danzen came to the conclusion that the stakes were always the same, it was only his reaction to them and the pressure they created which made them seem any different. 
 
    He would persevere. Danzen knew that much, but what worried him was what would happen to those around him in his quest to rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    With a few short breaths, Danzen regained control over his thoughts, his mind a blank slate for the time being. Now was the time to focus. 
 
    The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds back in its scabbard, Danzen expanded the circle of floating kunai rushing over his head.  
 
    He lowered completely into a seated position on the flat-topped spire. The Astra kunai came to him one at a time, Danzen putting them away, all but one, which he held in his hand as he focused on the stack of rocks that he had balanced atop a spire across from him.  
 
    Dissolve the stone. 
 
    Danzen latched on to the pile he’d made with his echo, hoping to move quickly. He exploded the rock into a fine powder, which immediately sucked back into itself as it reformed. Again and again, Danzen tried to dissolve the stone, yet he was never able to accomplish this task.  
 
    Soon, he felt a presence as Sansar landed on a different stone spire. “You are improving.” 
 
    “I wish that was the case.” 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “I’ll try not to be.” 
 
    “You’ll get there, I can feel it. You’re trying to do in the course of a year what many can’t accomplish in a lifetime. Do not give up hope. Now, completely unrelated.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I came to tell you that the others are waiting, and Nomin has returned with food. Let’s eat and then continue on to the Valley.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A thick covering of snow signaled that they had truly reached the border separating the desert from the mountains beyond, which Danzen knew stretched to the point that they encompassed Genshin Valley, the northern passage and the Dukha People beyond. 
 
    “How far do you think we have to go?” Nomin asked Jelmay, the bakeneko currently using his paw to shield his eyes as he stared toward the east.  
 
    “Almost there, I reckon. Fox?” 
 
    “Whenever you are near the red of Diyu, you are near Genshin Valley,” Kudzu said matter-of-factly as she trotted ahead. “You know that.” 
 
    Snow obscured the sky to the point that they could no longer see Sansar. Every now and then, it would accumulate to the point that Danzen would need to stop and dust it off his shoulders.  
 
    A southern wind picked up, only obscuring things further. They pressed on through the whirling snowflakes, the group keeping close together so they wouldn’t get lost. As they walked, Jelmay started a story about a little-known yokai. “It’s called Frog Wife, and it is about a rare yokai known as a kaeru nyobo.” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. “No comment.” 
 
    “Saying no comment is in fact, a comment. But I digress.” Jelmay took on a deeper, oratory voice: “It doesn’t take a yokai to point out that humans can be quite desperate, especially parents who would like their children to get married and have offspring before they pass on. Somewhere not far from Odval, an old man and his son lived in the kind of poverty that we no longer see these days. The young man, whom we’ll call Gorin, wasn’t quite marriage material even if you didn’t take into account his overall prospects. I’m not going to say that Gorin wasn’t clever in his own ways, but he definitely wasn’t the sharpest throwing sword in the former assassin’s arsenal. As his dear father grew in age, the older man would pray to Sunyata that someone would marry Gorin. Anyone would do, really, and it turned out that one night, one fateful starless night, the kind that parts of the Kingdom are known for in midsummer, the old man got his wish. 
 
    “One morning, while Gorin was behind their shack trying to repair their only basket using a stone—like I said, he was about as smart as a drunken yamachichi—his father heard a knock at the door. Knock. Knock. Knock. ‘Who’s there?’ the old man called out. No response. Knock. Knock. Knock.  
 
    “Assuming it was a neighbor, or perhaps the landlord coming to make good on a threat to collect kip, the old man meekly opened the door to find a short woman who was sopping wet, which was strange considering it hadn’t rained in the last several days. As she looked up at the old man with big, slightly bulging eyes, she spoke, her voice sweet and thin: ‘I heard you recently saying something about marriage to your son. Would someone like me do, my lord? I am looking to get married.’ The old man took a step back, surprised at his good fortune. Did I mention that Gorin’s father wasn’t very smart either? Who shows up at the door and asks to get married? I digress. What?” Jelmay asked Kudzu. “This story requires additional commentary.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “You’ve heard the story before?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “Then no spoilers.” Jelmay continued in his storyteller voice: “Soon, the feeble old man welcomed the woman into his home. ‘I’ll fetch Gorin,’ he told her excitedly as he went for his son. He found the young dimwit beating on the basket with a rock behind their shack—Wham! Wham! Wham! Excitement filled the old man’s heart as he told his son that a woman had stopped by to marry him. ‘She is short,’ said the old man, ‘but she has pretty eyes and she seems quite willing. You like short women, right?’ Gorin soon met the woman, lo and behold they hit it off right from the start, the woman immediately impressed by all the frivolous observations and statements that Gorin liked to throw about. As the days passed, the old man encouraged Gorin to meet her family, and while she avoided agreeing to this request at first, eventually, this strange young maiden obliged. ‘We will leave in the morning,’ she told Gorin. ‘By Sunyata.’ 
 
    “They left the next morning, the woman heading straight toward the mountains, not far from your mother’s nunnery, Pilgrim. Gorin found this to be quite strange considering people didn’t live that high in the mountains, yet he continued on, now traveling at a distance as his wife-to-be picked up her speed. They came to a valley beyond Odval, not far from the area where we once rescued that kid, what was his name? Sh-something? The one who lost his eyes? Doesn’t matter. Back to the story! That area of the Kingdom didn’t always look the way it does now. It used to be marshy during the summer and filled with enormous crocodiles and swamp rats the size of kijikui. Yes, Fox?” 
 
    “I feel like you are just adding extra details to the story to stretch it out.” 
 
    “You do, do you? Well, then you finish it. What happens next?” Jelmay asked her. “Tell us.” 
 
    Kudzu sighed yet ultimately continued, doing so in her normal voice and at a quicker pace: “The woman looked left and right and then she hopped straight into the marsh. Gorin—I don’t recall this being his name, and I am wondering why he’s the only one in this story with a name, but we will go with it—rushed to the edge of the water and began frantically looking for his wife-to-be. The water was too dark for Gorin to actually see the young maiden, and as he continued searching, now knee-deep in the marsh, Gorin heard the croaking of frogs. Hundreds of frogs. Thousands of frogs—” 
 
    “Tens of thousands of frogs! And this created a repulsion in him,” Jelmay said, taking over for Kudzu. “Gorin, dull as he may be, was soon convinced that his wife-to-be was, in fact, a frog! He picked up a rock and threw it into the water out of sheer anger, and after letting out a hopeless lament, one that sounded like—Why meeeeeeeeeeee!?—he took off running in the direction of Odval. Gorin ran and ran, like a jade rabbit who has been caught red-pawed. As soon as Gorin reached the shack he told his father everything, how she had jumped into the water and how he had heard the croak of a couple thousand, nay, two hundred and fifty thousand frogs! The old man was not convinced, yet he listened to his son in silence. Distraught, and a bit heartbroken if we are being honest, Gorin headed to bed hoping to sleep his troubles away. But this story isn’t over yet. Is it a love story, or is it a tragedy?” 
 
    Kudzu laughed begrudgingly as Jelmay continued:  
 
    “Later that night, the woman returned, her eyes filled with utter despair as she spoke to the old man, ‘I was just going to introduce Gorin to my parents when he ran off. Is something the matter?’ she asked. Upon hearing her voice, Gorin came alive and burst out of the bedroom. ‘You’re a frog!’ he shouted at her. ‘I saw everything! Frog woman! Frog woman! Damn you, frog woman!’ Her face went white. ‘You saw me?’ Gorin confirmed that he had, and with that, the woman transformed back into a frog, croaked, and hopped straight out the door. Can you believe it? Can you truly believe such a tale? And it’s not finished yet, my friends. Do you know what happened next? Pilgrim?” 
 
    “I wasn’t listening,” Danzen said, mostly just to get a rise out of Jelmay. 
 
    “Wha—!?” 
 
    “I already know the story,” Kudzu reminded him. 
 
    “What happened next?” asked Nomin once Jelmay started to pout.  
 
    “Ah, Blind Pilgrim knows a good tale when she hears one! Actually, there are disagreements about what happened next; the Frog Wife story is clearly one that yokai scholars would debate if there were in fact yokai scholars. Some say that the woman disappeared, never to return again, that this is a cautionary tale about why you must never say that you will marry for marriage’s sake. But those of us that were there, and that is not including me because I wasn’t there but I heard the story from someone who was in fact there, have heard a different story. Gorin chased after the frog woman, this kaeru nyobo. He told her that he no longer cared if she was a frog, that she was the first woman to accept him for who he was and enjoy his terrible jokes. He asked her to stay, and as it rained—because how romantic is that?—she turned back into a human and embraced Gorin, the two consummating their would-be marriage right there in the middle of the road. Right there in the middle of the road! They went on to have numerous children that were half-human half-frog, or something of the sort. Not unlike your origin story, Pilgrim, although not with all of the baggage that comes with being the son of the ruler of Diyu. Anyway. I like this version better. It’s romantic. And with all the troubles in the world, sometimes a good love story is in order.” 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Nomin said as they continued on toward Genshin Valley. 
 
    “You liked the story?” 
 
    “I did not, but thank you anyway.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They camped that night in a cave on the outskirts of Genshin Valley, Kudzu not wanting to head into the forest at night. While Jelmay teased the kitsune about her fear of Asura Forest at night, it was clear to Danzen that the bakeneko also was happy to bunker down for a spell. Since Nomin had found food last time, Danzen went out this time, the former assassin spotting a mountain goat soon after. 
 
    After climbing the rock face using small ledges, he pegged the goat with his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, the goat immediately plummeting toward the mountain pass. His sword returned to his hand. Once Danzen was stable, he dropped down before the goat, wiped his blade, and carried it back to his companions.  
 
    There was nothing remarkable about the cave that they stayed in, no ancient petroglyphs or anything of the sort that would indicate that the space had been used by a hermit or something else over the years. The foreboding sound of howling wolves and other yokai filled the cold air that night, yet Danzen slept peacefully as Nomin stood guard. 
 
    Snow the next morning was up to Danzen’s ankles as he bent his echo away from the cave. Jelmay joined him at some point, the bakeneko grumbling about the frigid temperatures as he guided his flail through the air, the end of his Sunyatic weapon blazing with fire. This warmed both of them up, the bakeneko in high spirits by the time they returned to the others. 
 
    They moved on. 
 
    The temperature rose once they reached the valley, where they would exit somewhere on the passageway between Chutham and Suja Village, Danzen able to see the smoke coming off the distant chimneys of the First District. The group transitioned from the forest to the road separating the two outer cities, and right back to the woods, Danzen becoming increasingly familiar with his surroundings. Soon they would cross numerous streams and rocky outcrops that separated human civilization from Osul, the village of yokai. 
 
    He had the urge to pick up his pace, only because he had traveled that way through the forest before, yet he knew that it was best to stay with the others. Even if Jelmay was convinced that Usagi would be able to help them, Danzen didn’t know if this would actually be the case. He had his doubts, and he wasn’t the only one, evident in many of Kudzu’s offhand remarks. 
 
    So much had happened in the woods, from the time Danzen had gone after Enkhmaa, to his battle with everything from assassins to winged wolves. How the valley, its forest and the surroundings had become home so quickly was still something Danzen hadn’t quite come to grips with. But it didn’t matter for now. After Shedrup’s death, he’d been banished, at least from Suja Village. Even if it felt like home, he knew that this wasn’t the case, which was why when Jelmay asked if he wanted to stop by his monastery, Danzen declined. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to search through the wreckage for anything else?” the bakeneko asked, referring to how the monastery had been destroyed. 
 
    “Let’s just reach Osul and continue on to the northern passage. We have other concerns now.” 
 
    “I know, I know, the Fatebricks and the rest of the Seven Evils. Plus, we need to check on Lady Pilgrim. But before we do that, it’s Usagi time. Let me deal with him this time,” Jelmay said as he tilted his head in Kudzu’s direction. “I want to try a different approach. We’ve got to butter him up a little.” 
 
    “Butter him up?” asked the kitsune. “You plan to eat him?” 
 
    Jelmay smirked. “Not yet, but perhaps in the future. Just try not to get in the way or laugh at what I say. Got it? That goes for you too, Blind Pilgrim. One buttered rabbit is in order, and I’m the yokai that’s going to do it.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen was surprised to find Osul more active than it had previously been. Numerous yokai moved about, the mythological creatures ignoring Danzen’s presence for once. He soon learned as they grew closer to Usagi’s hovel that the yokai were set to have a festival in the coming days, one that celebrated the official start of winter. 
 
    “We should attend the festival if we can,” Kudzu told the group. “Well, I suppose it depends on how we decide to return to Arsi, but we should try. It is always a good time.” 
 
    “Yes, we should, and mostly for the food. Good time? Sure, but food is even better.” Jelmay, who now led the group, smacked his lips. “I haven’t been to one of these festivals in ages. Usually, by this point in the year I am either preparing to hibernate for most of the winter in one of my choice spots across the kingdom, or I have partnered with another yokai to take advantage of humans. Wait. Is that… no, it can’t be. Semya? Semya, I know her!” 
 
    Jelmay pushed ahead to join another bakeneko who was now standing outside of Usagi’s hovel. This bakeneko had black fur covered in tufts of white. 
 
    “By Sunyata’s grace,” Kudzu groaned once Semya turned around, revealing the face of a female bakeneko.  Rather than a vest, she wore a simple set of pinkish silk robes with dark-blue stripes. 
 
    Semya’s whiskers lowered. “Jelmay?” Surprise then disapproval traced across her eyes as she glanced from Jelmay to Danzen and his companions, her disposition souring. “You’ve brought humans to Osul? What is the meaning of this?” Semya’s nose twitched as her big eyes darted from Danzen to Nomin. “Demon blood?” 
 
    “I’m coming, I’m coming,” Usagi called from his hovel. The jade rabbit scurried out of the hole, his long ears flitting back as he noticed Jelmay and company. “By Sunyata! Semya, is this some kind of joke?” 
 
    The female bakeneko scoffed at his accusation. “Joke? No, I came to talk to you about you know what happening in Chutham. I haven’t a clue as to why Jelmay is here with foxes, ravens, and apparently demons.” 
 
    Kudzu could barely contain her disdain. “Don’t tell me, this is another winter bakeneko-rabbit scheme, right? What are the two of you are trying to do in Chutham?”  
 
    Usagi laughed bitterly at the kitsune. “Has anyone told you that you look like a useless foxhound with your splotchy fur?” 
 
    “She does, she does!” Semya said, joining in the jade rabbit’s laughter. “But seriously, Jelmay. What is the meaning of this? Why are you here? What in the name of Sunyata could you possibly want?” 
 
    “The meaning? The meaning is simple, my dear. Well, it is philosophical, yet still simple. The meaning is Sunyata.” Jelmay waved his hand at the sky, which was partially covered by the foliage above. “Everything is Sunyata, and we will rebuild heaven to prove it. Sunyata, Sunyata, and did I mention, Sunyata?” 
 
    “You’ve gone mental, haven’t you? Spend too much time as an abbot or something?” Semya asked.  
 
    “Get to the point,” said Usagi. “Last I checked, we were either even, or you owed me. I can’t remember.” 
 
    Kudzu’s lips curled and then settled. It became apparent from the way that she turned away that she was doing her best to honor Jelmay’s earlier statement about how he would handle everything. 
 
    “Ah, the point, the point. We come seeking your unique and profound guidance, wise rabbit friend of mine,” Jelmay said, his voice not wavering. “You know what we are trying to do, Usagi, and you know what we are up against. Well, as you can imagine since the last time you saw us in Suja Village, things have changed for the better. Or worse. Or somewhere in between better and worse. Yet we still find ourselves in need of something that only a talented and worldly yokai like yourself would be able to provide. A truly gracious, handsome, and charitable rabbit like yourself.” 
 
    A short smile lifted the corners of Usagi’s cheeks. “Go on.” 
 
    “You are really buying this?” Semya asked the jade rabbit. 
 
    “I said go on!” 
 
    “Yes, my old friend, we require the knowledge of someone who has lived through many winters, someone who knows the Asura Forest like the back of his paw, someone with a vast reach and a heart of pure gold. We probably shouldn’t discuss this here considering all the furry ears that are currently about,” Jelmay said in a lower voice, “but if you have a more private place, perhaps a place away from any prying bakeneko, we will explain what we have learned.” 
 
    Sansar, who was now perched on Danzen’s shoulder, spoke: “I believe Jelmay is right. Somewhere a little more private would be ideal for what we have to tell you.” 
 
    “Before you seek my worldly guidance, is this something that I actually want to know?” asked Usagi. “Or will knowing this bring me more trouble down the line?” 
 
    Jelmay replied, “We wouldn’t have ventured all this way from Tachibana if it wasn’t. And only you can answer that last question for yourself.” 
 
    “Tachibana? What would anybody want in the good-for-nothing desert?” 
 
    “Let’s move away from the festivities and discuss this somewhere else,” Jelmay told Usagi again. 
 
    “Fine. Fine! Just give me a moment.” 
 
    Usagi joined them a few moments later and led them back toward the woods, Semya following behind the group. 
 
    “Why is she coming?” Jelmay asked Usagi. “Did you not hear my statement about prying bakeneko?” 
 
    “She’s with me,” Usagi shot back. “Monobake has been less than helpful lately, so Semya here has replaced him as my partner in plunder.” 
 
    “Partner in plunder?” Yet again Kudzu lowered her head. 
 
    They reached a small meadow, far enough away from Osul that the activity could no longer be heard. Once they were settled, Jelmay explained what happened since they had last met, from learning more about the Seven Evils to Danzen’s battle with Shimo. It was only at the end of the conversation that he told them about the Fatebricks, Jelmay exaggerating how difficult it was for Danzen to retrieve the two that they already had. 
 
    Usagi interrupted the bakeneko once he had droned on for too long. “Let me see these supposed Fatebricks.” 
 
    “Before you do, you should know that there is nothing that remarkable about them, aside from their power. Or their potential power. But sure, you can see them. Why not? We’ve made it this far. Pilgrim?” Jelmay motioned toward Danzen, who removed the two Fatebricks.  
 
    Usagi hopped over to Danzen, the jade rabbit marveling at the two illustrious items. He glanced over to Semya, who had kept silent throughout the explanation that followed, the female bakeneko clearly surprised at how deep Jelmay’s earlier comment about rebuilding heaven went. 
 
    “And to summarize a rather lengthy and unnecessary explanation, you need a place to store these and the other Fatebricks. Am I understanding this correctly?” Usagi asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Jelmay told him. 
 
    “And there are seven more that you must collect, nine in total, correct?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “We have a map that will hopefully lead us to them.” 
 
    “In that case, yes… yes! I know just the place, and my associate here will lead you there.” 
 
    “I will?” Semya asked. 
 
    “Of course you will, as a show of good faith. After all, you are my partner in plunder, and you are now part of this conspiracy whether you like it or not. But first, before we get to hiding remnants that could very well change the trajectory of our world or place us in imminent harm, there’s a little problem I will need you to take care of.” 
 
    “What do you want?” Danzen asked the jade rabbit. 
 
    “Hey, don’t ask me like that! Have a little respect considering I’ll be the one keeping the Fatebricks safe. Ask me again, more polite this time.” 
 
    Kudzu turned away. “This is a bad idea. I can feel it. We don’t need to work with the rabbit.” 
 
    “Bad idea?” Usagi laughed. “You’ve already told me too much, so keep your trap shut, Fox! Hear me out because I believe this will be something you’re interested in. Recently, a group has appeared in Chutham, and because they have spooked the locals, this group of ne'er-do-wells are disrupting our operation. So here’s the deal: we’ll help you, but you have to help us with this group first.” 
 
    Kudzu kept her back to the pair as she spoke. “Why must everything be a barter with you?” 
 
    “Why?” Usagi laughed. “Because that’s the way the Kingdom works, Fox, and if you haven’t figured that out by now, you never will.” 
 
    “We are trying to do some good here, and all we need is safe storage—” 
 
    “And I have safe storage. I know of a place where you can keep these things, one that is protected, and one that is secret.” 
 
    “Then you should just tell us where it is so we can store them there and move on,” Kudzu told him, still with her back to Usagi. “Why make us jump through hoops?” 
 
    “Foxes love jumping through hoops,” said Semya, eliciting a laugh from Jelmay. 
 
    “Sorry, Fox, but that’s a good joke right there.” 
 
    Kudzu finally turned to Jelmay. “Really? How?” 
 
    “Because… actually, I don’t know why I laughed.” Jelmay returned his focus to Usagi. “This group that is scaring the locals in Chutham, why us? You have, at your fingertips—I mean paws—a litany of vicious yokai that could run humans off. Why us?” 
 
    “Because they are like you.” Usagi pointed his snout at Danzen and Nomin. “Assassins. It’s a group of assassins I’m talking about, and they’ve pretty much shut down Chutham. They are some nasty assassins too, real creeps, real nosy. The locals aren’t happy, which is disrupting our winter plundering.” 
 
    Danzen and Nomin exchanged glances. Nomin spoke: “Halcyon.” 
 
    Danzen considered this for a moment. “We’ll have to move closer to confirm, but Soko did say that they were in the Valley.” 
 
    “So you know them?” Usagi beamed a smile at the group. “Good. In that case, it’ll be a reunion of sorts. Well, I suppose that settles it. You deal with these assassins in Chutham, and once you do, Semya will take you to the hidey hole. Actually, I’ve changed my mind. I will lead you there myself. It’s best that we keep the place secret. My apologies, Semya.” 
 
    “I thought I was your associate, your partner in plunder. That is how you referred to me, right?” 
 
    “Sure, partner in plunder,” Usagi told Semya as he turned away from her, the rabbit’s tail puffing up. “In that case, we will take them together. But only if the assassins are dealt with. Win-win, no? Perk up,” the rabbit told Danzen. “You were born to do this.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen swallowed any sense of nostalgia he felt as they reached Chutham.  
 
    They had waited until night, Danzen and Nomin leaving the others behind in the yokai village of Osul. Even if Kudzu had her concerns, Danzen knew it would be easier with just the without any of the yokai aside from Sansar, who was necessary for surveillance. Before leaving, Jelmay had made an offhand remark about them not getting sloppy, which by the look on Nomin’s face, could have escalated had Usagi not lit into the bakeneko about a time that he himself had gotten sloppy in one of their many winter plunderings. As of now, Danzen and Nomin were in their element, and the troublesome, often comical yokai were no longer a distraction considering the two were alone, Sansar somewhere above.  
 
    “We need to know what we are up against before we act.” These were the first words Nomin had said since leaving the group, the sudden appearance of her voice sharpening Danzen’s focus. “We also need to know if Kaysim is here,” she said, referring to the leader of Halcyon. “It will be easier for me to slip around the city considering they aren’t actively seeking me out.” 
 
    “I agree. I can keep to the outskirts, and check in with someone I know who may have her ear to the ground,” said Danzen, thinking of Eva Yin, the woman who ran all the pleasure houses in the Valley. Last Danzen had seen her, the madam was doing poorly, tended to by her brother, the hermit named Dalan.  
 
    “Good.  We will use the raven to meet later.” Nomin left without saying much else, the blind assassin fading away into the night.  
 
    His hood over his head, Danzen kept to the woods as he skirted around Chutham, his eyes on the lights that were visible from the woods. The smell of evening meals being made and burning wood had little effect on Danzen, who had eaten earlier with the yokai in Osul. Even if he had gone the entire day without food, he would have been too focused on the task at hand to let something like the scent of grilled meat or boiling stew affect his mindset. The myriad sounds that came to him as he kept to the shadows were ones that he had anticipated, people reaching home after long days of work, men making plans to have drinks, the clank of pots and pans in some of the kitchens, carts and animals being led through the main thoroughfare. Final journeys for the day. 
 
    All of it made Danzen feel like an outsider, a notion he was intimately familiar with considering his past. And even if he knew Nomin wasn’t too far away, the blind assassin tasked with checking the other side of Chutham, he had this immediate sense that he was going at it alone as he had done so many times before. This mindset was exactly what Danzen needed to shift into his old ways, the former assassin creeping along, cautious of every step he took.  
 
    To get to Eva’s pleasure house, he would need to walk through a collection of ramshackle homes, which, from what he had seen before, had resulted from the uglier side of the sex trade. Even with preventative measures, pillowers got pregnant from time to time, and while there were orphanages and other cities that helped the less fortunate, Chutham didn’t have a system in place. The immediate solution had been to house them near the pleasure house itself. This certainly wasn’t ideal, yet the area had started to thrive in its own way as it created what would likely turn out to be future pillowers and cutthroats. 
 
    Using any shadow he could find as an extension of his being, Danzen weaved his way through these ramshackle homes. There was evidence that new buildings were being constructed, which gave him places to hide along his track. At one point, he was crouched with his back to a stack of freshly cut wood when a child stepped out of an outhouse, the young, harelipped girl instantly noticing him. 
 
    She took a step closer to Danzen and he stopped her. “Return to your home. You did not see me here. Get good rest tonight.” 
 
    The girl, who couldn’t have been any older than six years old, nodded at Danzen and departed. 
 
    He moved on, and as he reached the lane that would ultimately lead to Eva’s pleasure house, Danzen spotted what he knew for certain was an assassin.  
 
    It was all about the way that the man walked, like he had nowhere to be yet somewhere to go, the assassin casually scanning anyone he came across. Some people went out of their way to step around the man, which only emboldened him further as he moved even closer to them.  
 
    It was an intimidation tactic. 
 
    As naturally as ever, Danzen stopped the man with a single word. Using his Demon Speak power, he told the man to follow him away from the main lane. He located a well-hidden space behind some of the new construction and had the assassin get down on his knees. Danzen crouched in front of him. Before he got started, Danzen confirmed that the man was indeed a member of Halcyon by having the assassin show him the horizontal scars on his forearms. He also noticed the tattoos on his face. 
 
    Danzen began his interrogation: “How many Halcyon assassins are in the city?” 
 
    “Twelve, not including Kaysim and Tokamachi. So fourteen.” 
 
    “Where is Kaysim?” 
 
    “Last I saw, he was on the other side of the city.” 
 
    “Who is Tokamachi?” 
 
    “Kaysim’s second in command.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Here, on this side of the city.” 
 
    “You’ve split your group?” 
 
    “Yes, we’ve split into two flanks. Some are staying here in the pleasure district. Others with Kaysim.” 
 
    Danzen thought of how he should word this next statement. Once he settled on something, he spoke again: “If you see me fighting your counterparts in the future, you will join my side and kill them. You will fight them to the death, and utilize all your training. For now, you will forget me entirely and continue your patrol. Go.” 
 
    The Halcyon assassin got to his feet and quickly left, the man never looking back at Danzen. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Eva Yin was in her bed as she had been the last time Danzen had seen her, the woman appearing even older now, frail, her eyes barely open as she took him in. “I was hoping you would come,” she said in a low, shaky voice. Her hair, once thick and black like that of a horse’s mane, had now turned gray, patches of it missing.  
 
    Danzen’s heart sank. This was what awaited Soko. 
 
    “Where’s Dalan?” he asked in an effort to suppress this thought. 
 
    “He has gone back to the mountains for me, for herbs.” 
 
    Danzen recalled the time he had retrieved herbs for Dalan, his memory registering a look on his face that Eva picked up on.  
 
    “Don’t worry, my brother is fine. That’s not why I’m glad to see you. I’m glad to see you because…” She coughed, and the guard who had let Danzen into the pleasure house came toward the bed. Eva Yin waved the guard away. “I’ll be fine. Not much longer for me, Pilgrim,” she said, the honesty on her face reaching Danzen’s core. He had seen it before on his marks, this look someone had when they finally came to grips with their remaining hours on the mortal plane.  
 
    Danzen also realized something else in staring deeply into her dark eyes. “You didn’t want him to be here,” he said, almost as an afterthought. “Your brother.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. My baby brother always had too much hope for one man. He doesn’t deserve to see me like this in my final moments. Dalan will return in the next few days and I will be prepared by then.” 
 
    “Prepared?” 
 
    “I won’t be like this. They will make me look better so he can have a final memory of me, not one that is so disturbing.” Eva Yin reached her hand out and Danzen took it. Her hand felt so small, so weak. “We should talk about something else, the reason I am glad you are here.” Danzen didn’t say anything, and after a long pause in which she let out yet another troubled breath, Eva finally spoke again. “Assassins are in the city. A group of them.” 
 
    “That is why I’ve come. They are a sect within the Diyu Brotherhood known as Halcyon.” 
 
    “They have caused quite a stir, which is unlike your kind. Normally, I don’t mind assassins, but there’s something else with this group, especially with what has happened to one of my newest pillowers, Jargal. One of these assassins did something to her, and I’m afraid she will never be the same.” 
 
    “Do you remember the assassin’s name?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “They tell me that the man’s name is Tokamachi. He has been frequenting my establishment, every night, this one. Every night, yet it was with Jargal that he unleashed his true nature.” 
 
    “He is second in command, according to what I’ve just learned. Has Tokamachi come tonight?” 
 
    “Not yet. I would have my own men deal with him, but something is off about that one. He seems dangerous; he may be a remnant user. But what he did to Jargal…” A coldness flashed across Eva Yin’s eyes. “Tokamachi deserves to die. She will no longer have a future in this trade; he has ruined her livelihood. I will find another place for her in my organization if she can never mentally recover, but that remains to be seen.” 
 
    Danzen recognized conviction in Eva Yin’s voice, yet he had just traversed the area of the district that had been built around the poor outcomes for pillowers. He got the sense that she would certainly try to help this girl, yet her charity would ultimately be in vain. “I will handle Tokamachi.” 
 
    Eva’s eyes lit with a fire that Danzen was intimately familiar with. “I want to see his face before I die, Pilgrim, to know that he is gone. It isn’t a pleasant death, mine or his, but I expected that much for myself, and this assassin has brought it upon himself. No, none of this is pleasant. Look at me, here on my deathbed asking for you to make sure I have someone to join me once I arrive in Diyu. I would call it ironic if it wasn’t halfway tragic. But this is my dying wish, Pilgrim. No one, rich or poor, killer or saint, is allowed to lay a hand on my girls. Will you see to this?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Good, then I await your return.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen was lucky to have Sansar as part of his group. To communicate with Nomin, all he had to do was step out the back door of the pleasure house and look to the sky, the three-legged raven instantly trailing down toward him. 
 
    “It happens tonight,” Danzen told Sansar as soon as the raven landed on a beam jutting out from the building. “Inform Nomin that I have turned one of the assassins; I will stay here and handle the second-in-command here. The group, fourteen in total, has divided themselves between the two sides of the city. I don’t think that you will be able to point them out, but if you can, that would be helpful.” 
 
    “There are too many people still moving through the streets.” 
 
    “I figured as much. It doesn’t matter. We will handle them. Tell Nomin to be ready.” 
 
    Sansar was just about to take flight again when he turned back to the assassin. “Have you considered what will happen once you do? I know this isn’t my territory, Pilgrim, but what will the Brotherhood do if they find out that you have slain over a dozen of their assassins? You’ve mentioned several times that they are part of an inner group within the Brotherhood—what does this mean if you are able to accomplish your task here?” 
 
    Danzen paused. Sansar’s question was something he hadn’t considered. How would the Diyu Brotherhood react if he made such a brazen attack on their celebrated sect?  
 
    Killing the members of Halcyon didn’t mean that the contract on his head was simply nullified. Only White, who had been the one who would put the contract out on Danzen, could do that. Succeeding against Halcyon would constitute adding insult to injury, at least in the way that the Diyu Brotherhood would likely see it. This might force them to divert even more forces to finding and dealing with Danzen, which could lead to another scenario that might prove to his advantage. Eventually, if they kept sending their best assassins at Danzen, they would run out of qualified assassins.  
 
    If Birin Yeshe were still in charge, Danzen’s former instructor would likely begin to send new recruits, which would only prove to be a bloodbath. He didn’t know who was heading the organization now, but their response to the deaths of fourteen Halcyon members would certainly be something that could have a seismic effect through the organization. Perhaps it was time for Danzen to return to Sainshand and finish what he started, making sure that the Brotherhood never came after him again, one way or another. 
 
    As he stood there outside of Eva Yin’s pleasure house, Danzen came to the conclusion that this particular situation would have repercussions that he couldn’t fully contemplate at the moment. Because of this, it was best to make a dent in Halcyon, and then send them on their way. Yet one thing was certain in Danzen’s mind: Tokamachi had to go. He had promised Eva Yin as much. And if Kaysim was in Chutham, it would be good to deal with him as well. 
 
    “Have Nomin pinpoint Kaysim’s location, if he is indeed here. Once I’m done, I can meet with her and we will handle their leader. We will allow the lesser assassins to return to Sainshand. Anyone who is beyond my influence will face other means of expulsion,” Danzen said. 
 
    “As you wish, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Sansar departed, and once he was gone, Danzen turned back to the pleasure house. He quickly stepped inside and found one of the larger men who ran security for Eva Yin. Without a word, the man led Danzen to a larger space in the back, a room with a partition wall in the middle that had been removed. 
 
    Danzen quickly examined the space, deciding on what he would need to move out of the way. He shifted aside a table that had been set up in the center of the room, and moved the weapons rack as well. He didn’t know if his Demon Speak power would work on Tokamachi. If it did, this would be a relatively easy hit. If it didn’t, it might prove a little more challenging.  
 
    Either way, Danzen would get some information about the Brotherhood and who was in charge now.  
 
    And either way, Tokamachi would die in the end. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The room was completely dark when the door opened, inviting an arc of light into the space. Danzen, who had been standing in the corner for nearly an hour, prepared his Astra kunai. As soon as a man stepped into the room, Danzen sent one of the throwing daggers forward. It struck him in the shoulder, forcing the man backward. 
 
    “On your knees; do not say anything unless you are spoken to,” Danzen said, his Demon Speak power coming to him naturally. Once his kunai returned to his hand, Danzen approached the man. “Are you Tokamachi?” he asked, almost as an afterthought. It was clear that the man was a Halcyon assassin. 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    Tokamachi had tattoos running down his forehead, over the bridge of his nose, a trademark of Halcyon members. He was short yet well-built, and while he was young, the look on his face and the bags under his eyes were those of a man twice his age. He had clearly seen, and been part of, some terrible things. 
 
    “I will make this quick. Who is leading the Brotherhood now?” 
 
    “Suzaku Genbu.” 
 
    Danzen recognized the name immediately. Suzaku Genbu was an instructor who had started after Danzen graduated. He didn’t know much about her, only that she had restructured some of the outer branches. Birin Yeshe had mentioned her several times in passing, relating to Danzen that she was doing good work and that he should meet her. 
 
    “Where is Kaysim?” 
 
    Danzen was taken by surprise as Tokamachi jumped to his feet and came forward with a roundhouse kick. The man’s heel connected with Danzen’s chin. He crashed through a side table as Tokamachi produced a short sword with a jagged edge.  
 
    The tattooed man came at Danzen quickly, his slashes causing the former assassin to scramble to his feet. He managed to draw the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds just as Tokamachi brought his blade down. The metallic noise that followed was nearly ear piercing, Danzen’s sword reverberating with power as Tokamachi’s blade held strong, clearly forged with a remnant.  
 
    While his Demon Speak hadn’t worked, Danzen wasn’t one to be overpowered by a younger man. The next time their blades touched, Danzen pushed his echo forward, sending Tokamachi flying backward. The Halcyon assassin hit the wall hard enough to dislodge a mantel over the room’s fireplace, the sound of it reaching the ground loud and jarring. 
 
    Danzen put his weapon away as Tokamachi got to his feet, the wound on the assassin’s shoulder bleeding even more now, a splatter of crimson on the wall behind him. Tokamachi took a lumbering step forward and stopped, no longer able to move. 
 
    Danzen had used his echo to stop Tokamachi from approaching, an extension of his levitating power yet done in a vertical way.  
 
    “Look down at your hand.”  
 
    Tokamachi’s eyes darted to the hand gripping his weapon. The bones beneath his skin began to twitch causing him to instantly drop his weapon.  
 
    “Kaysim didn’t tell you I could do this, did he?” 
 
    Soon, all the bones in Tokamachi’s hand were shattered. Danzen focused on his wrist next, working his way up slowly as Tokamachi finally gave in to the pain and pleaded with Danzen to stop, his voice suddenly hoarse.  
 
    Yet again relying on his echo, Danzen slammed Tokamachi into the wall. “Back to your feet.” 
 
    Tokamachi did as instructed, but not because of Danzen’s power, the assassin now acting out of sheer terror. He continued to bleed profusely from the wound on his shoulder, and his right hand, the one that he had used to fight with, was completely disabled at this point, all the bones beneath his skin shattered. 
 
    “Is Kaysim here in Chutham?” Danzen asked yet again. 
 
    “He… is. Yes, he is!” Tokamachi tried desperately not to sob from the pain of his shattered appendage, his bones now hanging in a loose sack of skin.  
 
    Danzen gestured to the open doorway. “Come with me.”  
 
    Shaky as ever, Tokamachi stepped into the hallway, followed by Danzen. Eva Yin’s security was nearby, the two large guards narrowing their eyes on Tokamachi as he passed down the long hallway. 
 
    Danzen led Tokamachi to Eva Yin’s room. The madam was now propped up, her skin a pale yellow. There was a small part of Danzen that felt shame over what was about to happen. Tokamachi would be executed, either by Danzen or Eva’s men. It was an inevitability, a shade of Danzen’s past yet again coming to light that night. As he presented the young assassin to Eva, he tried not to think about how far he had come since actions like this had been the norm of his life. It was clear to Danzen then, and it should have been obvious for some time. 
 
    This was his demon side. 
 
    “This is him,” Danzen told the madam. 
 
    “So you’re the one,” Eva said, her eyebrows arching as she glowered at Tokamachi. “What you did to Jargal…” 
 
    “Who?” asked the younger assassin, who seemed genuinely confused by the woman’s name. 
 
    “Raped, tortured, ribs broken. Sound familiar?” Eva asked. 
 
    “How does one rape a pillower?”  
 
    Eva glanced from the younger assassin to Danzen. “What would hurt him the most, Pilgrim? Castration? Blinding? To live as an invalid? You did this to his hand, did you not?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Eva considered this for well over a minute as Tokamachi stood before her, trembling, bleeding, and halfway broken as what was left of his life hung in the balance.  
 
    “If he remains alive, others may still suffer,” she finally said. “No, the assassin dies with me tonight, by my side. But you don’t have to do it, Pilgrim. I want to do it. I want to do it for all the girls of mine who have been treated in such terrible ways, for the things that happened to me when I was a pillower. This won’t right the wrongs of the past, but it will at least prevent this scum of a man from hurting someone else. I want to do it.” 
 
    Tokamachi tried to bolt, and as he did Danzen yet again grabbed hold of him using his echo, Tokamachi seemingly running straight into an invisible wall. He yelped as he hit the ground. 
 
    Eva called for her guards. The one from earlier entered, followed by two others, the space increasingly crowded now that there were six people in the bedroom. The guards immediately secured Tokamachi.  
 
    Eva spoke, her voice increasingly thin as if she were using the last bit of life she had to set things in motion: “Pilgrim, I have already given my brother the remnants I had with instructions to hide them in the Panchen Mountains. Dalan has been told to give them to you if they are something you desire.” 
 
    “I don’t need them.” 
 
    “Good, good, that’s probably for the better. Come here.” Eva Yin motioned for Danzen to approach her. While her guards stood behind Tokamachi, the frail madam reached her hand out to the former assassin. Yet again, Danzen took it. “Take care of yourself, Pilgrim. Even if we are made from pieces of Sunyata, people like you and me were born for Diyu. Remember that as you take care of those that you care for.”  
 
    “I will.” Danzen stepped away.  
 
    Eva Yin’s eyes shifted to one of her guards. A sudden firmness returned to her voice as she spoke again: “Lay Tokamachi’s head across my lap, keep him down, and bring me my sharpest knife. While you are at it, get Jargal. I want her to see this. Women across the kingdom will sleep well tonight knowing that you are dead,” she told Tokamachi. “Even if they never learn your name.” 
 
    Danzen backed away, and soon, he was outside of the pleasure house, away from Eva Yin and her dying wish. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen had all six of the Halcyon assassins tasked with patrolling the pleasure house district with him by the time he reached Nomin. The tattooed and scarred-up men and women stood behind him, all under his spell, zombie-like for the time being. It hadn’t been very difficult to pick them up along the way, and with Sansar as his guide, Danzen had rejoined Nomin not far from the courtyard of one of the larger homes of Chutham. 
 
    “The raven said you would have company, but six?” Nomin asked, referring to the assassins that now stood behind Danzen. 
 
    “I didn’t have another role for them aside from making our lives easier.” 
 
    “You plan to execute them all?” asked Nomin, as if the six Halcyon assassins weren’t standing there awaiting orders.  
 
    “No. They are only here to fend off their peers. Once we handle Kaysim, whoever survives will return to the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “So they can become enemies in the future?” 
 
    Danzen lowered his head, recognizing in Nomin’s words something that Soko would have said. Rather than respond with others around him, Danzen took a few steps away, Nomin joining the assassin in the perforated shadows of a gate. “I’ve dealt with the second in command, Tokamachi,” he told her. “If we kill them all, the Brotherhood may double down on our contract. There are still many good assassins out there.” 
 
    “I know there are,” said Nomin. 
 
    “If we take out Halcyon’s leadership, and send the rest back with a warning, there is a chance that the Brotherhood will adhere to this. It is a small chance, but with Suzaku Genbu in charge now, she may see what has happened to Kaysim and Tokamachi and decide to call off White’s contract. If not, we will need to pay a visit to Sainshand. We need to go to that region anyway, for a Fatebrick.”  
 
    Nomin shrugged. “If they were all killed, that would be an equally powerful message.” 
 
    “It would.” 
 
    “You need to remember who you are sometimes.” Nomin stepped away from Danzen, the blind assassin now aimed in the direction of the courtyard.  
 
    Danzen approached the others, and as he did he summoned his power yet again. “Fan out. Attack your peers and fight them to the death if necessary. Leave Kaysim for us. Once Kaysim is dead, you may return to the Brotherhood and report what has happened here, including the fact that I controlled all of you. I am not to be taken lightly.” 
 
    With those words, Danzen joined Nomin near the courtyard, where he was easily able to scale to the top of the wall. 
 
    Not able to leap in the same way as Danzen, Nomin slipped around to the side to a service entrance she had already marked. As Danzen’s feet touched down in the courtyard, he heard fights between other assassins start up. 
 
    He looked ahead to see a door slide open. A man with his hair tied tightly back stepped out, as if he’d been waiting for this exact moment, as if he could sense it. Kaysim wore the traditional robes of someone higher up in the Diyu Brotherhood, all black with dark-blue accents along the collar. Like the other Halcyon members, his face was heavily tattooed, horizontal scars on his arms tallying his kills.  
 
    There was a time in Danzen’s past where he would have been extremely cautious around someone like Kaysim, who used a Sunyata-powered whip sword as his primary weapon. He’d seen the kind of damage that the man could do from a distance, but things had changed drastically since the last time they had encountered one another. 
 
    Danzen approached, his hand on the grip of his weapon, Nomin not far behind him. 
 
    Kaysim’s sword began to elongate. “Danzen Ravja. It will be an honor to strip the flesh off the body of an opponent such as yourself.” 
 
    “You have made a mistake coming here,” he told the man. 
 
    Leaping down from a second-story balcony, another assassin appeared, this one with a pair of blades. She took off toward Nomin, who immediately surged into action as Danzen drew his Sunyatic weapon. 
 
    Kaysim’s sword came forward, a serpent of moving metal.  
 
    He tried to strike Danzen from the side, yet the former assassin was fast enough to duck Kaysim’s hooked attack. Both hands on the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, Danzen charged forward and struck Kaysim’s blade just as the older man tried for him again.  
 
    His Sunyatic weapon tore right through the whip sword, severing it into two pieces. One hit the ground, writhing like an eel. The other returned to the hilt. 
 
    Danzen sent his blade spiraling forward.  
 
    Kaysim managed to block the incoming attack with what was left of his whip sword. Sheathing his sword, Danzen followed up with a kunai, which pegged Kaysim in the chest just as Danzen reached him.  
 
    Schnickt! 
 
    Danzen’s gauntleted blade pressed out of the Halcyon leader’s back, the man letting out a sudden gasp and a cough of blood.  
 
    “This… is not… an honorable death,” Kaysim said, blood dripping from his lips as Danzen pulled his weapon away. “You know… that!” 
 
    Danzen’s gauntleted blades returned to their sleeve as he drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds from his scabbard. Both hands on the grip, he swung it at the older man’s neck, fast as ever. 
 
    Kaysim’s head hit the ground before he could utter another word, the leader of Halcyon no more as his body fell to the side with an unceremonious thud.  
 
    It was mere seconds later that Nomin joined Danzen, fresh off her kill of the double-bladed assassin. “Maybe I was wrong earlier,” Nomin said, her tone dead serious as the pool of Kaysim’s blood grew closer to her feet. She took a step back. “You haven’t changed one bit, Danzen.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you went into that thinking that a fight against Kaysim would be challenging. Yet you breezed through it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    Since the first time he had seen Kaysim use his whip sword, Danzen had always been wary of the man mostly due to how easily he could have unleashed his demons. It was clear things had changed, not only in Danzen’s skill but the way his fear was managed without the threat of demons.  
 
    Nomin offered Danzen her version of a grin. “Correction to what I said earlier: you have changed. You’ve gotten better.” 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by the clank of weapons in the distance, indicating that some of the Halcyon assassins were still fighting. 
 
    Danzen wiped his sword on Kaysim’s robes and put it away. “Let’s go.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen and Nomin reached Osul later that night, Kudzu immediately rushing out to greet them. The yokai village was lit with candles, the place with an otherworldly feel as always, one that reminded Danzen of fireflies as the candles flickered in the soft fall breeze, leaves occasionally falling from trees.  
 
    The difference between Osul and what he had just come from in Chutham, the death, the violence, was as startling as ever. Yet Danzen disregarded this notion as he explained to the kitsune what happened, including Eva Yin’s death. 
 
    “Tragic and grotesque,” was all Kudzu said regarding the madam’s final wish. “But that’s humans for you. And her remnants?” 
 
    “Dalan will dispose of them. He may have already done so. She sent him away, not wanting her brother to see her die,” Danzen told her as they worked their way through the village.  
 
    They came to the rows of enormous trees outside of the outcrop at the start of Osul, where Kikikaki and her son Hajiki lived. Danzen recalled the furry white yokai, plump with big round eyes. He had stayed with them once before, inside the trunk of an enormous tree, the yokai all resting at the bottom of a flight of stairs, Danzen in the space at the top. It was the same arrangement they had that night, Nomin and Danzen, human or otherwise, sleeping in a separate space than the yokai.  
 
    It took him longer than normal to fall asleep as worldly concerns came to him, the former assassin wondering how the Diyu Brotherhood would react to the visceral statement he and Nomin had made back in Chutham.  
 
    Even though he knew it was true, that he hadn’t changed, Nomin’s statement at the conclusion of his fight with Kaysim troubled Danzen in certain ways. He knew who he was, and what he was capable of, yet as he continued to grow, Danzen often wished there was a way to separate himself from that person, the assassin, the cold-blooded killer. 
 
    No dreams that night aside from a brief glimpse of those daunting steps of the Diyu Brotherhood, Danzen aware that he would face them yet again in the future in his search for the Fatebricks of Sunyata, a scenario which would put him face to face with what he had done that night. 
 
    From experience, the Brotherhood was rarely forgiving. 
 
    Kikikaki woke Danzen with a pot of tea the next morning. Nomin, who sat in the corner, already had a cup made of bone, which she sipped from quietly. Sansar had also joined them inside the trunk of the enormous tree, the three-legged raven pecking at a biscuit that Kikikaki had provided. 
 
    “I don’t recall you traveling with so many people the last time you were here,” Kikikaki said, and by her tone Danzen could tell that the furry white yokai was just trying to make conversation.  
 
    He obliged. “There is still another, beyond the Northern Passage. After we meet with Usagi today, we will go to her.” 
 
    “I see, I see.” The yokai poured tea for Danzen and he took a sip from it, immediately noticing its mixture of mint and herbal notes. It was good, satisfying, and he was well onto his second cup by the time Jelmay climbed up the ladder that led to the basement dwelling within the tree trunk. 
 
    “I don’t like sleeping underground,” he announced. “It’s always too cold.” 
 
    “You could have slept outside,” Kudzu told the bakeneko, the kitsune now seated near the entry. 
 
    “I could have, you’re right. But if you don’t remember, let me be the one to refresh you—I’ve made more than my fair share of enemies here in Osul. More than my fair share. Best not to make it easy for them to make an attempt on my life. Then again, I do have a pair of assassins that really like me.” 
 
    “Do you now?” asked Nomin. 
 
    “I sure do,” Jelmay said proudly. “And I expect one of you to do something if any of these filthy yokai try anything funny.” 
 
    Semya the bakeneko appeared at just about the time that Jelmay was launching into a story about how he was ambushed by a group of shibaten after he made fun of their bald spots. She began laughing immediately at his story. “I remember hearing this one years ago.” 
 
    “Damn hairy monkeys. They have hair over their entire bodies, their entire bodies, Fox.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Yet a crown of baldness on their heads? And the women too? Why wouldn’t I make fun of that? Who wouldn’t take that as an opportunity?” Jelmay laughed bitterly. “It was terrible. They roughed me up pretty badly.” 
 
    Semya grinned. “That’s what I heard. And even after they were done, you still teased them as you ran away, didn’t you?” 
 
    Jelmay’s whiskers lifted as he smiled at the group. “Of course I did; they hadn’t killed me. What else was I to do? But enough about my exploits—and don’t worry, I have plenty more stories that I have yet to share with the group—where is Usagi?” 
 
    “He’s waiting outside. He doesn’t want to come inside.” 
 
    “Good,” Kikikaki said, the yokai’s face twisting into a mask of anger. Danzen had never seen her like this before, Kikikaki generally kind and jovial. It was clear that Usagi had done something at some point to get on her bad side. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After gathering their things, Danzen’s companions met the jade rabbit outside, Usagi thumping his foot against the ground like he had somewhere to be. “It’s about damn time. This isn’t my first appointment for today, you know.” 
 
    “Pfft! You don’t have anything else to do, admit that,” said Jelmay, the bakeneko now with his demon bear hide arranged over his shoulders and his head, his flail on his back.  
 
    Usagi’s eyes traced over the hide, his disposition souring. “I am assured that everything was handled back in Chutham regarding your brothers and sisters,” he told Danzen, referring to the Halcyon assassins. 
 
    “Yes, they should be gone by now.” 
 
    “They are. I already had someone check. I would tell you that you did a good job, but I don’t want you to let it go to your head. Enough chatter, this way.” Usagi started off toward the northeast. After traveling for about ten minutes, he stopped and looked back to Danzen. “Ugh. I don’t feel like walking any longer. Pilgrim?”  
 
    As he had before, Danzen allowed the jade rabbit to ride in one of his satchels, Usagi’s head now peeking out as he occasionally barked out directions.  
 
    The group soon took a detour through the thicker parts of Asura Forest, Sansar always overhead, Nomin keeping to the back as she normally did. The conversation was kept alive by the yokai, the bickering not as bad as it had been in the past. They circled back to Jelmay’s tale from earlier, Usagi also laughing at the hairy shibaten who had beaten Jelmay so severely. 
 
    “They do look stupid with those bald spots,” Usagi admitted. “And honestly, I wouldn’t tease them about their appearances if they didn’t always come through Osul looking to cause trouble.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not you looking to cause trouble?” Kudzu asked him. 
 
    “Me? Ludicrous! I am a friend to every yokai I meet until they stab me in the back. And believe me, I have been stabbed in the back by a shibaten before. It didn’t help that it was partially my fault, but still, they are ugly, as are many yokai.” 
 
    “Not me,” Jelmay said. 
 
    As the group turned to the bakeneko they found him in his rabbit form. Jelmay was the same size and roundness as usual but now with a pair of rabbit ears. 
 
    “Turn back now! Turn back now or this little adventure is over!”  
 
    Semya started to laugh.  
 
    “Not you too,” Usagi said, desperation in his voice as the female bakeneko also morphed into a short and stout bipedal rabbit. 
 
    It was too much. 
 
    Danzen started laughing, louder than he had laughed in ages, which brought the entire group to a stop. Suddenly ashamed, Danzen lowered his head, pursed his lips, and nodded. “Let’s not bother Usagi any further,” he told the two bakeneko. “Sorry.” 
 
    His apology brought a new wave of laughter from the group, including from Nomin and Usagi, Sansar forced to land on a limb for a moment, his wing over his forehead as he continued to chuckle. 
 
    “Enough, enough,” Usagi said from Danzen’s satchel. “Best we keep our voices down. While this area of the Asura Forest is generally populated by benevolent yokai, there’s always a sneaky something or other looking to cause trouble. In fact, I’m putting a moratorium on speaking. We still have another mile or so. Let’s keep our dirty little mouths shut during that time. And for the love of Sunyata, turn back into a pair of portly cats,” he told the two bakeneko.  
 
    “Portly cats?” asked Semya, feigning offense. 
 
    “This is your last warning!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen was surprised to find that the yokai were actually able to keep quiet for a good portion of the journey that lay ahead. As they moved through the Asura Forest, the group now shifting toward the direction of the Northern Passage, he noticed that the underbrush was becoming thicker, to the point that he sometimes had to use his sword to cut the path forward. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Usagi said, still in Danzen’s bag, “we’re getting closer. It has been ages since I’ve been over here. It must have been what? A hundred years ago? Two hundred?” 
 
    “I’ve never been to this area. I heard it’s cursed,” said Kudzu, Jelmay making a noise that indicated that he wasn’t surprised at her confession.  
 
    “Cursed?” Danzen took another look at the trees, most of which had now been stripped of their leaves, their limbs covered in vines thick as ropes that drooped toward the forest floor. He scanned the area for signs that would explain why the kitsune felt this way. As his eyes traced over the path that lay ahead, Danzen saw carved stones that had been mostly covered by the underbrush. He approached one and cleared some of it away, revealing the sculpted head of a lion, its face hidden by patches of yellow moss. 
 
    “There used to be a temple here, a rather large one, you know,” said Usagi. “Before all of our times. And well before the fall of Sunyata. This entire area was a civilization. If we continue on, you will notice that it will seem like we are climbing up steps. Those are the terraces of this civilization. They say that yokai and humans lived there together, but not much is known about it, sadly.” 
 
    “And this is where you want to hide it?” Jelmay asked. “Not a bad spot, honestly. This would be the last place in the kingdom that someone would look for the Fatebricks considering that it is cursed and it is heavily wooded. Also, if it is actually cursed, what about us? I’m not superstitious like the kitsune, but I also do my best not to play with these sorts of things. It’s not really cursed, is it?” 
 
    “You believe it is cursed?” Semya asked Jelmay, the female bakeneko now sliding back to some degree, her whiskers suddenly more alert than normal as her eyes bulged. “Is this area cursed?” 
 
    Jelmay’s teeth began to chatter. “I don’t know, that’s what people are saying. Should we be here? Maybe we should find a different place.” 
 
    Usagi did little to hide his annoyance. “All of you, quiet! Your superstitious nonsense is the reason we can’t have nice things. They say that the temple is cursed because of the people that died here, but if that was the case, every place in the kingdom would be cursed. I’ve been here before, but like I said, it was a long time ago. The forest has grown much larger and thicker since then, but I’m sure it is ahead. Now, stop your bellyaching, and if anyone is cursed, we all are cursed considering the risk we have taken to hide these rare remnants. Continue on, Pilgrim, I would like to be back in Osul by the early afternoon for my nap.” 
 
    “I miss taking naps,” Jelmay said as they pushed deeper into the forest.  
 
    It was about fifteen minutes later that they reached the terraced ledges, just as Usagi said they would. From there they began their ascent, coming to another ledge every twenty feet or so. In its prime, the temple must have covered quite a bit of space considering it took Danzen and his companions nearly half an hour to reach the top. Danzen recognized a doorway up ahead, one made of stone. It was similar to the pocket doors he had already dealt with at the two sanctuaries he had visited. In taking a look around, he saw just how well camouflaged the door was in its current environment, Danzen only noticing the door because he was looking for it. 
 
     He cleared some more of the underbrush away as he approached.  
 
    “Can you open the door?” Nomin asked Danzen once he turned back to the others.  
 
    Sansar landed on a branch not far from them, the three-legged raven speaking for Danzen. “He has in the past. But there’s no telling what is inside.” 
 
    “What do you mean there’s no telling what’s inside?” asked Usagi. “It’s an empty chamber, one that is protected by the stone door. How do I know? There’s an entrance in the back that I can fit through. Good place to hide these things, no? Check for yourself,” he told the raven. “I’m sure you can fit through the space. The cats? Fat chance. And you might be able to squeeze through there, kitsune, if you starve yourself for a week.” 
 
    Sansar circled around to the back of the structure. He returned a few moments later. “Yes, it is simply a chamber with a pedestal tipped on its side. There is nothing else in there aside from crumbled stones.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re safe here?” Kudzu asked Danzen. 
 
    “I don’t know if we have another choice at the moment,” Danzen told her. “The Fatebricks must be protected, and if they are here, mostly inaccessible, it will be an additional layer of protection for them. If we kept them at the nunnery, as you suggested,” he said, nodding to Nomin, “there could be a raid. Keeping them with us is dangerous, and if others learn about these items, it could be trouble down the road. Yes, I say we put them in there.” 
 
    “What about this door?” Jelmay asked as he stepped past Danzen. He knocked on the door with his paw. “It’s pretty solid. You sure you can handle it?” 
 
    “Believe me, I can take care of it,” Danzen said. 
 
    “So this is what we’re going to do then?” asked Kudzu, still with uncertainty in her voice. “Collect the Fatebricks and bring them to this abandoned temple?” 
 
    “Why else would I have brought you all the way out here? You worry too much,” Usagi told the kitsune. “This place is not only well hidden, but I’ll have a few of the yokai that owe me favors run patrols. I’m not expecting much, but if something does happen, I’ll be the first to know about it. And like I said, I can get inside and remove the items if necessary. Well, as long as they aren’t very large. There’s no telling how large future Fatebricks will be.” 
 
    Danzen examined the door yet again, feeling his echo stir within him as he decided to tell Usagi about Nova and Timbero, who would also look after the Fatebricks. He knew that there could still be risk in hiding them here, even if it was off the beaten path. But it would have to do. While he didn’t like leaving the Fatebricks in the Asura Forest, Danzen preferred this to carrying the relics with him wherever he traveled to next.  
 
    It felt much safer this way. And there was always the fallen angel and the enormous raiju, who would be able to guard the Fatebricks.  
 
    This was the best path forward.  
 
    This was where the relics belonged for now.

  

 
   
    Part  Seven 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After updating Nova and Timbero, it took Danzen and his companions nearly a day to reach the northern passage, the group eventually camping at the edge of the Asura Forest that night. The Fatebricks were now locked away in the abandoned temple, in a space that Danzen was uncertain would protect them. Even so, he trusted those around him and their opinions. Only time would tell if this had been a wise decision or not.  
 
    In traversing the Northern Passage, the almost barren stretch of land that they had opened up to transport remnants, Danzen expected to be greeted by the hainu. The winged wolves had been ordered by their leader, Galzo, to guard the territory, so he wasn’t the least bit surprised to see them appear in the sky, barking wildly. 
 
    Jelmay, who watched the yokai with his paw casting a shadow over his eyes, didn’t seem too excited to see them. “Even if they are on our side, I never liked hainu.” 
 
    “I’m sure the feeling is mutual,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    The first winged wolf to land approached Danzen. “How goes it?” the wolf asked in a feminine voice. 
 
    “We are passing through to the Dukha people. Have there been any disturbances? Anything to report?” 
 
    She exchanged glances with her counterparts. “The Northern Passage has been quiet. We have had to run off a few yokai, and had trouble with a shokuin, but in the end, nothing that you wouldn’t expect.” 
 
    “A shokuin?” Jelmay asked her. “Sheesh. What else?” 
 
    “A kappa and a few other lesser creatures,” the wolf told him. “Do not worry, the territory is secure. Will you be venturing north to greet Galzo?” 
 
    “Undecided,” Danzen told the wolf. “But I’m sure we will end up there at some point in the future.” 
 
    “I see. In that case, good luck, and safe travels.” 
 
    The hainu left together, all taking to the air at about the same time. Danzen watched as the winged wolves shifted toward the horizon, the sun beaming their silhouettes to the ground.  
 
    Once they were gone his group continued onward toward the foothills of the mountain range the Dukha people called home. Danzen began to see signs of their existence, reindeer droppings as well as the scrapes of their horns, not to mention other items that indicated that humanity had passed through here. He recalled Sotgonn telling him of other tribes, and wondered if the tribe he had once seen back toward Tachibana was related in some way to the Dukha. 
 
    As Danzen assumed would be the case, the tribe knew of their arrival before Danzen and his companions learned of theirs. This was evident as they were greeted by a pair of mounted Dukha warriors, their reindeer adorned with jewels, their snouts painted with horizontal stripes. One of the warriors nodded at Danzen, and he took this to mean that he wanted them to follow him. 
 
    Their trip took them higher into the mountains, where it had recently snowed, the air frigid and crisp. Naturally, Danzen’s eyes traced across the snow on the ground, looking for any suspicious tracks. Yet all he saw were reindeer hooves and the occasional paw prints that he assumed belonged to something like a mountain lion, or perhaps a yokai that he was unaware of. 
 
    They passed under a series of archways that resembled the rib cage of a giant, Danzen not familiar with this area of the mountains. He tried to remember the surroundings of where they had stayed before, certain that it hadn’t looked like this. Unfortunately, with all the travel he had been doing over the last several days, the rugged terrains had begun to resemble one another, Danzen not able to discern their differences. 
 
    Soon, they crossed a stream filled with chunks of ice, where Jelmay and Kudzu crouched to drink. The bakeneko managed to peg the kitsune with a snowball, causing her to flare up and nearly attack him. In the end Nomin intervened, cutting the dispute short with her stark demeanor.  
 
    They moved on, walking until the sun had started to set. Their settings became increasingly familiar as Danzen recognized the cliff dwellings of the Akabori tribe. It appeared that the Dukha people had moved into their enemy’s territory. 
 
    As his group wound their way toward the cliff dwellings, Danzen recalled how they had stripped the remnant from the jubokko tree, how Shimo the evil spirit had operated through Yato to kill the ice yokai that had attacked them. It had been quite the night, yet seeing the dwellings now, it was hard to tell that there had been a recent conflict here. 
 
    All of his observations seemed to fall away as Danzen spotted Yato standing next to Sotgonn, the young, dark-haired assassin wearing the thick leather and furs of the Dukha people. A smile crossed Danzen’s face; he had to mentally stop himself from moving faster to greet her. As he grew closer, he saw that his smile was matched by Yato’s, who seemed utterly delighted to see their group. 
 
    They hadn’t been separated for very long, yet Danzen could tell that there was something different about her now. Yato’s shoulders seemed broader, and there was something hardened about the look on her face, even if she was grinning. Danzen could make out the cut of her robes beneath her tribal furs, and he could tell by the bulk around her arms that she wore her gauntleted blades as always. 
 
    Kudzu raced to meet the young assassin, Jelmay picking up his pace as well. “Lady Pilgrim!” the bakeneko shouted as he threw his arms out wide. When she didn’t approach him he motioned her closer with his paws. “What? I don’t get a hug? After everything I’ve done for you?” 
 
    “We have never hugged before,” Yato told Jelmay. 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything, dear. Fine, fine,” he said once she didn’t approach. “I was hungry anyway. I don’t want to hug anyone while I’m hungry. I want to eat something. Is there food?” 
 
    Sotgonn, leader of the Dukha people, cleared his throat. As he spoke, Danzen saw the elder’s sharpened teeth, all made of remnants. “A meal will be ready soon. Yato, please show them to their quarters. Afterwards, we will join together and eat.” 
 
    Sansar landed on a small barrier made of stone. “We have much to discuss,” the raven told Sotgonn. 
 
    “Yes, I assumed that would be the case. I’m glad you made it, and I hope your journey wasn’t too strenuous.” 
 
    Jelmay, who stood nearby now stretching out his lower back and making a show of it, waved Sotgonn’s concern away with a single paw. “As long as there’s good food, I’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The conversations ran deep into the night, Sotgonn listening intently as Danzen and the others told the tribal leader what had happened since they had last seen each other. Discussions around the Fatebricks of Sunyata were purposefully left out, Danzen merely saying that they had located rare remnants and that they were now safely stored. Later, he planned to tell Yato what they had discovered, but it was best to keep the information under wraps for now. 
 
    Every time he shut his eyes and focused, Danzen could sense that Yato’s echo had grown in strength. It glowed brighter, and he was certainly excited to train with her the following morning. Yet again he noticed this feeling he wasn’t used to, that of a teacher seeing their student progress. It made him feel good, like he had actually contributed to society in some way, even if this wasn’t exactly the case. 
 
    There was one thing left to do that night as Danzen and Jelmay retired to the cliff dwelling where they would be staying. Since the cavernous homes were relatively small, Kudzu would stay with Yato. While there seemed to be room in either of the dwellings for Nomin, the blind assassin had told the group she would stand guard, Sansar joining her. 
 
    It was certainly a cozy room, and all it took to warm the dwelling was a few stones that had been kept in ashes beneath the fire they’d had that night, the stones placed in a clay pot which also served as a nightlight. Once Danzen was certain that they wouldn’t be disturbed, he accessed the stone tablet and cast its projection onto an inner wall. 
 
    “I only wish I knew where we were in location to it,” Jelmay said, the bakeneko now seated on his straw mat, paws on his distended belly as he gazed at the map. 
 
    “This looks like the Northern Passage,” Danzen said after he examined it for a moment, “which would mean that we are around here.” He tapped on a location southeast of the center of the passageway. “We shouldn’t be too far.” 
 
    Figuring another set of eyes would help, Danzen stepped out of the cliff dwelling to find Sotgonn standing there, a curious look on the elder’s face. 
 
    “I thought you would be asleep by now,” the older man said, his breath visible. 
 
    Danzen lowered his head. “Soon,” he said, cursing himself for not hiding the stone tablet. There was a thick hide covering the doorway, but where Sotgonn was standing, the older man likely would have seen the purplish glow of the map.  
 
    “Very well. In that case, I hope you have a restful night.” Sotgonn moved on. 
 
    Danzen spotted Nomin, and as he did Sansar, who had been perched on her shoulder, took to the air. The three-legged raven joined Danzen in a matter of moments. Once they were sure that Sotgonn was out of sight, they examined the projection together. 
 
    “I can begin my search in the morning,” Sansar said after they had discussed the location for a spell. “I believe you are right, however. The sanctuary is near.” 
 
    Jelmay, who had already started to snore lightly, awoke. “Did we figure it out?” he asked, one eye open now. 
 
    “More or less,” said Sansar. 
 
    “Good. Then I will more or less provide a distraction tomorrow so the two of you can slip out. We can’t have these people knowing what we’re doing, right? No more than they already do considering Sotgonn likely saw the glow of the projection map.” 
 
    “It was my mistake,” Danzen said. 
 
    Jelmay yawned. “I wouldn’t be too concerned about it. The Dukha people seem relatively harmless. If we are being honest, their warriors are meant to fight alongside anyone seeking to rebuild Sunyata. I don’t know why we don’t just tell them.” 
 
    “I believe you know why,” Sansar told the bakeneko. 
 
    “Yes, I know, it is a power that could corrupt. Do I need to remind everyone that we already told Usagi? And Semya as well. But I see your point, even though you haven’t made it yet. These people already abuse remnants successfully, to the point that I wouldn’t even call it abuse, I would say that they harness remnants. Then again, it seems relatively easy for Nomtoi, other assassins, and various demons, goons, and fallen angels to corrupt and exploit humans. So I take that back. We should keep it a secret. I’m getting tired and I’m not at the point now where I’m arguing with myself. Good night.” And with that, the bakeneko turned and began snoring again. 
 
    Danzen hid the stone tablet this time before opening the covering over their doorway. Once Sansar was gone, he finished removing his weapons, and got as comfortable as he could on the straw mat that he would sleep on that night. As always, he had a blade nearby, the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds next to Danzen as he slept. 
 
    It was the way of an assassin. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen found Yato waiting for him the next morning, the female assassin crouched in front of his cliff dwelling, her gaze aimed somewhere on the horizon. 
 
    “Ready?” Danzen asked her. 
 
    Yato removed the hood from her head, one lined with white fur, and looked up at him. “I know a place.” 
 
    “Lead the way.” 
 
    Danzen followed Yato down a winding path that cut in front of a few of the larger cliff dwellings. From there she quickly scaled the wall using ledges that had been cut into the stone, Danzen surprised at how fast she was moving in the cold. It had snowed overnight, and there was still a little bit falling from the gray sky, yet not enough to disrupt their journey as Yato reached a cliff. 
 
    She approached the edge and turned to Danzen. Yato dropped backward, her hands keeping her stable as she hung from the ledge for a moment. She let out a short laugh as she reached yet another ledge below, one inaccessible from the pathway they had been on earlier.  
 
    Rather than travel the same way as the female assassin, Danzen simply floated down to the lower ledge and continued on. They pressed through a crack in the stone, Danzen glad he hadn’t brought his Blade of Darkness as it would have been cumbersome. Upon exiting on the other side they reached a flat overlook, one with a few large boulders on it, easily the size of a carriage. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “Watch,” Danzen told her as he drew his three Astra kunai. They began to float around him. “This is what is left of Astra.” 
 
    “So you did find the sword,” Yato said, a hint of surprise in her voice. 
 
    “What was left of it, yes.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear.” Yato lowered her head; one of Danzen’s kunai separated from the others. It floated over to her and she began to spin it in place. 
 
    “You have gotten better.” 
 
    “Watch.” Yato began to float as well, the kunai still spinning vertically in front of her hovering form. 
 
    “Impressive.” 
 
    “Watch.” 
 
    Danzen felt movement beneath the soles of his feet. As he looked down he saw that he was now hovering as well, Yato able to continue twisting the kunai at an even pace while keeping him afloat. He was just about to compliment her when one of the large boulders rose of its own accord. After keeping everything afloat for a moment, Yato set the boulder down lightly, lowered Danzen, and then finally returned the kunai to the two that were rotating above Danzen’s head. 
 
    She continued hovering herself. 
 
    “Can you shatter the stone?” 
 
    “I haven’t tried,” she said as she finally opened her eyes. “Sotgonn thought it was best that I perfect one skill, instead of moving from one task to another, like people are taught in the kingdom. He said that he found it strange that as soon as you are able to float the stone, your next task is to shatter it without realizing all the possibilities that came with simply being able to keep something afloat. He taught me to do things like this,” she said as strands of her hair that had been hanging in front of her face lifted and lowered. “And this.” 
 
    Danzen felt a great tug at his chest as he was yanked forward. He almost lost control of the three kunai in the process, her action coming as quite a surprise. Yato released her hold on Danzen, and as she did he returned his Astra kunai to their sheaths.  
 
    “Sorry if I startled you.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s fine. I’m assuming that you can do this with something like the boulder, right?” 
 
    “I can. I trained somewhere around here. I don’t quite know. I usually just follow Sotgonn wherever he leads me. These people, they know this landscape like it was the back of their own hands.” 
 
    “I’m sure they do. What happened to the Akabori? I found it odd that the Dukha are staying in their dwellings.” 
 
    A troubled look crossed Yato’s face. “The rest were slaughtered.” 
 
    “By Sotgonn and the Dukha?” 
 
    “It was a mercy killing. Those that were left had gone crazy because of what we did to the tree they worshiped. They were starving themselves, cutting strips of their own flesh, and worse things. It had to be done. You would have thought the same if you had seen them.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “There’s something else you should know.”  
 
    He sat; Yato lowered into a seated position in front of him. “Yes?” 
 
    Danzen told her of the Fatebricks of Sunyata, how there were still seven out there, and the projection map they had that detailed their locations. He explained how he had gotten the first one, Nova’s possession of the abbot and how he’d been challenged to get the map. He then told her of the second challenge, how he had been able to dissolve the stone, likely only because of the threat to his life. “They are now hidden in the Asura Forest, protected by Usagi and some of the yokai he associates with, not to mention Timbero and Nova. We believe there is another Fatebrick somewhere around here, and Sansar is out looking for the sanctuary now. Once he finds it, I want you to go with me.” 
 
    “With you?” 
 
    “Yes. You are strong enough now that you will be able to reach the inner chamber of the sanctuary alongside me. I will handle any of the challenges that lie before us. What do you say? Are you ready to put the time you’ve spent into bending your echo to good use?” 
 
    Yato took a long, hard look at the boulder that she had floated earlier and then returned her gaze to Danzen. “I am.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen and Yato had just finished bending their echoes when Sansar began to lower from the sky. He landed on one of the boulders that Yato had moved earlier, the three-legged raven quickly taking care of a bit of snow on his wings. 
 
    Sansar tilted his beak to Yato. “Does she know?” 
 
    “She does; she’s going to come with us. Have you found it?” 
 
    “I have. Are you certain that this is a good idea, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Should we return to the others first?” asked the raven. “What about the rest of your weapons?”  
 
    “I have my sword, and my kunai. This should be enough. And no, we won’t return to the others. They will know what we have gone to do.” 
 
    “If I may say, the kitsune might not enjoy being left in the dark.” 
 
    Danzen slowly nodded. “You are right.” 
 
    “But I do understand where you are coming from, what you’re thinking. It is best if we don’t alert the Dukha people.” Sansar began to flap his wings. “Follow me.” 
 
    Danzen and Yato traveled down a winding snow-filled mountain pass for the next twenty minutes or so. It shifted upward, the path becoming wide enough for a caravan. As the path thinned again, Danzen watched the tracks in the snow do the same, everything funneling toward a series of spires amidst elongated cliffs.  
 
    Confident as ever, Yato simply floated from cliff edge to cliff edge, Danzen following after her. Yet again he felt the joy of a teacher, even though he hadn’t been the one to instruct her on using her echo so precisely. It brought him comfort to know how helpful her enhanced power would be in the coming days, especially once she returned to civilization. 
 
    As they continued on, Danzen caught Yato up on the Halcyon assassins and what had happened back in Chutham. She listened intently, and later made indications that she understood Danzen’s dilemma—kill them all, and he would bring the wrath of the Brotherhood. Ignore the group of assassins, and they would continue to hunt him. Remove their leadership, and perhaps things would work themselves out. 
 
    “Even so,” Danzen told her as they circled around a rock that was shaped almost like a vertical tomb, “I will pay the Brotherhood a visit in Sainshand. There is a Fatebrick in the mountains beyond the school.” 
 
    “I would like to come with you all, back to the west.” 
 
    Danzen stopped walking and turned to Yato. “You are satisfied with your training here?” 
 
    “For now, yes. I miss being with the group. I miss the challenge.” 
 
    Danzen understood this notion, yet he also had personally witnessed how much she had improved. Not only that, he definitely felt more comfortable with Yato around the group now, Danzen imagining a number of ways having an additional training combatant could prove helpful. Had she been there when they were attacked by the ijuu and the numerous gaki, perhaps Kudzu wouldn’t have been kidnapped. Had she been there at the manor, maybe things would have turned out differently. 
 
    “Well?” Yato asked Danzen as his eyes returned to the sky, where he spotted Sansar. 
 
    “It is up to you. There is risk.” 
 
    “I am well aware of that by now, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “We will soon face the Butterflies of Arsi, not to mention Nyamdor the Firestarter. I imagine that the situation could very easily get out of hand.” 
 
    “What about you, Pilgrim? Do you personally want me to be there?” 
 
    Danzen considered how he should answer this question. What he wanted for Yato was for her to survive, and even though she was human, he wanted her to become stronger than he could ever be. She had already exhibited how much she had improved in a short amount of time. What if she stayed with the Dukha people for a year? What would her skill be like then? 
 
    “I’m sorry if I’m being too forthcoming.” 
 
    “No,” Danzen said. “And of course I want you to come with us. But I also want you to be the best you can be, and I don’t want someone to be able to take advantage of you being in the group. But I suppose, yes, that this is something I need to contemplate and accept on my own. Everyone is taking a risk as we collect the Fatebricks and deal with whatever my brother tosses at me next. By now, we are all aware of what we are doing, or should I say, the potential results of our actions. It could simply fail, and we would all end up in Diyu. In my case, I would be forced into whatever politics are happening there between my brother and my father.” Danzen set his jaw. It was hard for him to speak aloud about these things, especially with the way that he was used to bottling them up. 
 
    Yato didn’t press for any further explanation. She simply returned her gaze to the path that lay ahead and picked up her pace. By the way that she walked, Danzen could tell that she was clearly happy that she would be leaving the Dukha people. He partly understood why. Even if she was well-trained, it must have been quite the remote experience living with a nomadic tribe. And while there was a chance of certain death joining Danzen and the others, she was young; it was likely one of the more interesting things that she had embarked upon in her life. 
 
    Danzen remembered what it was like to be her age, his life ahead of him, the former assassin a fresh graduate of the Diyu Brotherhood.  
 
    He preferred older age. It suited him better. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A gap cut through the crest of the mountain, one that wouldn’t have been visible from the distance. In crouching and looking at the sidewall of the gap, Danzen spotted an entrance cut into the stone, one that signaled the entrance to the sanctuary. 
 
    “How did you find this?” he asked Sansar, who was perched on the other side of the gap. 
 
    “Instinct, really. There was no place else in the area that caught my attention. Now, much of it is covered in snow, as you can see, there’s some snow rimmed around the entrance there too. That was the first thing that caught my eye.” Sansar hopped over the three-foot gap and saw the opening from Danzen’s perspective. “The snow is what helped me see it in the first place.” 
 
    Rather than reply, Danzen climbed into the gap with his arms and legs out wide. He shimmied downward and swung his body into the opening, landing on a frozen swath of ice. Slipping, Danzen shot his hand out and got his bearings at the last moment, the former assassin able to move to the side by the time that Yato joined him. 
 
    Rather than say anything, Danzen merely looked at his counterpart and tapped his finger against his temple. He closed his eyes, everything taking shape before him even if it was soon pitch black in the cavern. They continued until they reached a large pocket door, the same as Danzen had encountered at the other sanctuaries. The opening at the middle of the stone pocket door was large enough for a person to slide through, which caused Danzen to pause. 
 
    “You think someone has been here?” asked Yato. 
 
    “I don’t know.”  Danzen opened his eyes, expecting to see the demonic script etched across the walls. Once he didn’t locate any, he closed his eyes and quickly slipped through the dark opening, Yato doing the same. 
 
    In his initial scan, he had seen that the next chamber also was stripped free of its etchings, the cavern increasingly dark and confining considering the ceiling was only about five feet from the ground. The space reminded Danzen of the tunnels beneath Odval, where he had fought the mother and daughter demons. 
 
    There was certainly a sense of apprehension in moving forward, but this was alleviated to some degree by what Danzen could now do. If the stone door shut behind him, he could open it. But there were other things, like a cave-in, that would make matters much worse. Should he have contacted the others and let them know where he was going? Danzen was starting to regret his impulsive decision to visit the sanctuary. He would have to be twice as careful as normal. 
 
    The chamber was cold, and there were frozen puddles of water on the ground, ones that were easy to slip on. To combat this, Danzen walked with the palms of his hands pressed flat against the ceiling.  
 
    Soon, the chamber began to slope downward. To stop from slipping, Danzen dug his fingers into the wall, his ears perking up as he heard Yato shuffling behind him. He felt a sudden sense of relief; it was good to have her back. It made journeying into a mysterious cavern less foreboding than it would have been had Danzen been alone, even if Sansar was there. 
 
    They came to the bottom of the sloping passageway, where Danzen looked back to the top, gauging how they would exit the sanctuary later.  
 
    “We could easily float up to there,” said Yato, who also examined the only exit they knew of at this point. 
 
    “Yes, that will work.” In speaking, Danzen noticed just how far his voice echoed in the space to follow. He could also hear Yato’s voice still echoing. It was quite the effect. 
 
    Yet again they fell on the same wavelength, both assassins keeping quiet as they moved onward into the vast cave that lay ahead. They traveled with purpose, their feet making no sounds, their breaths short, the two continually prepared for any trick that was to come.  
 
    Danzen remembered the first sanctuary and the stone triggers, which was something he looked out for as he ventured deeper into the cave. He also remembered the second sanctuary in the platforms, which were organic in nature. While they seemed to have a handle on everything for now, this could change at any moment. 
 
    They had to be ready. 
 
    The next chamber they came to had a small opening above, which had allowed water to stream in from mountain runoff. This had created icy spikes that were about shoulder high.  
 
    It was here that Danzen first heard the sound of something large in the chamber beyond, a growling noise or perhaps the sound of something that was sleeping. The more he heard it, the more he thought it sounded like the creature was saying uwan, uwan.  
 
    As Sansar flew ahead to check it out, Danzen stopped walking and turned to Yato, the former assassin bending over slightly to whisper in her ear, “I’ll go in first. Whatever it is, give me a moment with it before you come in.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s a yokai?” she whispered back. 
 
    “There’s no telling. It might be the sanctuary guard, or it might be something else.” 
 
    Sansar landed on Danzen’s shoulder. 
 
    “What did you see?” Danzen asked the raven. 
 
    “The space beyond is even larger than this one, yet empty; you’re going to have to rely on ice platforms and formations to reach its exit at the top.” 
 
    Danzen considered this for a moment. If this was the case, it would mean that the Fatebrick was only accessible during the winter, something he would have to consider when seeking future remnants. Finally, he spoke: “Were you able to fly ahead? Beyond the ice chamber?” 
 
    “I wasn’t. You will see why ahead.”  
 
    Danzen looked over his shoulder at Yato, whose echo was vibrant as always. “How are you holding up?” he asked, expecting that she would be cold by this point.  
 
    He was pleasantly surprised by Yato’s answer: “I’m fine. We can do this.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Yet again Danzen heard the strange sound—uwan, uwan—coming from the next chamber. As soon as he floated up to the opening at the top, he saw why Sansar hadn’t been able to fly ahead. The exit was completely frozen shut. Danzen knocked his fist against the wall of ice. It had to be two or three feet thick. 
 
    “Whatever is making the noises is in the next chamber,” Yato said, the female assassin floating behind him. 
 
    “It’s an uwan,” Sansar said, but by this point Danzen was too focused on the ice obstacle. 
 
    An easy solution would simply be to shatter the ice. Even if the ice was thick, Danzen was fairly certain that it would be something he was able to do. This would require him to use two powers at once, floating himself and shattering the stone, yet there was also a scenario in which Yato kept him afloat while he did what needed to be done. 
 
    But something about this felt too easy. A sealed chamber leading to a creature on the other side, perhaps the Fatebrick… was there another way? Had the fallen angel who had designed the sanctuary carved another entry? 
 
    “Let’s keep looking around,” Danzen finally told Yato.  “We will both start from the top and scan the walls all the way down to the bottom. I have an idea of how we can make it through to the next chamber, but I want to be sure it is the way forward first.” 
 
    With their eyes closed, the two assassins started on opposite sides of the frozen entrance. Slowly as ever, they worked their way around the chamber. Danzen traced his fingers across the wall looking for notches, or perhaps triggers, anything that would indicate that there was another way in.  
 
    Once they reached the bottom, Danzen spoke: “We will move back to the top. You will keep me afloat, and I will shatter the ice. Sansar, you can go in first to see what is in the other chamber.” 
 
    Careful of the pillars of ice that seemed to rise from the ground, Danzen and Yato floated back up, where he moved closer to the frozen entrance, which was flush with the stone walls of the chamber. Lowering his head, Danzen waited a split second until he could feel his echo begin to stir deep within him.  
 
    He sent his palm forward and the ice cracked, fissures appearing and growing.  
 
    Focusing even harder, Danzen funneled more energy out of his palm as Yato kept him afloat. For a moment he didn’t think that he was going to be able to do it, that perhaps the ice was too thick. But then chunks began to fall to the bottom of the chamber below, about thirty feet down. More cracks took shape across the thick block of ice as little chunks began to crumble away, the sounds from the next chamber growing louder as the passage was opened. 
 
    “Uwan… UWAN!” 
 
    Danzen was blindsided, struck by an unknown entity.  
 
    Whatever had exploded out of the next chamber sailed backward with Danzen, the two colliding with the rock wall. His breath knocked out of him, Danzen hit the ground and was out cold for a moment, everything flashing black. He came awake mere moments later, his breaths painful, his ribs clearly broken. He expected his demons, yet in a quick check of his person, Danzen found that he hadn’t shed blood. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    Danzen immediately went for his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, even if everything was still a blur around him. Forms began to take shape on his eyelids as he tracked the creature that had torn out of the next chamber. It jumped from wall to wall, trying to strike Yato with its scythe-like claws. It had two of these primitive weapons rather than hands, the creature with thin legs and thin arms, its power coming from its bulked-up core as it razored forward. 
 
    It lunged for Yato. Before Danzen could send his sword flying into the air, the younger assassin shot both hands forward and slammed the yokai and one of the pillars of ice using her echo, causing ice and rocks to tumble from the ceiling. The monster dropped to the ground, landing with a deep thud next to Danzen.  
 
    “Uwan… uwan…”  
 
    Dizzy and seething, it pressed itself up, and as it did Danzen brought his sword down, severing the yokai’s arm as well as the sharp scythe-like appendage on its end. He kicked the creature to the side and drove his sword into its thick chest. Danzen gritted his teeth as he glared at the beast, which was much larger than him. The beast tried to lift its other arm, but Danzen only pushed his sword in deeper, putting weight on it as Yato landed behind him.  
 
    “Where’s the Fatebrick?” Danzen asked as he continued to stare into the creature’s bulging black eyes. “Answer me.” 
 
    “Uwan… uwan…” 
 
    “I can communicate with it,” Sansar said as he landed on Danzen’s shoulder. The raven began speaking in a language that sounded similar to the single word that the creature had kept repeating. 
 
    Soon, it responded: “Uwan… uwan… uwan, uwan.” And with those simple words, the creature expired, its eyes rolling into the back of its head, one last gasp of hot air filling the chamber as its body went stiff. 
 
    Danzen withdrew his sword. 
 
    “What was that exactly?” Yato asked Sansar, the younger assassin breathing heavily now. She pressed her hair out of her face. 
 
    “An uwan. A lesser demonic yokai.”  
 
    “And you speak its language? How did you know what it said?” 
 
    “I’ve had the displeasure of dealing with one before. It’s all in the way that you say the word, how you repeat it. Uwan… uwan… In doing so, its words take shape internally. I don’t know how to explain it other than that. Besides, that’s not what matters. We have other issues.” 
 
    Danzen wiped his sword on the creature, noticing it didn’t have any fur, its skin fleshy and crisscrossed with brittle hairs, like that of a boar. “Other issues? What now?” 
 
    “According to the uwan, the Fatebrick isn’t here. The remnant has already been claimed.”

  

 
 
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even if Sansar had been able to speak to the strange yokai, Danzen still checked the following chambers over the next half hour. He found it covered in filth, yet in his search he also located a small exit, which must have been how the uwan got inside in the first place. Danzen could feel a cold draft coming in through an opening. It seemed like a better option than trying to venture back to the beginning. 
 
    Danzen called for Yato to join him, and once she did, the two began to explore the exit he had located. Judging by the light that filtered through and the sound of roaring wind, they would soon be out of the cave system. 
 
    Danzen turned out to be right. The exit to the outside world was similar to the entrance, cut into a wall of solid stone, rimmed with fresh white snow. Had they not been able to utilize their echoes, it would have been difficult to get to the top, the gap too wide for them to shimmy their way up. But floating did the trick, and the two were soon standing on solid ground, somewhere between half a mile and a mile from where they had entered into the system. 
 
    “This way,” Sansar said as he took to the sky. 
 
    Danzen and Yato began a mostly quiet walk back to the Dukha’s winter encampment. They ended up circling around cave dwellings and coming out on the other side, opposite of where they had first arrived.  
 
    Together, Danzen and Yato navigated the thin lane that passed in front of the dwellings, some of the Dukha people nodding and waving cordially at the two assassins. A pair of children approached Danzen, one of them offering him some stones they had found. Danzen took the stone from the child, floated it in the air, and then sent it twisting around the boy’s head, causing him to laugh. 
 
    They moved on, and they soon reached the others, Nomin outside of the dwelling that they had stayed in last night. Danzen could hear Kudzu and Jelmay inside, the two yokai immediately alerted to his return once Sansar entered the space.  
 
    As always, Kudzu was the first to rush out and greet them. “You should have told us where you were going.” 
 
    “It was spontaneous,” Danzen said, deciding now would not be the time to mention the fact that they could have gotten stuck in the underground chamber.  
 
    “We came up empty-handed, if it’s worth anything,” Yato added. 
 
    “So what now?” Jelmay asked as he joined Kudzu. “Because I’m fairly certain that we should be heading back to Arsi by this point if we want to kill all birds with one throwing sword, well, all except you, Sansar. But you could help us. How about you fly ahead, check with Soko, and get back to us in the morning? Look at me, volunteering the bird. Would you be fine with that?” 
 
    “Yes, it is something I can do,” said Sansar, who was now on the ledge above them. 
 
    “Good, let’s see how the Butterflies are faring in Arsi. In the meantime, well, I don’t know what we should do in the meantime. Any ideas? Anyone want to gamble? I know a few games involving loose stones.” Jelmay grew quiet as he sensed Sotgonn approaching, his whiskers twitching. “It appears we have company.” 
 
    “I see you have returned,” the elder told Danzen and Yato. The tribal leader now wore a necklace featuring crystal-shaped stones, Danzen having to quickly close his eyes to confirm that they weren’t remnants. “And how was your excursion?” 
 
    “We trained most of the time,” said Yato. “Then we explored a cave.” 
 
    “I see, I see. It is always good to train, and equally good to explore. Many caves around here, believe me.” Sotgonn gestured toward one of the larger cliff dwellings, the same space where they had eaten last night. “I’ve come with news of a meal. There will be another feast later on this evening. Some of our younger warriors were able to track and kill a larger bear this morning, one that was just preparing to hibernate. I do hope you join us.” 
 
    “You had me at ‘eat a bear,’” Jelmay said with a big grin on his face. “Don’t mind if I do. If there’s any hides left… Actually, I’m maxed out of hides. Anyway. Food. I’m always interested in a good meal. The fox too, although she won’t admit it.” 
 
    “Good, good.” Sotgonn returned his focus to Danzen. “As for your echo, perhaps tomorrow morning? We can see how you are progressing. I sense that you have grown stronger. It is quite obvious, you know.” 
 
    “Yato certainly has,” Danzen said, hoping to shift the attention from himself to the younger assassin. 
 
    Sotgonn looked Yato over with fondness in his eyes. “She has. She truly has.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Sansar returned early the next morning with a report from Soko.  
 
    The three-legged raven explained that the Butterflies of Arsi were indeed in the city, that they had set up at the parade grounds on the southern side of the city, an area that Danzen was intimately familiar with. He had once fought Soko there, resulting in the deaths of several civilians. It was going to be difficult to avoid bystanders this time as well, which would be something they would need to truly be aware of going forward. 
 
    After moving away from the encampment, leaving Jelmay and Kudzu to rest, Danzen and Yato began bending their echo in the way that they used to when they first started, energy oscillating between them as they performed something akin to a combat dance. It was intoxicating, yet Danzen knew that they needed to be careful, that things could easily get out of hand. 
 
    With this in mind, he put away his weapon and lifted a few stones with his echo, snow that had built up on them falling to the ground. Yato hovered stones as well, the two naturally stepping away from one another as their stones collided again and again. It was an amusing way to use their powers, and a good way to focus. As they continued to practice, Danzen recalled conversations that he’d had during the Dukha feast the previous night, how they all seemed to be skirting around something. Sotgonn was increasingly making Danzen feel as if he knew more than he was letting on.  
 
    Danzen felt this yet again as he suddenly heard the older man’s voice behind them. Danzen turned to find Sotgonn with a big smile on his face. Stones fell from the air, landing around Danzen and Yato. 
 
    “I may be going out on a limb here,” Sotgonn began, “but it seems as if you have begun to understand your power in a different way. Is that so?” 
 
    “I was able to dissolve the stone.” Danzen had been cautious up to this point to not reveal to Sotgonn what they had learned about the Fatebricks. Even now, he had a backstory as to why he had dissolved the stone, just in case the elderly man pressed him. 
 
    Sotgonn continued: “I see, I see. That is wonderful, Pilgrim. What I noticed the other day is true. You have now understood just how much of a construct the system that was put in place actually is, you have progressed beyond it.” 
 
    “I was only able to dissolve the stone once.” 
 
    “Once is still enough. If you were in a monastery, that would move you up a rank, would it not? You become a… what is it?” 
 
    “A Divinator.” 
 
    “Yes, a Divinator,” Sotgonn said, drawing out the word again, as if he were savoring it. “A Divinator. You should begin thinking of other things that you may be able to do with your command of your echo. Or, you could do what Yato has done here, focusing all of her skill into improving one aspect. Float, shatter, repair, dissolve, what are the connections between these powers? Where do further improvements and advantages lie? It is a very important question, is it not? How far can you push your power?” Sotgonn ran his tongue across his teeth, and as he did a purple flame took shape in his palm. It filtered away. “What else can you do with your echo?” 
 
    Something about the way the older man stood rubbed Danzen the wrong way. It was almost as if Sotgonn was challenging him. It became instinctual at that point, Danzen placing his hand on the hilt of his sword, Sotgonn’s eyes naturally following his movement. 
 
    “We are preparing to leave,” Kudzu said, the kitsune interrupting the three of them. Danzen watched as she approached, her fur still with tufts of black in it. “Jelmay says we may be able to make it to the Tudan Outpost by morning if we leave now, which will allow us to sleep on the faster overnight boat to Arsi. He seems to think—” Kudzu’s ears perked up as she sensed the tension between Sotgonn and Danzen. 
 
    As naturally as ever, the leader of the Dukha people turned to her and offered the kitsune an eerie smile. “Yes, I suppose it is best if you leave now. I can have some of our warriors escort you through the Northern Passage to a shortcut that will bring you directly to the Asura Forest.” 
 
    “That would be helpful, thank you,” the kitsune told the elder. 
 
    “Good, good.” Sotgonn tilted his head toward Yato. “It truly has been a pleasure training with you. Tonight, I will gather some of the wiser men of our tribe, and we will perform a puja in your honor, to wish all of you success in your upcoming endeavors. By Sunyata’s grace we will all meet again, soon.” Yet again, the Dukha elder flashed his gleaming purple teeth as he turned back to Danzen. “And as you should very well know by now, this isn’t over. It rarely ever is.” 
 
   



 

 Part Eight 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After bidding farewell to the mounted Dukha warriors, Danzen and his companions continued on a pathway that would eventually bring them to the Asura Forest. He could see the woods in the distance, the sky clear and blue above it, the moon already visible even though the sun hadn’t set. It had been a long journey, yet it had also been a peaceful walk, Danzen able to simply enjoy himself as the others conversed. Even if they had been active, it left him feeling rested, prepared for what was to come. 
 
    As he had suspected, there was no way for Danzen to gauge where the Fatebricks were hidden, even once they were given an expansive view of the forest. He had a general idea, but the woods were too dense and expansive for him to know exactly where the ancient ruins were located. Danzen considered this a good thing. If it was hard for him to know exactly where the Fatebricks they’d collected were hidden, this would apply to the others, aside from Sansar. Hopefully they would never reach a time when someone tried to extract information from any of his companions, but if this came to pass, at least it wouldn’t be easy to find the Sunyatic relics. 
 
    It was dark by the time they reached Osul, yet the village was lit with candlelight, Danzen and his group coming upon a large feast shared by more yokai than he’d ever seen gathered in one place. There were familiar ones, like kitsune with lights on their tails, and even some yokai he didn’t expect to see, like the winged wolves known as hainu. For once, all seemed oblivious to Danzen’s arrival. There was too much excitement in the air. 
 
    “We need to find ourselves a seat at the table, and by the table, I mean where those of influence sit, not with the peon yokai,” Jelmay said, the bakeneko suddenly energetic.  
 
    “Peon yokai?” asked Yato as Jelmay guided the group through the crowd of mythological creatures all conversing with one another and sharing libations in various ways, from lapping them up from flat stone bowls to drinking as a human might. They had just reached the area with tables when Semya appeared, the bakeneko wearing a crown of leaves. “We have a space,” she said instead of a greeting. She produced another crown of leaves, which she gave to Jelmay. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do.” Jelmay placed the crown on his head. He looked back at Yato. “Stick with me, Lady Pilgrim, you’re going to be my date for the evening.” 
 
    “Am I?” asked Yato with a hint of skepticism on her face. 
 
    “That’s right, my dear.” Jelmay swiveled and bowed at her, nearly losing his gear and his crown in the process, causing Yato to laugh. 
 
    Without another word, Jelmay grabbed her hand and led her through the crowd, Danzen and the others following close behind. They still had all of their items, from Danzen’s satchels to the demon bear hide that Jelmay had draped over his shoulders, not to mention the winter clothing that Yato had been given as a gift by the Dukha people. It was a lot to keep up with, something that Usagi immediately handled once they reached the jade rabbit.  
 
    Seated on a large tree stump which overlooked the feast below, Usagi instructed a pair of yokai that were with him to help Danzen and his companions with their baggage. “You know where to take their things,” he said. The jade rabbit was at the end of a wooden table, the tree stump below easily ten feet in diameter. The two yokai he had spoken to, both scissor-headed hasamidachi, sprang into action, collecting most of their items. 
 
    “This stays with me,” Danzen said when one of them tried to reach for his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    “Relax, Pilgrim. You don’t need that here tonight. There will be no enemies, not at the winter festival,” Usagi said. “And if there was, believe me when I say that there would be hell to pay.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t turn over his glaive. 
 
    “Ugh. Always with the silent assassin attitude. Fine, suit yourself. But at least try to hide it or something under the table. This is a time for festivities, not to parade around Osul like a bloodthirsty killer! Now, stop standing around and sit!” Usagi hopped up and down. “The food is coming.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t know what to expect of a yokai feast. He assumed it would be meat, and there was that, but there were also various puddings and pies, colorful in ways that he hadn’t seen before, blue and bright-orange fillings, corncobs with blackened strips spiraling up the husk, red pumpkins that had been baked to the point that the outer shell was charred and the inside was melt-in-your-mouth creamy. 
 
    “I can honestly say that this is one of the best meals of my life,” Yato told the group at some point. She was seated next to Nomin, who also was eating, a rare occurrence for the blind assassin. 
 
    “I told you,” Kudzu said, the kitsune looking up from the stone plate she’d been working on under the table. 
 
    Jelmay licked his claws. “If we leave in the morning, we will reach the ships by nightfall, and you and I can seriously debate what has been said and what has not been said along the cruise.” 
 
    “Please spare me.” 
 
    Jelmay laughed. “What else is there to do? I suppose we could play some games, or maybe I can see who is onboard and see if they’re willing to part ways with a bit of kip.” 
 
    “Or, all of us could rest,” Nomin said. “You do remember why we are going to Arsi, do you not?” 
 
    “Sure, I do, to see the Butterflies. But we’ve got plenty of time between now and then, plus a nice boat ride. Speaking of which…” Jelmay glanced over to Sansar. “Where are we supposed to meet Danzen’s ex? You never told us that. If you did, I wasn’t listening.” 
 
    “Soko has a place by the river,” Sansar told the bakeneko, Danzen instantly recalling that he had recently visited her home with Kudzu. “She has asked that we meet her there. We will need more room than that, if we are to stay in Arsi for a few days.” 
 
    “Is this your subtle way of asking me to find us a hotel once we arrive?” Jelmay reached for the rib on his plate and bit into it. “Because if it is, Pilgrim, you know that this is a challenge I would gladly take. Gladly. Humans know hotels. I’ve said this before. Yokai? Just take a look at this place! Who wants to stay in the carved trunk of an enshiro tree when you could be on a nice cushioned bed with a hot bath waiting whenever you need it?” 
 
    “Soko has arranged a place for us,” Sansar told Jelmay. 
 
    The bakeneko grumbled under his breath. “Well, it better be comfortable. And I don’t think I’m going out on a limb here when I say I’m in need of a good, solid rest, unlike the kind I’ve been getting in the mountains over the last few days.” His eyes suddenly lit up. “Does the dancing begin soon? It does, right?” 
 
    “You know it does,” Usagi told him. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen wasn’t the dancing type. He had never taken part in any of the festivals across the Kishu Kingdom, and actively avoided them unless he had a contract. Having a contract during a holiday changed everything. Festivals were a great way to slip into a town, deal with someone, and leave before anyone could piece together what happened. 
 
    Danzen did just that a few years back, at the annual Kitsune Festival in Bahlingar where the townspeople traditionally dressed up as foxes. Because masks were required for the nightly affairs, Danzen had a kitsune mask made during the day, one absent of ears so that he could wear it under his hood. Thinking back now, as yokai began to play drums, and the sights and sounds grew to the point where they were overwhelming, Danzen remembered that his mask had been white, making him the same species of kitsune as Kudzu. 
 
    A crowd of humans wearing fox masks was prime cover for an assassin, and Danzen had been able to easily find his mark, which just so happened to be a woman with pale yellow hair. Sometimes, he was provided a good amount of information, enough to get a picture of what the person had done. Sometimes his marks even deserved it. Yet in this case, Danzen hadn’t been provided very much on his target, only that she was the daughter of a man who had cheated the crown through some scheme. That was how high up this mark went, and it was why Danzen was chosen for the task over someone who could make things a little too messy, assassins like Soko. 
 
    Throughout the night, Danzen had watched the kitsune-masked young woman dance with her friends and turn away men who were trying to court her. She wore silver robes and a white mask that had gold accents around the eyes, her friends all in orange and red masks, which only made her stand out even further.  
 
    Unlike most of Danzen’s marks, it was the pale-haired woman who sought him out, while Danzen was standing at one of the bars with the same ale he had ordered hours earlier. She had first commented on his mask, saying that it was rare for a man to wear a white kitsune mask. She said it was brave, that showed that he was in touch with a more feminine side of himself. He admitted that he had no idea that the white masks were traditionally worn by women, that he had been wondering why a few people had given him strange looks, and why he had received a handful of comments from the men brave enough to approach a figure like Danzen. 
 
    With broad shoulders, muscles evident beneath his robes, and a gait that spelled danger, Danzen apparently checked all the right boxes for the woman that he had been hired to kill. He tried to be dismissive toward her yet she still continued to pursue Danzen, coming back around every half hour or so, drunker, more brazen with where she placed her hands. At one point she sent her hand down his side, her fingers grazing against the dagger he had tucked under his belt. 
 
    She tried to remove his mask and Danzen stopped her using his Demon Speak. 
 
    He should have finished the job then, instructing her to kill herself later that night by throwing herself out a window. Something like that. It had worked before, yet the contract stipulated that this wasn’t the way that it was supposed to be done. It needed to be visual, a message from the crown to her father, not something that could be interpreted as a drunken slip-up. 
 
    So he did it right there.  
 
    As quickly as ever, Danzen surged forward, like he was going to embrace the woman. He even placed his face against her neck so that anyone watching would think that things had started to escalate between them. He drove the dagger into her stomach and told her with his power to remain quiet as he let her bleed out, her silver robes soon saturated with crimson. Now fully supporting her weight, Danzen circled around and placed her against the ground near a darkened corner of the festival grounds. He confirmed that she was dead and left, the news shocking Bahlingar the next day by the time he had left town. The only reason he knew about this was because of how quickly news of the murder had spread, reaching Arsi about the same time that Danzen arrived at the riverside city. He remembered someone saying that a white-masked kitsune had murdered at a woman at the Bahlingar festival, another person laughing and telling the man that the story sounded fabricated. 
 
    As for the kitsune mask itself, Danzen had burned it in the fireplace at the tavern he’d stayed at that night, erasing any evidence. Not that someone would come collecting.  
 
    In the time span it took for Danzen to recall what he had done to the woman, how wearing the mask and being around others had given him this strange sense of belonging that can only be found through anonymity, Kudzu approached. 
 
    “Let’s dance.” 
 
    Danzen snapped out of his own reverie to find the kitsune now in her human form. How long had he been sitting there thinking of the past? It was only now that he saw her, in the yellow robes, surrounded by the sights and sounds of the festival, that he realized how much the proceedings reminded him of the festival in Bahlingar. Thinking back now, they had even played a similar drum pattern, a staccato series of taps followed by a long roll.  
 
    “Did you hear me?” Kudzu asked. “Let’s dance.” 
 
    He gulped. “Dance?” 
 
    “Everyone is already dancing.” Kudzu motioned to the crowd of yokai below the tree stump. Danzen spotted Jelmay in his human form, dancing with Yato, Semya and others moving in waves around them. 
 
    “Where’s Nomin?” 
 
    “Back at Kikikaki’s tree, watching our things. Come on, Pilgrim, Danzen, this will be fun.” 
 
    “But my swords.” 
 
    “Leave them under the table with your Blade of Darkness.” 
 
    Somehow, Yato’s laughter pierced through the sound of the crowd, Danzen suddenly feeling the urge to enjoy himself as well. He never let his hair down, even though his hair was still pretty short, and considering what the future held, now seemed like a perfect time to do so. With newfound energy he removed his weapons and placed them under the table, his two swords, his gauntleted blades, everything except his Astra kunai. 
 
    He took Kudzu’s hand and soon joined the others. Danzen was not exactly certain how to dance. He had never really considered what it would be, to move in a way that wasn’t designed solely for executing a combat move. He was stiff, the exact opposite of Yato, who had loosened up, her shoulders moving left and right, the younger assassin occasionally placing her hands near her forehead and making ears with two of her fingers. Was this a dance that Danzen was supposed to know? 
 
    He thought about trying it, but Kudzu stopped him. 
 
    “Just loosen up,” she said, and it was only then that Danzen noticed that she couldn’t really dance either.  
 
    There were other yokai who had morphed into humans, many of whom had actual skill. This only made Danzen feel worse about his boxy, stiff dancing style. But eventually, he stopped worrying about how he looked, which wasn’t something he normally concerned himself with anyway. No one seemed to care.  
 
    In finally letting loose, Danzen felt that pang of guilt due to the actions of his past. Here he was, dancing with a kitsune in a magical forest. If it were possible to rewind his life, he would find himself in a similar situation, with the kitsune-masked woman, on the verge of killing her. 
 
    He lowered his head, and as he did Kudzu placed her hand on his cheek. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he told her as he moved his head away from her hand. 
 
    “We don’t have to dance if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “I’m fine, it’s fine,” Danzen told her. He finally made eye contact with Kudzu again. His heart softened to some degree when he saw just how much fun she was having, the kitsune in her human form awkwardly sashaying left and right, trying to appear as human as possible. 
 
    Danzen appreciated it, he also appreciated she wasn’t human, that she was something beyond. 
 
    “We don’t have to dance much longer,” she said at one point, the drums even louder now. “Just tell me when you want to go.”
  
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They set out early the next morning, Jelmay slightly hungover and dragging his feet. With the bakeneko not as up to par as he normally was, their trek through the woods was relatively quiet. This gave Danzen ample time to think about the festivities of the previous night, especially his dance with Kudzu, how she had placed her hand on his cheek and how it had stirred something within him. Danzen knew he was too broken to have a relationship, so all he could do at that time was look away. 
 
    Danzen was at the point now where he would do anything for Kudzu, and even if he didn’t want to think about it, he was certain that someone or something would use this as leverage against him in the future. This was one reason why he regretted dancing with her last night, as innocent as it had been. The closer he grew to the kitsune, the worse he would react when the inevitable happened.  
 
    Danzen had proven something to himself back in Chutham, in his fight against Kaysim. The demon in him was real, and it was savage. It didn’t matter how much he tried to soften its power or dampen its influence, it was a part of who he was, and what he was capable of doing in that mindset with relative ease was a step beyond carnage. Yet if something happened to Kudzu Danzen knew the butchery to follow would be even worse than he thought possible. 
 
    Maybe this was what he needed to defeat Nomtoi in the end, or finally stop his father from toying with his life. Maybe Danzen needed to embrace this demonic side, this part of his blood that he had wanted to hide and suppress for so long. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, Danzen was aware that it would likely come to this at some point. The same person who would save children and yokai, who helped people with his power, was the same person who had killed numerous people in cold blood, innocent people, like the kitsune-masked woman in Bahlingar. 
 
    The same person. 
 
    As always, it was a lot to take in, and Danzen was glad for the change of scenery once they reached the fields that separated Tudan from Chutham. He remembered how in the spring they had been filled with flowers, yellows and blues, whites and pinks, to the point that they had completely transformed the landscape. Now all of that was gone, the ground covered in orange and beige leaves, spots of grass still peeking out yet showing signs of their desperation as winter set in. Yato and Nomin walked ahead, the two discussing something, Sansar high above them. Danzen was in the back this time, Kudzu in front, and Jelmay barely keeping up with the former assassin. 
 
    “Yuck, yuck, ugh. I knew better than to drink last night,” the bakeneko said for what felt like the tenth time. “We have a big journey today and the last thing, the last thing, that this kitty needed was homemade yokai hooch. Where did they brew the swill, the nest of a yamachichi? You didn’t have any of that stuff, did you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Best move you’ve made all year, and you’ve made a lot of moves this year.” Jelmay licked his lips. “Ugh. I’m sweating. I was cold moments ago and now I’m thirsty. This is the worst possible outcome. Once we get to Tudan we can refuel, and maybe I will drink a little bit more to offset this hangover. That works, right, Fox?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    Jelmay rolled his big eyes. “You have been alive how many years without having a hangover?” 
 
    “I’ve had a hangover before,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “That’s right, you can’t hold your alcohol very well. Poor thing. Well, I’m also a poor thing at the moment because, whew, I’m certainly feeling it. But that was fun, dancing, right? I saw the two of you. If the Butterflies ever have an opening, and I’ve heard that they will soon, you should certainly audition.” 
 
    “It was a festival, Jelmay.” 
 
    “And? You had fun, admit that.” The bakeneko caught up with Kudzu. “Come on, admit it. And, just so you know—no judgment here—both of you are bad dancers. What I said about joining the Butterflies was a ruse. That won’t happen, sad to say. If you want to see good dancers, just wait until we reach Arsi. The Butterflies are some of the best performers that have ever lived, and if I’m being honest, it’s too bad we’re going to have to kill them. I feel like I’ve said that before, but really, they put on a good performance. Maybe we can catch their performance once or twice before we do what must be done.” 
 
    “For some reason, I don’t think it’s going to work out that way. Pilgrim?” 
 
    “We will need to see what Soko says first,” Danzen told the bakeneko. 
 
    “And once all the Evils are dead, what happens with her?” Jelmay asked Danzen. “Hmmm?” 
 
    “We will address that then.”  
 
    Truth be told, Danzen needed to have a long conversation with Nomin about this, and now wasn’t the time to do it. They would get some privacy in the future, perhaps on the boat ride to Arsi, where they would be able to discuss it. It was certainly something to consider—what happened next? Danzen had grown used to not having Soko hunting him. He didn’t want to do something devious like slay her at the conclusion of his fight with the remaining Evils, but this was certainly an option. 
 
    Nomin would provide some perspective, even if Danzen already knew that he probably wouldn’t like her assessment. While loyal, and an incredible partner to have, Nomin was quick and harsh when it came to dispensing justice, whether that justice was warranted or not. He already knew that she was going to suggest killing Soko at the conclusion of all this, yet he would discuss it with her anyway, hoping that there was another option. 
 
    Had Soko seen the light? Had Danzen and his group influenced her in a way that would lead her to ultimately redeem herself, to become part of the better good? 
 
    No. As much as he didn’t want to admit this to himself, he knew it to be the case. There was a point in the future where Soko would be his enemy again, and Danzen had an opportunity here to decide on that point, rather than have it sprung on him.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    More memories of the region came to Danzen as they reached the Tudan Outpost, his thoughts settling on the time he’d helped Eva Yin deal with the rich businessman who had hurt one of her pillowers. He now recognized that this was a theme that went with the sex trade, a sad one, yet Danzen knew there was little he could do to stop certain types of men who frequented those places from releasing their violent urges. 
 
    Then again, just a few days back he had hand-delivered one of these men to Eva so she could kill the man herself, so maybe there was something he could do. In his time with the Diyu Brotherhood, Danzen had taken a number of marks that dealt in some way with the sex trade. Whether it be jealous spouses or madams, someone always wanted someone else to die. It was a sad fact, but a true one, and it was why the Brotherhood had prospered. 
 
    If something ever truly happened to the organization, if they were fully eradicated, something else would replace them, likely a bandit group that got organized. It was the circle of death for the Kingdom. 
 
    Upon arriving at the outpost, Danzen and his companions gravitated toward a tavern, where they would drink and eat until a ship set out later that night. To make sure they had the best room possible, Jelmay took it upon himself to arrange their passage while Danzen and the others waited at the tavern, where a bard began plucking away at a lute, the top-heavy man singing a tragic song that Danzen hadn’t heard in ages. 
 
    “At heaven’s fall, the ground did quake, the soul of sin, christened the day…” 
 
    Kudzu hummed along, oblivious to the fact that she was the only person that wasn’t wiping a tear away or staring down at the drink. It was a song often performed at funerals; it was only once the musician finished and slowly lowered his instrument that Danzen understood why the man had sung it. Behind the musician was an effigy, one that would later be burned. Someone close to the man must have died. The bartender announced that the next round would be on the house at just about the time that Jelmay appeared, the bakeneko in the form of an elderly woman. 
 
    “Deary,” Jelmay told Kudzu using the voice of an old hag. “Is this the way you dress when you leave the homestead? By Sunyata, you’ve brought shame to your entire family!” Jelmay burst out laughing at his own joke, only then realizing how somber everyone in the tavern was. “What the hell has gotten into these people?” he asked as he took a seat on the stool, the bakeneko making a show of his exaggerated, elderly movements. 
 
    “Someone died recently,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Did you kill them? Kidding, even that question is a little base for someone like me. I apologize. Now, let’s drink,” he said, still using the voice of an older woman. “Best way to fight a hangover!” 
 
    “What about the ship?” 
 
    “I’m glad you asked, Fox. Not only do we have the best room on the ship, but we even have our own private deck. Can’t beat that. And it’s a new ship, meaning it’s top of the line and especially nice. Since when do rooms have their own private decks? What kind of luxury are we finding ourselves in? We will soon know.” Jelmay took a sip of his ale. “That’s exactly what I needed.” 
 
    They didn’t leave the tavern until much later that night, the group heading toward the docks, where there were still people left over from Tudan’s lively outdoor market. They reached the room, Jelmay excited as ever as he opened the door and gave them a tour in his cronish voice. “You’ll be sleeping here,” he told Kudzu as he pointed out a pillow on the ground, “and you’ll be sleeping here, deary,” he told Yato, indicating a small bunk set in what resembled a closet. “Blind Pilgrim, you don’t sleep, so you can stand over there. I will be in this room, the suite.” The bakeneko came to the largest space, which featured a nice bed in a private seating area. 
 
    “What about Pilgrim?” asked Sansar, who was now perched on Yato’s shoulder. 
 
    “He can bunk with me,” said Yato. “There were two beds in there.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. That would be improper! Besides, my dear, he has a room as well, over here.” Jelmay opened another door across from the bedroom he would be staying in. Danzen was surprised to see a relatively large empty space beyond, with just a futon in one of the corners beneath the porthole. “I had them cleared out aside from the bed, so you could bend your echo. Or we could. Or anyone who wants to. I don’t know what this room is normally used for. Wait, yes I do, I saw it. It was used as a dining area. Speaking of dining, I believe I’ll order some food.” 
 
    “We just ate,” Kudzu reminded him. 
 
    “And we shall surely eat again considering that I’ve already purchased the meal, Fox.” 
 
    “Are you going to be disguised as an old woman much longer?” 
 
    Jelmay’s brow furrowed. “I sort of made an error in paying for the room here as this cranky old fishwife. But maybe you could help me with that, Pilgrim. I think there may be a few people that need to have their minds cleared so I can morph into something more comfortable. Doing this voice hurts my throat, and to think I’d have to do it for a day and a half—” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Good, that’s my favorite response of yours, you know? I wish I was more like you, Pilgrim, able to let everyone know what I’m thinking with a simple gesture. And no, not being facetious. I mean it. With that nod of yours, you can move planets. And I’m stuck over here having to say too much just to get my point across.” 
 
    “Have you already ordered the food?” Kudzu asked Jelmay as she sat down on one of the couches. 
 
    “No, I’ve been talking to you. Why? Are you hungry again?” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. “Not exactly, I just know that you’ll talk less if you’re eating.” 
 
    “You’re not the first person to tell me that,” Jelmay told her after a sudden fit of laughter. “Imagine that.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen met with Nomin well into the night, pushing toward the morning. Sansar joined them on the private deck, the boat moving at quite the clip as the silky water lapped against its sides. They would reach Arsi by the afternoon, and Danzen assumed that whatever they planned for the Butterflies of Arsi would take place the following night. This was what he discussed with Nomin, the conversation naturally coming to what was becoming one of the more trying topics of his life. 
 
    “What do we do about Soko?” Danzen asked, without prefacing his question with any of the solutions he had already come up with. He wanted to hear Nomin’s first take. 
 
    “You mean after?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “She would be foolish to attempt something now. You were stronger than her before, and by this point…” She shook her head. “There’s not even a question.” 
 
    “That won’t stop her.” 
 
    “I know that.” Nomin tilted her gaze to the water. The cool breeze rolling across the tops of the waves carried with it a sweet smell, something not far from a floral scent. It was quite pleasant.  
 
    After another deep inhale, Nomin spoke again: “Do you want me to be the one that does it?” 
 
    Danzen knew exactly what she was referring to, and in response, he pursed his lip for a moment, deciding on an answer that could very well come back to haunt him. “After we deal with the Evils?” 
 
    “Yes, after. She won’t expect it from me, but she would expect it from you and perhaps from Yato. I do not know much about their relationship.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t elaborate. Yato and Soko had worked together before, but they certainly weren’t cordial, Yato not trusting Soko, and Soko generally dismissive of the younger assassin. “After,” was all Danzen finally said. 
 
    “I don’t like it, but it seems necessary.” 
 
    Sansar, who was perched on the railing next to Danzen, spoke up: “If I may, sending Soko gift-wrapped to Diyu will only create an opportunity for your father or your brother to use her in whatever way they see fit. Is there truly no reasoning with this woman?” 
 
    “That’s the thing, we don’t know,” Nomin told the raven. “There hasn’t been in the past. She does what she wants when she wants, and has always acted this way. The only person she has ever listened to isn’t even a person, it is an organization.” 
 
    “The Diyu Brotherhood,” Danzen said. 
 
    “So her loyalty lies with the Brotherhood. Both of you were members of the Brotherhood, and she has formed a bond with our group, even if it is something that she may not admit.” 
 
    “You don’t know her as well as we do,” Nomin told Sansar. 
 
    “True, but bigger enemies are out there, and this may interest her. I’m aware that it would be best to keep her from learning about the Fatebricks, but there has to be another way that she can be of use to us, and we can be of use to her.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head.  
 
    He knew that Sansar was being too optimistic about Soko. As soon as the challenge was over, she would act accordingly. It may not be right there at the battle, but it would be sooner rather than later. It was hard to admit this to himself. Danzen didn’t want this to be true, yet he was well aware of how competitive Soko could be, and the fact was that Danzen had always presented a challenge to her that she couldn’t beat. He was stronger because of his blood, yet Soko was more cunning, and much more willing to take things to an extreme that was otherwise unnecessary. Torture, mutilation, unequivocal violence—these were all tools that Soko was accustomed to using. 
 
    Nomin turned to him. “It’s up to you, Danzen. If you want me to act, I will, and I will do so swiftly when the timing is right. If not, we can see just how much of a thorn in our side Soko will inevitably become once we defeat the Evils. For now, get some rest. Think on it.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen still hadn’t made a decision regarding Soko upon their arrival in Arsi, not with the history that the two shared and his feelings for her clouding his judgment. Danzen was well aware by this point that he could make it someone else’s problem by giving Nomin the signal when the time came. Not only that, with his newfound power, he could simply stop Soko midair, which would give Danzen, Nomin, or even Yato easy access to their target. There was certainly an aspect about this that was cowardly, Danzen not a fan of stabbing someone in the back. But it was an option worth pursuing if it was his intention to kill her. 
 
    As far as Danzen could tell, there really weren't any other avenues available in dealing with the female assassin. And as much as he wished it wasn’t the case, Soko would yet again be relentless in her pursuit to kill him if given the chance. Even if this wasn’t what she would do upon the completion of her self-imposed mission to help him destroy the Seven Evils, learning of the Fatebricks, an inevitability if there ever was one, would certainly tilt Soko toward becoming a thorn in Danzen’s side yet again. Soko would understand the sheer potential of the Fatebricks immediately, and the effect they would have on her power. 
 
    A decision had to be made, and the longer he waited, the more likely it was that his brother or his father would pick up on the conflict to be, using Soko to their advantage. If the deed was done now, even if Soko had helped against the Evils in the past, she might pass into Diyu unnoticed. At least Danzen hoped this was the case. 
 
    As they left Arsi’s port that morning, Sansar leading them toward Soko’s flat, Danzen realized that he had spent most of the entire trip through the Asura Forest thinking about Soko rather than the Butterflies of Arsi, or Nyamdor, for that matter. Dealing with what was left of the Seven Evils would be equally challenging, and it required his focus, Danzen keenly aware of this as his group came to the new flats along the Sakai River. As he had during his last visit, the former assassin used his Demon Speak power on the two guards out front, who readily let them in. Danzen ushered his companions inside, not wanting to draw attention to their group. Hood over his head, same with Nomin and Yato, Danzen knew that they would catch someone’s eye if they moved about the city of Arsi too freely. 
 
    They reached Soko’s door, the female assassin opening it before Danzen could knock. 
 
    “I was wondering when you’d arrive.” Soko was in a black cloak, her face covered by the white mask that she often wore. Even if her features were obscured, Danzen could sense the suspicion on her face as she asked her next question: “Were you followed?” 
 
    Jelmay scoffed at this question. “Does it look like we were followed? We have a bird keeping track above, plus three assassins—I’m guessing it would be hard to follow us properly.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Soko looked Yato up and down. “I see you have returned from the wilds.” 
 
    Yato huffed a response. 
 
    “Still ornery as ever. Well, good news for all of you—my apartment is full.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Let me rephrase—full of me. You aren’t staying here. But I have asked the neighbors to leave, and you’ll use their home for now. I hope you enjoy it.” 
 
    Jelmay raised a skeptical eyebrow at the assassin. “Asked or forced?”  
 
    “Does it matter if the results are the same? With the Butterflies in town it will be dangerous to stay at one of the nicer hotels, the kind of places that they frequent. They are an interesting group, the five of them. But I’ll explain more once we’re inside.” Soko floated past Danzen and his companions, the female assassin producing a bronze key from a pocket of her cloak. She opened the door next to hers to reveal a rather large flat with plenty of seating. “There are two bedrooms. You can fight over who stays where, I really don’t care.” 
 
    “You would say that,” Kudzu told Soko as they entered the new space.  
 
    After removing some of his gear, Jelmay dropped down onto a plush chair. He morphed back into his bakeneko form, his paws drumming on his belly as he yawned. “It’s going to be hard here without room service.” 
 
    “What about White and Nyamdor?” Sansar asked Soko from the top back of Jelmay’s chair. 
 
    “They are not in the city just yet, but they will be soon with what I have planned. I figured I would show you rather than tell you though. You’re going to like this, Danzen. But we won’t be able to go there until night.” 
 
    “Go there?” asked Danzen. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “In due time, in due time. For now, relax. I will have food delivered soon,” Soko said, her comment directed at Jelmay. “I figured someone with your girth would need to maintain his eating patterns lest he get grumpy. While we eat, I will tell you everything I know. It’s not a lot; the Butterflies have only been rehearsing a few days now. Later, I will reveal to you the best part of what I have devised here regarding Nyamdor. I hope you are looking forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    As Danzen had suspected it would be, the day that followed, and Soko’s questionable way of delivering information, had been a lot to take in. 
 
    The two departed later that night, Soko using a flight of stairs outside her flat to transition to the rooftop. Danzen hadn’t noticed the stairs before, yet in doing so he now recognized another reason she had chosen the place—it provided easy access to the roofs of Arsi, where someone like Soko thrived.  
 
    Earlier, she had been insistent that Danzen and her go alone, which had brought the usual protest from Kudzu. Soko had been firm in her request, but she had eventually acquiesced and allowed Sansar to join them along the way. The three-legged raven was now circling overhead. Danzen didn’t suspect a trap, but he remained on guard, all of his weapons with him aside from his Blade of Darkness, the glaive on the ground somewhere behind him.  
 
    It was best to be ready. 
 
    Soko had already told him what she had learned in stalking the Butterflies and watching them rehearse their performance. They truly were planning to put on a show, and this was one aspect of their operation that Soko didn’t quite understand. It made perfect sense to Jelmay, who explained that the Butterflies had always had a flair for the dramatic. “Especially the one with red hair, their leader,” he had said as he gnawed on a chicken leg. “I don’t recall her name. But she’s something else. You’ll see. If I were an assassin, I would kill her first. But what do I know? Expect the unexpected with them. They’re back, they want their glory, but they also want to make sure Pilgrim here is delivered to Diyu in an orderly fashion.” 
 
    As the bakeneko had told them previously, Soko confirmed that the Butterflies indeed had bladed hand fan weapons. They were incredibly fast, and from what Soko had seen, the Butterflies were able to utilize the wind and what looked like portals to their advantage. At one point, she had called them wind wielders, a term Danzen was familiar with. He hadn’t met one before, but in his studies at the Brotherhood, they had discussed this technique, which usually came from remnant abusers. 
 
    Another topic as they waited until night was how they would pull the assault off in the first place. How would they trick White and Nyamdor into coming to the fairgrounds? Soko remained steadfast in withholding a key detail until Danzen could see it for himself, which was why they were headed there now.  
 
    “Here,” Soko said as they reached a tiled roof of a two-story building with walls covered in thorny vines, the place not far from the hotels of the famed riverside city. “The anticipation is killing me,” Soko said before dropping to the ground in a flash, Danzen following after. Rather than enter the building, she approached a cellar. “Open it.” 
 
    Yet again, Danzen felt a hint of apprehension. He was certain it wasn’t a trap, yet the way she stood back and how she had been firm in her requirement that he come alone had him on edge.  
 
    “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “No,” Danzen told Soko once Sansar landed on the roof above.  
 
    Soko showed him her hands, as if to indicate she wasn’t going to draw her blade. “You’re going to like this, I assure you.” 
 
    Danzen opened the cellar, expecting everything from an explosion to an onslaught of assassins. He was greeted instead with an eerie silence and a stench he was intimately familiar with. Things happened to bodies after someone’s life was extinguished. There was a smell to it, one Danzen recognized. 
 
    “What have you done?” 
 
    “Go, see for yourself.” 
 
    Danzen took a step back. 
 
    “I’ll show you.” Soko floated ahead. “I know you can see in the dark, but I don’t know how well you can see. This should help.” She lit a torch, the light rising up the walls of cellar. “Well? Are you coming or what?” 
 
    Sansar flew in and Danzen followed. At first, he didn’t recognize the man lying on his side, his back facing the cellar entrance. The man was certainly older, with white hair, his robes saturated with blood. There was also blood around the man’s body, and it had congealed to some degree. He’d been in the cellar for at least two days by Danzen’s estimate. 
 
    “What have you done?” Danzen asked again, almost as an afterthought this time.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask me who he is first?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything as he approached the body.  
 
    He crouched, and slowly as ever, Danzen turned the body toward him.  
 
    Even with the bruises and scabbed-over lacerations, he recognized the face immediately, yet it took him a moment to remember the man’s name. “Dojan,” he whispered, recalling the former Halcyon assassin who had retired in the village of Cadoh. Danzen took another look at the man. It had to be him. Dojan had been the man who had helped Lazenthro dispose of his wife’s dead body, which had resulted in a pretty intense altercation with a demonic onryo.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Sansar after he too confirmed it was Dojan. “Why would you kill this man?” 
 
    “You two actually know him?” 
 
    “We’ve met him before, not too long ago actually.” Danzen looked up at the ghoul of an assassin. “His name was Dojan.” 
 
    “Dojan is it? I never got his name. Do you know who his brother is?” Even though Soko now floated in front of the torch, her face obscured, Danzen could tell that she was grinning. 
 
    “No. I know little of the man.” 
 
    “Want to take a guess?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Danzen told her, still not certain why she had killed the man. 
 
    “White. He is White’s brother. That’s how we’re going to lure White out, with his brother’s dead body. Smart, right? And it will work. Look at the surprise on your face. That’s what I was waiting to see. That’s what I’ve been holding from you all day.” 
 
    “How did you find this man?” asked Sansar. 
 
    “He met with White a few days ago. They had a meal and some tea, a family reunion of sorts. I waited until White had returned to the manor and then, well, you see what happened then.” 
 
    Danzen once again took the body in. 
 
    “And you’re going to help me deliver the body. Any way you’d like to dress it?” Soko asked. 
 
    Surprise turned to disgust on Danzen’s face. 
 
    “Don’t be so soft, Danzen. If we’re going to get White and Nyamdor to do what we want, we’re going to need some leverage. This is our leverage.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen wasn’t there when it happened, but he was fairly certain of what it would have looked like. Soko had plenty of locals in her employ, which was one of the ways she’d come into contact with Yato before she had joined Danzen and his group. It was simple enough for Soko to tell some of her people to take a carriage to the manor where White was staying, make a sudden announcement, open the door, and let White’s dead brother Dojan fall out. 
 
    Sansar had tracked all of the proceeding events, of course, and had confirmed that this was exactly what happened. Even worse had been White’s reaction.  
 
    As the carriage moved away, their former instructor had screamed at the top of his lungs, White exhibiting a rare display of emotion as he fell to his knees and sobbed miserably. White then began to punch the stone until his fists were bloody, raging even further until Nyamdor appeared behind him, swords yet again sheathed on his back. The Evil casually checked his brother’s body to find the note that Soko had left with Dojan, one that had been written on a scroll in the man’s own blood and stuffed into his robes. 
 
    The note was the part that Danzen had truly felt ill about. He didn’t want to be associated with the slaughter, yet to lure Nyamdor and White out, it was, in the end, an important element. The note instructed the pair to meet Danzen the following evening, at the fairgrounds on the southern side of Arsi. The trap had been set, but Soko’s strategy, her savagery, had reminded Danzen of what he knew was a pressing point. His decision on what would happen next had been made for him. 
 
    Upon arriving back at Soko’s place, Danzen waited until the female assassin retired to her flat to explain to Nomin what had happened, how she had brutally killed White’s brother. As the two spoke quietly, Danzen psyched himself up for what he knew needed to be said regarding the future of their relationship with Soko. It pained him to do so, but by now, it was clear what must be done. 
 
    “Once the timing is right,” Danzen told Nomin, “after the Evils are dealt with.” 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    Danzen nodded. “Make it quick. No final words.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    No final words. 
 
    Danzen had plenty of things he would have liked to say to Soko the next day, as they prepared for the assault to take place that night. Yet he found it hard to even make eye contact with her, Danzen glad he had generally avoided her gaze over the past decade coinciding with Soko’s increased remnant abuse. She would have known. He was certain that if he’d given her just a little time to figure it out, Soko would have suspected something was coming. 
 
    And the things he would have said.  
 
    There were so many final words that came to mind, from his wish that she find happiness to a rehashing of memories that the two had shared over the course of his life. Danzen had known Soko for as long as he could remember, from childhood onward, and he’d seen her grow and change. But her competitive nature had remained, and once White had broken her, once their former instructor had imprisoned Soko in a pit in the ground as part of their training, telling her to find her way out, she had never been the same. 
 
    Perhaps this was why she’d been so harsh to White’s brother, Dojan. This was yet another thing Danzen thought deeply about as the day passed, as their destiny grew closer. There were other ways to use a hostage to draw someone out, yet Soko had chosen to kill the man. Danzen hadn’t really checked Dojan’s person, but he wouldn’t have put it past Soko to have severely tortured him in the process. He’d seen her do this before to grim results. 
 
    This was who Soko was, yet as he came to this conclusion, he also knew that this was who he was. His demon side. Or at the very least, it was an example of Danzen in his most monstrous form. Soko wanted blood and she wore this fact on her sleeve. There was no denying it, no denying who she was. And Danzen wasn’t as far off as he would have liked. As much as he had changed, he knew they were one and the same in many regards, born and raised to maim without thought. 
 
    The chatter over the day was kept to a minimum. Even Jelmay seemed to suspect that something was off. Nomin and Danzen remained tightlipped about what was set to happen if they could stop the Butterflies and Nyamdor. The stage had been set, and the Butterflies of Arsi would rehearse soon.  
 
    Now was a time for both carnage and damage control. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was a cold day made even colder as the sun started to set. There were less people out than normal, something that would hopefully work to their advantage as Danzen and his companions headed toward the fairgrounds. Soko kept to the roofs, Sansar working as their relay. The raven had already gone to the location to scout it out, where he had confirmed that a stage had been erected.  
 
    The only problem with arriving in the area and using his Demon Speak was that it would make it fairly simple for Danzen’s group to be spotted. He anticipated they wouldn’t have much time before the start of the Butterflies’ rehearsal and Nyamdor’s appearance, if their instructor and the Evil that had taken residence with him even appeared at all. Sansar had also checked White’s estate for any activity. He had found none, no indication that there was even someone there. The place had been deserted.  
 
    This had increasingly bothered Danzen over the course of the day. It wasn’t like White to be impulsive; his former instructor was much too calculating to give way to a whim. He had taught Danzen and Soko to analyze every angle, to think ahead at every point and to have multiple options for entry, attack, and exit. Danzen had put his lessons to good use earlier on until he developed his own style, which was planned yet fluid. If he thought about it even further, he’d probably surmise that his adaptive assassin style had been inspired by White’s classes. Yet Danzen always had a leg up on any strategy because of his Demon Speak power—it allowed him to get information instantly, to control people, and to limit the amount of time it took to stalk and destroy. This was his ultimate advantage—he could bend most situations into something that worked in his favor. 
 
    White was going to be a problem. Danzen was sure of it. Yet Soko didn’t seem to believe this was the case, and Nomin didn’t know the man well enough to have an opinion. It was yet another reason to be hyper alert, prepared for whatever White had devised. Danzen didn’t expect Nyamdor to simply show up without a strategy devised by White. The Evil had been a Brotherhood assassin as well, and he had apparently taken a liking to their former instructor, enough that he was staying with the man.  
 
    Something was off. 
 
    Actually, all of it was off. 
 
    Danzen knew this to be the case as they neared the empty fairgrounds, the former assassin getting back into the mode he needed to be in, one of both awareness and concern for those around him. “Leave the area with your loved ones; do not return until morning,” he told the people that passed near him, all of them turning away from the hooded former assassin.  
 
    This was another thing that would bring attention to their group. As the townspeople began to leave the area, some coming out of the homes that lined the fairground, others moving away from the hotels and small cafes, it created a very visible exodus. Even if they moved quietly it was loud, their feet kicking up dust, boots on pavements, young children sniveling. Add to this merchants pushing their carts, a herder family leading their white Angora goats away, and the various other groups moving in tandem as it became very clear that something was set to happen. Making it even stranger was the fact that no one knew what was going to happen, everyone looking to each other for confirmation, even asking questions, yet forced through Danzen’s power to move along anyway. It must have been uncanny for those who had come upon the scene. 
 
    They reached the fairgrounds, Jelmay now heading toward the opposite entrance, currently disguised as a beggar yet wearing robes that were similar to the dark-gray set that Danzen had on.  
 
    “We’re just going to wait?” asked Kudzu, who was now in her fox form. Danzen had tried to convince her to stay back over the course of the day, but he knew this wasn’t going to be a possibility. “That seems… unwise.” 
 
    Soko, who floated next to Danzen, turned to the kitsune. “What else would we do? It is a fight they want, and it is a fight we will give them. If all goes well, it will be a fiery finale. If it doesn’t go well, we’ll all be burned to death and we can reunite in Diyu.” Soko laughed at her own statement. “Wouldn’t that be something?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The nerves Danzen felt in simply waiting for the Butterflies to appear and for their plan to lure Nyamdor and White into the mix were hard to swallow, to the point that he felt as if he’d reached a new tier of anxiety. It could all backfire, this could be the ultimate mistake, the one that finally forced Danzen to succumb to his brother’s power. People he cared for could die, and even if they succeeded, Nomin would kill Soko, which he was sure by now would set off a string of events that he wasn’t yet prepared for. Was it the right move? Had he truly thought this through?  
 
    As he stood before the stage with his Blade of Darkness, Kudzu on one side, Soko floating on the other, Yato on his left and Nomin next to her, Danzen zeroed in on his breath. It was the only thing he had control over at that moment. He tried to act as if he were bending his echo, each breath in more filling than the last. This helped to some degree, and soon, Danzen found himself in a meditative space, everything vibrant on the periphery, his focus increasingly sharpened.  
 
    He was ready.  
 
    Danzen would later reflect on the gust of wind that came sweeping through the fairgrounds, how the Butterflies didn’t portal into the space as much as they seemed to appear on the breeze. Within moments, the Butterflies were there, all five of them in dramatic poses on the stage with their pink and gold hand fans drawn. They wore silken robes that looked like white marble, their garments decorated with intricately stitched details. Each had pale skin like that of a corpse, their nails long and sharp, their faces covered by multifarious masks made to resemble butterfly wings. All had crazy black hair aside from one, the woman at the middle of the group, the tallest and most imposing of the Butterflies, whose striking red hair was at odds with her porcelain skin. 
 
    “You came,” she said, the redhead’s voice so soft and sweet that Danzen nearly leaned in to hear it. “My sisters and I were wondering when you would finally appear. The people of Arsi thank you. If you had made us wait another day or so, we would have started on the west side of town, and worked our way over. The Sakai River would have run red by the time we finished.”  
 
    She stepped to the edge of the stage and peered down at Danzen, the woman framed by the moon behind her. She graciously moved her fan through the air, the breeze stopping. “Nomtoi was right, you really are something. I do not see why he would be afraid of a mere mortal like yourself, but we are here, and as a former member of the Brotherhood, you know what must be done. Danzen Ravja. Are you ready to join all of us in Diyu?”  
 
    The other Butterflies giggled behind her, two now hiding their faces with their hand fans.  
 
    Soko, who had her sword drawn, moved forward just a hair. As she did, the wind picked up again and threw her off balance. It slammed her against the ground, Soko writhing for a few intense beats to right herself. As soon as it had started, the wind stopped again, dead still, as if it had never started up in the first place. 
 
    The woman on the stage continued: “You have brought companions, as expected. We’ve seen this one in black lurking about. They really don’t train them like they used to.” 
 
    Soko, who was now stable again, brought her sword to the ready.  
 
    “If she had legs, she’d be something else. But as it stands, this masked one is a remnant-abusing freak of nature. I believe…” The demonic woman looked to her companions, two of whom shrugged. “She should die first.”  
 
    With a spin, the redheaded Butterfly sliced through the air with her hand fan, causing an enormous wedge of concentrated wind to strike Soko. It even sounded as if the Butterfly had struck her with an actual sword as the dust and fallen leaves swelled around Soko. 
 
    For a moment, Danzen thought it had killed her, yet Soko was soon floating again. Somehow, she had blocked most of the attack, yet her mask was now partially shattered, her face visible. 
 
    “Yato,” Danzen said, his instincts taking over by this point. “I want you to stay back.” 
 
    Skrrict! Skrrict!  
 
    Danzen could have used his Demon Speak power yet he didn’t, aware that all of them were staring fate in the eye now. Yato knew what she had signed up for, as did Nomin and Soko. They were in this together, and even against incredible odds, Danzen knew they would overcome. It was time to act, and hearing the younger assassin summon her blades was all Danzen needed to begin. 
 
    He bolted forward and leaped onto the stage, where he swung the Blade of Darkness with as much power as he could conjure. The Butterflies responded by zipping over his shadowy strike, two of the five returning his attempt with bladed wind attacks of their own. Danzen blocked these with his polearm, yet the force of their strikes sent him flying off the stage, where he landed on his back.  
 
    Not one to be knocked down so easily, Danzen hopped back to his feet and loosed one of his Astra kunai. He struck his target just as one of the dark-haired Butterflies swooped in, the woman spinning with intensity.  
 
    The throwing dagger returned to Danzen’s hand, its end covered in blackened blood. Danzen had hit her in the chest, his blade cutting deep, her silvery white robes saturating with ichor. Danzen’s action, which would have likely killed a normal person, did little to stop the demonic being as she came in again for another strike. He rolled out of the way as he sensed activity around him, confirming that Nomin, Soko, and Yato were now engaged with a pair of Evils. 
 
    His Blade of Darkness on the ground behind him, Danzen drew his Sunyatic sword to stop the woman’s advances. Again and again, and with increasing speed, he blocked her numerous attempts, blips of light sparking around him. While she was strong, it was the added gust of wind that made it feel like Danzen was blocking attacks from an absolute beast of an opponent. He could feel each strike growing heavier and heavier, Danzen keenly aware that his return attempts were falling short. 
 
    “Pilgrim!”  
 
    The sudden appearance of Kudzu’s voice caused Danzen to swivel, which by chance saw him narrowly avoid a fatal strike from another one of the dark-haired Butterflies. As he regained his bearings, Danzen noticed that the red-headed woman was still on the stage, watching the madness as her four counterparts kicked up wind and debris with each spin attack. 
 
    Yet again the thought came to Danzen as he parried more attacks, now taking on two of the Butterflies—where were Nyamdor and White? 
 
    A gust of wind knocked Danzen off his feet, as one of the Butterflies spiraled down toward him. Danzen shot up, and drove his sword through her torso. Grabbing her neck, he slammed the woman to the ground, his sword still in her body. Another Butterfly rushed at him from the left. As naturally as ever, he reached his hand out to her and stopped her mid-strike, his echo holding the woman back.  
 
    After withdrawing his sword from the downed woman, Danzen flicked her companion back with his echo before bringing both of his hands onto the grip of his blade. The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds easily cut through flesh and bone as Danzen hacked into the demonic woman, starting with her arm, and moving to her head. She still moved, her hand trembling as it tried to grip her fan, her face twisting into a mask of fury.  
 
    An idea came to Danzen as he raced to the next Butterfly, a way for him to truly send them back to Diyu. But this could wait; with one down there were still four to go. Not only that, the threat of White and Nyamdor remained. Yet Danzen couldn’t focus on that for the time being. His targets were clear. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Even a month ago, a fight like this would have certainly put Yato in a very dangerous position. But with her enhanced echo, and the way she used her newfound power to keep her opponent away no matter how hard she was struck with wind, Danzen was confident he could focus on the dark-haired Butterfly that remained before him rather than distracting himself by assisting the younger assassin. And from there, he would turn to the Butterfly still on the stage, using every advantage at his disposal against their redheaded leader.  
 
    His current opponent lunged for him; Danzen seemingly caught her midair with his echo. He slammed her to the ground and jumped back just as Sansar swooped in to disorient the woman for a moment, the raven in his largest form. This gave Danzen a chance to put some space between the Butterfly and himself, the former assassin deciding on an attack he hadn’t tried before. He could float, shatter, repair, and he had once been able to dissolve the stone.  
 
    Was there a way to use his blade to stab and subsequently shatter? Could he delay his Sunyatic action and channel it through his weapon? 
 
    It was a flash of an idea, one that Danzen knew came with risks. Yet he sensed that he could do it, and he’d been in enough conflicts by now to recognize the importance of listening to his gut. Still, it was best not to test it out on his main sword.  
 
    With this in mind, Danzen sheathed his Sunyatic blade and went for one of the Astra kunai strapped across his chest. He imagined funneling his echo through his palm and down the hilt of his dagger as he loosed the weapon in the direction of his opponent.  
 
    Fwitt! 
 
    His risk paid off as his kunai struck the woman near her shoulder. Danzen’s power released; her body quaked and exploded into a mist of black viscera, his Astra kunai returning to him without issue. It had worked. Danzen had channeled his power into an inanimate object and used it to his advantage. 
 
    Upon seeing Danzen’s attack, the red-haired Butterfly finally moved into action. 
 
    She was on him in a flash, swinging her bladed hand fan horizontally, the woman sending it back and forth so quickly that Danzen was taken off guard. Sansar helped yet again as he dropped down to disrupt her attack, the raven morphing to his smallest size before she could cut him down.  
 
    Danzen tried to use his echo against the woman, but as he did, he felt as if the energy he wielded had hit an invisible wall. In closing his eyes, he saw the sheer power radiating around her, the Butterfly wielding more energy than Danzen was able to command. 
 
    The sudden appearance of Jelmay’s voice caught Danzen off guard. “Get out of the area! Go! Go! All of you, go!” Jelmay ran toward Danzen waving his flaming flail, bits of fire flickering off the end of the weapon, sprinting faster than Danzen had ever seen the bakeneko move before. Something severe was about to happen, and unfortunately, Jelmay’s warning came too late.  
 
    The explosion that followed caused ripples of fire to consume the fairgrounds. It came from beneath the stage and created a wave of force that careened toward the hotels and high-end homes along the fairgrounds. It was a devastating blast, and by the time it was over, Danzen was lying on his side, bleeding out, his ears ringing, his demons soon unleashed. 
 
    Kudzu, Nomin, Jelmay, Sansar, Soko, Yato—thoughts of his companions had Danzen back to his feet before he could even realize what he was doing. He fell again, stood, stumbled forward with wobbly knees, and fell once more as portals began to open up all around him. 
 
    “Kill the Butterflies!” Danzen screamed to his demons, his voice hoarse, blood dripping from his chin. He brought his Sunyatic whistle to his lips, hoping to summon Timbero, who would certainly help, yet it seemed different. Danzen couldn’t be certain, not with everything happening around him, but blowing the whistle appeared to have no effect. Was someone blocking it? He thought of the red-haired Butterfly and the power all around her. Had she blocked it somehow?  
 
    Danzen forgot the whistle as he shifted forward. He knew at that moment, without a shadow of a doubt, who had orchestrated the explosion. It had to have been White. Danzen should have realized his former instructor would try something like this. Yet as the flames grew all around, and black smoke filled the air, Danzen continued his search for the others, thinking little of their former instructor and how ill-prepared Danzen had been to address him. His wounds hurt, but they were already healing as his demons scurried around him searching for what was left of the Butterflies. His only concern at this point was finding his companions, ensuring their survival, and dealing with what was left of the Butterflies. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    One of the dark-haired Butterflies scissored out of the fire, her fans spinning madly as she twisted in spirals. Danzen’s demons swarmed the woman; she cut them back with her bladed hand fan, killing several in the span of a few moments. Danzen moved to address her with his sword, the former assassin too devastated by the blast to use his echo to stop her. She struck his sword; he could feel the impact in his bones. Her next attack, a spinning heel kick, actually connected with his chin, sending him off to the side. 
 
    Danzen’s demons swarmed the woman yet again as he hit the ground. His eyes fell upon a white form lying near him, and a new wave of panicked energy caused Danzen to scramble forward. He reached Kudzu and brought his head down to her snout, confirming that she was breathing. 
 
    She blinked alive. “Danzen…” 
 
    He checked her quickly for injuries, finding nothing external.  
 
    “I have to go,” was all he said as he moved back to his feet to address the dark-haired Butterfly, who was just in the process of bearing down on him. His renewed energy from seeing Kudzu and finding her alive brought with it a surge of power, one which Danzen used to his advantage as he stopped his demonic assailant from approaching him. He loosed his sword straight into her chest. Rather than have it return immediately, Danzen was able to bring both his sword and the dark-haired Butterfly closer to him, where he yanked his sword out of her and fluidly swept the woman’s feet out from beneath her. In a quick, calculated action, Danzen drove the blade through the side of her skull, the woman letting out a final gasp as he triggered his echo, sending the Sunyatic blast through the hilt of his weapon and exploding her head. 
 
    Danzen moved on to where he’d last seen Yato and Soko as Sansar lowered, the bird breathlessly confirming that Jelmay had survived. “He’s along the outer rim now. He has your Blade of Darkness.” 
 
    “How did Jelmay—?” Danzen sucked in more of the blackened air. He could feel it heavy in his lungs. “How did he know?” 
 
    “He said something about a beggar telling him. I didn’t get all the details.” 
 
    Danzen wiped sweat and grit off his brow with his arm. He spit blood. “How many more Butterflies? I’ve killed three.” 
 
    “Nomin killed one right before the explosion.” 
 
    “So only their leader is left. Find Yato and Nomin. Confirm they are alive.” 
 
    Sansar flapped his wings and departed. 
 
    Danzen scanned the smoldering detritus for any signs of life as he continued on. He waved away smoke as he came to the area where he had been fighting the red-haired Butterfly, plumes of fire still raging in the foreground. Even with the heat, he calmed himself as best he could as he closed his eyes, purple outlines taking shape. Danzen spotted movement to his right, only to be blindsided by a sudden attack from the left. 
 
    The kick that the final Butterfly had delivered to his throat left him choking, Danzen suddenly not able to breathe, everything flashing red around him as he started to go down. He tried to shoulder through anything in his way, yet she’d already departed by this point. 
 
    “I’m going to make this hurt,” was all Danzen heard before the metallic sound of a hand fan collapsing into its vertical form reached his ears. The woman drove her fan through his lower back, the pain strong enough to force Danzen to hands and knees, where he dropped his sword. 
 
    Bleeding out, more portals opening around him, mist filling the air, Danzen stripped one of his kunai off his chest and tried to swivel around and fend her off. He was sent skyward by a gust of wind and then onto his back as the woman’s knee connected with his chin. She was all around him, Danzen not able to track the final Butterfly of Arsi.  
 
    “Stop her…” Danzen managed to say, commanding the demons that had started to gather near him. But they didn’t listen this time, his hellspawns all turning to him at once as they sensed weakness. 
 
    The last Butterfly cut two of the demons away and approached Danzen. She opened her hand fan and placed it under his chin, leveling her gaze on him, her pale face mostly hidden by her butterfly mask. “You’ve killed my sisters.” 
 
    “And I’ll kill you.” Danzen tried to jab his knife into her torso. She skipped to the side, and as he faceplanted, the woman stepped her foot onto his lower back, where she had just stabbed him. She dug her heel in.  
 
    “Before I make this as painful as possible, and before I deal with those foolish enough to join you, tell me what the fireworks were all about. Was that your devising? Were you really going to try for a pyrrhic victory?” 
 
    “It… wasn’t me…” 
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    “Nyamdor… White.” 
 
    “Nyamdor? Good to know.” The red-haired Butterfly drove her heel in yet again. Danzen cried out, and as he did he surged his echo forward, which forced him off the ground. In desperation, he tried to stab her again with his kunai. Yet he was sloppy now, the fog of combat affecting his every move, coupled with his recent internal injury. 
 
    The kick that followed shut Danzen’s world down, the back of his head throbbing as soon as it hit the ground. He tried to press himself up, but the willpower just wasn’t there as the demonic woman flourished both of her bladed hand fans. “Goodbye, Danzen Ravja.” 
 
    Soko rushed in front of Danzen just as the Evil brought her fans around. The female assassin bore the brunt of the Butterfly’s attack, yet Soko managed to defend Danzen. 
 
    “Recover, hurry!” Soko shouted to him as she squared off with the red-headed demon, her blackened blade straining under the brutal attacks from the Butterfly. 
 
    Danzen pressed back, a second wind coming to him as he searched desperately for the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. He had just located the blade, and was about to send it forward, when Soko suddenly threw her head back.  
 
    The red-haired Butterfly drove her second bladed fan into Soko’s stomach, pulled the first one out, viscera following, and brought the weapon in a vertical cross slash down onto Soko’s clavicle and neck. She didn’t manage to cleave Soko’s head off completely, but by the time the demonic being let Soko fall to the ground, it was clear that Nomin wouldn’t have to deal with Soko after all. 
 
    Danzen knew a fatal wound when he saw one.  
 
    Rage boiling within, he sent his Sunyatic blade whistling forward, only for the Butterfly to disappear moments before impact. Danzen caught his weapon upon return, sheathed it, and rushed over to Soko, whose robes were now matted with blood, bone visible, flesh red. He made to protect her, but it was clear in the way everything had shifted that the final Butterfly had fled. 
 
    “Danzen—” Soko whispered, her shattered mask allowing him to see just one of her dark eyes. She placed her hand on his cheek, and in that very brief moment, Danzen saw the girl he had grown up with, the soul within that he had begrudgingly appreciated for so many years. He saw her for who she truly was, the sacrifices she had made, her quest to grow strong enough that she could one day match his power. Her voice grew even quieter, her lips trembling as she managed one more word. “Danzen…” 
 
    With his name on her lips, her hand on his cheek, and blood trickling down the side of her face, Soko died. 
 
    Slowly as ever, Danzen placed her body on what had just been the battlefield, not knowing what to do next, suddenly overcome with an emotion he didn’t know how to manage. 
 
    The fairgrounds were still covered with smoking debris and evidence of destruction wrought, but most of the fires were out now, the mist starting to clear. He placed a hand on Soko’s shoulder and bowed his head, feeling raw, confused, desperate, and sad. 
 
    Nomin was the first to approach, her white robes tattered and torn, smudged with black marks. She took one look at Soko and lowered her head. “At least we didn’t have to do it,” she said so only Danzen could hear, a coldness to her voice. “The explosion?” 
 
    “White.”  
 
    “And no Nyamdor?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    Danzen watched as Yato came into view, the younger assassin still with her gauntleted blades drawn. Her eyes traced across Soko’s body, but she showed no sign of sadness at seeing that the woman had succumbed to her injuries.  
 
    Next to approach was Jelmay, whose flail had since petered out. “We should probably leave,” said Sansar, who was perched on Jelmay’s shoulder.  
 
    Kudzu was a few steps away from Jelmay, the kitsune cautious as ever. “We need to handle her body,” she said. “It’s the honorable thing to do.” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    Soon, they would leave Arsi under the cover of night, heading toward Sainshand, toward the Diyu Brotherhood and the next Fatebrick. There was still the potential that they would be ambushed, especially with White still on the loose. The red-haired Butterfly could strike at any time, and Danzen had seen what Nyamdor could do with his two fiery swords. Three pieces in an ever-evolving puzzle.  
 
    A few days ago, Danzen had been sure that they would be able to accomplish their task of stopping the Butterflies and Nyamdor at the same time. Even if doubt had started to creep in, he had had high hopes for those around him, not to mention his newfound skills. But to be beaten so thoroughly, and to know that there were worse things out there only made Danzen want to retreat and plot a different strategy.  
 
    At least they had two of the Fatebricks, at least there was a start there. While he wasn’t one to rely on others, Danzen had changed this policy over the last year, and it was with no apprehension that he brought his Sunyatic whistle to his lips, feeling its power as he blew on it. He needed to speak to Nova, and not only that, he needed Timbero to take Soko’s body somewhere more respectable than one of Arsi’s fairgrounds, somewhere she could rest in peace. He owed her that much.  
 
    Just hours ago, Danzen had been plotting to kill Soko. Yet she had sacrificed her life to save him in the end. He would do his best to redeem her death, even if he knew Soko would rise again, either as an enemy or an ally. 
 
    It was only a matter of time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    The end. 
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    Pre-order Pilgrim 7 and get it delivered on release day. Thank you for reading my books! 
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    If you haven’t already taken a moment to do so, please review Pilgrim 6. 
 
    Also, if you’d made it this far and haven’t reviewed the entire series, please do that as well. It truly helps my book reach more readers, and it inspires me to push this story to its very limits. As I write this, the first Pilgrim book grows nearer to 1000 reviews on the US store, which is a first for me. Thanks for reviewing it! 
 
    Originally, I planned for Pilgrim to be three books. Now it is six, and the story just keeps growing, getting deeper and more intriguing. I finished Pilgrim 6 in Oslo, Norway, oddly enough, mostly due to a flight issue because of the Summer 2022 Scandinavian Airlines Strike.  
 
    I’m in Norway doing research for my next series, called The World According to Dragons, which will be released starting in October and has everything from yokai to dragons. What’s it about? A relic hunter who unlocks the power of a dragon. Be sure to follow my Amazon page and check for it in October 2022. If you liked Danzen’s challenges for the Fatebricks, you’ll dig what I have planned for this series. Think action-adventure dragon cultivation with a dark and cunning main character. 
 
    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. The story continues to grow, so don’t let the main characters weakness in the beginning throw you off. He grows A LOT stronger by the end. 
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    Pilgrim 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!  
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
    Writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com 
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    This is the series that started my author career. GameLit before it was a genre, published between 2015-2018. Volume One collects books 1-4 and has a ton of extra content. If you like audiobooks, it is narrated by the legendary Jeff Hays. It’s also humorous, like Tokens and Towers! 
 
    https://geni.us/The_Feedback_Loop 
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    A post-apocalyptic LitRPG set in the southwest that continues to thrill readers! 
 
    https://geni.us/Cowboy_Necromancer 
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    War Priest is a progression fantasy/cultivation series about a healer forced to multiclass to survive. Expect intrigue, tournaments, combat, humor, training, and a ton of world-building based on Japanese mythology. 
 
    https://geni.us/War_Priest 
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    Sacred Cat Island is a cozy fantasy slice of life LitRPG with island cultivation. Sacred Cat Island won the LitRPG/GameLit audiobook of the year in 2021. The audio version, narrated by Travis Baldree, is a real treat. 
 
      
 
    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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