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    Pilgrim Recap 
 
    (Contains spoilers!) 
 
    Note: for recap of books 1-3, refer to the front matter in Pilgrim books 4-6. 
 
      
 
    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. Her fever finally breaks 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 Evils 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. While 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.  
 
      
 
    Book Six 
 
      
 
    The sixth installment of Pilgrim begins outside of the riverside city of Arsi, near a shrine that Danzen has volunteered at during his two-year departure. Seeking to search the mountains nearby for what is left of Astra, his former boomerang sword, Danzen and his companions agree to help the abbot of the shrine after he tells them about the appearance of a demonic yokai known as an onryo. The onryo has also killed others and has animated their corpses. Upon visiting the nearby village of Cadoh, they encounter a former Diyu Brotherhood assassin named Dojin who helped a man named Lazenthro cover up the death of his wife, which was how the onryo came into existence.  
 
    To stop the onryo, Danzen and his team venture to a vacation home owned by Lazenthro, where they find the man tied up and trying to repent for the sins of killing his wife. Danzen fights one of the onryo’s zombies and they wait until night to ambush the onryo. They do so successfully, killing the onryo and her zombie cohorts. Going on a hunch that Jelmay has, they summon Timbero, who immediately points out that the abbot isn’t the real abbot at all. The religious man has been possessed by a fallen angel named Nova, one who promises to not only help Danzen in the future with the spirit Evil known as Shimo, but also points them toward the next remnant, which is near the desert city of Tachibana. Nova also gives Danzen a rosary made of Sunyatic gemstones. 
 
    Danzen successfully finds the pieces of his famed boomerang sword, Astra. Before they head to Tachibana, they decide to pay a visit to Arsi so Danzen can have his sword worked on by the blacksmith named Kunta. They also meet with Soko to see what she has uncovered. In meeting with Soko, they learn that White, the new leader of the Penumbra Clan, has taken up residence outside the city of Arsi and is looking to recruit new members. Upon infiltrating the manor, they are confronted by a new Evil, one known as Nyamdor, a dual-sword-wielding former member of the Brotherhood who is now an arsonist. Because of the fire, they leave the manor before they can kill Nyamdor, which coincides with the plan that Jelmay has developed over the course of an afternoon of spying. The final Evils, a group known as the Butterflies of Arsi, famed assassins from Jelmay’s past, are going to perform in Arsi. Jelmay hopes to bring these two together, Nyamdor and the Butterflies, so the chaos can consume both of them. 
 
    After retrieving Astra, which is now in the form of three throwing daggers known as Astra kunai, Danzen and his companions leave Soko behind to head toward Tachibana, where they hope to find a remnant in the mountains outside of the desert city. In following the directions given to them by Nova, Danzen leaves the others in a cave and reaches a peak that turns out to be an old sanctuary. His father appears, and after a brief conversation, Danzen learns that Tengir Gantulga’s advisory council has decided against Nomtoi’s wish to come after him. His father unlocks the power for Danzen to read a demonic script. Tengir Gantulga leaves, but before he does he tells Danzen not to enter the sanctuary, to mind all the warning signs written in demon script. 
 
    Danzen enters the sanctuary and is required to complete several challenges to reach the top. Along the way, he sees more of the demonic writing, warnings telling him to stop his advance. After fighting a sanctuary guard made of stone, Danzen is rewarded with a projection map that points to objects known as Fatebricks, which are necessary in his quest to rebuild Sunyata. Upon confirming with Nova, he is told that he already has one of the Fatebricks, the rosary given to him by the fallen angel. There are eight more, and the closest one, according to the map, is outside of Tachibana, in the sea. 
 
    After returning to the others, Danzen ventures to Tachibana, where they encounter a hairy beast of a yokai named Tolmo. Tolmo the ijuu seems suspicious as to why they’re journeying through what he believes to be his territory, yet he lets them pass for now. After crossing a desert via a caravan, they reach Tachibana and take shelter in a new hotel. Later, they venture to the beach, where they relax until Sansar returns from his exploratory flight. The raven has discovered a stairwell on a rock formation, one that leads into the ground and matches the general location of the next Fatebrick. 
 
    Danzen is presented with obstacles in the sanctuary, and once he completes them, including battling the sanctuary guard, he enters a room that seals up behind him. He is greeted by three honored ghosts known as goryo, who issue him a challenge. If he can pass their tests, he will receive another Fatebrick of Sunyata. If he cannot, he will be sealed away in the sanctuary for eternity. 
 
    The tests consist of things Danzen is already able to do with his echo, from shattering stones to repairing them. The challenge truly comes when he is asked to dissolve the stone, which is something he has yet to attempt. Miraculously, Danzen is able to dissolve the stone and is presented with the Fatebrick, which turns out to be a small box made of remnants. He returns to the others, and after a night of rest, they head toward the mountains, hoping to find a shortcut to Genshin Valley. Because of the valuable nature of the Fatebricks, they need a place to hide them. Jelmay says he has a place in mind. 
 
    As they’re traveling through the mountains, they encounter the ijuu they met earlier, who is now joined by numerous humanoid yokai known as gaki. They attack Danzen and his group, and the ijuu escapes with Kudzu. Danzen pursues her, and once he nears the ijuu, he’s transported to another realm where he faces a brutal psychological fight with the Evil known as Shimo. After gathering his wits, Danzen manages to summon Nova. The fallen angel is able to aid Danzen in his fight, and together they defeat Shimo. 
 
    Once he has regrouped with the others, they head to Genshin Valley, and to the Asura Forest from there to meet with Usagi the jade rabbit. They find Usagi joined by a female bakeneko named Semya. Usagi knows of a place to hide the Fatebricks of Sunyata, but before he’ll reveal it, he tasks Danzen’s group with dealing with some assassins who have made a home for themselves in Chutham. This group turns out to be the Halcyon sect of the Diyu Brotherhood, which is led by Kaysim, a man who wields a whip sword. 
 
    To better understand what he’s up against, and while Nomin runs reconnaissance, Danzen meets with Eva Yin the madam, who is now on her deathbed. After helping Eva deal with one of these assassins, which turns out to be her dying wish, Danzen joins Nomin and they assault the compound where Kaysim is staying. The fight against Kaysim turns out to be relatively easy, Danzen realizing afterward just how much he has improved with his command over his demons and his control over his echo.  
 
    Upon returning to the Asura Forest, Usagi and Semya the bakeneko lead Danzen and his group to an ancient ruins deep within the forest. They leave the Fatebricks here, where they will be watched by yokai as well as Timbero and Nova, and move on to the Northern Passage to look for an additional Fatebrick and check in with Yato. 
 
    Upon reaching the Dukha People, they find that Yato has greatly improved her levitation powers. Instead of focusing on moving through the agreed-upon cultivation system, her training has been solely on levitating and controlling objects. Sotgonn, leader of the Dukhas, has taught her well. Even if the tribal leader and his people are there to help rebuild Sunyata, Danzen makes the decision to keep some of what has happened from him, namely the discovery of the Fatebricks. 
 
    Alongside Yato, Danzen tries for another Fatebrick only to discover that it has already been taken. After battling a monsterous yokai stuck in the cave, they return to the camp and prepare to head back to Arsi, where the Butterflies are setting up a performance. Before leaving the next day, Danzen trains with Yato, and yet again gets the sense that the tribal leader knows more than he’s letting on. 
 
    After a trip through the Asura Forest and a boat ride from Chutham, Danzen and his companions arrive in Arsi. They meet Soko at her flat, the assassin gleefully keeping a part of their assault plan from the group. Her surprise turns out to be White’s brother, Dojin, who Soko has kidnapped and killed. Soko arranges for the body to be dropped in front of the place White is staying, all in an effort to lure the man and the Evil that has joined him to the Butterflies. 
 
    Because of this, Danzen comes to the realization that Soko must die. If they’re able to kill the Butterflies and Nyamdor, Soko will only use this as an opportunity to either go after Danzen again, or she’ll learn of the Fatebricks and seek to exploit them. With this in mind, and the decision weighing heavy on Danzen’s heart, they begin the assault the next day. The Butterflies prove harder to fight than expected, especially their leader, a redheaded woman who seems to have a control of her echo to the point Danzen can’t call Timbero for backup.  
 
    White never shows, but he does leave them with an explosion that causes a lot of fire and disorients Danzen’s group. As he tries to make sure everyone has survived, Danzen once again clashes with the redheaded Butterfly. She seems on the verge of striking him down for good when Soko appears, helps Danzen, and in the process is killed. In the end, Soko is dead, and there are still two Evils out there, the redheaded Butterfly and Nyamdor. 
 
      
 
    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, known as 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 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    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. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Map of the Kishu Kingdom 
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    Part One 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lightning crackled outside of the carriage, causing Kudzu to nearly jump out of her seat.  
 
    She startled Yato, who was asleep next to her, the young assassin alert in an instant, seconds away from triggering her blades. Nomin, who sat next to Danzen, didn’t flinch. Jelmay, the bakeneko seated across from Danzen and next to Kudzu, blinked his large eyes open, yawned, and fell asleep again once the carriage lurched forward. 
 
    Sansar, who was next to Danzen, was the first to speak after a long spell of silence: “We don’t have much further to go, but the mud may prove troublesome.” 
 
    “And the rain. Maybe the lightning. Sorry if I disturbed anyone.” Kudzu was in her human form, her long white hair tucked behind her pointed ears. She had been seated next to Danzen earlier, but they had changed places after the last rest stop so that Danzen and Nomin could potentially move in unison to face any trouble they would encounter along the road.  
 
    One could never be too safe in the Kishu Kingdom. 
 
    More flashes of lightning traced across the inside of the carriage, reminding Danzen of the sugiwara yokai he had fought multiple times. As always, his Blade of Darkness was propped between his legs, the glaive too large for him to carry any other way unless he wanted to store it outside of the carriage, perhaps tied to the top. Nomin’s replica short sword was with him, his three Astra kunai were strapped across his chest, his gauntleted blades clasped on his arms, and his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds was sheathed at his waist, adjusted so he could sit properly.  
 
    Danzen didn’t suspect they’d be attacked. He was a walking weapons rack, as Jelmay had once called him, the former assassin ready for anything that might come. 
 
    There was certainly trouble out there in the greater Kishu Kingdom, starting with White and what was left of the remnant bandits known as the Penumbra Clan. Danzen’s former instructor was as cunning as they came. To make matters worse, White had teamed up with Nyamdor, the arsonist of the Seven Evils released from Diyu by Danzen’s brother. While six of the Butterflies of Arsi were now dead, there was still a seventh one on the loose, the red-headed woman with a clear understanding of how to use Sunyatic power.  
 
    That was just the start of the danger that awaited them.  
 
    There was the Sundiyu Sect, led by the yokai named Kanjen. They certainly had not forgotten about Danzen and his companions. If and when they finally made their way toward the Outer Regions, a confrontation would follow. And there were always more assassins. The fact that Danzen and his companions had taken out the Halcyon members of the Diyu Brotherhood didn’t mean the contract on his head had been nullified. For all they knew, the reward had only been sweetened. And all of this, all of the threats currently in their stratosphere, paled in comparison to what Nomtoi, Danzen’s demon brother, likely had in store for them. 
 
    Enemies everywhere. 
 
    Danzen remembered learning something about this in his years at the Diyu Brotherhood, in a lesson from a retired old assassin, a man with more battle wounds than he had ever seen on a person up until that point. It was as if the guest lecturer was a walking scar, the old assassin blind in one eye, his face mangled to the point that it seemed as if he were wearing a demon mask. The old assassin hadn’t said much, but he mentioned something at the time about reaching the point where everyone was an enemy, how this brought him joy and relief. 
 
    “You would be surprised how well you rest at night when the entire world wants you dead,” the man said on the tail end of a wheezing cough, his lung punctured long ago by a stray arrow. He grunted and continued: “At least you don’t have to trust anyone at that point.” 
 
    Looking back now, Danzen didn’t agree with the last part of the statement. 
 
    He had found a form of salvation through the people he trusted, from the people of Suja Village to those that joined him on this quest. He’d even aligned with his former enemies, people like Soko, who had risked it all in the end to come to his aid.  
 
    And to think he had been trying at the time to kill her before she killed him… 
 
    That was several days ago. Danzen still hadn’t been able to let this aspect of that fiery fight with the Butterflies of Arsi go. In the end, when everything mattered, he had betrayed Soko and she had saved him. After seeing what she did to White’s brother, Danzen knew it was best to deal with her, to cut off the cancer before it could spread. But then it became clear in the very end that she didn’t feel this way, that she had sacrificed her life to protect him. 
 
    There was no telling what would become of this in the future. 
 
    All he could do now was give Soko a proper burial, which was why they were in a carriage heading the overland route to Sainshand. Soko’s body was in a coffin attached to a trailer, ready for a plot in a famous cemetery on the outskirts of the kingdom’s capital city. 
 
    It would be her final resting place. 
 
      
 
    ****  
 
      
 
    The carriage lurched to a stop.  
 
    Danzen and Nomin exchanged glances, the two assassins ready for the inevitable. While the two Fatebricks of Sunyata they possessed were currently locked away in an abandoned temple in the Asura Forest, they still had the projection map, which was a stone able to produce a map on a flat surface. It was one of the reasons, aside from Soko’s burial, that Danzen and company were heading to Sainshand.  
 
    There was a Fatebrick in the mountains beyond. 
 
    “I’ll see what is happening out there,” Danzen said once it became clear that the carriage wasn’t going to move. He stepped out into a dense, cold rain, one with heavy pellets of water that stung every time they struck his muscled form. 
 
    Lightning crackled yet again. 
 
    Danzen turned to find the pair of carriage drivers, both under his spell, trying to free the back tires from a patch of mud. 
 
    “Let me do it.” 
 
    The two men immediately responded to his Demon Speak power and moved aside. The former assassin was just about to step behind the carriage when he sensed a presence. 
 
    He whirled around and drew his Sunyatic sword, rain plinking off the blade. Danzen peered into the darkened woods around him, sure that someone had just been behind him, sure that he had just seen a flash of red. 
 
    Sansar landed on his shoulder. “What is it, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said as he finally sheathed his blade. “But I felt something.”  
 
    “Perhaps your father or your brother?” 
 
    “They would have shown themselves by now.” 
 
    “Shall I check around?” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    Danzen waited for Sansar to scan the area. The three-legged raven returned and settled back on his shoulder. “It appears to be nothing.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m seeing things.” 
 
    “We have been under great strain with the Seven Evils and the other assassin groups. Even someone like you will eventually reach a point where it becomes too overwhelming.” 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on Soko’s coffin, the wood piece covered in a canvas-like material. The two-wheeled cart had been relatively quiet along the trip, but its weight, and the number of people in the carriage, were becoming too much for the carriage wheels to handle.  
 
    After surmising all this, Danzen stepped to the back of the carriage and put his weight into it, the former assassin finally able to push it ahead after a few attempts.  
 
    The carriage started up at his command. Yato opened the door and looked out at him. “Are you coming?” she asked as she used her hand to shield her face from the rain. 
 
    “I’ll walk alongside the carriage, just in case it gets stuck again.” 
 
    Yato squinted at Danzen for a moment, yet didn’t say anything else before she eventually shut the door of the carriage.  
 
    “You don’t have to accompany me out here,” he told Sansar, who was now perched on the carriage and looking down at him. 
 
    “It’s fine. The rain slicks right off my coat. You, on the other hand, are already drenched. Aren’t you cold? Surely you are cold.” 
 
    Danzen brought his wet hood over his head. “I’m fine.” 
 
    For the next several hours, Danzen walked alongside the carriage, coming to the aid of the drivers whenever it seemed like it would get stuck. He also helped other carriages they passed that were stuck in the mud. 
 
    The road to Sainshand finally hardened out as it grew closer to morning.  They were only an hour or so away now.  
 
    Danzen had traveled the road from Sainshand to Arsi numerous times now. He was certain they would have made it to the city in the twilight hours without rain, which would have given them plenty of time to deal with Soko’s body. But now, they were going to have to find one of the outer hotels to stay in and handle the body the following night. 
 
    Maybe it was better this way. Danzen could dry off and make final arrangements for Soko’s gravesite. There was an unspoken agreement with the family that ran the cemetery, one that allowed the delivery of bodies at all times with no questions asked as long as there was plenty of kip to smooth over any inconveniences.  
 
    Now, Danzen wasn’t going to have to do any of that.  
 
    Soko would be buried properly, and he would pay for the grave in an orderly fashion.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The roadside inn Danzen found had seen better days. It had seen better years, and likely better decades. The walls were held together by prayers and a thick clay interspersed with planks of wood that was slowly petrifying, the roof kept down by flat rocks that had patches of winter moss growing through their crevices. 
 
    “I’m not sleeping in there. Nope. Not going to happen,” Jelmay said upon hopping out of the carriage and seeing the roadside inn. It was a two-story affair, and it sat precariously on the side of a hill, one that offered sweeping views of Sainshand. There was a well in the back, and a goat tied off to a pole beyond the well. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Danzen assured the bakeneko, who was in one of his nondescript human forms, his light hair slicked back. Jelmay had gone with a thin mustache that was curled, which matched the way he’d twisted the ends of his eyebrows as well. 
 
    “Maybe to you. I’m over here trying to get some beauty rest, and then a storm comes, and then—” 
 
    Kudzu forcefully handed Jelmay one of their bags. “Stop complaining, and get inside. We are trying to keep a low profile, remember?” 
 
    “Do they at least have good food here?”  
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough.” Yato stepped past Jelmay, the young assassin light on her feet.  
 
    “Hey, wait up—!” 
 
    Yato had done a lot of work with the floating aspect of the echo cultivation system in her time with the Dukha People. Since then, Danzen noticed that she seemed lighter in some way. Seeing her move, he suddenly had the urge to bend his echo. He was well aware that now wasn’t a great time or place to do so, but perhaps if he could get some privacy he would be able to get a quick session in. He truly was starting to yearn for his practice. 
 
    But there were things to handle first. After some discussion, they loaded into the dilapidated roadside inn. The carriage parked out front, right beneath their window, which would allow them to keep an eye on Soko’s coffin. It wasn’t unheard of for grave robbers to strike while a body was in transport. If they did, they would be making one of the worst decisions of their lives considering the company that Danzen kept.  
 
    The man who ran the inn did so with his daughter, the two resembling each other in looks and their short stature. They were certainly efficient—the duo with a makeshift meal ready for Danzen and his group by the time they had dropped their things off in the two rooms upstairs.  
 
    Jelmay readily ate the porridge as he debated Kudzu about the best way to deal with the winters of the Asura Forest. “Hibernation is the only way,” he told her, a bit of porridge flying from his lips. He stuck one of his claws in a bit of honey on top and licked it. “Good stuff! Winter. With hibernation, it doesn’t matter how cold it gets or even if it is a warm winter. You can just sleep through it all.” 
 
    “It’s almost winter now. Any chance you’ll hibernate until spring?” 
 
    “With as much as we have to handle around the kingdom and how important I am to the group? Bah, I tell you, bah!” Jelmay threw his hands into the air at Kudzu’s question. Rather than get annoyed with him, the kitsune turned her focus to Danzen. 
 
    “What will you do after we eat?” 
 
    “I was hoping to bend my echo. If I’m not able to, I’ll head to town to arrange a plot for Soko. It’s cheaper to buy during the day.” 
 
    Jelmay’s ears perked up. “Did you say head to town? If that’s the case, why don’t you let me head to town and you can stay here? That’s an excellent idea, isn’t it? It’s much safer with you here, Pilgrim, you know that. You’re a wanted man. Last I checked, everyone wants you. Not only in our realm, but in hell itself. No joke there. Those are just the facts.” 
 
    “You just want to gamble, don’t you?” 
 
    “What?” Jelmay scoffed at Kudzu’s statement. “Of course I want to gamble, Fox. How do you think I’ll pay for the plot?” 
 
    “Every time—” 
 
    “You won’t have to come sniff me out this time around, I promise. I just know a place in Sainshand where I can play a few games that I am exceptionally good at. I won’t go all in.” 
 
    “We’ll send Sansar with you then,” Nomin said. The blind assassin stood near the door, which was clearly making the owners of the establishment wonder why she wasn’t eating.  
 
    Danzen could deal with their minds later.  
 
    “The bird? I don’t need to bring the bird with me. I’m perfectly capable of handling myself. If you want to send someone, send a bodyguard. How about Lady Pilgrim? She loves keeping me company.” 
 
    Yato stopped spooning porridge into her mouth as she glanced from Danzen to Jelmay.  
 
    “She needs to stay here and rest. Anyone that didn’t sleep last night should rest,” Danzen told the group. “We’re going to be up late tonight.” 
 
    “What about them?” Jelmay asked as he motioned to the door. He was referring to their carriage drivers, who were outside at the moment preparing to bed down in the carriage. 
 
    “They will rest as well,” Kudzu said, speaking for the drivers. “They’ve been working all night. Have some compassion.” 
 
    “For humans? Why?” Jelmay laughed. “I’m kidding, I’m kidding. And fine, the bird can come with me. And what did you say the name of the cemetery was?”  
 
    “I didn’t. But it shouldn’t be hard to find.” Danzen placed his finger on the table. “We’re here. If you simply head west, you’ll reach the Diyu Brotherhood. The cemetery will be on your left from there, set amongst rolling hills that eventually form into Mount Laksh. If you reach Namdak, you’ve gone way too far.” 
 
    “The only reason I’d go to Namdak is for the cheese. They make really good goat cheese there. Speaking of which…” Jelmay’s eyes traced across the bowls of porridge. “We could use some cheese. I’ll pick some up as well.” He pressed away from the table. “I guess I should head out then. Do I need to say anything, or hint at anything to get the assassin discount?” 
 
    Danzen tilted his head, not sure of what Jelmay was referring to. 
 
    “Surely the Diyu Brotherhood doesn’t get charged full price at a cemetery, especially with as many people as they send there. Do I need to spell it out for you?” 
 
    “There’s not a discount that I’m aware of.” 
 
    Jelmay licked his lips. “We’ll just see about that. Anyhow, I’m off to town. If anyone wants anything, let me know now.” The bakeneko looked around the room. When no one took him up on his offer, he left through the front door. Nomin followed after him to let Sansar know that he had been tasked with keeping up with the bakeneko. 
 
    Danzen turned his focus to the owner of the inn. “Is there a place where I could meditate?” he asked. “Perhaps an empty room.” 
 
    “An empty room?” The man looked from his daughter back to Danzen. “Actually, we have a spare room at the back of this hallway. Just a few things to move in there.” The man ran his hand through the few strands of hair on his mostly bald head. “I’ll get right to it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t enough space in the room for Yato to bend her echo alongside Danzen. While he knew his power seemed to amplify when they worked together, this was fine by him. Danzen was starting to feel a slight amount of exhaustion and figured he would get a session in, then some rest. 
 
    The former assassin found a few stones outside and placed them in a circle on the dirt floor of the spare room. He took a seat in the center of the circle and tried to let all the things on his mind wash away. What was important now was to focus on his practice. Later, it was important that they lay Soko to rest properly. Everything else, from those tracking him to even the Fatebricks of Sunyata, could wait.  
 
    The stones rose into the air one by one.  
 
    They began swirling around the former assassin in a clockwise pattern.  
 
    Danzen had been able to float, shatter, and repair the stone. He had been able to dissolve the stone, but the only way to do that was to cut himself, which was something he didn’t want to have to do. In the future, he’d have his echo tested to see where he landed. The last time he had tested he had been a Crystal Reaver. There was no telling what he was now, but he had a feeling it would all depend on if he was able to dissolve the stone or not. 
 
    And he couldn’t be under duress to make it happen. 
 
    Focusing, Danzen shattered one of the stones into tiny pieces, which he kept afloat as the others continued to twist around him. He repaired the stone, the shape surprisingly smooth. At this point, Danzen began sending the stones across the room, back and forth as if he were swelling his echo.  
 
    The power was certainly thrumming within him. He had the notion to start floating his own body and he did so with relative ease, the stones still spinning around Danzen as he levitated in the cramped space. He was settling the stones on the ground one by one at just about the point that Kudzu entered. 
 
    “I came to remind you that you should get some rest.” 
 
    Danzen looked back at her.  
 
    “Come on, Pilgrim. You said it yourself. We have a long night ahead of us.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “We ran into some issues digging the plot,” the woman who ran the cemetery told Danzen. She was middle-aged, with thin gray strands of hair framing her face and a mole on her chin.
“Mostly due to the weather, but by the looks of the rain, it could take another day or two. I hope that is fine. We can store the coffin here if need be. This happens from time to time in the fall and in the winter. The weather. You know.” 
 
    Danzen grimaced.  
 
    It was night now, and a fog had rolled in from the south that seemed to hover over everything, obscuring most of their carriage ride through the capital city of Sainshand. This was a good thing. Danzen was keen to keep a low profile, and a fog was always a blessing for someone like him. Or at least, who he used to be. The change in Danzen since first journeying to the Genshin Valley was one that people from his past would hardly believe. He’d seen this to some extent in his interactions with Soko, not to mention Thane and others along the way. 
 
    So many killers dead, with so many more to go. 
 
    The Diyu Brotherhood was something Danzen would never stamp out, not with their vast networks and schools. There were other assassins out there, some of whom he hadn’t thought of in years, that the Brotherhood could tap. They’d all blurred together at this point, but he knew those people existed.  
 
    It truly seemed like there was always another killer available.  
 
    “Do you have a shovel?” he asked the woman after a long, uncomfortable pause, in which her hand had started to tremble.  
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him. Once she was certain Danzen was serious, the woman cleared her throat and spoke: “You’re going to dig the rest yourself? Is that what you’re suggesting? It won’t be easy, you know.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “It could take hours.” 
 
    “Do you have a few shovels then?” Danzen didn’t know which of his companions would help him dig, and it certainly wasn’t something he expected of them, but it was worth asking. 
 
    The woman offered him a dark laugh, her eyes filling with something that resembled a morbid delight. “My family runs a cemetery. Of course we have shovels. Come, this way.” She led Danzen behind the counter into a supply room affixed to the main building, where she pointed out some of their tools. Danzen grabbed several of the shovels and followed her back to the front, to the carriage parked outside, the door of which was open. 
 
    “What now?” asked Kudzu once he dropped the shovels on the ground. 
 
    “We need to finish the grave ourselves.” 
 
    “I’ll join you.” Nomin got out of the carriage, followed by Yato.  
 
    “Now we are digging a grave for her? I still don’t understand why we didn’t just take her body to the Asura Forest and burn it there. Sunyata knows that would have been easier, serves her right too.” Jelmay looked at Kudzu. “What? It would have. Or a sky burial. Just leave her out for anyone who wants a bite. No offense, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “What creature would want to eat Soko?” asked Kudzu, referring to the sky burial tradition in which someone was left out for the animals to consume. Danzen had heard the kitsune speak of this before, how she had come across bodies that were bloated, ones that animals didn’t want to eat. 
 
    “You’ve got a point there, Fox. Still—” 
 
    “Let’s just help him. And… have some respect for the dead, Jelmay.” 
 
    “We’ll handle it from here. Just show us which plot it is,” Danzen told the cemetery director, the former assassin already planning to rework her mind after their strange conversation.  
 
    Once everyone that was digging had a shovel, the woman guided them through a courtyard to the start of a small hill, where they found a plot that had been started. There was a tree nearby, one with drooping branches that had lost most of their leaves. 
 
    She was just turning away when she stopped. “No one said anything about the gravemarker. If that is something you would like, now would be the time to tell me. And just so you know, we have ones for members of the Brotherhood who would rather not be named.” 
 
    Danzen considered this for a moment, only realizing as he did how sad the question was. Would Soko want her name on a gravestone? For one, Soko was a nickname. Her real name was Solongo Kozomaku, at least that was what had been listed on her paperwork at the Diyu Brotherhood.  
 
    Perhaps she’d want a symbol instead, like a carving of the white mask that she wore which Danzen planned to keep. He would bury the assassin with her sword, as was tradition for a grave burial, but the mask was something he wanted to remember her by, even if some of those memories were painful.  
 
    He settled on a solution: “I want a gravestone with a female kabuki mask on it, no markings on the mask. Just the carving as an outline.” 
 
    The woman considered Danzen’s suggestion with a deep breath out. “I believe that can be arranged, for a price.” 
 
    “I’m the money man around here. Name your price, my lady.” Jelmay stepped around Danzen, already with a wad of kip in his hands. “And we can talk later, Pilgrim, about why you aren’t using your power as a bargaining chip over here.” 
 
    Once the gravestone was paid for, and the woman’s mind was rewired, Danzen started digging, Nomin and Yato assisting him when they could. He worked tirelessly for several hours, and was just reaching the point that the site would be large enough for the coffin when he heard some commotion near their carriage. 
 
    A plume of fire twisted into the air. 
 
    More fire caused him to tense, the former assassin ready to address the ambush. 
 
    Danzen was certain that it was Nyamdor, the arsonist. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Because he had been digging, Danzen’s sword was on the ground, next to Nomin’s replica blade. He went for it and charged toward the spark of flames, wanting to be sure of what he was facing before he began his attack. If it was Nyamdor, that meant White would be here as well, which could mean there was a trap. 
 
    The flames zipped away just about as fast as he’d ever seen something move, the fire tracing toward the mountains beyond.  
 
    “What happened?” he called to one of the drivers once he reached the carriage.  
 
    “I-I don’t know. Her coffin—” 
 
    Danzen rushed over to Soko’s coffin to find that it had been pried open. He caught a glimpse of her gray face, her eyes closed, the wraith of an assassin finally at rest, white mask tucked under her arm. At first, Danzen didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, but then he noticed something missing from her coffin. 
 
    “Her sword,” he whispered as Nomin caught up to him. 
 
    “Is it Nyamdor?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Danzen squinted ahead, to where he last saw the burst of flames. “It could be a trap.” 
 
    “White.” 
 
    “Exactly. This could be his doing. He took her sword.”  
 
    Yato reached them, Jelmay and Kudzu fast approaching as well.  
 
    “What about Sansar?” asked the kitsune. 
 
    Danzen peered up at the sky, his mind racing a mile a minute as he tried to gauge the best way forward.  
 
    “Sansar must be pursuing the thief. Lead the way,” Nomin said. 
 
    “And if it’s a trap?” Yato asked. 
 
    “We’ll deal with that when we get there,” Nomin told Danzen. “You can always summon Timbero.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll go ahead then. Yato, stick with Nomin.” With those words, Danzen increased his pace until the point he was moving at his fastest non-demon speed. He could always go faster if he cut himself, which wasn’t a bad idea considering he could command his demons to pursue the grave thief alongside him, but he wanted to hold that off as a last option, especially if it was Nyamdor. 
 
    Danzen flung himself into the air, his surroundings starting to blur. 
 
    He used his power of levitation to send himself even higher. Landing on a large boulder, Danzen spotted the flames in the distance, across a small gully. Just a small flash. He was fairly certain he’d seen Sansar too, even if the moon was nonexistent at the moment. From the boulder, Danzen dropped to the gully and leaped up to the other side. He took off running, an intense anger starting to fill his chest as he considered what the thief had done.  
 
    Danzen had been so close to putting Soko to rest.  
 
    So very close.  
 
    To desecrate her body in this way by taking her weapon was something akin to a gut-punch for the former assassin, as disrespectful as spitting in someone’s face. It was entirely wrong, cruel, and he wasn’t going to stand for it. 
 
    But before he loosed his sword, he’d need to get close enough for his attack to actually land. He also had to be certain that this wasn’t a trap. As he charged ahead, Danzen realized he could be doing exactly what White wanted. All the nooks and crevices presented by the jagged hills that surrounded Mount Laksh gave his former instructor numerous opportunities to ensnare Danzen in some way. 
 
    As long as his companions stayed back and let him take the brunt of whatever trap there was, he didn’t care what happened. 
 
    Soko deserved better than this.  
 
    Danzen moved even faster now, gritting his teeth, seething at the fact that someone would have the audacity to disrespect the dead in such a way. He ran along the edge of a cliff, jumped to a higher ledge and used that to springboard across a wide gap, a few stones falling in his wake. 
 
    Danzen landed and looked up. He realized that he could no longer see the flames of whoever had attacked them. But that didn’t mean they weren’t there. A forest stretched up one of the smaller mountains that connected to Mount Laksh. It was the only logical place for the thief to go unless he was able to simply step out of thin air. 
 
    This made him now wonder if it was Nomtoi playing some trick on him. He wouldn’t put it past his brother to try something like that. Huffing, Danzen was just about to continue onward when Sansar landed on a stone near him.  
 
    “Pilgrim.” 
 
    “You lost track?” 
 
    “I did. But I can tell you it is in the forest ahead. There.” 
 
    “What is it exactly? Is it Nyamdor? Nomtoi?” 
 
    Sansar shook his head. “It’s a kasha.” 
 
    “A kasha?” 
 
    Sansar looked past Danzen. “The others will be here soon. I’ll explain it all then. I’m sure Jelmay will have some input.” 
 
    “A kasha is a yokai.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “We should track it. I can track it.” Danzen grunted and tensed his muscles. He was ready. 
 
    “We can try, but there are other things in that forest that could be problematic.” 
 
    “How so?”  
 
    “The Diyu Brotherhood isn’t that far from here, not more than a couple of miles. Surely you’ve heard of a forest where people go to die, people from clans in the outer reaches here.” Sansar flattened his wings behind him. “This superstition may concern the others.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. He couldn’t recall at that moment ever hearing of a suicide forest, but that didn’t mean someone hadn’t mentioned it in passing. There were all sorts of superstitions tied to the mountains beyond Diyu, an area that represented the least explored part of the Kishu Kingdom, even more so than the southern desert. 
 
    “The others may have more insight,” Sansar told him. “And they should be able to help us track the kasha. We should wait here.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jelmay was the last to reach the group, the bakeneko now in his cat form with his demon bear hide over his head and a sword at his side, huffing. He had Danzen’s Blade of Darkness over one shoulder, the portly yokai clearly struggling with the weight. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would arrive.” 
 
    “Wondering when I would arrive? Pfft! I had to get Pilgrim’s things.” He looked from the kitsune to Danzen. “You weren’t seriously going to leave your shadow weapon in the carriage, were you?” 
 
    “Thank you.” Danzen took his weapon from Jelmay and went about sheathing it on his back, which he’d grown used to doing over the last several months. “Kasha. What can you tell us about a kasha? It appears to be what took Soko’s sword. Sansar saw it.” 
 
    Jelmay and Kudzu exchanged glances. “Do you want to tell him or should I?” 
 
    “I can.” Jelmay cleared his throat. “A kasha is a kind of bakeneko, but a wicked one, not a good one like me. They can be accompanied by flames or lightning, although I’ve never seen one that wields lightning. Let’s see… what else? They can’t shapeshift like me. They are evil, also not like me. There are just about as bad as onikuma, but twice as clever. Anything to add?” 
 
    “They are known to rob graves,” Kudzu said, cutting to the point. “I haven’t seen or heard from one in ages. They generally get run out of yokai communities—” 
 
    “—Because they rob graves, and eventually, that’s bad business. Scam someone, trick them, take advantage of them, sure. Those kinds of things can usually be mended through favors or alcohol, or joining together to scam someone else. Robbing grandma kitsune’s grave site cannot.” 
 
    “This kasha took Soko’s sword.” 
 
    Jelmay’s whiskers lifted. “That would be within their wheelhouse. And where did the kasha run off to?” 
 
    “To the forest.” Sansar, who was now perched on Danzen’s shoulder, aimed his beak at the woods beyond. “The forest where people go to die.” 
 
    Yato, who had been quiet up until this point, took a step back. “We can’t go in there at night. I’ve heard about that place. Sonin and Tensei talked about it. It’s haunted. The entire forest is haunted.” 
 
    “The entire forest is haunted?” Jelmay considered this for a moment as he ate every piece of cheese he had procured from his bag, one that he had purchased in town earlier. “Nope. That sounds like something the locals would believe. How would a ghost, or a series of ghosts, haunt an entire forest? Forests are large. In fact, that one is large enough that it could take us days to track the kasha. Wait, I take that back. We have the fox here. Surely you’ll be able to sniff it out.” 
 
    Kudzu lowered her head. “That is something that can be arranged. But I’ve heard of this forest as well.” 
 
    “You have? How?” asked Jelmay. 
 
    “Travelers spoke about it several times as they passed through parts of the Asura Forest. I listen, you know.” 
 
    Jelmay’s whiskers stood at attention as his eyes grew in size. “In that case, we camp here for the night and find the kasha in the morning, when it is least expecting us. They’re fast. You saw how fast they are, right?” 
 
    “Faster than me,” Danzen said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t doubt it. In that case, we’ll need to trick it somehow, or just overwhelm it with our team of future heroes. That shouldn’t be too hard.” The bakeneko yawned and took a quick look around. “Ugh. Resting this close to a cliff is a horrible place to call it a night, and the wind. Brrr! It’s cold over here. Let’s find shelter, and we’ll get the kasha in the morning.” 
 
    “We should track it tonight.” 
 
    “What part about ghosts didn’t you hear, Pilgrim? Do I believe they’re living in the forest, or whatever ghosts do? No, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t. Even with your gear, you’ll find killing a ghost to be harder than it looks.” Jelmay shivered. “Am I the only one that feels like we’ve worked really hard tonight digging that grave for an ungrateful assassin and we should take a rest?” 
 
    “You didn’t do any of the—” Kudzu stopped herself. “He’s right. We should rest. I can track the kasha in the morning. I’m not worried about that part.” 
 
    “Not only that…” Jelmay patted one of the bags he had with him. “Didn’t you say that there was a Fatebrick in this area? If that’s the case, we can grab it as well. What do you say?” He looked from Danzen to Nomin and winked. “Two birds, one boomerang sword?”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions found an abandoned hermitage to stay in for the duration of the night.  
 
    It was here that he accessed his projection map, the remaining Fatebricks broadcast onto the cave wall. This was partially misleading. These locations had supposedly been chosen by Isoda Fatebrick, who had etched demonic writing into the walls warning all who approached. Since the map wasn’t tied to the objects themselves, this meant that they could already be claimed, such as the one around the Dukha Peoples’ territory, where Danzen and Yato had turned up empty-handed.  
 
    According to Nova, the fallen angel who now joined Timbero whenever the raiju was summoned, collecting these nine Fatebricks would be the key to rebuilding Sunyata. With only two in their possession, there were still four more hidden across Kishu Kingdom. According to the map, the other three were in Diyu. 
 
    As Danzen got an idea of where he was based on the map, and as the others discussed possible locations, he wondered when he would finally return to Diyu to collect the final three Fatebricks. It was certainly something he would want to do alone, but as he had noticed over the course of the last year, most of his tasks going forward would be alongside his team. 
 
    “There’s certainly one somewhere in the forest,” Jelmay said, the bakeneko standing on a rock so he could get a better view of the map. He licked his lips and grunted. “Who knows, maybe there are remnants as well. Maybe this grave robbery was worth it all along. We’ll come out with a sword, a Fatebrick, and perhaps a few remnants.” 
 
    “If we’re lucky,” Yato said, referring to the Fatebrick that they had missed in the Outer Regions.  
 
    “Luck? Of course, we’re lucky. We have me. I’m the luckiest bakeneko this side of Arsi. Although, I guess you could say the kasha was pretty lucky to catch us while we were digging the rest of the grave and rob us. Actually, now that I say this out loud, I think the blame here really lies with the family that runs the cemetery. Had they had their act together to begin with, we wouldn’t be out here west of the middle of nowhere on a frigid night after a rainy day about to chase a fiery feline through a suicide forest. Makes me hungry.” 
 
    “Then eat.” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask me twice,” Jelmay told Kudzu. He stuffed his hand in one of the bags still hanging from his shoulder. The bakeneko soon returned with some dried fruit and crammed his paw in his mouth, and followed this up with more cheese. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Yato asked Danzen, who had turned away from the projection. He hadn’t even realized he’d done so until she called out to him. 
 
    Nomin spoke: “You want to hunt the kasha, don’t you?”  
 
    A half-smirk lifted one of his cheeks. “I do. I’d rather retrieve Soko’s sword and be done with this game entirely. Then, we can try to find the Fatebrick.” 
 
    Jelmay waved Danzen’s concern away, the bakeneko now speaking with his mouth full: “Unless the kasha can summon a portal and disappear to another part of the kingdom—I doubt that—it likely won’t go too far. It has already lost us in its mind. I’d guess the kasha is probably sleeping in some hovel by now cuddling up next to the sword. Those things are hoarders. Actually…” 
 
    “Yes?” Kudzu asked once Jelmay didn’t finish his statement. 
 
    “We may find quite a bit if we find the kasha’s hoard. That should be our strategy, and it works perfectly with us resting here for the night. Let the kasha go back to its hoard. Then, after it’s good and settled, we go for it, and do some renegade looting ourselves. There’s no telling what we’ll find. Gold, jewelry, precious stones. Hell, I’d bet all my kip that there are Sunyata talismans among other things. Maybe even some weapons, not that any of us need a new weapon.” 
 
    Danzen turned back to the projection, the light of which was a faint purple. “You’re sure it won’t go too far?” 
 
    “I’m not just saying that because I’m ready to call it a night. Relax, Pilgrim. We let the kasha get comfortable, then we strike. And we also loot it. Ha! I’m not opposed to stealing from a bakeneko who already stole from us. Now, are we resting or not?” 
 
    “We’ll rest here, but we will leave as soon as the sun starts to come up,” Danzen said. 
 
    “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    Sansar tilted his beak up to the night’s sky, which was filled with so many stars that it sparkled. “By the looks of it, that should be five hours from now. In the meantime, I’ll take several flights over the forest to see if I can’t spot some fire. With the fog it might be impossible. Worth a shot, however.” 
 
    “And I definitely have the kasha’s scent.” Kudzu produced a small swath of Soko’s black robes. “It moved Soko’s body to check for any other items. Once I’m in my fox form, this bit of fabric should be all I need to find it.” 
 
    “See, Pilgrim?” Jelmay winked at the former assassin. “We’re golden. We always are. Now let’s put that projection map away and get some rest.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was barely up when Danzen and his team set out toward the suicide forest. Because it would be hard to move quietly with so many members in their group—namely, Jelmay—Kudzu, Danzen, and Nomin went ahead, leaving Yato and the bakeneko behind them, Sansar acting as their relay. 
 
    The fog was heavy, even thicker than it had been last night, the visibility low. The smell in the air was one of wet foliage, the ground damp and sticky, the only sounds aside from their feet being the occasional flock of birds overhead, all heading south.  
 
    Danzen paused a few times as these birds passed above him, the former assassin waiting for the noise to pass. He moved on every time, not one to get lost in the gray clouds above even if it was a perfect day to do something like that.  
 
    Her white tail flitting through the air, Kudzu slipped through the forest faster than ever, wet nose to the ground. Danzen had to dial back his speed a bit so he could let her go ahead, to gather all she could. He still regretted resting the previous night, the assassin in him keen to hunt. At least now he could tap into that primitive part of himself. Danzen was sure that by the end of the day the kasha would regret robbing Soko’s grave. 
 
    He would make certain of it. That truly was the least he could do. 
 
      
 
    Under branches covered in dew drops, across matted piles of mottled brown leaves, over small streams of crisp mountain water, past mounds of overturned dirt fresh with snails, and always beside long-forgotten trails obscured by the mist—Danzen and his companions moved with a purpose, a target in mind and on the tip of Kudzu’s snout.  
 
    As they continued deeper into the suicide forest, Sansar dipped in and out of the fog, the three-legged raven always a few beats ahead or behind them, never directly over them to Danzen’s knowledge.  
 
    They came to a drop-off, one with twisted roots and gray slabs of scree partially visible below. Danzen dropped to the ground; Nomin and Kudzu found other ways down, the kitsune nearly slipping on a wet rock, her nails clicking against its smooth surface as she caught her balance. A pile of bones drew Kudzu’s attention. She stopped to sniff at it for a moment, confirming her suspicions. “The kasha did this.” 
 
    “What kind of animal was it?” Danzen asked after he didn’t recognize the skull. 
 
    “Some kind of tanuki. Like Midrah from the Sundiyu Sect.” 
 
    Danzen recalled the double-jointed female yokai, who was now dead. Yato had been the one to kill her. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    The Sundiyu Sect was something they would likely have to deal with in the near future, whenever they returned to his mother’s nunnery, to Abbot Monpo, the kitsune, and Menya, the nun. With the discovery of the Fatebricks, it seemed like any turmoil between the two parties should be put to rest, even with the bad blood of their last encounter. There still was the issue of all remnants being stored at the nunnery, however, which would always make it a target.  
 
    “It’s near,” Kudzu said, which were the exact words Danzen wanted to hear. He exchanged glances with Nomin. The blind assassin couldn’t see him, but she could see his Sunyatic outline, which left her nodding in a way that confirmed what Danzen was thinking—it was time for vengeance.  
 
    Her head low to the ground again, her ears alert, Kudzu charged into a thicket of trees and undergrowth, leaving Danzen and Nomin to do their best to keep up with her. Glimpses of her white coat every now and then let Danzen know he was on the right track. He continued to shift into this hunter aspect of who he once was, Danzen remembering some of the times he’d had to chase after his marks. 
 
    There was one such occurrence, on the northern side of Arsi, where he’d chased a man for over an hour. The man was fast, not faster than Danzen, but he’d gotten quite the head start. Stalking his prey, Danzen moved through field after field of wheat, feeling like he was traversing an endless maze until he spotted his first sign, a bit of blood. Danzen began following the blood, the former assassin assuming it had been his mark.  
 
    He turned out to be right. 
 
    Danzen later found the bloodied man hiding in a dilapidated shed. The man came at Danzen with a pitchfork, which he swiped away with Astra. Then, the man pleaded for his life. He pleaded until Danzen used his Demon Speak to tell him to stop.  
 
    This was always one of the harder things he faced in dealing with marks who actually had a chance to speak to him. The pleading, the promises to do anything to survive, the begging, the famous last words. So many had been wasted on Danzen, a man with a contract and the legal authority to execute it. Nothing more. And certainly not a man of compassion. 
 
    What he was doing now as he followed Kudzu through the mist was similar but different in one very important way. This was personal. The kasha had disrespected Soko’s burial and Danzen owed it to her to get her sword back. Especially with the fact that he had planned to kill Soko in the end, and she had saved him in response. 
 
    Danzen still hadn’t forgiven himself for this.  
 
    He probably never would. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Kudzu burst out of the mist. “Just ahead,” she hissed to Danzen and Nomin. “The kasha is currently sleeping at the mouth of a cave.” 
 
    Danzen gestured toward the right as he drew his Blade of Darkness. In response, Nomin disappeared into the fog. Danzen started right down the middle, planning to confront the kasha head-on. Perhaps there was a scenario in which he didn’t kill the yokai. If that was a possibility, Danzen planned to let that play out. 
 
    He came into a small clearing, a boulder about the size of a hut to his left. He spotted the kasha, which was a bipedal feline yokai just like Jelmay only taller, with muscled forearms, orange fur, sharp claws, and a long snout more in line with a wolf than a cat. The creature blinked its bulging yellow eyes open upon sensing Danzen’s presence.  
 
    “I came for the sword. Give me the sword, and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    The kasha hopped to its feet, its feet and legs instantly igniting with fire.  
 
    Danzen noticed something else about the yokai’s action, a detail he hadn’t seen earlier due to the distance the kasha had kept. The fire had a purple tinge to it. It was only when he saw pieces of the yasha’s core glow purple that Danzen realized what it had done.  
 
    The kasha had consumed remnants, lots of them by the look of it. 
 
    The creature rushed forward.  
 
    Danzen blocked its first flaming strikes with his polearm, shadows already pooling at the tips. Whip-fast, the kasha’s next flame-tipped strikes came at Danzen so suddenly that he only lucked out in blocking them. If it drew blood, he’d have to get control of his demons, which Danzen would gladly deal with if it gave him an advantage over the enemy yokai.  
 
    As the kasha came in again for another attempt, Danzen pressed his chest forward, offering the high-powered yokai a place to drag its claws. Much to his surprise, it didn’t do so, the creature disappearing instead. 
 
    Danzen huffed. 
 
    He turned around, expecting the kasha to be behind him. 
 
    Instinct had him flip around again just as the creature shouldered into Danzen. The two hit the ground, Danzen losing his glaive in the process. The kasha was up in a flash. Danzen relied purely on instinct as he tossed one of his Astra kunai into the air, directly at the place he had last seen the feline yokai.  
 
    The beast let out a terrible cry; Danzen caught his blade as it returned to him, the tip now covered in blood. He heard some commotion off to the right as Nomin attempted to engage the yokai. Then, nothing. 
 
    “Nomin?” he asked as he drew his Sunyatic blade, Danzen peering over at where he had last heard her. 
 
    The blind assassin stepped out of the fog, agitation on her face. She furrowed her brow, and glared toward where she had last battled the enemy yokai. “It took off. So fast. But it’s bleeding. You got it, right?” 
 
    “I did. I didn’t see where though. I think…” 
 
    “Neither did I, but I sense the blood.” She looked around. “Here.” 
 
    Danzen dropped down to a bit of blood. Like the yokai’s fiery arms and ankles, the blood had a purple tinge to it. “It has gorged itself on remnants, it seems.” 
 
    “It seems so.” 
 
    “You’re going to want to see this,” Kudzu said as she stepped out of the fog. 
 
    Before he joined the kitsune, Danzen went for his Blade of Darkness, which he sheathed across his back. It would be too large and unwieldy for a fight against a remnant-powered yokai.  
 
    He joined Kudzu and Nomin to find a mound of treasure, much of it lined with tiny remnants and other jewels. The kasha’s hoard. But it wasn’t the treasure that truly caught Danzen’s attention. Scratched across the cave walls beyond was the same demonic writing he had come to associate with Fatebrick locations.  
 
    Was this the next location? Danzen peered at the scratchings again, a language that his father had unlocked in his head. It had to be. 
 
    “Found her sword,” Nomin said, the blind assassin not yet aware of the demonic etchings. She now held Soko’s blackened blade, which was completely intact down to the jewels on its scabbard. “What is it?” 
 
    “The Fatebrick is here, in the cavern beyond. Its hoard was at the mouth of the cave.” 
 
    “What about the kasha?” 
 
    Danzen knew exactly what Nomin was referring to. It went against what they were taught to let an enemy, especially a remnant-powered one that had been injured, get away. A decision would have to be made. 
 
    Sansar spiraled down from the sky and landed on the ground. He hopped over to the treasure and examined it. “My word. That is a load of talismans if I’ve ever seen one. I came to let you know that Jelmay and Yato are near. I will say it before the bakeneko does: this much treasure certainly changes things.” 
 
    “I think a Fatebrick is in there too.” 
 
    Upon hearing Danzen’s words, Sansar hopped forward and bobbed his head up and down. “Yes, I believe you may be right, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “What should we do?” Kudzu asked Danzen. 
 
    It was a question Danzen had never faced in this way. Pursue a clear enemy, one that could potentially prove troublesome later on, or continue after the Fatebrick. 
 
    “What about the kasha?” Nomin asked. “Are we going to let it get away?” 
 
    Danzen slowly shook his head. “No, we’re not. Sansar, lead Jelmay and Yato here. Kudzu, Nomin, and I will pursue the yokai. It’s better for the creature to die considering its power and what it could do if it ever decided to head down to Sainshand or over to Namdak. We will make this quick.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen kept low to the ground, pushing through the underbrush as he followed Kudzu. He could only see her white tail, which seemed to slip in and out of the fog. He knew that Nomin was near him, Danzen able to sense the Sunyatic energy all around him. She would provide an excellent backup once he finally found the kasha. 
 
    The foliage above blocked much of the gray sky, leaving Danzen to feel as if he were traveling at night. He didn’t mind this; it was all part of the process. Years and years of stalking his victims in various ways, and then finally abandoning everything, only reminded him that he was built for this.  
 
    He was a machine built to hunt. 
 
    Danzen paused. Movement to his left indicated Nomin had reached him. She was as silent as a feather in the wind, Danzen having to close his eyes to actually see the outline of her body. He kept his eyes closed as he moved on, everything rimmed in the purple of Sunyata, a fallen heaven that had fully saturated the mortal realm. He should have done this earlier. Now, Danzen was able to see the fox’s outline, sniffing as she continued tracking the kasha.  
 
    The fog didn’t matter. The forest where so many had killed themselves didn’t bother him. Being this close to the Diyu Brotherhood didn’t even matter. The fact that he was being pursued by some of the worst that Diyu had to offer meant nothing to the former assassin. What mattered was reaching and killing the kasha, the one who had consumed so many Sunyata talismans that it had boosted its power to a level Danzen had never encountered before in a yokai. 
 
    It could teleport. That was the only explanation for why it seemed so fast earlier. He was certain of it. He almost mentioned it to Nomin, but didn’t. He had to be sure. 
 
    Not only that, if any of its strikes did connect, they would be bolstered by fire, which Danzen knew would trigger his demons. Maybe that was a good thing. He could finally use them to his advantage.  
 
    This thought came to him again as they came to a pond. Danzen could always cut himself and order them to track the kasha. He discarded this idea as his eyes jumped to Kudzu, who was seated along the shore. 
 
    “What is it?” Danzen whispered to the kitsune. 
 
    “I’ve lost its trail. It was here, but I can’t tell where it went.” 
 
    “The water?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Danzen observed the pond, which was about forty feet across. The water was completely still, and resembled aegean silk. “Do you think something else is in there?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Even with his heightened senses, closing his eyes didn’t give Danzen an idea of what was beneath the surface of the water. He could only see a few feet out, which meant he would have to swim across murky blue water to scan the bottom. 
 
    Danzen began removing his robes. He set them on the ground and crouched, Nomin standing guard as he took off his boots. He stripped down to the flowing pants he wore under his robes, which he also removed, the former assassin now in just a small amount of clothing covering his lower half. Next up were his gauntleted blades. He then resheathed his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds around his waist, his Astra kunai across his bare chest, his scars on display. 
 
    “Aren’t you cold?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Danzen exhaled a deep breath, which was visible. He shook his head. 
 
    “That wasn’t very convincing.” 
 
    “I’ll scan the bottom,” Danzen told Nomin as he ignored Kudzu’s comment. He was aware that she cared for him, that she was often overly protective. Perhaps there was a tunnel or something that the kasha escaped through. Danzen was about to wade out into the water when he decided not to bring a sword with him. Better not to get bogged down, better to just stick with his Astra kunai. 
 
    Danzen went for two of his kunai, one in each hand which he could swim and slash if necessary. He waded out into the water, his eyes closed. Soon, he was under, swimming across, Danzen taking a deep breath before dropping toward the center of the pond.  
 
    Bubbles pressed past him as he swam deeper. 
 
    He saw something down there, something large, likely a yokai.  
 
    The cold water all around him, the darkness, even if its body was lit by a Sunyatic outline, it still made him feel vulnerable. He knew that if whatever was at the bottom came up, it would leave him in a position where he had to fight the creature underwater.  
 
    He had done something similar before, and it was always a risk. 
 
    More importantly, he saw no sign of the kasha. He even swam across the pond again, just to be certain.  
 
    Danzen surfaced and placed his feet firmly on the spongy ground beneath the water. He reached Kudzu and Nomin, Danzen now dripping wet. 
 
    “What now?” Kudzu asked. It was clear by the look on her face that she was trying to hide her concern for Danzen and the fact that he hadn’t put his robes on yet. 
 
    He placed his Astra kunai back into their sheaths and shook out his arms. Danzen then used his fingers to slick away any water droplets. He didn’t want to get his robes wet, which meant he would have to air dry first. Luckily, a breeze had started up from the east. Danzen turned to it and waited for the water to dry, goosebumps tracing across the surface of the skin. 
 
    “Well?” asked the kitsune. 
 
    “We will go for the Fatebrick and see what we can do later about the kasha. I am assuming that you don’t want to stay in the forest tonight.” 
 
    She tried not to look frightened as her ears pressed back. “It would probably be best if we avoid that.” 
 
    “Then it is best if we get the Fatebrick now.” Danzen ran his tongue over his teeth and huffed, his breath visible. “Just give me a few more minutes to dry off.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen, Nomin, and Yato arrived back at the kasha’s lair to find that Jelmay and Yato had picked through much of its loot, separating it into piles. The bakeneko was squatting before the hoard, the younger assassin with her arms crossed over her chest as she watched him work. She looked up at Danzen and the others as they approached. 
 
    “No luck?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “The yokai can disappear using the power from the remnants it has abused. I’m certain of it. We followed its trail all the way to a pond, but lost track of it from there.” 
 
    Jelmay stood. After stretching his arms over his head, he wiped his hands together as if to signal that he was done picking through the loot. “We aren’t planning to stick around here, are we? Loot has been officially sorted, thank-you-very-much. We’ve got the sword. What else could we want?” 
 
    Danzen pointed his chin toward the cave. “We will get the Fatebrick, and we will see where it goes from there.” 
 
    “Bah. I was afraid you would say that. In case you’re wondering, everything in this pile would fall under the category of Sunyata talisman.” He gestured toward the items on the left. “This other pile is stuff that I’m going to pawn once we get back to Sainshand.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t pawn this stuff? Of course I would, Fox. Someone has to fund this little extended vacation of ours, and that someone is me. Har! With all the pampering you have received, I feel like you should be at the point that you would no longer question where the funds were coming from, only that they continue. But no, every time. Every time we travel, I have to do something to make sure we can keep staying in elite hotels and eating the finest foods—not to mention all the massages and other self-care things that I haven’t bought us yet because we just haven’t had the time—it involves money. Imagine that. And last I checked, money doesn’t grow on trees. If it did, I would be a rich yokai by now. Maybe that’s something we can look into, a way for money to grow on trees. I’ll have to talk to Usagi.” 
 
    “Like that rabbit would be any help.” 
 
     Rather than listen to them bicker, Danzen took a step closer to the entrance of the cave, where he spotted the glowing demonic script.   
 
    “Going alone?” 
 
    “No, you can come with me,” Danzen told Yato, who stood off to the side, on the balls of her heels as if she were eager to continue on. “The rest of you can wait here. We need someone to guard the remnants and the other loot,” he told Nomin, who didn’t seem bothered at all by the job. 
 
    “What about the ghosts?” The bakeneko squinted up at the sky. “That is a concern, right? We don’t want to be here when night comes. I didn’t believe in the ghosts before, but after seeing the spooky place, yeah. There are ghosts here.” 
 
    “We still have several hours.” 
 
    “You won’t even know what time it is in that cave. It will be too dark, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “I promise we will be back for sunset. Let’s go.” 
 
    Danzen started off into the cave. Yato quickly caught up with him. Soon, the two came to a stone doorway, the kind Danzen had encountered before in his search for the Fatebricks. Focusing his power forward, he shattered the stone, bits of it crumbling all around him.  
 
    Cold air gushed out from the new opening. They came into a chamber that grew smaller and smaller until the two could no longer stand. Danzen removed his scabbarded sword from his belt and held it in his hands as he crawled forward into the passage. It was completely dark now, yet he could still see with his eyes closed.  
 
    Yato could as well, but he knew that her power was more limited than his. 
 
    Danzen could hear wind whipping around in other passageways, indicating that there were other tunnels. The wind whistled past them, the air sometimes hot, and sometimes cold as they crawled deeper and deeper into the mountain. 
 
    Danzen was glad when they finally came to an open room, one illuminated by demonic warnings. He knew that they were not meant for him, even if he was half-blooded.  
 
    “We are going to have to do that to get out of here, aren’t we?” 
 
    Rather than respond to Yato’s question, Danzen took a step into the dark and tried to get his bearings in the new space. The room was massive, the ceiling easily fifty feet high, the space wide enough to hold a warrior pilgrimage. 
 
    “Prepare yourself,” Danzen said as the hair on the back of his neck stood at attention.  
 
    They continued toward the far end of the chamber, where they found an opening that was much smaller. It connected to a new space, one with a massive pile of stones in its center. Purple Sunyatic energy threaded through the stones, glowing as the ground shook. 
 
    Danzen felt a whoosh of air come into the chamber.  
 
    It circled around the stones as they began to snap together into a long snake-like body. The stones formed into what resembled a dragon’s skull, one with blazing purple eyes, and a mouth filled with flat teeth, the kind that could grind Danzen or Yato into pulp.  
 
    This wasn’t going to be a scenario in which the temple guardian ripped them to shreds with razor-sharp teeth. It was going to be a bludgeoning, Danzen or Yato struck by a tail made of stone and powered by Sunyata, or crushed by the dragon’s flat teeth. Pulverized. Trampled. Battered. Beaten to a pulp. 
 
    Danzen cursed himself for not bringing his Blade of Darkness along, which would have given him a way to combat the powerful dragon-like temple guardian that now hovered in the chamber, prepared to pounce. He would have to rely on his own skills and his smaller blades. Not only that, he would have to make sure that the temple guardian didn’t kill Yato. 
 
    “We do this together,” Danzen said as Yato floated into the air next to him.  
 
    Danzen could have used his Demon Speak power to tell her to wait in the other chamber, or to stay on the sidelines. But she had proven to them time after time that she was ready.  
 
    What better test than a Sunyatic dragon? 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The temple guardian swooped down, Danzen diving left and Yato diving right to avoid it. A trail of purple energy cut a line through the stone near her feet, one that trailed all the way to the wall, and dislodged some rocks at the exit. 
 
    They had had a similar fight back in the Northern Passage, one in which they could have gotten trapped if Danzen hadn’t managed their enemy’s attacks. With this in mind, he jumped, his control over his echo allowing him to rise even higher in the air, the dragon trailing after him.  
 
    Danzen narrowly avoided being crushed in the guardian’s mouth.  
 
    As it passed by him, he struck it with the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds right across the snout, which did little to stop his assailant, but at least their opponent was focused on him now and not Yato. 
 
    Danzen was surprised yet again by the boldness of the young assassin as she bolted up the stone spine of the Sunyatic dragon, striking it multiple times with her gauntleted blades.  
 
    The dragon swiped its tail against the wall, more rocks tumbling as Yato skittered off to the side.  
 
    To protect her, Danzen shattered the rocks as they fell, the air filled with pulverized bits of stone. An idea came, one that seemed obvious now that he had just performed the first stage in testing one’s echo. 
 
    Danzen loosed his sword and sent it straight into the dragon’s skull.  
 
    He dove toward the creature’s body, his arms outstretched. Danzen shattered some of the stones; the dragon lurched back just as the boomerang sword returned to Danzen’s hand. He sent it again toward the creature’s skull in another attempt to distract.  
 
    Picking up on what he was doing, Yato zipped in front of the dragon’s face and zipped away, which caused it to twist to the left. 
 
    Danzen shattered more of the stones of its body, the air now thick with dust, the purple glow so strong that it made it hard to focus on what he was trying to do.  
 
    The dragon connected its tail with Danzen’s body, which sent him flying into a rock wall. He hit it and slid to the ground, the former assassin sure that he had drawn blood. Shaky, and ready for portals to open up all around signaling that his demons had arrived, Danzen got to his feet. 
 
    Both hands on his sword, he charged the dragon with his weapon at the ready, his goal being to lead the creature away from Yato, who was getting to the point that she could easily be injured.  
 
    That was the last thing that he wanted. 
 
    The Sunyatic dragon curled yet again, pulling back like a cobra. It tried to strike Danzen. He jumped out of the way. It struck the ground, more stone breaking, the creature’s body splaying out and snapping back together. There were no sounds associated with its attacks nor its misses, no growls, no roars, nothing like a living being.  
 
    It was relentless in its pursuit of Danzen and Yato, yet they continued to try to stop it from disrupting their exit, at the same time Danzen crumbled the stones on its body. He tried floating it once, but it was too large, too powerful. A new idea came to him once he saw the Sunyatic dragon nearly collide with the rock wall. He didn’t think he would have long enough to shatter its skull, not with the focus it would take for something so large. 
 
    But he could cause it to theoretically knock itself out and then he could go to work. 
 
    The only problem with this was that attempting it might trap Danzen if he wasn’t careful. 
 
    “Stay back!” he shouted to Yato as he jumped into the air and flew toward the ceiling. The stone dragon chased after him, and narrowly missed smashing its head into the ceiling as Danzen came back down.  
 
    He tried again, the former assassin jumping in and using his Sunyatic power at the very last moment to propel himself even faster toward the ceiling, to the point that he too might collide with the stone. 
 
    The dragon avoided slamming its head into the ceiling yet again.  
 
    He had to do it faster. 
 
    With this in mind, Danzen put everything he had into his next jump, the former assassin moving so quickly towards the ceiling that he ended up relying fully on instinct to avoid smashing his own skull. 
 
    The crunch that followed signaled that Danzen’s attempts had finally paid off. 
 
    He dropped to the ground, just as the dragon came crashing down.  
 
    Focusing all his power, strain on his face, veins bulging on his temple, Danzen opened his hand and curled his fingers. 
 
    The dragon’s skull exploded, Danzen gritting his teeth as bits of stone peppered the air around him. 
 
    The air whipped into a vortex of spiraling purple energy, one that dispersed across the chamber, and filtered away. 
 
    “That’s it?” Yato asked, breathless now as everything came to a standstill. 
 
    Danzen approached what was left of the temple guardian’s body. “It’s here somewhere.” He kicked some pieces of stone away and found exactly what he was looking for, this particular Fatebrick in the shape of a claw. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen pocketed the Fatebrick at the moment he felt the pull of its divine power. Once they reached the others, he would wrap it in something before they sent it to the Asura Forest for safekeeping. It was important to protect it. 
 
    “You did well,” he told Yato. 
 
    “I’m just glad that we were able to retrieve it. Not like last time in the Northern Passage.” 
 
    “I think there’s still some more to be said there,” was all Danzen told her as they exited the chamber. They eventually reached the tunnel that they had already crawled through once. “Hopefully, this will be faster than last time,” he said mostly for Yato. This was something he had noticed numerous times in the past, that the journey back was always shorter for some reason.  
 
    Danzen took the lead, the blackness all around him occasionally accented by bolts of air as they traveled through the cavern. Once they grew closer to the exit, they heard something that sounded like the klank of a sword.  
 
    “What is that?” Yato asked, but by this point Danzen knew exactly what it was. 
 
    The kasha had returned. 
 
    Danzen crawled even faster toward the proverbial light at the end of the tunnel. They would soon be back with their companions. Light flashing across the cave walls let him know that they were about to be in the middle of a battle, one with purple fire and a teleporting opponent powered by remnants.  
 
    As soon as Danzen was out of the tunnel, he drew his sword.  
 
    He found Jelmay wielding his Blade of Darkness, the bakeneko trying to fend off the yokai as Nomin darted in and out to strike it. Danzen’s next reaction was to immediately drop back into the shadows provided by the cave, aware that the kasha had yet to see him. He wanted to watch where it teleported to next, and take advantage of its movement. 
 
    Yato started to do the same, but Danzen had other plans for the assassin. “Join Nomin,” he said as he caught Kudzu on the periphery, the white fox growling, looking for an opening. 
 
    Skrrict! Skrrict!  
 
    Yato summoned her blades and launched into the fight; the kasha’s fiery strikes came rapid-fire as she engaged the yokai. 
 
     “There you are!” Jelmay shouted to Yato. “Where’s Pilgrim?” 
 
    Yato didn’t respond as the younger assassin blocked two of the yokai’s attempts instead. She spun away; Nomin slipped into her place with a strike that caused the yokai to lose its footing. This was the precise moment that Danzen loosed his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds.  
 
    His Sunyatic blade rippled through the air, directly over Nomin’s shaved head. 
 
    Danzen’s sword struck the yokai in the skull, cutting into its mouth and out the back of its head. The kasha went down immediately, Danzen’s weapon trembling as the former assassin approached. He placed his foot on the creature’s chest and ripped his sword out, shredded viscera hitting the air.  
 
    The kasha let out a final, painful breath, and expired.  
 
    Jelmay lowered the Blade of Darkness and turned to Danzen. “I’m going to take this to mean that you retrieved the Fatebrick.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    The bakeneko’s whiskers lowered as he turned back to the kasha. “You couldn’t have arrived at a better moment. I don’t know what to say, Pilgrim, Lady Pilgrim. Thank you? Sure, thank you. That thing was bloody insane.” He wiped away sweat that wasn’t actually on his brow. “Whew! I guess we’d better grab the loot and get moving. There’s no sense in sticking around here any longer.”

  

 
   
    Part Two 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was night now, the sky clear, the scattering of stars above twice as bright than they were last time Danzen was at the cemetery. He stood before Soko’s grave, the coffin now in its plot, the woman buried with her sword and her mask. Danzen decided in the end that she would want that as well. Her mask was a way for Soko to hide herself from the world.  
 
    His entire group was there aside from Sansar, who had already left for the Asura Forest with the claw remnant, where he could stash it at the abandoned temple. To protect the Sunyatic relic, Danzen had placed it in a small satchel, which he’d made from a strip of leather and a prayer flag he’d found on their way back from the forest, also making it easier for Sansar to grip. 
 
    No words were said after Nomin announced a moment of silence, a time in which they were all supposed to reflect on who Soko was more than what she had done. Danzen recalled the girl he had grown up with, her competitive nature, how she had pushed her abuse of remnants to the limit. The thought that he had been planning to kill her remained at the back of his mind, taunting him.  
 
    He let the shame pass.  
 
    Danzen knew it would have been the only way, especially once Soko came to understand the nature of the Fatebricks. Something that powerful would have changed her. It would’ve inspired her to do terrible things. He was certain of this. 
 
    Danzen kept his head down as more images of the masked woman flitted across his mind, not unlike the way that Soko hovered in the air in a fight, moving from opponent to opponent. She truly was a wraith of an assassin; even if it was clear she cared enough about him to save Danzen in the end, he’d never truly know what was happening behind the mask. 
 
    Now, he wouldn’t have to worry. The mask was in the coffin, which was in the ground, sealed forever. 
 
    Or so he hoped.  
 
    It was about this point that Jelmay yawned. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be respectful right now,” Kudzu hissed at the bakeneko. 
 
    Jelmay spoke out of the side of his mouth, as if Danzen couldn’t hear him: “We’ve been standing here for nearly ten minutes. I don’t know how much longer I can take. Let me lean against you.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    Nomin turned to the two. “I believe we’re done here. And the bakeneko is right, it is getting late. Where shall we go next?” 
 
    “Before we go anywhere, we’ll need to wait for Sansar to return,” said Danzen. 
 
    “We’re just going to let him fly off with a Fatebrick? Why am I the only one that thinks this is a terrible idea?” 
 
    “You don’t trust him?” Kudzu asked Jelmay. 
 
    “What? No. Of course not. Of course I trust the bird that secretly kept track of us for Sunyata knows how long. It’s not that. I just don’t trust others. Like Pilgrim’s brother. Or Brotherhood assassins. But I’m sure Sansar will be fine.” 
 
    Danzen turned back to their carriage. “As for what’s next, I think we should try to find the Fatebrick outside of Bahlingar, in the region a bit north of Odval. It’s on our way to deliver the Sunyata talismans we found back at the kasha’s lair. I’d also like a chance to look into any signs of White we can find around Sainshand. I don’t think we should wait for him to come after us, especially if Nyamdor is working with him,” he said, referring to the fire-crazed Seven Evil. In a way, facing off against the kasha had set him up perfectly to fight Nyamdor, even if he hadn’t gotten burned.  
 
    “So, we stay in Sainshand for the night and take a boat down to Arsi and head north from there. Sound about right?” Jelmay looked into the bag of loot he was holding. “We have plenty of money to work with, especially if we offload some of this stuff at some point. Let’s stay somewhere nice for once. No hole-in-the-wall taverns, stinky hermitages, or dingy yokai hovels. We should treat ourselves like the victors we are.” He grinned at the group. “I know just the place.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The hotel Jelmay chose stretched several city blocks, the building also housing some of Sainshand’s government offices. The streets before it were still muddy from the recent rains. It made Danzen antsy to be this close to the Diyu Brotherhood, but he knew it wouldn’t be much trouble if they simply moved from the carriage to the room and did the same the next morning. 
 
    Low profile. 
 
    Keeping a low profile was something Danzen had grown accustomed to. He would do the same early tomorrow morning, when he planned to figure out if White left any indication of where he was going in the kingdom’s capital city. There could be scouts. There could be traps. It could be much worse. But as far as he knew there had been nothing yet, no one slipping into the shadows upon seeing the carriage, no sudden explosions or attacks. Not only that, Danzen had already vetted the people working at the hotel, the former assassin using his Demon Speak power to make sure that they weren’t lying when they said they had never heard of him or anyone that looked like him. 
 
    The room that Jelmay paid for was grand, just as Danzen expected, an entire suite with several beds, a kitchen, and a balcony that overlooked one of the many boulevards of Sainshand, which were filled with beautiful sycamore trees. The trees had lost their leaves now, and as Danzen stood on the balcony, remembering the youth he’d spent near the city, he watched a few of those leaves twist up into a wind and travel. 
 
    From his vantage point, Danzen could see the Diyu Brotherhood at the foot of Mount Laksh. He remembered being tasked with lighting the lanterns that ran adjacent to its stone steps. It was quite the job, no one wanted to do it, but with Danzen’s enhanced endurance and stamina he never took that long. This brought another memory, one of him helping Soko the couple of times she had been assigned the same task. He remembered the two racing up the steps, laughing, Danzen ultimately letting her win. 
 
    But that was long ago. 
 
    He came back in their hotel room to find Jelmay seated before a table full of food that the kitchen had already prepared, much of it consisting of cheesy dips and breads, some fruits, and a couple of cold pies. There was also dried meat. “The warm stuff is coming,” he told Danzen as he licked his claws. “But it will take them a minute to fire up the oven. And yes, they will fire it up. It doesn’t matter if it’s late or not. When you stay in a suite like this, you get what you ask for.” 
 
    “I’m going to claim a room.” Yato left, and Kudzu was about to do the same when she turned to Danzen.  
 
    “Where will you rest?” asked the kitsune. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I can sleep here. I have things to do in the morning.” 
 
    This piqued Nomin’s interest. “What are you planning to do?” 
 
    “Just like I said earlier. I want to see if White has left any clues as to where he may be, or what he will do next. I know we aren’t anywhere near Arsi, but we can check around here as well. It never hurts. I have my own ways of making people talk,” he reminded her.  
 
    “I will go with you, then.” 
 
     “Not necessary. I will leave in just a few hours, I will travel quickly, and it is easier for me to do this alone.” 
 
    Nomin didn’t put up a protest. She knew that Danzen was a professional, and while it was clear that Kudzu had something she would like to say about the matter, perhaps that he should not go out early in the morning, she never expressed her doubts. 
 
    It wasn’t much longer before more food came, meats this time that had been grilled and fried. Sansar arrived at around the same time to report that he had successfully delivered the remnant, and that the Asura Forest seemed especially quiet that night. As the raven spoke, Jelmay gorged himself on food until his belly was distended. Danzen had some as well, and Kudzu begrudgingly ate only after the bakeneko had teased her about becoming too skinny.  
 
    Before they went to bed, Sansar took one final flight around the city of Sainshand, the three-legged raven looking for anything that seemed out of the ordinary. 
 
    Danzen was waiting for him upon his return. 
 
    “There’s a small fortress several miles from here,” Sansar reported. “I followed a group of men traveling from the city to the fortress. They seemed like the type that would be employed by White.”  
 
    “Did they have any insignias on them? Perhaps ones that looked like eyes?” 
 
    “Nothing that I saw, but they were most certainly bandits. Most certainly. I didn’t see any indications of the royal seal, nor did they look like assassins.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t be assassins. Those trained by the Brotherhood rarely come together in large numbers unless they are at the academy.” Danzen, who had been seated on the balcony awaiting Sansar’s return, ran his hand over his beard stubble. “It’s something we can look into in a few hours.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen set out early that next morning, while it was still dark. The former assassin followed Sansar through the streets of Sainshand, which were mostly clear aside from bakers beginning their morning tasks, a scattering of farmers delivering goods, and the occasional street sweeper. It was a pristine city, Sainshand, none like it across the Kishu Kingdom. The royal family made sure of it, and this mentality had transferred to the locals, who generally kept their spaces cleaner than other townspeople across the kingdom. 
 
    But there were still shadows. There were always shadows. And shadows were the perfect place for someone like Danzen, a hooded former sword-for-hire who had been raised by killers that in turn were raised by killers.  
 
    No one spotted Danzen as he reached the city limits, where farms had been cut out of what was once a dense forest. There was a lot of logging here, more than Bahlingar, which helped with visibility until Danzen reached some of the taller pines pushing south. His eyes on the three-legged raven, Danzen surged into the air, where he flew for a spell above the trees using his Sunyatic power. He used to do something similar with jumping, but there really was no point in coming down once he was up. 
 
    After traveling in this way for a few minutes, he finally dropped upon seeing watchfires in the distance, Danzen back into the shadows where he belonged. He carried his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds and his Astra kunai, no gauntleted weapons, no Blade of Darkness, Danzen also leaving Nomin’s replica short sword behind. He wasn’t here to kill. He was here to gather information. 
 
    This was why he simply approached the fort that the bandits were staying in as if he belonged there. The three men that guarded the entrance, each with a large sword strapped across their back, didn’t stand a chance.  
 
    “I’m here to gather information. Who do I need to speak to about White or the Penumbra clan?” Danzen asked, dipping into his Demon Speak power. “After I have left here, you will not remember me.” 
 
    The three men exchanged glances. Eventually, one of the men took the lead, a burly bandit with the sides of his head shaved, his hair long and braided at the back. His neck was as thick as a tree stump, and while he certainly carried weight, it was clear he was quite muscled. As obedient as ever, the man led Danzen into the encampment, past a group of bandits sleeping near smaller fires. There was a cordoned-off area at the back, a lantern inside providing light, which told Danzen that the leader of the bandits was already up. 
 
    “You have a visitor,” the burly guard called from outside the tent. 
 
    “Visitor? Who?” 
 
    “I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    Danzen entered the large tent to find a man resting on a pile of furs. A nude woman and a nude man were with him, the woman with her hand on his chest as she kissed his ear.  
 
    “What is the—” 
 
    “Cover yourself,” Danzen told the three. He pointed at the one that was clearly the bandit leader based on his face tattoos and overall demeanor. “I have questions for you. You will answer my questions and forget our interaction once we leave.” 
 
    The two pillowers did as requested, covering up immediately. The leader of the bandits did not, the man revealing a set of golden teeth as he glared Danzen down. “Your power won’t work on me,” he said, Danzen now seeing the gleam of a Sunyata talisman around his neck.  
 
    Danzen tossed one of his kunai, which grazed against the side of the man’s cheek. The throwing knife cut through the back of the tent and hit a wall beyond. It returned to his hand in a matter of seconds, this time grazing across the other side of the man’s face. Two cuts in an instant. 
 
    The bandit leader hopped to his feet, tripped over his two lovers, and fell face first into the furs covering the ground. Danzen approached. He crouched in front of the man, his kunai still in his hand.  
 
    “You’re one of them, a filthy assassin.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t reply to the man’s accusation as he bled from both sides of his face. 
 
    “You think you can intimidate me.” 
 
    Once again, Danzen was quiet. 
 
    Spit flew from the bandit leader’s mouth as he spoke again: “I’ll… I’ll call my men in here!” 
 
    Danzen tilted his head ever-so-slightly. 
 
    “I’ll… I’ll do it!” The man jumped to his feet. Rather than say anything, he covered up as Danzen had told him to do earlier, the man now trembling. “You ghoul. You son of a whore. What do you want?” 
 
    “White. The leader of the Penumbra Clan. What do you know about them? Have they made any agreements in the area?” 
 
    Confusion traced across his face. “The Penumbra Clan? I haven’t heard from them in a week. They won’t be happy with me.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “We were asked to join, I was, but I declined.” The man wiped the blood on his face with his arm. “And I don’t know a White. I only met a swordsman, one burned pretty badly.” 
 
    “A badly burned swordsman?” 
 
    “A hell of a fellow. Nasty. I don’t know how he was walking, to be honest. He looked completely charred.” 
 
    Danzen knew this to be Nyamdor, one of the final Evils.  
 
    The bandit leader continued: “It was amazing that he was still alive. Never seen someone burned that badly. But I haven’t heard from them since.” He paused, something clearly coming to him by the way he raised an eyebrow at Danzen. “We did encounter a woman, though.” 
 
    “A woman?” 
 
    “In the forest. She had red hair, was dressed in silk robes. She seemed to move rapidly, like—” 
 
    “A butterfly.” 
 
    “I was going to say a rabbit, but a butterfly would work as well.” The man cautiously wiped some of the blood from his cheek onto his arm. “The reason I’m telling you is that she was asking about the same people you’re asking about. The Penumbra Clan. Specifically, she asked about the burned swordsman who came through. I do not know what she wanted from him.” 
 
    This bit of news struck Danzen as odd. What would the final Butterfly of Arsi want with Nyamdor? Was she looking to team up? Or was it something else? He thought of Soko’s competitive nature. It truly could be something along those lines, but there was no way to confirm it. 
 
    “Did she say anything else?” 
 
    “No, but she did give us her name. Loomi. Her name was Loomi.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen returned to the hotel to find Kudzu waiting for him on the balcony. She leaned against the railing, her white hair beating in the wind as she stared down at the street. She certainly spotted him, yet the kitsune tried to maintain that she was simply outside, getting a breath of fresh air, or perhaps ridding herself of Jelmay for a few minutes. 
 
    It was too bright out for him to simply jump to the balcony. Instead, Danzen came into the hotel as a normal patron. The people at the front desk said nothing to the former assassin as he passed them. Later, he would make sure that everyone forgot his face, forgot his presence, no recollection of who had stayed in the private suite on the second floor.  
 
    Upon reaching his room, Danzen smelled typical breakfast foods, fried meat and eggs, something sweet in the air signaling baked goods. He found Jelmay at the table as always, the bakeneko with a spread of food before him. It appeared as if he had sampled everything the hotel could possibly conjure up. 
 
    “There you are,” Jelmay said as he licked his fingers. “Eat, Pilgrim, eat.” 
 
    “What did you learn?” asked Nomin, who was seated at the table, a plate in front of her. She had a simple pastry on the plate that she had picked at, but didn’t appear as if she had eaten much. Yato, on the other hand, had slices of bacon, boiled eggs, and a flaky croissant with a thick slice of cheese next to it. Kudzu was suddenly there as well, as if she hadn’t been on the balcony waiting for Danzen. 
 
    Before he spoke, Danzen sat at the table and gathered a few things for his plate. “Her name is Loomi, the final Butterfly of Arsi. She has been in the area looking for Nyamdor. I learned that.” 
 
    “Why would she look for him?” asked Yato. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Danzen dipped a slice of bread in some red berry jam and took a bite from it. It had a bitter sweetness that he recognized as a berry that grew in the mountains outside of the Diyu Brotherhood. The bite brought with it a memory of picking those very berries alongside Soko. How many years ago was that?  
 
    “So there are two Evils left, and one is looking for the other.” Jelmay barely covered a belch. “What do you think? Are they trying to team up? What was her intention?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You could always ask your father what he knows about them.” Jelmay shrugged. “Just a suggestion.” 
 
    “I don’t think the two Evils would team up,” Sansar said. “My guess would be that she isn’t happy with his surprise attack back at the fairgrounds in Arsi.” 
 
    “You are suggesting we let them kill each other?” 
 
    Sansar looked at Kudzu and cocked his head a bit to the left. “I wasn’t exactly suggesting that, but now that you mention it, that would make our lives easier.” 
 
    “We have no way of knowing if that’s what she is intending to do.” Kudzu turned back to Danzen. “Did you learn anything more about White?” 
 
    “I did not. Only that the bandit leader hasn’t heard from the Penumbra Clan in about a week. Maybe he has disbanded them after what happened back in Arsi.” 
 
    “There’s really only one way to tell. We need to take a boat to Arsi and continue from there.” Jelmay popped a couple of berries into his mouth. “First class, obviously. I’ve got to unload some of the jewels. Better to do so in Arsi. I don’t know if I told you all, but I know a guy there who will pay top kip for funeral jewelry. He’s a top-notch guy, one of the most generous in the business.” 
 
    “Some of the necklaces are beautiful,” said Yato. 
 
    “Remember, they belong to dead people. You don’t want to wear things that belong to dead people. That’s the best way to catch a ghost. It’s not unlike a cold, you know. Having a ghost follow you around and berate you for wearing its jewelry. Ugh. It’s the worst.” Jelmay tsked. “That’s no way to live.” 
 
    “I wasn’t saying I wanted to wear any of it. I was only saying it is beautiful.” 
 
    “She’s not wrong,” said Kudzu. “And I don’t know why we have to get rid of all of it. It seems like we should keep some, you know, if we ever needed them for disguises or something.” 
 
    Jelmay almost started laughing but he stopped himself, his big cheeks popping up, whiskers erect. “You would say something like that, wouldn’t you, Fox? If you want to play dress-up with funeral jewelry, sure, pick out your favorite pieces and we will keep them. There’s plenty for me to sell.” He licked his lips. “Like I said, I know a guy in Arsi. Once he sees what we have uncovered from the far western part of the kingdom, he will probably jump for joy.” 
 
    Danzen ate a few more things before he finally decided to step into one of the bedrooms, and shut the door behind him. It was here that he sat on the ground and focused on his echo. He floated for a moment, canceling his thoughts, never able to fully silence them as he pondered why Loomi was searching for Nyamdor. For some reason, this made him think of Nomtoi. What would his brother do next? What happened after the Seven Evils? 
 
    Soko. 
 
    Danzen didn’t want to give voice to the thought. He didn’t want to think that his brother would somehow use Soko against him, but he could foresee that coming. He only hoped that his brother and his father hadn’t noticed her appearance in Diyu. Thousands upon thousands of people died every day, and thousands more were born across the kingdom. Would his father or his brother even notice an assassin slipping through their gates? 
 
    Perhaps not. 
 
    But then there was Soko in her typical behavior, her headstrong nature. She would certainly stir up trouble wherever she went. Danzen was sure of this. In that case, maybe they would come to notice her then, once she made her presence known to the point that they wouldn’t be able to overlook it. 
 
    He imagined Diyu, the red skies, how everything mirrored the Kishu Kingdom aside from the demons. So many demons. What was it actually like there? He hadn’t been there enough times to really understand his father’s realm. There were three Fatebricks there. After collecting the ones that remained in the mortal realm, he would have to pass through the barrier and collect the ones there.  
 
    Danzen was certain that this would pique his brother’s attention. Nomtoi would think that he was trying to invade, that Danzen had had a change of heart, that he wanted the throne. There would be no pleading with him at that point. Before Danzen journeyed into Diyu, he would have to be stronger than he ever had been before. He would have to be able to dissolve the stone. He would have to be able to do much more than that, the outer limits of bending one’s echo, the kind of things that Sotgonn had hinted at. 
 
    He felt so close to that plateau, yet it seemed so far away, always just beyond his grasp. 
 
    It troubled him to know that he would likely see Soko again. Danzen hadn’t discussed this with the others, but Nomin knew, and he suspected that Kudzu was aware of this as well. In what form would he see her? Would she simply be an entity in Diyu like all the others? Or would she be under his brother’s spell by the time they encountered one another. Would she be whole again? Would she have her legs? Would her skin and her face be what they once were? 
 
    This was the problem with killing demons that Danzen was well aware of. They didn’t actually die. The Seven Evils had merely been sent away from the mortal realm and back to Diyu. What about them? Onuma and Mayji? Ginza? Uchi? Kitazawa? Shimo? The Butterflies of Arsi?   
 
    They would all be able to attack him if Nomtoi hadn’t simply tossed them back into the deep dungeons of hell itself. That was something Danzen would have to be wary of once he passed through the border. He certainly couldn’t take them all on at once. 
 
    Yet again, Danzen tried to silence his thoughts.  
 
    For just a moment, he wanted to be alone with the quiet. 

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Diyu Brotherhood was behind him now. Even if he’d had this notion during his meditation to walk to the steps before the school where he’d grown up, Danzen suppressed this urge, this morbid curiosity. Why would he go there anyway? What good would that accomplish? What would he discover about himself in observing the place he’d spent so much time, a place where memories had been made and branded into his very soul? Why stir up the past? Why revisit an old wound? 
 
    There was still the chance that there was a bounty on his head. Danzen was well-aware of this fact, even if he’d handled Halcyon and their leader Kaysim back in Chutham. That didn’t nullify the contract on his head. But who would be crazy enough to try to assassinate Danzen, a former member of the Brotherhood, a man who had taken on Halcyon, that bloodthirsty cult, not to mention countless assassins, and had actually survived? 
 
    As they boarded a ship headed toward Arsi, Danzen remembered more of the people he had grown up with, those he had studied under. Most, if not all, had died now that he thought about it, either from old age or extenuating circumstances. But there were younger ones, those who had been born into the blood trade after Danzen, people around Yato’s age. The new generation. Would they make an attempt? Or would they read the writing on the wall? The one that said this man isn’t worth your life. 
 
    Only time would tell. 
 
    Their room on the ship was large and spacious, practically taking a full deck on the craft. As the others got settled, Danzen placed most of his things, aside from his Astra kunai, in a weapon rack built near a porthole window. There were hammocks in this room instead of beds, Jelmay already swaying from one by the time the ship set off.  
 
    “Shouldn’t be much longer now,” the bakeneko said on the tail end of a yawn. 
 
    There were several ways to travel between Sainshand and Arsi, from carriage to horseback, but the fastest was a ship down the Sakai River, especially with the water flowing in an eastern direction. Unless there were complications along the way, they would reach the riverside city by night. 
 
    Once the day started to drag, Danzen took to the roof, where he watched a fisherman in a small boat cut through the water, the man’s son dragging a net. There were other boats along the shore, where people checked traps and gathered the reeds that grew along the river. The smell, the subtle heat of the fall sun, the beautiful views of the shoreline—it was something Danzen needed in that moment, a reminder of the simple beauties of the mortal realm.  
 
    Kudzu joined him, the kitsune approaching slowly like she always did. She never moved too quickly around Danzen if she could help it. She knew how that bothered him.  
 
    “What a day.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Kudzu took a step closer so she stood next to him now. “Don’t you just love traveling?” 
 
    Danzen couldn’t tell if she was being facetious or not. “Sometimes,” he told her as he kept his gaze trained on the hazy sky, where he expected to see Sansar at any moment now. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head, not ready to unpack all the thoughts he’d had over the course of the day. Maybe he needed some rest. Maybe he needed to let everything that was on his mind settle for the time being.  
 
    “It has to be something, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he assured the kitsune. “Let’s go back inside and try to get some rest before we arrive in Arsi.” 
 
    “Were you planning on an overnight carriage to Bahlingar?” 
 
    “I think that would be best.” 
 
    “Jelmay is going to want to meet his fence.” 
 
    “He can do that too. But it’s best we move on.” Danzen squinted at a black bird heading in their direction. “Looks like Sansar has returned.” 
 
    The three-legged raven landed on the railing. After adjusting his feathers, he spoke: “I took a trip around Arsi. Nothing out of the ordinary. The fairgrounds are being handled, no evidence of the events. I checked the woods and the waterline as well. No signs of banditry.” 
 
    “Did you spot any yokai?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “No, all seems quiet, uncomfortably so.” Sansar ruffled his feathers. “I don’t want to say I don’t like it, but there is certainly something off at the moment. My opinion, anyway. Now, food. I hate to sound like our dear Jelmay, but is there food readily available?” 
 
    “There is food below, more than even a dozen bakeneko could eat. Our dear Jelmay, as you call him, saw to that. You should go down and enjoy yourself.” 
 
    Sansar bobbed his head. “I think I’ll do just that.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen wasn’t able to bottle the anxiety he felt upon arriving in the riverside city of Arsi. Perhaps it had something to do with the weight of all that had happened over the last several days, memories of Soko, the things that were to come, even Sansar’s mention that something felt off. 
 
    White could be anywhere. Not only that, but it was clear he’d already found a nesting place in Danzen’s head, a place to live rent free. So much of what White did was psychological. Even worse, Danzen was aware that it could go on like this for months. 
 
    While the others were convinced it would be best to stay in Arsi for the night, Danzen wanted to move on, Nomin as well. Before they left, Jelmay sold some of the jewelry, Yato keeping him company as the girthy bakeneko journeyed to the southern side of the city to the fence that he knew. Upon their return, they loaded into a nice carriage, one that even came with a guard. 
 
    “We won’t be needing the guard,” Danzen told the woman at the carriage stand. 
 
    “It is complimentary, my lord,” said a mousy woman with hazel eyes, her hair tied back by a strip of wool. “There are dangers between here and Arsi.” 
 
    “It won’t be necessary.” 
 
    “But the bandits, my lord.” 
 
    “It won’t be necessary.” 
 
    Soon after the conversation, Danzen took a seat next to Kudzu and Yato, Jelmay and Nomin across from them. Sansar would perform his usual surveillance, the raven circling above as he always did.  
 
    “We could have gotten more money, I’ll be the first to say that.” Jelmay continued counting the kip yet again, the bakeneko licking his fingers as he did so. He handed off stacks to Yato, who was tasked with wrapping them in thread. “But no. Nooo. We had to leave the city tonight. Had we stayed, I could have used another fence as leverage, and probably netted us, I don’t know, maybe twenty-five percent more? Thirty? I certainly would have had them pay for a few meals, wine and dine us, no doubt. With funeral jewelry like this? I could have had a bidding war going, really. But no. Ugh. I saved some of the best pieces, though. So maybe that’s part of the issue.” Jelmay tilted his neck to the side to show that he was wearing a gold chain. “It’s about time I get some jewelry.” 
 
    “You are too much.” 
 
    “What makes you think that, Fox? Pilgrim gets to wear jewelry. He has a necklace that calls the raiju. Why don’t I get to wear something? I already said I’d let you pick something. You seem to forget that.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “Is it more jewelry you want?” Jelmay patted his paw across the front pocket of his vest, where Danzen heard a slight metallic rattle. “Do not hesitate to ask, my sweet, sweet Fox.” 
 
    The two bickered for a little longer, Danzen tuning them out as he often did.  
 
    As they moved further and further away from civilization, Jelmay settled in and drifted off, the bakeneko snoring lightly, which annoyed Kudzu. At least he was quiet. She eventually fell asleep as well, her head pressed resting on Danzen’s shoulder. Yato was next to fall asleep, the younger assassin leaned back and stretched out because no one was sitting in front of her. 
 
    This left Danzen and Nomin, the two quiet as ever. Sometimes he felt that they were having a mental conversation, their thoughts exchanged, reliving shared memories. It was impossible to know what she was thinking, the blind assassin rarely one to offer facial expressions that detailed her thoughts. 
 
    Danzen might have fallen asleep as well had it not been for a harsh sound outside of their carriage.  
 
    He recognized Sansar’s squawk. 
 
    Nomin placed her hands on the hilt of her blade as the carriage lurched forward. The horses neighed as Danzen heard the thunk! of an arrow reaching its target.  
 
    “Bandits.” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Nomin said as the horses bucked yet again, the carriage shaking as they panicked. He heard the driver’s body fall to the ground. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jelmay asked, but by this point, Danzen had kicked out of the carriage heading left, Nomin heading right.  
 
    Yato was soon awake, joining the blind assassin outside as Danzen confirmed something he had already sensed. The carriage driver was now dead, an arrow sticking out the back of his head. There was a slight purplish glow to the arrow, leading Danzen to believe that it had been remnant-powered. Not only that, but the arrow seemed to have blown out the front of the carriage driver’s face, clearly an indication that the weapon wasn’t ordinary. 
 
    “We have an archer,” Danzen called to the other side of the carriage, where Nomin and Yato were. “Stay inside,” he told Jelmay and Kudzu. “Keep the door shut.” 
 
    The horses continued to yank at their harness. The piece eventually snapped, and the two took off, dragging a hunk of the harness behind them and leaving the carriage stranded. 
 
    Danzen, who had his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds at the ready, scanned the darkened woods around them. He held his breath, his eyes looking for any signs of someone’s echo, some indication that there was a killer out there. 
 
    Keeping as low as he could, Danzen pulled the arrow out of the carriage driver’s head, bringing bits of bone and viscera along with it. Danzen examined the arrow tip to find what he already knew to be true. There was a remnant fused with the insert. 
 
    “Get back in the carriage,” he called over to Yato. “Remnant arrows. Get back in.”  
 
    An arrow like this could kill her instantly. He honestly didn’t know what would happen if Nomin was struck by it, but he was fairly certain she wouldn’t obey his command.  
 
    Danzen heard the carriage door shut as Yato filed back inside.  
 
    Danzen met with Nomin at the front, both crouched now, staying in the shadows. He kept his gauntleted blade near his head to provide additional protection.  
 
     “Who could it be?” he asked, hoping that Nomin would recognize the arrowhead. 
 
     She examined it while Danzen guarded the two of them. It was instinctual. He was so used to having to do this for the others that he didn’t really consider that she couldn’t die, at least to his knowledge. 
 
    “I can find them.” 
 
    He barely heard her, his heartbeat roaring in his ears. She spoke again, louder this time:  
 
    “Danzen. Distract the archer in some way. Wander ahead and I will seek them out. They may shoot you. Are you ready for that?” 
 
     With a deep breath out, Danzen got to his feet. He hunched over, and started toward the center of the road, where he knew he would be most prone. It was going to hurt. It was really going to hurt. 
 
    A few more steps. 
 
    An arrow struck Danzen in the chest.  
 
    He ripped it out just as soon as it pierced his flesh, the tip puncturing into his right lung. He tossed it to the ground as Sunyatic energy bubbled around the arrowhead. The feeling. Danzen knew it intimately. He knew the internal carnage and what it was like to be unleashed, the demons within, the rage that he had bottled for so long in physical form. Yet he also knew the feeling of having one of his lungs punctured, the sound, the way his chest felt as if it had partially deflated. Danzen could heal from this, he had done it before, but it didn’t stop him from dropping to a knee as portals opened up all around the former assassin. 
 
    “Find them. Find who did this,” he said. “And bring them to me. Spare the blind assassin if you encounter her.” 
 
    His demons dispersed. Danzen stood and another arrow struck him in the arm. He yanked it out and tossed it to the ground. The former assassin gritted his teeth as more portals appeared. Danzen could find the archer as well. But as he prepared to run into the forest, a new idea came to him. 
 
    “Return to me!” He shouted this loud enough for the demons that already slipped away to hear him. They all returned at once, his hellspawns gathering around. 
 
    An arrow struck one of the demons in its head as they continued to form their protective barrier. Danzen hunkered down now using his demons’ bodies as protection, awaiting Nomin’s return. She was as deadly as she was cunning; he knew the arrows would stop soon enough. 
 
    Danzen felt a strange sense of security amidst his demons, his hellspawns standing strong as the former assassin as he healed, as more arrows came in. All mangled in their own ways, deformed jaws and hideous lumps on their bodies, their ears cauliflowered, bones sticking out of their flesh, saliva dripping from their broken-sharp teeth—his hellspawns were grotesque and terrifying. But that didn’t matter when they were under his control. 
 
    As much as he hated to admit it, Danzen was in his element in the center of chaos. All he had to do was wait it out. Once he finally saw Nomin press through the forest, dragging someone by the scruff of their robes, Danzen knew that his decision to use his demons as a shield had been the right one. 
 
    Now, they had to go. 
 
    With a sudden gesture, Danzen cut down the rest of his demons from behind, their bodies falling onto the ground where they would later melt away. 
 
    Nomin tossed the female archer into the path before Danzen. The woman was small, the sides of her head shaved and tatted, her hair pulled into a tight topknot. 
 
    “Do you recognize her?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. There was a trio of cousins out of Tachibana. All archers. I didn’t know they used remnants. She was one. Her name is Elra. Her cousins are Onin and Mirand.” 
 
    “You are certain?” 
 
    The archer coughed blood; Danzen noticed her robes were saturated, signaling Nomin had stabbed her multiple times.  
 
    Danzen turned the woman around, so she now lay on her back. “Where are your cousins, Elra?” 
 
    She coughed more blood, her dark eyes coming alive as she glared at Danzen. It was then that he spotted something in her mouth. She bit down on it. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she let out her final breath, which came coupled with the smell of bile and excrement as her body gave up.  
 
    Danzen looked up to Nomin, who held the woman’s quiver. “She had a dozen more arrows. Remnant arrows.” 
 
    “I’m glad you found her.” 
 
    “How is your healing?” she asked him. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    There was always the possibility that the other two archers were tracking them. Danzen was aware of this, which was why they traveled alongside the main road, now forging through the brush where it would be much harder to fire an arrow without hitting a tree. Jelmay grumbled. It was late, and the bakeneko didn’t want to walk. 
 
    “What do you suggest we do, then? Sit in the carriage until another one comes along and hitch a ride?” 
 
    “Actually, Fox, that doesn’t sound like a bad idea to me. A new carriage always comes. Always. Considering this is the main road to Bahlingar and Odval, it would only be a matter of time. I would ride on top as long as it didn’t mean I’d have to walk.” 
 
    “We need to find the other archers.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, Lady Pilgrim. But what makes you think they are in this forest? How do you know it wasn’t a solo mission?” 
 
    “We have to operate as if they are in this forest. You saw what the arrow did to our carriage driver’s head.” 
 
    “I didn’t see any of it. I was inside the carriage, remember?” Jelmay didn’t press this point of contention much further. Instead, he kept his eyes on the ground before him, and slowly fell into a comfortable pace alongside the others. He was always at the back of the group. That was typical for the bakeneko. But he at least stopped complaining. 
 
    Danzen still had blood on his robe from where he had been struck by the arrows. They would dry overnight from a cool breeze, but it would leave him needing new clothing in Bahlingar. He paused, Nomin doing the same, Yato following suit. The noises of the forest. They were endless, and a branch breaking or a rustling sound could be anything. It could be okay. Or an animal. 
 
    Or an archer. 
 
    Elra was dead. But Onin and Mirand, her two cousins, were out there. If they were as Elra had been, things could prove dire.  
 
    What Danzen really wanted was to get back to civilization, to a place where the others could stay out of the line of fire while he hunted the other two. But for him to do so, he would have to know that they were hunting him. This had been the flaw in the way that Nomin had killed the woman. Had she brought Danzen the woman alive after checking her for any ways to kill herself, he could have interrogated the archer. 
 
    But he didn’t mention this. 
 
    Nomin had her ways, and he understood the urge of an assassin, the desire to be above one’s prey and to strike rapidly. That was likely how it happened, Nomin creeping up behind the woman as she nocked an arrow, and then swiftly bringing her down before she could fire it. Danzen imagined the shock Elra must have felt at that moment, the shock of being caught in the act. 
 
    Still, it would have been useful to find out who was hunting them, and what they could expect.  
 
    Now, they were in the dark.  
 
    What was left of the foliage above had mixed with dark gray clouds that blotted out the night’s sky. Even so, if they kept up their pace, Danzen and his companions would reach Bahlingar by midday. The problem with that was the sunlight. It would bring a higher chance of visibility, especially as they reached the areas around Bahlingar that had been severely logged, much of it now being converted into farmland. 
 
    They would need another option. 
 
    “Once it gets closer to dawn, let’s move deeper into the forest. We shouldn’t travel during the day, not until we understand more about the two archers.” 
 
    “Should we head back to Arsi?” Yato asked Danzen. “If they were tracking us, they would have done so from there. It doesn’t make sense that they, or she, would just wait on the road for us.” 
 
    Nomin agreed with the younger assassin. “No, it doesn’t.”  
 
    Jelmay kicked a stone. “You know what? I’ll say it. I’ll say it. This is why we should have stayed in Arsi. I could have gotten us a better deal for all this looted jewelry, you three could have sniffed out these bloody archer assassins, and we could have gotten a good night’s rest. Bah, I tell you. Bah!” 
 
    Danzen stopped walking. 
 
    “Was it something I said?” Jelmay asked, his whiskers drooping, eyes enlarging. 
 
    Danzen brought his hand to his chin. “How did they know we were coming this way? We were careful in Arsi. We were barely there.” 
 
    “Could it have been Soko’s former eyes and ears?” Nomin asked, referring to the network of people Soko had employed across the city.  
 
    “Who would be paying them?” 
 
    Nomin shook her head. “You’re right. It can’t be that. But it’s the only thing that makes sense. Maybe someone else knew about her network, and has since managed to take it for themselves.” 
 
    “Rather fast, if you ask me.” Jelmay yawned. “Sorry, that was just a simple reminder that I should be sleeping by now.” 
 
    Danzen started up again. It didn’t make sense, but if they were being tracked, they would need to make it nearly impossible for the archers to attack, which meant it would be better to move at night.  
 
    It would be several hours before they finally made camp. During that time, Sansar would continue to be their eyes above, looking for movement that indicated they were being tracked. 
 
    But he wouldn’t find any. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    There would be no sleeping for Danzen Ravja. There rarely was when it came to situations like this, situations in which he was pushed to wait for what he knew was inevitable. An ambush. Sunyatic arrows that had explosive properties. Two trained assassins on the loose. 
 
    This wasn’t the life he chose, yet it was the life that had chosen him.  
 
    Danzen felt this way often, not just now, in his semi-failed retirement, but also during his long career in the blood trade. He had been hunted before, oddly enough. It was nine years ago, Danzen in Arsi when he learned that a shipping magnate had ordered his assassination. Of course, the Diyu Brotherhood was the only approved assassin’s guild, which meant this man had to find someone who had either been trained by the Brotherhood and let go, or an ex-soldier. 
 
    He chose the latter. 
 
    The magnate was furious at the fact that Danzen had been hired to kill his business partner, who, to Danzen’s knowledge, hadn’t done much aside from annoying the royal family. It wasn’t often that the Brotherhood had any involvement with the Crown, but if they asked for someone’s death, the Brotherhood always obliged. Danzen had done so swiftly—he wasn’t one to make someone suffer—and he was surprised that the magnate had learned about the killing.  
 
    He never did find out who leaked the information, but did encounter the ex-soldier, a man named Raif who wielded two sickle swords with extreme precision. He also didn’t care about semi-agreed-upon rules of assassination. Like most assassins, aside from a certain few like Soko, he hoped to avoid crowds. 
 
    Raif charged through the crowd swinging, the man fueled by remnants, his veins practically purple by the time he reached the hooded assassin. Danzen had simply been out for a stroll to clear his head when the man charged toward him. 
 
    He first tried to use his Demon Speak to stop him. When this didn’t work, Danzen engaged the soldier. 
 
    The fight was brutal, the man actually able to match Danzen’s strikes. It had been a winter day, Danzen’s robes thick, which added extra protection from the nicks and scrapes of engagement. Even with his speed and his brute strength, Raif wasn’t going to be able to match Danzen’s speed and agility.  
 
    Leaping to a building, Danzen swiveled and loosed his sword. 
 
    Astra plinked off the man’s chestplate, yet still returned to his hand. His next attempt had the sword flying in a different way than normal, flipping over itself the way one would toss an axe. This cut into Raif’s skull, right through his forehead and from there into his brain, his sword momentarily stuck. 
 
    The soldier took a towering step forward and fell to his knees. Danzen dropped in front of him.  
 
    “Who sent you?” 
 
    The man blinked rapidly and died.  
 
    Just at that moment, movement in the crowd caught Danzen’s attention. He spotted a young man running away from the people that had gathered, who Danzen took to be an informant. He launched into action and soon caught the young man, who Danzen grabbed by the back of his robes and slammed into the ground.  
 
    He didn’t have to use his Demon Speak power to find out who had hired Raif. The young man simply told him in between spouts of pleading for his life. That very same day, Danzen paid a visit to the man, the magnate that had ordered his death. He didn’t kill him, as others would have. Danzen simply used his power to command the man to sell everything he had and donate the money to orphanages in eastern Arsi.  
 
    The last time Danzen saw the former magnate, some five years ago, he was begging outside of the very same companies he helped create.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t quite feel rested that next evening, but he had dozed off a little over the long, windy day, and was ready to find the other two archers. It still struck him as odd that they knew he was coming, but he could figure that part out later. 
 
    They set out once it was dark. Jelmay was quiet for once. They hadn’t eaten over the course of the day and the bakeneko’s stomach grumbled on occasion, yet he kept quiet throughout the trip. Kudzu, who was now back in her fox form, sniffed the ground as they continued on, looking for any scents that seemed out of the ordinary.  
 
    Keeping to the woods was the best way to stop the archers from stalking them. But it also made travel difficult, especially once the brush became so thick that Danzen had to cut it away with his Blade of Darkness.  
 
    Danzen expected Jelmay to complain, and for this to trigger Kudzu’s ire, but the bakeneko remained quiet. He was likely hungry. His grumbling stomach grew louder and louder, to the point that Kudzu finally snapped at him. 
 
    “Eat some berries or something. You’re going to give us away.” 
 
    “Do you see any berries?” 
 
    Kudzu shifted her snout toward a plant nearly stripped of its leaves. “Eat that. It has a smoky flavor.” 
 
    “You know what else has a smoky flavor? The barbeque I will order once we get to Bahlingar. I’m going ahead once we reach the city, right? That makes the most sense. They won’t know what I look like. Then I’ll have a carriage come get you all.” 
 
    “Because that’s not suspicious. And what about the poor driver? What if they attack them?” 
 
    “That’s the cost of doing business, Fox—” 
 
    “No, it is not.” 
 
    “We will go into the city together,” Danzen told them, ending their argument.  
 
    They approached Bahlingar later, Danzen glad to see that a mist had settled over the city. This gave him something to work with, something to use as cover. The forested hills that extended to Odval beyond seemed to hold the mist down, something Danzen had been banking on all along. He was certain Nomin knew this as well. 
 
    Straight through the city gates, Danzen and his companions slipped into the nearest tavern, one he had stayed in before. Like the rest of the buildings in the city, it was made predominantly of wood that had been cut in a way so everything fit together. The precision was uncanny, no air able to get in through any of the cracks, the draft outside nullified by the time the tavern door shut. 
 
    “A room for how many—” 
 
    The woman at the bar stopped speaking once Danzen used his Demon Speak power. He told her what they needed, the anonymity they required, and made sure this information had shared with the staff.  
 
    “Yet you still make me pay her,” Jelmay grumbled as he counted out some kip.  
 
    “Give them a little more for their troubles.” 
 
    “What troubles?” he asked Kudzu. “Pilgrim has literally handled everything here.” 
 
    “It is dangerous to have us around.” 
 
    “To have him around.” 
 
    In the end, Jelmay gave the woman the kip, complaining as he did so. He also took some of the fried bits of bread they had in a wooden bowl on the countertop as well. Once they reached the stairwell, he came back for a second helping.  
 
    “You are too much.” 
 
    “I’m not enough, and I’ve yet to have my barbeque,” he told the kitsune once they settled into their room. Before they could get settled, Danzen approached the door again, now with his Blade of Darkness stashed away. 
 
    Nomin and Yato joined him.  
 
    “It’s best if just the two of us go,” Nomin said.  
 
    “I can hunt them as well.” 
 
    “You don’t even know if they’re here or not,” Jelmay reminded Yato. “We are in the dark at the moment. Well, there’s a lantern, but you get what I mean.” 
 
    While Jelmay was right, Danzen had this strange feeling that they were a lot closer to finding the two assassins than the bakeneko anticipated. Even if they had been careful on their journey to Bahlingar, they could have been tracked. Sansar was only so good at spotting people. Danzen could imagine that the two archers would have noticed a suspicious bird flying around. Then again, maybe they hadn’t discovered Sansar yet. He certainly hadn’t at first when his mother had tasked the raven with keeping an eye on him. 
 
    “You will stay here and protect them,” Danzen told Yato. “That’s why Nomin suggested that you stay behind. I don’t anticipate that they will attack the two of them, but if they do, you’ll be the last line of defense.” 
 
    Yato’s face lost a shade of color as she realized what Danzen had tasked her with doing. “Right,” she said with a not-so-firm nod. 
 
    “But if they are watching,” Danzen said, “we’ll make sure they see us leave.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    Danzen, Nomin, and Yato turned to Kudzu, who stood there with her arms by her sides now, her shoulders bunched up. She was disturbed to the point that her face had halfway morphed. She turned to Jelmay and pointed at him.  
 
    “What now?” he asked, the bakeneko already back in his cat form.  
 
    “Send him. Send the cat out. If there are assassins in town, send Jelmay with Sansar. The three of you wait here. If they attack here, you’re here. If they don’t, or if they don’t know we’re in town yet, Jelmay will find them.” 
 
    His whiskers rose. “You have that much faith in me?” 
 
    Kudzu nodded. “You, of all yokai, would know how to find out about a pair of archer assassins in the city, even if we don’t really have a good description of them. Go. Do what you do best.” 
 
    “Gamble?” 
 
    “What? No. Well. Maybe? That’s one way you’d find that sort of information, is it not?” 
 
    Jelmay procured a roll of kip and grinned at the group. “Not only will I return with more of this.” He flipped through the bills and smelled them. “I will also return with the information we need to deal with these archers and with a belly full of barbeque. Pilgrim, Lady Pilgrim, Blind Pilgrim, Fox.” He nodded to the window, which was currently closed, Sansar looking in. “Him too. You can put your faith in me. Also, someone tell the bird what’s happening. He looks confused as hell, and I don’t blame him.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The tension was palpable. There were numerous ways that the two archer assassins could attack the hotel room, and Danzen knew this. It was a terrible place to be trapped. A terrible place. Danzen now regretted bringing his companions to Bahlingar. He should have told them to stay behind, he should have come here alone. Now, he had to improvise. 
 
    Moving furniture in front of the windows would only make escape from an explosion even more difficult. He could guard the room from the small wooden balcony, but doing so meant he could be shot down by a Sunyatic arrow, which could leave Danzen in a situation in which he was momentarily injured, thus releasing his demons. Yet there was one location where he could get a wide view of everything, and the others would still have an avenue for escape if that’s what it came down to. 
 
    The rooftop.  
 
    After a tense hour and a half, Danzen decided it was time to change locations. 
 
    “Yato, you’re with me,” Danzen told the younger assassin. He glanced at Nomin. “We’re heading up.” 
 
    The blind assassin remained in her position near the door. 
 
    Once he was out on the balcony, Danzen looked up to the rooftop. He was just about to jump when Yato simply floated past him.  
 
    A rare smirk traced across his face, one instantly wiped away as he remembered what they were out here to do. He joined her on the rooftop moments later, the younger assassin already crouched down as she scanned the streets below. 
 
    Danzen did the same, only scanning the opposite direction, to the wooden buildings that pressed up against the first barrier of the city.  
 
    Bahlingar had outgrown its walls three times now. Rather than bring the walls down, city officials had simply turned these into ever-expanding districts as they cut away more trees. In Danzen’s line of work, this was both an advantage and a disadvantage. It made escape easier because one could simply move toward a district separated by one of these walls. It made tracking harder because of this same separation.  
 
    At least he had a more sweeping view of the city, a fact that would have made everything better had it not been for a sudden gust of wind, followed by the flash of white silk robes and a hint of red.  
 
    Loomi now hovered before the two, the final Butterfly of Arsi with her bladed fans drawn, ready to engage. “Ah, there you are.” 
 
    Danzen braced himself. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A burst of wind swept Yato off the rooftop.  
 
    She was tossed onto a different roof almost a district away, where she landed on her side, the young assassin thrown into the air again. She was able to right herself using her echo, Yato fighting back as hard as she could to stop the Evil known as Loomi from overwhelming her with wind.  
 
    His sword drawn, Danzen exploded toward the redheaded Evil, only to be knocked backward as well. He was tossed even further, over one of the Bahlingar walls and straight into a tower made of wood and stone, which brought the attention of some of the city guards. “Run and hide!” Danzen shouted to them in desperation to save lives.  
 
    Loomi raced toward him, the woman stopping just inches away from cutting into Danzen with her hand fans. 
 
    Her face was as pale as the moon, her lips blood red, her eyes currently obscured by her fiery hair as she merely hovered there, glaring at the assassin while keeping him suspended in air.  
 
    Danzen could feel her echo; he could sense her power to a degree which he’d never experienced before. It was incredibly strong. He sensed it starting to crush him. 
 
    Danzen sent his hand across his chest and loosed an Astra kunai at her. She swept to the side to avoid it. The blade came hurling back to Danzen’s hands moments later, the piece cutting into Loomi’s exposed shoulder.  
 
    She surged forward as if she were going to spear Danzen with one of her bladed hand fans. Instead, she stopped mere inches away from his chest. “We need to talk.” 
 
    Yato dropped down from the top of the stone tower onto the woman. The two twisted toward the ground, where they crashed through a food stall. Her bladed gauntlets drawn, Yato came in for repeated strikes—Klank! Klank!—yet Loomi blocked every attempt. She quickly grew bored of the younger assassin and dismissed her with a spiral gust of wind that sent Yato straight into a wall.  
 
    Danzen landed. His sword overhead, he brought it down just as Loomi turned. She blocked his strike at the very last moment, gritting her teeth as she held her own. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “Then talk.” 
 
    They continued to push at one another, their blades grinding, sparking, Loomi holding her own even with Danzen’s incredible strength.  
 
    “You killed my sisters. Sent them back to Diyu.” 
 
    “That’s where they belong.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree.” She swept Danzen’s legs out from beneath him and pushed away. Loomi jumped on top of the former assassin, pinning his shoulders, her bladed hand fans now at his throat. “You have other people after you.” 
 
    “Aware.” 
 
    Danzen used his echo to force her off. He came at her again with his Sunyatic blade, but the Evil was able to block it.  
 
    Klank! 
 
    “You still haven’t heard me out.” 
 
    “Talk.” Danzen now held his sword before him, ready to engage. He also caught sight of Yato out of the corner of his eye, moving in for her next attempt.  
 
    “You and your student aren’t going to be able to beat me. That’s what I’m here to tell you, son of Tengir. If I kill you, you’ll go to Diyu where you belong.” She glanced to the side, noting Yato’s presence. “Neither of you can defeat me.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that before,” Danzen said. 
 
    “I’m sure you have.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “A temporary alliance. You may have defeated my sisters, but that wouldn’t have been possible had it not been for Nyamdor’s interference. I want you to help me find Nyamdor.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head.  
 
    He’d made these sorts of blood pacts before and they generally ended poorly. The alliance that he had with Soko about hunting the Seven Evils was an example of this. Yet there had been other instances, other agreements with other competitive assassins, all of which created more ways to double-cross him in the end. This even extended to his original agreement with Biren Yeshe, Danzen tasked with one last mark only to be attacked by another assassin an effort to either bring him out of retirement, or force him to an early grave. 
 
    Danzen chose to act.  
 
    He was done with alliances, done with sacrificing what he knew was right to make some agreement that would end up costing him in the end.  
 
    Danzen ran his hand over his sword, opening a wound.  
 
    He felt the change in energy almost immediately, the shock of power that came coupled with his demons. The portals opened, but by this point, Loomi had already surged in to defend against his incoming strike.  
 
    “Kill her!” Danzen shouted to his hellspawns, all of which had begun gathering, awaiting his orders. A sudden burst of wind tossed Yato away, the younger assassin stopping herself just in time from hitting the exterior of a wooden building. All the commotion was also waking the district they were fighting in, windows opening, guards and pub-goers filing out. 
 
    Whoosh!  
 
    Half of Danzen’s demons were whipped up into spirals of wind, the other half leaping and clawing at the sky as they tried to reach Loomi. The demonic woman brought her hands up and clapped them together, her hand fans interlocking. She shot into the air, wind following her as she flew toward Danzen. 
 
    He beat Loomi back again, yet her power still had a way of thrusting Danzen to the right, where he struck a cart parked along the side of the street.  
 
    To give himself some distance, Danzen sent his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds twisting through the air toward the woman. She easily blocked it, but she didn’t block his follow-up attack, an Astra kunai able to peg the Evil just across the clavicle, Danzen receiving another small wound. He already knew that using his echo against her, trying to do something like shatter her bones within her body, wouldn’t work.  
 
    But that didn’t mean he couldn’t use their environment.  
 
    The next time she flew near one of the buildings, Danzen used his power to splinter the wood. In doing so he brought part of the roof down, the corner of which managed to strike Loomi and pin her to the ground. 
 
    His demons all lunged for her at once. 
 
     Several were speared with bolts of air, yet a few managed to fight their way through the swirling rubble as Loomi rose back into the air. They latched onto her as she twisted up into the air. She tossed several aside, only to be rushed by Yato. 
 
    Danzen shot his hand out as if that would be able to stop the younger assassin, but by this point, Loomi had suspended Yato in the air. She slowly turned the young assassin upside down. 
 
    “I tried to play nice. I tried to make this easy on all of us.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” Danzen tossed his sword at Loomi. She shifted Yato in front of her at the last moment, his sword going directly through the center of her stomach as Loomi used the young assassin as a shield.  
 
    The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds trembled.  
 
    It twisted and ripped out of Yato’s stomach, spilling entrails as it returned to Danzen’s hand, as bloodied as it had ever been. 
 
    Loomi dropped the younger assassin to the ground. “I tried to play nice, son of Tengir. I tried to make a pact with you. Now…” 
 
    Yato’s shoulders heaved up and down, her breaths short and staccato. A column of wind struck her, lifted her again, and slammed her against the dirt road. Dozens of guards had gathered, several with shields up, all prepared to engage yet also very cautious to get involved.  
 
    While it may not have been clear what was happening, it was obvious that their involvement would lead to certain death. 
 
    Loomi took one last look at Danzen, who was seething now, his arms pulsing, a few of his demons behind him. She shrugged. “Maybe I’ll try again another time.” With those words, a spiral of wind took her away, just as it had at the festival grounds back in Arsi. 
 
    Danzen swung his sword behind him, instantly killing one of his demons. He offed the other two and bolted toward Yato, oblivious to the crowd, or the fact that Nomin was now there, prepared to fend off the city guards. Kudzu was around as well, Danzen spotting her white hair as she moved through the crowd.  
 
    His periphery a blur, Danzen dropped before Yato and locked eyes with the young assassin. His heart filled with dread. She was battered and bruised, but her stomach wound was one that would kill her.  
 
    She tried to say something but couldn’t, her lips trembling, her face growing increasingly white. 
 
    “I… I can…” Danzen threw his head back and looked up at the dark sky. He sucked in a deep breath, prepared to do something he’d hoped to never do. “Father. Tengir Gantulga. I need your help.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The crowd stopped moving, their faces frozen in shock as the sky above parted, the stars slinking away as if they were afraid.  
 
    A great whorl of darkness twisted down from what was once the heavens, Danzen hating every moment of it. He knew that his father was taunting him, that Tengir Gantulga could just as easily appear out of thin air. No, this was something else, a show of force, of power, of what the ruler of Diyu was capable of as his form took shape. 
 
    Tengir Gantulga wore dark purple robes that glittered even though it was now pitch black, the stars that were above just moments ago nonexistent. He smiled at Danzen, at the tragedy in his hands as Yato’s breaths grew shallow, her body limp in his arms. 
 
    “You called?” 
 
    Danzen scowled at the man.  
 
    “You want me to do something about her, don’t you?” 
 
    “She can’t die.” 
 
    “Yes, she can, my son.” 
 
    “She can’t die now.” 
 
    His father’s voice deepened. “Yes, she can.” 
 
    Danzen watched in horror as Yato’s skin tightened, her skeleton becoming increasingly visible. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head.  
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    “I do not take orders from you.” 
 
    “If you don’t—” 
 
    “It is clear you are distressed by what has happened to your young companion here. As you may well know, I appreciate company in Diyu, company like your beautiful student. But I hate to see you suffer. You may think this isn’t the case.” 
 
    “Then do something,” Danzen pleaded. “She doesn’t deserve this.” 
 
    “Why? You act as if she’s innocent, as if she is worthy of a second chance. I could always just let her die and allow her to come back, as you did,” he told Nomin, “but that’s not the same as being alive, is it? The taste of food, the emotions, the warmness. You don’t want that for this young assassin, my son, I assure you. But I can’t do something like this for free, and last I checked, there was still a throne that I plan to hand down to you, one which you have rejected. That could make a nice exchange, her life for your promise to take the throne.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    Tengir Gantulga took a step closer to his son. “You still don’t understand, do you? You still can’t see the power I’m offering you in exchange for a simple life. I can’t believe this is even a point of contention. I allow you to take the throne, giving you the power of a god, all in exchange for her life. Sure, there is your brother, and he still could take it from you, but you know how I feel about him. It’s quite the conundrum, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Do something,” Danzen said through gritted teeth. “She doesn’t have much longer.” 
 
    “No, no she doesn’t. And that’s a pity. For you, anyway. But what else could I ask you to do in exchange for her life? Now, you’ve given me a true dilemma. I don’t operate in the realm of charity, my son.” Tengir stroked his beard. “What could you give me, hmmm? Ah, you know, there is something that you could do, especially with the power you seem to have gathered.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t think he could tense up any more than he did upon hearing this. He assumed his father would speak of the Fatebricks of Sunyata, telling him to do something like destroy them. He braced himself as Tengir Gantulga delivered his offer: 
 
    “Recently, it has come to my attention that a trio of demonic oni have escaped from Diyu. This happens from time to time. Usually, I send blood knights out to get them. To be honest, I was on the verge of doing that when you said my name. I suppose in that regard you are lucky, as am I. Kill these three oni by the end of the night. If you do so, your protégé will live; if not, she will die.” Tengir Gantulga turned away. “Any other questions?” 
 
    “Where are they?” Danzen called to his father. “Where are these oni?” 
 
    “Not far from here. In the mountains outside of Odval. Alas, they aren’t the only thing that has escaped. But that will be addressed another day.” A dark purple sphere appeared over Yato. “Return with her to your room. The orb will follow. It will stay above her. If you are able to accomplish your task, it will heal her. If you are not, she will pass on. And just know, next time, this won’t be so easy. I have more patience than a ruler of Diyu should, but I am starting to grow impatient.” He waved his hand at the people around them, all of whom remained frozen. “They will stay like that for a few more minutes, and they will forget what they saw here. A word of advice.” 
 
    “Yes?” Danzen asked, his face now illuminated by the purple orb. 
 
    “The next time you’re offered an alliance with a stronger foe, I suggest you take it.” And with those words, Tengir Gantulga faded away. The stars reappeared above, even more glittery than they were before Danzen’s father arrived. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Yato blinked her eyes open. She sat up, and looked down at her stomach, her robes saturated with blood. Fear filled her eyes as she glanced at Danzen, the young assassin reading the utter despair on his face. She noticed that the crowd around them was frozen, all aside from Kudzu and Nomin, who had since joined Danzen. 
 
    The orb glowed brightly, the sphere now hovering over Yato’s head. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she asked, her voice hoarse. “What did you do?” 
 
    “We need to go.” 
 
    Danzen offered her his hand. She took it. Once Yato was on her feet, she looked up at the orb and ran her fingers through it. “What is this?” 
 
    “We’ll explain everything later, or they will. We have to go.” Danzen would have left at that very moment had it not been for the fact that he needed some of the gear he had in the hotel room, his gauntleted blades, the Blade of Darkness. He needed to hurry. He looked up to the sky, where he saw Sansar perched on one of the buildings. Danzen was also going to need some help. 
 
    “Can you walk?” Kudzu asked as she came forward. 
 
    “What happened?” Yato asked again as she looked down at her hands, her fingers drenched in blood. “Please, someone tell me. What has happened here?” 
 
    “Let’s just get back to the hotel.” Kudzu came to her side and wrapped her arm around the younger assassin’s waist. They turned back in the direction of the place they were staying, the crowd still frozen as they passed through. 
 
    Danzen kept his head hung, still regretting the deal that he had just made with his father.  
 
    He had ample opportunity to call upon Tengir Gantulga and he had always avoided it. He didn’t like the man. He didn’t like how he toyed with his life or how he tried to force his worldview onto Danzen. His father was as powerful as he appeared to be; he could simply snap his fingers and Nomtoi would stop harassing Danzen. Tengir could also do the same to the Diyu Brotherhood, erasing any memory they ever had of the former assassin. 
 
    But no, his father liked to watch him suffer. 
 
    Danzen and his group reached the tavern that they were staying in. They entered, where they found a large, drunk man seated at the bar. “What the hell happened?” asked a man who could only be Jelmay, his hair slightly pointed to resemble cat ears. “What happened to Lady Pilgrim?” 
 
    “You didn’t hear any of that?” 
 
    Jelmay looked from Kudzu’s outstretched hand to the door. 
 
    “It was loud earlier. There was a bard or two in here telling some epic poem. I got involved.” Jelmay raised his half-empty flagon of ale at them. “I’m drunk. To get the information I needed required a lot of alcohol. And barbeque. More alcohol than meat, though. It’s amazing I’m still standing. You should be proud. It’s amazing that I am able to keep this form. You should be impressed.” He burped, and a hint of confusion flashed across his eyes again as he remembered they had just shown up, that there was a strange purple orb hovering above Yato’s head, and her robes were covered in blood. “What happened?” 
 
    Nomin turned to the stairs. “This is not the place to have this conversation.” 
 
    “Bah. At least let me finish this.” Jelmay threw back what was left of his drink, wiped his lips with his arms, and hopped down from the bar stool. He followed Nomin and the others upstairs. Danzen waited until the end to deal with the minds of the bartender and the barmaid, both of whom had witnessed their entry. 
 
    Once he’d settled that, he took the stairs to their room, where he found Kudzu explaining to Jelmay and Yato what had happened. Back in his cat form, the bakeneko seemed wobbly, yet his eyes were filled with concern, his whiskers drooping as he examined the younger assassin. 
 
    “Stop staring at me like that.” 
 
    “I can’t worry about you? Bah to that. You should be resting,” he told the young assassin. Jelmay returned from one of the rooms with a blanket. “On this couch, Lady Pilgrim, so I can sit here and watch you.” He hiccuped. “I’ll take care of you. You will survive this. I just know it.” 
 
    “Because that isn’t odd.” 
 
    “All of this is odd, Fox. All of it. I just want to… we don’t have much time.” Jelmay looked from Kudzu to Danzen, his eyes turning emotional. “You are going out, right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Sansar, who had come in from the balcony, turned his head to Danzen. “And I will fly you there?” 
 
    “You will.” 
 
    “And we will find these oni.” 
 
    Danzen, who had just strapped on one of his gauntleted blades, nodded. He put the other one on, and then took his Blade of Darkness from the weapons rack. He had used it before as a pole for Sansar to hold on to while he flew, Danzen preferring this over the raven holding him by his clothing. 
 
    Kudzu, who had her arms crossed over her chest, her face a mask of worry, spoke: “There’s always Timbero and Nova.” 
 
    “As a last resort.” Danzen meant this. He felt savage, his heart filled with anger at what Loomi had done, shame for delivering the death strike to Yato, and a hint of regret for not forming an alliance with the Butterfly of Arsi. Had his father been right? This wasn’t something that Danzen wanted to admit, yet he’d seen what the woman could do now, her sheer power. Perhaps he should have made a pact. 
 
    And that was without mentioning Nyamdor and White, who were still out there.  
 
    A thought came to Danzen as he approached the balcony. He turned back to Jelmay. “What did you learn?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “The archers,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Them? Right! Two of them. They were in town a day ago. No one has seen the two since, but a couple of people said that they were heading toward Odval. A guy and a gal. I don’t know if any of that is true or not, but they aren’t here. Who knows? Maybe they have another trap set along the road.” 
 
    “We will deal with them later.” 
 
    And with those words, Danzen stepped onto the balcony, Sansar joining him.  
 
    The three-legged raven morphed into his largest form, and soon, Danzen was flying in the air, cutting through wispy gray clouds, the pair headed toward the mountains far beyond the walled city of Bahlingar. 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen knew it would be too risky to fly around the mountain looking for the oni. Sansar would be able to do that on his own while Danzen moved through the trees, yet again becoming the hunter. It was strange how this theme had extended itself over the last several days. Uncanny, really. It was also par for the course considering who Danzen once was. 
 
    And maybe who he had always been. 
 
    Now on foot, the former assassin swiftly transitioned through the wooded hills at the foot of the mountain range. Every movement, every sound, from a crackling branch to something as small as a rabbit scurrying into its hole, drew his attention. It was that quiet. The trees and the shapes of the mountains seemed to dampen the sound in this area, the forest thick enough to block much of the wind. Paths had been cut through the woodlands long ago, which was where Danzen stayed, always in the shadows, always prepared to strike. 
 
    He had faced off against an oni before, the troll certainly fearless, but not all that bright. He remembered them being exceptionally strong. The sooner he brought them down, the better it would be for him in the long term. With Sansar’s help he could certainly overwhelm him, and there was always Timbero and Nova, others he could rely on. 
 
    So why didn’t he call them? Why didn’t he simply bring the Sunyatic whistle to his lips and summon the raiju or the fallen angel? 
 
    There was a stubbornness within him. 
 
    His father had tasked him with doing this himself; even if he knew it would be helpful for him to call upon the assistance of others, Danzen couldn’t suppress the primal urge boiling within. He needed to quench his bloodlust. 
 
    His breath now visible, the cold setting in, Danzen pushed closer to the start of the mountain.  
 
    A fog seemed to stretch down from the peaks, thick enough that it was able to obscure his surroundings. With his eyes closed Danzen gauged the details of his world in a different way, everything now with a purple outline.  
 
    What was once obscured was now visible, including activity up ahead. There were three of them, and all were several heads taller than Danzen, the oni stacked with muscles, veins of which rippled up their necks, their heads wide and flat, each with a pair of horns. While they looked like the oni Danzen had once encountered, something was different about the way they moved. 
 
    The three oni remained huddled together. One held a dead deer by its antlers, the creature’s legs ripped off. 
 
    Danzen moved on them as quickly as he could, now with his Blade of Darkness drawn, shadow pooling at its tip. He might have got in the opening strike had it not been for a branch, which cracked under his weight as he jumped in the air. 
 
    The oni scattered, the demonic yokai whip-fast as one tossed the dead deer at Danzen.  
 
    By the time Danzen’s extended blade landed its strike, they were already gone, the three doubling back around.  
 
    One of the beasts cried out. Spit hurtled from its lips as it tried to smash Danzen with a pair of enormous fists. While dodging this, he was struck from behind by another. The third tried to kick him with a clawed foot. Danzen rolled out of the way, now without his Blade of Darkness, which he subsequently dropped so he could switch weapons. 
 
    Danzen drew the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, the former assassin now back on his feet. He was rushed yet again by another of the oni, which struck him in the shoulder and sent Danzen into a tree. His collision was strong enough to actually bend the smaller tree backward. While Danzen slipped aside as the tree snapped back, the nearest oni didn’t, the tree striking it across the face. 
 
    Danzen loosed his sword; one of the oni managed to block it with a stone that it had picked up. The demonic yokai chucked the stone at Danzen, the former assassin narrowly ducking it. His sword returned to his hand and he charged forward again, ready to engage. Yet again he was broadsided by one of the oni, which came charging from his right. 
 
    Danzen hit the ground.  
 
    The oni grabbed his feet and tossed him into a gully. Had there not been ample leaves on the ground, he likely would have drawn blood. Yet Danzen remained unscathed as he hopped to his feet and thrust his sword into the air with both hands on the grip.  
 
    The oni that dove for him never saw it coming. Danzen’s blade pressed into its body and out its back, blood spraying. Danzen pulled off to the side, an arc of demonic ichor following the tip of his sword as he leapt back to the top of the gully.  
 
    He continued toward the others. 
 
    From there he struck another of the demonic yokai in the side of the head with his sword. Danzen hacked away at the oni until he knew it wouldn’t get up again. 
 
    An enormous raven came crashing down from the sky, right into one of the oni. Danzen sent his sword flying forward, yet the oni managed to duck it by shifting behind a tree. Danzen’s sword struck the tree and got lodged in the trunk as he reached his opponent. The former assassin summoned one of his gauntleted blades. 
 
    Schnickt! 
 
    The oni came at him with a big fist, Danzen barely able to side-step it. Two quick jabs of his blade into the side of the demonic yokai’s body had it stumbling forward, blood soon appearing on its lips. 
 
    His sword back in his hand, Danzen cut it down from behind. He then drove his blade down into the back of its head.  
 
    He looked ahead. 
 
    Sansar took to the sky, leaving the final oni dazed as it tried to reorient itself after crawling out of the gully. Still feeling a rage that he couldn’t quite define, Danzen brought his hand back and loosed his sword, the blade spiraling toward his final opponent.  
 
    His sword struck the demon in the chest.  
 
    Danzen reached his blade in a matter of seconds. He yanked it out of the yokai’s chest, and spun, his full momentum going into cutting through its neck, the creature’s head flying off to the side. 
 
    Huffing, still tense from what his father had asked him to do, Danzen slowly lowered his arms. Blood dripped from the end of his blade as Sansar landed on the stump. “What now, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen’s eyes traced from his arm to the tip of his blade. He wiped what was left of the blood on the oni before him as a wave of bitterness rolled down his shoulders. He huffed again, his hot breath visible. 
 
    “You want more?” 
 
    Danzen lowered his head, awash in shame. 
 
    “You are angry.” 
 
    Danzen sheathed the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds.  
 
    He approached the Blade of Darkness. Crouching before the weapon, Danzen tried to bottle the fury racing through his veins. He had come so far in recent weeks. He had reached new levels of understanding his echo; he’d even been able to suppress some of his underlying violent tendencies. 
 
    Yet now, it was starting to boil over again. Sansar was right. He wanted more. He wanted to fight until his muscles gave way, until he could no longer stand. Instead, he turned back to the three-legged raven. 
 
    “I’m ready when you are.” 
 
    It was better this way, better not to let who he once was cast shade over who he was trying to be. 
 
    Besides, he needed to check on Yato. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Sansar lowered Danzen to the ground, the two now outside of the city of Bahlingar. While they had left from the balcony, the orange-pink light of morning was slowly changing the color of the horizon. 
 
    His hood over his head, Danzen passed through the first set of city gates, the guard sleepy enough that they didn’t question his sudden appearance. He moved as fast as he could toward the tavern that doubled as a hotel, their room on the second floor. The streets were already starting to come awake, farmers bringing in their wares, windows opening, the sounds of whistling tea kettles the closest to a dawn chorus that humans could get.  
 
    Danzen reached the tavern, and cleared his throat. In his periphery, he saw Sansar land on the roof above. Danzen stepped inside, the bartender asleep behind the counter, the barmaid gone. He took the creaky wooden stairs to the second floor, his heart beating faster with each step. What if this had all been a ploy? What if this was simply a way for Tengir Gantulga to toy with Danzen?  
 
    Danzen reached their room, and was just reaching for the doorknob when Tengir Gantulga appeared, the man leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. He was human-sized for once, which was the only way his father would have been able to fit into the hallway. 
 
    “You are worried I lied to you?” 
 
    Danzen tensed. He didn’t want the others to see his father, to see how the man had affected him. 
 
    “I did what you asked.” 
 
    “Efficiently, it appears. You do have a demonic madness about you, son. If I were you, it would be something that I embraced. You will need that kind of power once your brother makes his inevitable move.” 
 
    Danzen turned to his father, now face to face with the man who had raped his mother, who had cursed his life for so long. “You are controlling all of this. None of this has to happen, yet you are letting it take place.” 
 
    Tengir Gantulga’s eyes grew increasingly black. “You would lose,” he told Danzen, his voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    “I don’t want to win.” Danzen placed his hand on the grip of his Sunyatic blade.  
 
    His father started to laugh, yet his eyes remained completely pitch black. “If you won, my throne would be yours.” 
 
    “I would destroy it from the inside, all of Diyu.” 
 
    “Diyu isn’t so bad. You have only visited a few times. Perhaps if you spent a little more time there, you would see that. Aside from the demons and the worst history has to offer, it’s a relatively quiet and peaceful place. And there are levels, you know. The Seven Evils, they were locked away as all monsters should be. Well, I suppose it depends on your definition of monster. Are you going to draw your sword and fight me in the hallway? Shall we do this somewhere else?” 
 
    Danzen’s knuckles turned white as he continued to squeeze the grip of the sword. He finally let up. 
 
    “Maybe you will have your chance one day, my son. I once had the same rage that you have now. It wasn’t easy, you know, when I took the throne. The demons are stronger in Diyu than they are here. But you don’t care about my history; you don’t care about the fact that I was once in your shoes. In a way, at least. But we all must learn some way. The easy way or the hard way. I don’t know which you will choose in the end, but I wish you the best of luck. We are even, for now. But as I said before I healed your protégé—next time you reach out to me for something like this, you will not like the exchange.” 
 
    With those words, Tengir Gantulga faded away, leaving Danzen standing in the hallway, still ready to draw the sword, his arms shaking. A deep breath out did little to calm his nerves. It was only when the door opened and he saw Kudzu in her human form, her white hair swept to the side and tucked behind her ears that he finally was able to clear his lungs. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “Are you coming in? Yato is fine now.” 
 
    Danzen stepped into the room. Yato stood near the door of the balcony, regret in her eyes upon seeing the man who had become her mentor. He couldn’t comfort her in that moment, he couldn’t tell her that all was fine, that they would move on. Even with the softness that came with seeing Kudzu, there was still animosity in his heart. 
 
    The only way he knew how to process it was to turn away and head toward one of the back bedrooms to be alone for a moment. 
 
    Jelmay watched him pass, the bakeneko’s whiskers twitching. “Who wants food?” he asked as he turned to the others. “It’s morning, and I’m starved.”

  

 
   
    Part Three 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were still two archers out there, two killers trained from childhood by the Diyu Brotherhood, both able to use arrows amplified by Sunyatic power. If Onin and Mirand had gone to Odval as Jelmay had uncovered, they likely didn’t know about the death of Elra, the third archer. This was something on Danzen’s mind as he sat in something akin to meditation, but was actually deep thought. 
 
    Who would send them? How did they know that he would be coming? And would the other two be waiting for Danzen and his companions if they took any of the main roads to the northern city of Odval? 
 
    He had bent his echo for several hours, which made him feel better, Danzen able to dampen the animosity that fueled him earlier. This had given him time to unpack his father’s sudden appearances, be it a grand show in the middle of Bahlingar or a flash arrival in the hallway of a hotel. Danzen felt like Tengir Gantulga was always watching, or maybe it was something beyond watching, maybe it was something tied to his god-like powers in the mortal realm. 
 
    He wondered if his father knew about the Fatebricks of Sunyata. Tengir Gantulga hadn’t mentioned them, but he seemed to have an awareness of everything else that was going on. Not only that, he’d seen the warnings carved out on the cave walls. Was he that confident that Danzen wouldn’t be able to use the Fatebricks to rebuild heaven? What did Tengir Gantulga know that he wasn’t telling his son? 
 
    Danzen, who had been floating using his echo, finally lowered to the ground.  
 
    He didn’t know what time it was, but he could tell the afternoon would soon be over, the sun taking the light with it. In a perfect world, he would have convinced the others to leave Bahlingar earlier that day, yet that wasn’t a likelihood now. And maybe it was better that way. Rest, food, conversation, and a strategy would go a long way at this point. 
 
    Once he was back on the ground, Danzen stood. There were no aches in his knees, or anything that would indicate how long he had remained in the same position. His demon blood. It kept him younger than others, including those who had abused the remnants.  
 
    Before he stepped out of the room, Danzen examined himself in the mirror.  
 
    His hair was still short from the time he had cut it, and there was a scattering of scars across his arms, his chest, and his shoulders. His eyes were slightly bloodshot, but he felt rested even if he hadn’t had any sleep. 
 
    He found Jelmay sleeping in the living room, the bakeneko sprawled out on a couch that was low to the ground, his mouth open as he snored. Kudzu was out on the balcony, as were Nomin and Sansar. This left Yato, who had her back to Danzen at the moment, the young assassin bending her echo. 
 
    She sensed his presence and her gauntleted blades shot back into their hoods.  
 
    Yato kept her back to Danzen and lowered her head. “I’m sorry about yesterday.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “I was too confident. I should have known better than to try to attack that woman.” 
 
    “I made a mistake there as well.” 
 
    “Are you referring to forming an alliance with her?” Yato finally turned to Danzen, her cheeks slightly red. “I think what you did was right. Maybe we could have… I don’t know… I’m just saying that maybe we could have stopped her if Nomin had been there. Or we just strategized better. What you did makes sense, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But she is strong. She will prove formidable in the future.” 
 
    “So you will form a pact with her then?” 
 
    Danzen glanced to the balcony to see Kudzu now looking at him, her arms crossed over her chest. “I don’t know. I don’t know when we will encounter her again. My hope is that it won’t be anytime soon.” 
 
    “She clearly knows how to reach us.”  
 
    “Most of our enemies do.” 
 
    Yato drew her hand through her dark hair and pulled it back into a ponytail, which she tied off. “I still shouldn’t have gotten that close. I’m sorry for the trouble, for the worry. About your father.” 
 
    “There’s no question.” 
 
    “No question?” 
 
    Danzen took a step closer to her. He knew he only had a few moments before Kudzu entered and took over any conversation that was to be had. “You don’t deserve this life. I would do anything to keep you away from it, yet you are too entrenched now. I just want you to be safe. I want you to survive all of this. I don’t care what happens to me, but I do care what happens to you and the others.” 
 
    Yato opened her mouth to speak, but words never came out. Instead, she lowered her chin again and stepped past Danzen. Before he could consider what he just told her, Kudzu came in and motioned at Jelmay. “He’s been like this all afternoon.” 
 
    Jelmay opened one eye and looked at Kudzu. “All afternoon? Bah. I’m just resting my eyes. And that was nice what you said to Lady Pilgrim,” he told Danzen. With that, he closed his eyes and started snoring again. 
 
    “What now?” she asked Danzen, which was akin to what Sansar had asked him last night. As much as he didn’t like to admit it sometimes, he was the de facto leader of the group, even if it wasn’t how he actually saw himself. 
 
    “We need to continue on and retrieve the Fatebrick that is between here and Odval. We will stick to the woods, stay off the main road. Once we have obtained it, we will deal with the two archers.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They set out that night, as discussed. Over the course of the late afternoon, Jelmay had gone to town to gather supplies with some of the funds he had won the previous night. Because they were heading further north where it was colder, they now carried sleeping bags stuffed into canvas bags that were flung over their shoulders. 
 
    Danzen’s companions were an hour or so outside the city when a light snow began to fall. The wind twisted the snowflakes so they now came down at an angle. Like the fog from the previous day, it obscured the surroundings to some degree, especially as the darkness of night spread over the dense forest. Most of the trees here had lost all of their leaves, yet their trunks and branches would still create cover if the archers sprung the trap. 
 
    Danzen traveled with his hand constantly near the grip of his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. He’d faced off against countless entities, from demons to high-powered assassins. The only threat the archers presented was the threat of a long-range attack. Danzen didn’t know how the archers would find them, but if they did, he would be ready. 
 
    They headed northwest, in the direction of the Fatebrick. They didn’t know exactly where it was, only that it was west of Odval. If they kept their current trajectory, Danzen was certain that Sansar would be able to spot it at some point. Then, the true challenge would begin. He didn’t know what that challenge would be, but he had already faced off against Temple guardians and used his power to complete complex puzzles. There was no telling what lay ahead, yet he was ready for it regardless. 
 
    “The snow always disorients me,” Jelmay said. The bakeneko had his demon bear hide over his shoulders and head, a disgruntled look on his face. 
 
    “You’ve said that twice now.” 
 
    “And no one responded,” he told the kitsune. “So I figured I would say it again. How is everyone? You all seem pretty quiet right now. Sure, maybe it is best that we stay quiet considering the archers, but—” 
 
    “We have a task that needs completing. There are also people looking for us. It is best if we keep talking to a minimum,” Nomin told him. 
 
    “Perhaps, but why would we waste a perfectly good time to converse with one another? You and I both know the archers aren’t out here in the woods. They are in Odval, probably having drinks at the Golden Knuckle. Now, who wants to hear a story?” 
 
    Kudzu groaned. 
 
    “That sounds like someone who wants to hear a story. I’ve got one customer. What about you, Lady Pilgrim? No? That reminds me, I don’t know if any of you are aware, but they say that there are kawaguma in these parts during the summer. Ever heard of that one, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You really need to get out more. Everyone knows that kawaguma are river bears that should be hibernating by now. If you’ve ever seen a crocodile, they are like that, yet their bodies are hairy and their faces are bear-like. Nasty buggers. The legend goes that long ago, well before the fall of Sunyata, a nobleman went fishing somewhere outside of Odval. Maybe somewhere near the temple where we rescued that kid. What was his name? The one that’s blind now? Anyway, him. Back to the story. Something snatched this nobleman’s fishing pole. Assuming it was one of the big catfish that lived under the water, he dived in after it. You’ve seen those fellows, right? The ones who dive for catfish?” 
 
    When no one gave Jelmay a positive response, he continued: 
 
    “I guess you can see where this story is going. As it turns out, the fisherman, who was trying to catch a fish, or maybe a catfish, ended up being caught by the kawaguma, the same yokai that I just told you live in this area, around the rivers. As soon as he dove under the water, his body was ripped in half. They later found his hands on the shoreline. I don’t know why the kawaguma didn’t eat his hands, maybe it was full.” 
 
    After a long pause, Kudzu spoke: “Was there supposed to be a point to this story?” 
 
    “Of course there was a point, Fox. The point was to be careful when you are in unknown territory. Not only that, but if you go fishing, and decide to jump in after your fishing pole, be prepared for the worst. Speaking of being prepared for the worst, am I the only one that is getting tired around here?” 
 
    “We still have hours to walk before we make camp. I will also call Timbero later,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “More walking? Bah. I was hoping you wouldn’t say something like that, Pilgrim. But you are our captain, and if you say we need to walk a few more hours, then I would be no better than a yamachichi to say otherwise.” 
 
    “Why don’t you like yamachichi?” Yato asked. “Aside from the obvious.” The young assassin was referring to their previous encounter with the creatures in the Asura Forest, how Jelmay had helped concoct explosives to destroy their nest. 
 
    “No one likes yamachichi, not even the fox over here, and she likes most yokai.” 
 
    Kudzu rolled her eyes. “I don’t like bakeneko, and I don’t like your friend Usagi. But you are correct, I don’t like yamachichi either.” 
 
    “Usagi is not my friend, he is my business associate, sometimes partner, and oftentimes, a sworn enemy. But he is useful, and I’m sure once we get back to the Asura Forest, we will have to deal with him. I have forgotten. Do we owe him something? Are we even?” 
 
    “I can’t keep track of that any longer.” 
 
    Jelmay nodded in agreement at Kudzu’s statement. “Yes, it does get a bit convoluted at this point. One of us should probably be keeping tabs on Usagi. For all we know, he may have someone watching us now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you be suspicious of us by this point, Fox? We are traveling with three assassins, one of which is technically dead. Then there’s the yatagarasu flying overhead, which, as you know, is always a sign of something. Although people don’t know what. Add me to the mix, the brains of the operation, and you, the naggy mother hen—” 
 
    “Watch it.” 
 
    “—And you will quickly see why it is a smart idea to keep an eye on us. I honestly don’t blame them. Look at all the trouble we’ve caused Usagi, and I have a feeling that this is just the start. But that is neither here nor there. Where were we? We were talking about something, oh yes, kawaguma. Nasty yokai. We are lucky they all should be hibernating by now. If we happen upon any of their caves or hovels, feel free to kill on sight, Pilgrim. Trust me. As dangerous as demon bears are—and I should know, after all, by wearing this hide I am essentially announcing to the world that I have slayed one—kawaguma are pretty wily. Not only that, they stay low to the ground, meaning they could easily bite your legs off.” Jelmay snapped his teeth to illustrate his point. “It’s just something to be aware of.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Danzen said with a hint of finality to his tone. They really needed to keep their voices down.  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Smoke from a fire caught their attention. After investigating, Sansar returned to say that there was a campground ahead of several cabins, which he recognized as a hunter’s lodge. The men were just finishing up their meals. 
 
    “We have food,” Jelmay said. “And they have meat. I believe an exchange is in order. Pilgrim, why don’t you run ahead and let them know that we are friendlies. I suppose I will have to change forms.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” said Kudzu, who had since taken her kitsune body. “Oftentimes, hunters this far out are familiar with yokai.” 
 
    “You aren’t wrong. But you know how people get around bakeneko. They really like us. They practically worship us yet they don’t know that half the time, we’re scamming them in some way.” Jelmay laughed at his own statement. “We will see what these hunters have to say, and if they aren’t friendly, well, then we will do what we need to do.” 
 
    Danzen and his companions approached the camp to find four burly men seated around the fire, three of whom had long beards. Upon noticing their presence, the men stood, their bows trained on Danzen as he stepped out of the woods and into the light of the fire.  
 
    “We are just passing through.” 
 
    “The road is several miles that way,” said one of the men as he motioned his red beard toward the road. By the looks of it, this man was the leader of the group.  
 
    “We have food that we can exchange. If you have shelter, we would gladly use some. My companions are tired.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Jelmay said as he waddled out, still in his bakeneko form. Two of the men turned to him; one immediately lowered his bow. 
 
    “I haven’t seen one of you in ages.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you saw a bakeneko around here? Was his name Bahjee?” Jelmay smirked. “It would be funny if he was all the way out here. But he’s not. He can’t be.” 
 
    The other three hunters lowered their weapons as well. One of them gasped as Kudzu trotted out, her white coat glittering as it often did. Nomin and Yato came after the kitsune, cautious as ever. Danzen watched the hunters tense up upon seeing the two of them, mostly due to the way they slipped out of the darkened woods. And they still likely hadn’t noticed Yato’s gauntleted blades. 
 
    “What are you cooking up?” Jelmay asked as he approached. He set some of his bags down and pushed the demon bear cloak off his shoulders, letting it drop to the forest floor. He carefully placed the quiver of remnant arrows on the ground, which had been covered by a towel Jelmay had stolen from their last hotel. He stretched his arms out wide and licked his lips. “I’m starved. We have the usual, dried vegetables and meats. But something hot and warm, I would be willing to pay for something like that.” 
 
    “We can trade,” said the same man who had spoken earlier. “But not for money or anything. Food. Your money won’t help us out here.” 
 
    “Are you certain? We aren’t that far from Odval or Bahlingar, last I checked.” 
 
    “Half a day or more,” the red bearded man told Jelmay. “And we rarely go to those places anyway. There are others like us, hunter guilds that have learned to live together. My name is Shagara, this is Ryuk, Jun, and Kukain. Kukain can’t speak, but he can definitely hear you.” 
 
    Jun puffed his cheeks out. “It’s good luck to see a kitsune.” 
 
    Kudzu sat and looked at the foreman. “So I’ve heard.”  
 
    “You can actually talk?” Jun asked. 
 
    “Careful what you wish for,” Jelmay said as he began to warm his paws by the fire. “She will whip this little peaceful little camp of yours into shape in a matter of hours if we stay too long. But don’t worry. We will be gone in the morning. Speaking of archers, you haven’t seen any out here, have you?” 
 
    “You mean hunters?” Shagara asked Jelmay. 
 
    “No, archers. We have two, ahem, friends that we are looking for. They are archers, and I don’t think they have made it this far out, but if they have, I would love to hear from them.” 
 
    The four men exchanged glances. The one named Kukain shrugged. 
 
    “Mostly, we’ve been hunting deer. A few bear as well. Nothing really out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Jelmay told Shagara as his eyes traced over a bag of meat that they had hung from one of the trees. Danzen recognized this as a way to keep larger carnivores away. While they had a fire going near them, he assumed that they slaughtered the animals somewhere else, and likely cooked them there too. 
 
    “What did you say your names were?” Shagara asked. 
 
    “We didn’t. We won’t be sharing our names with you. But we will trade food and rest here for the night, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    The four men exchanged glances yet again and Jun spoke. “You’re more than welcome to stay here. Two of the guys that usually hunt with us are in Odval selling rabbit hides. Their cabin is available. It will fit most of you.” He motioned to the only cabin without lights on. “If we get a fire going now, it should warm the place up by the time you are ready to call it a night.” 
 
    Jelmay rubbed his paws together. “That’s what I’m talking about. It’s not exactly staying in a luxury hotel, but it beats throwing our sleeping bags down on the forest floor and trying to get comfortable. Now. Meat. Point me to the good stuff.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen was up before the others the next morning, all aside from Yato, who waited for him outside. He could tell by her posture and the way she kept her head hung that she still felt guilty for what she had done, her brazen attack against Loomi. He wanted to tell her that she shouldn’t worry about it any longer, that it was useless to dwell on the fact. He motioned for her to follow him instead, Danzen never good with words. 
 
    It was time to bend their echoes. Perhaps this would be a way for them to talk it out. 
 
    They headed toward the west, eventually coming to the area where the hunters had butchered the animals. Danzen saw fresh bear tracks in the snow, yet they were small, nothing like the onikuma demon bear of the Asura Forest. He also noticed the way that the snow had been shoveled to the side, as if by a rudder. 
 
    Strange, but it seemed as good a place to practice as any.  
 
    Once he was ready, Danzen turned to Yato and drew his blade. He prepared himself as she summoned her two gauntleted blades. Before he engaged her, Danzen lifted a single hand, several stones rising from the ground, snow falling off of them. These began to rotate around the two. 
 
    “Are you ready for this?” 
 
    Yato merely nodded, just like Danzen or Nomin would. 
 
    Rather than attack her with his sword, Danzen zipped the stones toward the younger assassin. She dodged them; as she was rolling out of the way, he moved in. Inches away from landing a strike, Danzen pulled back just as their powers met. 
 
    The dance had begun. 
 
    The rocks continued to spin as both assassins moved rapidly toward one another, the pair having a conversation of blades, one that caused waves of Sunyatic energy to cut through the air around them. Danzen tried to stop his anger at his father from taking over, yet in doing so he lost his footing. He regained it just as Yato dove over him.  
 
    The young assassin took to the air and swooped back around. It wasn’t quite a Sunyatic explosion, but it was akin to it as she landed, forcing Danzen backward.  
 
    He could feel the power in his core now, his whole body vibrating, what was left of heaven rippling beneath his skin, to his veins, in his very bones.  
 
    Their feigned strikes grew stronger.  
 
    A couple of them even caused Yato to fly backward, the younger assassin able to catch herself by pushing off a tree trunk and returning toward Danzen. He batted her away, a smile now on his face as he realized that she was going at her full intensity. 
 
    They continued at it, their weapons never meeting, but always mere centimeters away from doing so. It took great power to wield their blades in such an intense way while they bent their echoes. By the end of their session, Danzen felt stronger, yet he could tell that Yato was winded. 
 
    At just about the time that they were putting away their weapons, Danzen glanced toward the woods to see a man step out. Danzen recognized him as the hunter named Shagara, the man in leather tunics and reindeer skin boots. Shagara approached cautiously, his bushy red-gray eyebrows raised.  
 
    “Don’t mind me,” he said with caution. “I was just coming to check on the food.” 
 
    Danzen looked up to a high branch, where the hunters’ food hung in bags, the strips of meat kept safe in the big bear hide. There was also a smoker, one with fresh scratch marks across it indicating that something had tried to get inside. 
 
    “Something came through. But it didn’t take anything.” 
 
    The man nodded at Danzen’s statement. He crouched before one of the bear tracks and examined it. “It was a kawaguma. That’s odd. They should be hibernating by now.” He licked his chapped lips and glanced up at their food supplies. “This is a bit troublesome.” 
 
    “Do you think it has moved on?” 
 
    “Maybe. But that doesn’t mean we are in the clear.” 
 
    Danzen, Shagara, and Yato walked back to the campsite together. As they did, the hunter explained what it was like to deal with one of these particular yokai: “They usually don’t come this far south. They prefer the forest further north, the one with the ruins in it. But as I said, they should all be hibernating by now, which tells me something is wrong.” 
 
    Danzen’s ears perked up. “Did you say ruins?” 
 
    “The Outer Region used to be populated. There are ruins scattered about. There is a particularly large one in the area we were planning to head next.” 
 
    Danzen thought of the projection map, and the relic it had indicated. “Do you mind if I show you something?” 
 
    Shagara stopped. “By all means.” 
 
    Once they were back at the lodge, they entered the cabin Danzen and his companions had slept in last night. He procured his projection map stone. While it seemed Jelmay was resting on his demon bear hide, it was clear from his light snores that he was actually awake, curious as to what they were doing yet not wanting to open his eyes.  
 
    “After we’ve discussed what I’m about to show you, I would like you to forget everything,” Danzen said using his Demon Speak. “But since you’re familiar with this area, I feel your input may help.” Danzen showed Shagara the projection, the former assassin pointing out the location of the Fatebrick. “Do you recognize this area?” 
 
    The bearded man nodded matter-of-factly. “I do. I’m guessing here, but it’s not far from the area I was telling you about on the walk over here, the ruins. That’s where the kawaguma hibernate some winters. Others, they come a little further to the south.” 
 
    “Did you say kawaguma?” Jelmay sat up and smacked his lips. He yawned, a disgruntled look appearing on his feline face. “We’re totally going to have to fight one of those things, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Not if we’re careful,” the hunter told him. “Not if we’re careful.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The hunters had various ways of dealing with the kawaguma. There were things like pots that they could beat, a urine that they said came from a badger, and an herb that had a strong, medicinal smell to it. In the end, Danzen and his companions rejected all of these options. Sansar would be able to fly ahead and spot the yokai if they were about. Once he did, they could adjust accordingly. And it wasn’t like Danzen was opposed to fighting one.  
 
    He had fought and killed creatures of similar size in the past. 
 
    Since it was in the direction they’d later be traveling, the hunters decided to join them, the four men planning on moving to one of their lodges in an area just outside of the ruins. In this way, they would act as Danzen’s guide, and he would act as their protection if they did encounter the kawaguma. 
 
    Kudzu trotted ahead in her fox form, following random tracks.  
 
    She sniffed at the ground, the kitsune making strange faces from time to time. Their group was quiet now, aware that too much chatter could be detrimental to crossing through the region toward the ruins. Even Jelmay kept his mouth shut, the heavyset cat waddling behind Yato, his whiskers standing at attention. 
 
    As they walked, Danzen thought back to bending their echo, how dynamic it had been. Practicing in the forest gave them the space they needed to really assert themselves. It felt good to push himself closer to his limit, and sensed that Yato felt the same way. 
 
    He was also pleasantly surprised by how much better she had gotten in both her command over her echo and her floating capability, not to mention the precision of her strikes. Danzen had been so focused over the last several days on everything else that he hadn’t really given much thought to the woman that was becoming his protégé, his student, and how much she had improved. 
 
    She was remarkable. 
 
    Nomin remained at the front of the group, the blind assassin careful not to leave too many footprints behind. Danzen watched as she traveled, aware that she always seemed to be a step ahead of the patches of snow. In closing his eyes, he could barely make out snow, which was a testament to how sharply she had honed her power. 
 
    They started down a hill. Just as they reached the midway point, Jelmay slid forward. 
 
    The bakeneko threw his paw out in an attempt to latch on to something and failed. Jelmay slipped forward, hit a stump, and was shot several feet into the air. He landed in a pile of snow-covered leaves, which came coupled with a grumbling sound. 
 
    Shagara drew his bow. Danzen rushed forward and helped Jelmay, the two barely able to avoid the incoming kawaguma, which zipped through to the snow as if it were swimming underwater. 
 
    The yokai whipped its tail at the arrow that Shagara had fired, the yokai’s thick skin protecting it from injury.  
 
    The kawaguma was much longer than Danzen had imagined, easily nine feet, heavy as well as it was prepared for a winter-long hibernation. Even with its girth, the predator yokai was fast. 
 
    Nomin cleared to the right just as it charged forward, heading right at the archers. After tossing his Blade of Darkness to Yato, Danzen jumped toward the kawaguma. He landed on its back and wrapped his arm around its thick neck. The yokai rolled to the side and slammed Danzen into a tree, which caused snow to fall onto both of them.  
 
    His arms now crossed under its throat, Danzen held strong, the creature not able to reach him with its claws or its sharp teeth. 
 
    Danzen applied pressure.  
 
    He squeezed even harder, his muscles bulging as he worked to choke the kawaguma out. The two twisted a few more times, Danzen and the kawaguma eventually smashing into a hardened snowdrift. Seizing on the opportunity, Jelmay jumped down onto the back of the yokai, facing the other direction. He threw his weight onto its tail to prevent it from whipping at Danzen. 
 
    “I’ve got you, Pilgrim!” 
 
    The kawaguma rolled again. It tried to slam Danzen into another tree but he was able to stop its momentum with his knees.  
 
    Danzen pulled back, grimacing as he finally was able to snap the kawaguma’s neck, killing the yokai. As unceremoniously as ever, Danzen dropped the predator to the ground. 
 
    The hunters came forward, shock in their faces, yet hunger in their eyes. Danzen could tell by the way they had drawn their daggers that this creature was worth something to them. 
 
    “How long will it take you?” he asked the men. 
 
    “If we work together, not long,” said Shagara. 
 
    “Hurry.” 
 
    As Danzen, Nomin, and Yato stood guard, the hunters went to work, removing the creature’s hide and the important parts of its body. They worked well together and they soon had a sack full of meat, the rest of the creature’s entrails and parts of its skeleton left in a pile, the snow stained red. 
 
    The hunter named Jun wiped his forehead with the back of his arm, blood smeared across his hands. “We can deal with the meat at the lodge where we are going,” the big man said as he hoisted the hide full of parts over his shoulder. There were still bits of pink viscera on the hide, a hunk of which he flicked off upon seeing it near his hand. “You will like the way this tastes. Nothing like fresh kawaguma.” 
 
    Jelmay licked his lips. “Well, you’ve certainly piqued my interest. I can’t say that I’ve ever eaten a kawaguma.” 
 
    “The smell may attract others,” Kudzu told them. She was now seated in the snow, blending in perfectly with it aside from her blackened maw. 
 
    “How far is your lodge from the ruins?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Not more than a couple miles.” Shagara wiped his bloodied hands across the front of his leather tunic. “We will actually reach the lodge before we reach the ruins, like I told you earlier. So we can drop this off and get it cooking. I can take you from there, if you like. Or we can do it in the morning. Or I can just point you in the right direction. It’s really up to you.” 
 
    “Knowing this guy, he’s going to want to get started tonight.” Jelmay looked over to Danzen.  
 
    “It would probably be for the best. But let’s see how long it takes us to reach this lodge of yours. Do you really think it will attract others?” he asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Actually, that’s hard to tell.” Kudzu raised her nose in the air. “The smell is strong here, other animals and scat, all sorts of things. If we move quickly, I think we will be fine.” 
 
    “And we still have the bird.” Jelmay brought his hand to his brow and looked up at one of the trees, where he spotted Sansar. 
 
    “The bird is with you as well?” asked Jun, the hunter squinting up at the trees. 
 
    “He sure is. But you don’t have to worry about any of this, isn’t that right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    He knew that Jelmay was referring to the fact that at the end of all this, he would have to wipe the men’s memory. It was for their own safety. If they ever encountered bandits or other assassins looking for Danzen and his companions, there was a likelihood that they would be tortured for information, or worse. No, it was best that they truly had no idea who they were. This saddened him to some degree. He liked being around the hunters.  
 
    Jelmay drummed his paws against his belly. “In that case, we better hurry. I’m hungry, and as we have already established, I’ve never eaten kawaguma, I’ve now been told it is delicious, and I would love to see what you gentlemen are capable of when it comes to cooking up a real feast.” 
 
    Jelmay’s statement brought laughter to the group, Shagara speaking next: “We will do our best, bakeneko. It is not often that we have esteemed guests like yourselves to cook for. Usually, it’s just us.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged and he continued on. “We are an interesting group, I can tell you that for a fact. Perhaps the most interesting group you will ever encounter in these woods. Now, I’m guessing we need to keep quiet again. Is that the case, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    Jelmay grinned at the former assassin. “Eh. I figured you’d say that. And thanks for saving me back there, even though I sort of helped you in the end. You don’t have to admit that. And I will try not to slip this time. Actually, I have a better idea. Fox, want to trot ahead so if I slip, I can hit you instead?” 
 
    Kudzu rushed past Jelmay, nipped at his foot, and then surged ahead, where she met Nomin. “Well, I tried,” Jelmay said, which brought a smile to Yato’s face. “If there’s anything I’ve learned in the last several decades, it’s that you can’t win them all. Especially against a kitsune.”  
 
    The hunters laughed. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The new hunter’s lodge featured two large buildings huddled together, both made of wood and packed with moss, their roofs covered in snow. Three of the hunters went about clearing them quickly, while Shagara got a fire pit going. While he could have simply moved on, toward the ruins, Danzen found pleasure in helping the men go about their tasks. He liked these reminders of what a normal life would be like. 
 
    It was something he missed from his two years of solitude. 
 
    Oftentimes, Danzen thought about how much things had changed from the moment he retired until now. Yet there had been two years of hiding in the south, two years that could have gone on indefinitely had it not been for his journey to Genshin Valley.  
 
    What if he had simply stayed in the desert? What if he had never left the Tachibana region? 
 
    Looking around now, Danzen spotted Kudzu seated by the fire. Yato was helping wipe away some of the snow, while Nomin stood guard at the far corner of the camp. Jelmay was off with one of the hunters helping with the meat, and Sansar had found himself a perch on a thick branch above. While Danzen may have maintained anonymity had he not gone to the Valley, he would have lost companionship. And that was something else he liked about being with the hunters.  
 
    It made him feel like he was part of a group. 
 
    Soon, the fire was roaring and they were cooking some of the meat from the kawaguma, which Jun had fashioned over thin skewers of metal. The meat was glistening, the fat bubbling and hissing. The yokai had clearly stored away enough reserves for hibernation. The kawaguma had been greedy in going after Danzen and his companions. That, or it had been startled and then it had been greedy. 
 
    Either way, the yokai met its inevitable doom. 
 
    Danzen ate, the meat warm and slightly salted. The stew that Shagara had concocted was better, a thick bone broth made with dried onions he had been saving. The hunters had used this camp in the early summer, and there was a cache of various berries and other edibles that added flavor and diversity to the meal. At some point, once everyone had had their fill, Danzen stood. 
 
    Kudzu’s eyes shot up to him. “Are you sure you want to go tonight?” 
 
    “Just let him go.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you, Jelmay.” 
 
    “He’s going to do what he wants. That is sort of his style.” Jelmay tore another bite off a rib and swallowed it back. “Delicious. Absolutely delicious.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer Kudzu. Instead, he turned in the direction that Shagara had pointed out earlier. Yato stood, as if she were going to join him, but then she sat back down. He wouldn’t have minded her company, but he didn’t say anything as he grabbed his Blade of Darkness, put it in position across his back, and started out. 
 
    He passed Nomin, and as he did she reached her hand out and grabbed his arm. “Wait.” 
 
    Danzen turned to her. 
 
    “Someone should go with you. I will go with you.” 
 
    Sansar landed on the ground before the two assassins and tilted his beak up at Danzen. “As will I.” 
 
    Kudzu joined them, a troubled look spreading across her face. “Good luck.” He waited for her to say more, and she did: “Don’t do anything too risky. If you need help, come back. What am I saying? You’re going to do what you’re going to do, but just know that.” She lowered her head. “I don’t know where I was going with this, but just know that we are here to help.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jelmay said as he gnawed on another rib. “Just send the bird.” 
 
    “I will be back as soon as I have the Fatebrick, or as soon as I can learn that it has already been claimed.” Danzen waved goodbye to Yato, Jelmay, and the hunters. 
 
    He traveled toward the ruins in silence with Nomin.  
 
    Earlier, while he had helped the hunters prepare their lodgings, Danzen had been briefed on the location. He was fairly certain that it wouldn’t be very difficult for him to find the ruins, especially with all the crumbled stone structures that Shagara said he would encounter. It did make him wonder who had once lived this far out, and what their lives had been like. So much history lay beneath his feet, slowly deteriorating. 
 
    An owl caught his attention as it dropped down from a branch, scattering snow. It found its prey and took off again, its majestic wings the last thing Danzen saw before it disappeared.  
 
    Hunter and prey.  
 
    This would always be part of his life. 
 
    The sounds of the darkened forest occasionally led Danzen to place his hand on the hilt of the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. It was always ready, yet whatever had come across them, or whatever they had passed, seemed wary of engaging the two assassins. No words were exchanged once they came to a fresh kill, the deer on its back with its ribs exposed, bite marks across its neck. Whatever had killed it had dragged it for a spell, leaving blood-streaked snow heading east.  
 
    It was probably in the vicinity as well. 
 
    Danzen and Nomin moved on, over a partially frozen stream, down the winding pathway and finally to a mound of stones that had since been covered by dirt, wrapped in roots. 
 
    This was what they were looking for. 
 
    Danzen closed his eyes, his environment now awash in purple.  
 
    Nomin pressed ahead, the two naturally gravitating toward a center point in the ruins, the glow strong within. Danzen crouched before it, and concluded that it was an old cistern.  
 
    “How far down do you think it goes?” Danzen asked after not being able to gauge the depth.  
 
    Sansar landed and peeked his head into the hole. “Thirty or forty feet. I can fly down there and check if you’d like.” 
 
    “No, I’ll go. The Fatebrick is there. Nomin.” 
 
    The blind assassin took her place next to the cistern. “Then I’ll stay here and keep an eye out for kawaguma. Good luck.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen noticed that the cistern smelled of mold and wet stone. As he floated down to the bottom, Sansar on his shoulder, he began to see some of the etchings along the wall, demonic scripts, dire warnings to those who would dare enter. Rather than touch down on the ground, Danzen found a lip that ran around the bottom of the space. He traveled along it, where he located an entrance. 
 
    It would be too difficult to bring his Blade of Darkness with him; rather than set it against the side, and risk leaving it behind, Danzen floated back up to the top of the cistern. He handed the weapon to Nomin and came back down, no words exchanged with the blind assassin. 
 
    The entrance at the bottom led to a sealed door rimmed in Sunyatic power. Danzen touched it; the rock crumbled away, similar to what had happened in the other locations where Fatebricks had been stashed away. 
 
    He came to a new chamber, one that seemed as if it hadn’t been visited in years. He kept waiting for one of the temple guardians to appear, to step out and engage him in some way. Yet this never happened as they traveled down an increasingly large corridor.  
 
    The next room featured several platforms, all of them lit by the violet glow of demonic scribble. Rather than use the old rope ladders that hung precariously from the ceiling, which Danzen saw were capable of swinging someone from platform to platform, he simply floated over to the first pillar. He was prepared for anything to happen at this point, for the platform to crumble, for something to shoot out at him. Yet this was never the case as he positioned himself atop the platform, waiting. 
 
    Always waiting. 
 
    His entire life he had felt as if he was waiting for something to jump out the darkness and grab him. He had been raised this way, raised to always sleep with one eye open, to tiptoe around in case there was a trap. As he had found many times before, there often was. 
 
    Danzen floated to the next platform, recalling the Fatebrick he received in the ocean outside of Tachibana, how he had jumped along giant plant formations, ones that were mushroom-like. This was nothing like that. The stone pillars were solid, and there didn’t seem to be a puzzle he needed to solve to progress onward. 
 
    He simply floated from platform to platform until he reached a new chamber. Danzen was just starting to lower his guard to some degree when the door behind him sealed up.  
 
    Stone tablets fell from the ceiling.  
 
    Danzen rushed forward, aware that there was now a potential that he would be squashed. He leaped over chunks of stone shaped like talus deposits as Sansar flew ahead. Danzen kept up with him, the slabs starting to fall even faster. Each piece hit the ground, loud and percussive, dust spraying into the air. 
 
    Danzen reached a new chamber, this one with a giant round stone in its center. A quick look around told him that the ceiling wasn’t going to start collapsing on him again. But he also had a new dilemma. How would he get out? 
 
    He tried not to let this thought linger at the back of his mind. There was always an exit. He had to remind himself of this, even if he didn’t know if it was true or not. 
 
    Danzen pressed forward. 
 
    As he came to a new chamber, he noticed it had a rotund rock formation in its center, this one glowing bright. Upon entering, the bulky stack of rocks began to shift, forming into a top-heavy homunculus.  
 
    This was the opponent he had been expecting, the temple guardian. 
 
    Danzen went for Nomin’s replica sword, which could cut through stone. 
 
    His opponent lunged for him, and brought both of its rocky fists onto the ground, causing dust and debris to fall from the ceiling.  
 
    Using a sidewall as a platform, Danzen sprung off it and cut through the temple guardian’s left arm. He landed behind his assailant and began focusing his echo. He could shatter a stone of this size, but it was going to take some concentration, and with the guardian’s fast movement, this wasn’t going to be easy. Surprising Danzen, the guardian grabbed its own arm and hurled it at the former assassin. He ducked under it. Sansar flew in the other direction, hoping to distract the temple guardian. 
 
    This didn’t seem to work; the guardian’s sole focus remained on Danzen. 
 
    It charged into him, leaving a crater in the wall as Danzen narrowly missed its attack. Yet again springing forward, Danzen cut through the creature’s other arm, severing it at about the elbow. This piece fell to the ground, his assailant’s body still bound in purple energy. 
 
    Danzen made a split-second decision to go for one of its legs. If he did that, the temple guardian wouldn’t be able to charge at him any longer; he could focus on shattering it to pieces. 
 
    Danzen slid across the room, his sword out as he neared the guardian’s leg.   
 
    It shifted just at the right time, his towering opponent able to kick Danzen with its stone foot. Had he not been moving, this would have hurt much more than it did. Even as Danzen twisted across the room, he was already aware of what could happen if he bled. He would obviously be able to control his demons, but he didn’t want this to get to that point. 
 
    Back on his feet, his side aching from the kick, Danzen moved in like he was going to strike the temple guardian head-on. Instead, he slipped around it and cut through one of its legs, the stone creature falling to the right. 
 
    As it struggled to stand, Danzen focused his echo. He sent his hand forward to better control the power and shattered the temple guardian into dozens of tiny pieces. Bits of stone sprayed in the air around him and settled. The purple energy that had been tracing through his opponent’s body gathered into a ghostly form.  
 
    The ghostly form turned to Danzen.  
 
    Two doors opened, one on the right, and one on the left. The guardian motioned to the left. “There is the exit,” it said, the guardian’s voice all around Danzen’s head, an echo to it. “The Fatebrick is to the right. The challenge you must face to obtain it is one of pure mental fortitude. This is your one, and only, warning. Choose wisely, cultivator.” 
 
    Danzen sheathed his blade. He looked from Sansar to the room on the right. “And if I succeed? Will I come out this way?” 
 
    “You will,” the temple guardian said. 
 
    “Tell Nomin that I’m facing a challenge, but I will return.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” Sansar asked. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The new chamber resembled the cistern he had been in earlier, the space pitch black. Upon entering, the door shut behind Danzen. He stood there, ready for anything, his heart starting to pick up its pace in his chest. 
 
    A whisper took shape, one that sounded as if it were coming out of the mouth of a corpse: 
 
    You are here for the Fatebrick, yet I cannot give it to you without a challenge. My challenge is simple. Sit in the dark. Do not fall asleep. Do this for two days, and the Fatebrick is yours. If you fall asleep, my challenge will end, and you will be stuck in this chamber for all eternity. You will only hear my voice again if you complete the challenge. Take a seat, cultivator. 
 
    Danzen approached the middle of the chamber.  
 
    He noticed that when he closed his eyes he couldn’t make out anything in the room, as if the room was void of Sunyatic power. It was dark to the point that he suddenly felt the chamber was larger than it had been earlier, his spatial awareness distorted. He had never experienced something so dark, not in the underground chambers he had crawled through beneath Odval, not even in the space that the Seven Evil named Shimo had taken his mind. 
 
    This was something else entirely. A place devoid of all sense of belonging… 
 
    Danzen felt as if he were somewhere beyond the mortal plane, beyond Diyu. 
 
    He sat, and as soon as he did, the ground shifted away from him. He reached down for it, but no matter how far he reached, he couldn’t touch the stone floor. It was disorienting. He was floating, yet he had no idea of the direction he had just come from, even if the exit had been sealed. The sound was different. He could hear his own heartbeat, the silence overwhelming to the point that it was loud. 
 
    He ignored this. 
 
    Danzen had to make it through this challenge. 
 
    He was a patient man, one able to stalk his prey for hours on end, to do something like hide inside a coffin, cramped in a confining space. He had trained for this. Back at the Brotherhood, White had given him a similar test to the one he had given Soko. While Soko had been tasked with freeing herself from a hole in the ground, Danzen, who had already exhibited his powers by this point, had been kept in the hole for days with the top sealed. 
 
    He could do this. 
 
    “Understand what it means to starve; understand what it means to be trapped, to be without an exit; understand what it means to be alone.” 
 
    Those were White’s only words before sealing him away.  
 
    Danzen had lasted almost five days before it broke him. He had begun screaming, his cries finally heard several hours later, the soon-to-be assassin freed. It was an event that he had mostly blocked out likely because it had been so traumatizing, one that he hadn’t thought of in years.  
 
    Now, it was suddenly relevant. He had done something similar before. Only before, Danzen had been able to sleep.  
 
    Now, he had to stay awake. 
 
    All these ingredients, all these barbaric teachings, all the suffering—this had prepared him for what he was about to endure as the hours started to stack up, Danzen already growing increasingly uncertain of how much time had passed.  
 
    It was impossible to keep track of time in total darkness. 
 
    Even with visualization—Danzen creating a clock in his mind’s eye and watching as it ticked away—he still couldn’t gauge how much time had passed.  
 
    At some point he found comfort by imagining that he was in his monastery during his early days in the Valley. After clearing the monastery out, and making it livable, Danzen had found refuge. And it had worked for a spell. It would work here as well. He thought of the two lion dogs, the walls that his mother had painted, the coziness of the place in late spring. He thought about lying out on the hill during the hot summer just to get relief from the heat. He thought about his fire chicken, how he had obtained the yokai, which led him to remembering some of the assassins that had come after them.  
 
    All dead now.  
 
    All in Diyu waiting for him to one day make his appearance. 
 
    That would be a day.  
 
    Danzen would come face-to-face with those who had suffered at his hands. There would be hundreds of them, and some would be well-trained. He would have to fight through them, in the same way that he had fought through his demons before he got control over them. 
 
    If he simply accepted his father’s wishes, if he strived to become the next ruler of Diyu, none of that would be necessary. All those assassins would be his servants. He would rule the underworld, and because heaven no longer existed, he would rule the mortal realm as well. 
 
    This was what his brother Nomtoi wanted. Nomtoi wanted to be cherished and worshiped, for his power to be understood and respected. 
 
    Danzen wanted none of that. Danzen just wanted to be left alone. 
 
    Maybe that was why he began to sense a strange comfort in his heart.  Danzen was finally where he wanted to be. There was no one to bother him here. There was no one to attack him, or trick him, or betray him. He didn’t have to make any sudden decisions here that could come back to haunt him. Decisions about the lives of others or what needed to happen next. 
 
    He merely had to wait. 
 
    He found peacefulness in this development, Danzen relaxed now, floating in the same position he would be in if he were standing. He tried swimming around the nothingness in an attempt to get an idea of where he was. Danzen never touched the wall or the ground or the ceiling. 
 
    It was a true void. 
 
    And at the point that he was starting to truly embrace it, it became terrifying. That’s when he sensed movement. He went for one of his Astra kunai and nearly loosed it, but he didn’t know how he would catch it if it came back to him. And if his demons were unleashed in this space? What then? That would prove to be a disaster. 
 
    While he didn’t draw either of his swords, he did take one of his throwing knives from his chest, just in case. He found comfort in this as well, his proximity to carnage. 
 
    It was a feeling he was familiar with, Danzen always ready for enemies on the periphery. 
 
    This was something that he could handle, something he had trained for. Gritting his teeth, Danzen prepared for the worst.  
 
    They were coming, and he was the only one that could stop them. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The shadow warriors all descended upon Danzen at once, their inky forms taking shape. What made matters stranger was that he could now see them, his environment rapidly changing as a new world solidified around him. It was a stormy-dark night, Danzen standing in a field of lush purple flowers with bright yellow pistils.  
 
    He wore the mirrored mask, the one he had crafted earlier that year. Even stranger, he could see himself as if he were observing what was to take place from Sansar’s view, Danzen with his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds and Nomin’s replica weapon drawn. 
 
    He switched his grip and summoned both gauntleted blades—Schnickt! Schnickt!—the former assassin now wielding four swords, held at right angles from one another.  
 
    This allowed him to move rapidly through the ranks of incoming shadow warriors, mirror-masked Danzen mincing them to smoky shreds.  
 
    These shadowy bits reformed into new opponents, larger ones, Danzen forced to use his echo to send himself high enough in the air that he could cut the head off one of the towering shadow warriors. The smoky head struck the ground and disappeared into vapor, its body collapsing as another charged at the former assassin. 
 
    The color of his environment changed as something akin to an eclipse took shape, the sun shining bright and eerie behind the moon, everything glazed with mystery and magic. Danzen dove through more of his opponents, eviscerating them.  
 
    The shadow warriors kept coming, yet he never tired. 
 
    It was an illusion; he realized that after he was finally struck and it brought no pain, no cut, no demons, his opponent’s fist going straight through Danzen’s chest. This made Danzen wonder if he was in fact dreaming, if he had already failed the challenge. 
 
    He gasped and was sucked back into a vortex and arrived in the blackened room, the world still once again. His heart thrummed in his chest; he brought his hand to his face. Danzen no longer wore the mirrored mask, he was alone in the dark again.  
 
    A sense of sadness washed over him.  
 
    Danzen tried not to let the thoughts infiltrate, the ones that shamed him for what he had become, for all the lives he had taken. Men, women, children, yokai, demons, and assassins. 
 
    All had met their fate at the end of one of Danzen’s blades, and many of them deserved it. 
 
    But some of them didn’t. And then in a cistern deep beneath the ground, somewhere in a region long since abandoned by humans, Danzen felt for these people.  
 
    The innocents and their innocence.  
 
    It was a feeling he knew not to dwell on, one that came coupled with emotions he’d rather not process. He tried to think of the good things, the positive things in his life, and they all seemed to arrive at his current companions. To Kudzu. 
 
    A smile raised his cheeks and a warmness filled his chest as he thought of the kitsune.  
 
    She didn’t care if he was broken; she didn’t care if he had fallen so far from grace that he had ended up the son of the ruler of hell itself. 
 
    The urge to get away from it all resurfaced. He swallowed this urge, knowing that it would lead him nowhere in the end. It was best to stay positive. 
 
    “How much longer?” he asked, only then realizing just how parched his throat was. 
 
    No reply. 
 
    Danzen began to worry that he had fallen asleep earlier, that it wasn’t just a hallucination. If so… 
 
    Frustration came as he played out in his mind’s eye what it would be like to be trapped here forever. He would die, right? Eventually, lack of nutrients would kill him. But it could take weeks if not longer, as Danzen’s body was quite resilient. It was the demon blood. A normal human wouldn’t last as long, but Danzen was fairly certain that he would be trapped for quite some time. 
 
    But was this actually a place? What if he was truly trapped in a void, a location neither here nor there, a pocket realm. 
 
    Danzen brought his head back and sucked in a deep breath through his nostrils. He would have to wait it out. Panic would only lead to doing something hasty. If it became too long, he could always try to kill himself.  
 
    That was an option. 
 
    He was not trapped here. He had to believe that. There was an option, and it involved being reborn in Diyu, becoming the demon that he had been on the edge of becoming his entire life. 
 
    A prophecy finally fulfilled. 
 
    Deep breaths calmed his nerves to some degree. He would persevere. He would complete this challenge, get the Fatebrick, and continue on. This was his true fate; this was what he had been born to do, his blood both human and demon, Danzen able to overcome all odds. 
 
    He just had to last until the voice spoke. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    How long had it been?  
 
    After going in and out of spells of insanity, Danzen had lost any semblance of how much longer he would have to wait. In floating around the space, he never found a solid surface, never found a way to free himself either. It truly was a void in that regard, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to stay awake. 
 
    And that was assuming Danzen hadn’t already slept. 
 
    He tried doing things to stay active, things like using his thumb to count the notches on his fingers. Over and over again until he reached numbers that he would soon forget. He occasionally would reach his hand back and tap the back of his head, confirming that he still had a skeleton, was still in his body.  
 
    He floated upside down, horizontally, at angles. He spun, swam, and twisted his form freely. 
 
    Not being able to touch the ground made it even harder to keep awake. Danzen could simply drift off. It would be so easy just to lay his head back, pretend he was on a cloud, and close his eyes, lost in the void for all eternity. But there were people relying on him, people waiting for him to emerge from the depths. 
 
    So that’s what he focused on.  
 
    Danzen focused on the moment he would finally be freed, the moment the voice would return, and what it would feel like to be around his companions again. Whenever he started to waver, whenever he started to worry, he circled back to these thoughts.  
 
    He remembered everything; he tried to focus on the good times, the humorous moments between Jelmay and Kudzu, what it was like to see Yato progress and change her life under his wayward guidance. He remembered some of the sadder times too, like when he had faced off against Nomin, and later watched her body burn only to be reunited with the blind assassin in Diyu. 
 
    Some of the triumphs were small yet impactful, like the time Danzen had finally retrieved his broken sword. Others had gone on to change him forever, like when he had finally learned to bend his echo and embrace a new understanding of the world around him. 
 
    Yet again, he found himself thinking of Kudzu. How she had shown up at the start, the mysterious white fox, how she had morphed into a beautiful woman and companion, one who had only ever challenged him to be better, to reach his full potential. 
 
    He had to do this for her. 
 
    Danzen kept at it, biding his time as best he could. Because that was all he had now, time. Time to kill. 
 
    At some point, the shadow warriors returned and Danzen beat them back.  
 
    It felt like they were increasingly swelling around him, trying to pull him under, into some space that he would never be able to free himself from. He would never let this happen. He was a fighter, a trained assassin, a killer, a man that had tried to shy away from his own destiny yet had always been pushed onto the right path. 
 
    But was it the right path? Would it be just as easy to rebuild Sunyata if he played the role of a good son, if he agreed to Tengir Gantulga’s demands?  
 
    Danzen could have let this play out in his mind. He could have pushed it all the way to its furthest point, to see where it led him. Yet he stopped himself from doing so. He wouldn’t entertain this idea. Danzen would continue on the path that he had already set out for himself, to rebuild Sunyata, take his place in Diyu where he belonged after the fact. 
 
    Because there was no way that he deserved to go anywhere else. 
 
    Every now and then he flexed his muscles, yet again an act to make sure he was still alive. He was neither hot nor cold, and there were no scents associated with the void. Not the smell of stone or mold, stagnant water or the bones of someone who had made the same mistake he was attempting to make. 
 
    Just silence. 
 
    And it was a silence that he continued to embrace. He did so by sucking in deep, concentrated breaths and filling his lungs to their capacity. With each breath, he visualized that he was inhaling Sunyatic energy. In and out. 
 
    What was time? When would he know? What would happen next? 
 
    These were the kinds of questions he was able to suppress with his breathing technique. He just had to make it to that point. 
 
    The voice came suddenly, so loud that it nearly caused Danzen to loose one of his Astra kunai. 
 
    You have completed the challenge. Congratulations, cultivator. You may take the Fatebrick. 
 
    Danzen felt a force push him toward the ground. He found it entirely alien to be seated on something solid, the sensation making him tense up. The stone shifted above just as he was trying to get his bearings. The top of the chamber twisted to the right, letting in light through something akin to portholes. 
 
    It was blinding at first, even if it was nighttime.  
 
    Danzen had been trapped in pure darkness for so long that any bit of light was hard for him to adjust to. He closed his eyes, only to be presented with a platform that rose from the ground. Seated on the platform was a small object, one seemingly made of blistering purple energy. 
 
    The Fatebrick was a ring.  
 
    Danzen stood, his knees aching. He stumbled toward the ring, took it, and placed it in an inner pocket. As he did, the door behind him opened, revealing the chamber he had been in prior, the one where Danzen was presented a choice to either continue on or exit. 
 
    This time, he chose to exit.  
 
    Dragging his feet, Danzen pushed into the room and finally found a comfortable stride as blood began to circulate through his veins. He kept his eyes closed, guided by the outlines for now. He would reach the end, where he expected to find Nomin and Sansar waiting for him. 
 
    Somehow, he had done it.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen was both glad and disappointed that Kudzu wasn’t waiting for him at the proverbial finish line. He felt haggard, his body aching like he’d been dragged by a horse through a field, his mouth completely parched to the point it was hard to speak, his energy levels low. 
 
    “Drink,” said Nomin as she handed him a canteen that must have belonged to one of the hunters. The cold water hitting his throat sent a shiver down his spine.  
 
    “How long…?” he asked, even though he knew the answer to this question. 
 
    “Two days.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He couldn’t tell if it felt like two days or two hours.  
 
    It felt good to drink something, and soon, after Nomin handed him some dried kawaguma meat, it felt good to eat. 
 
    Now seated, his legs crossed beneath him, Danzen finished the canteen of water and ate everything that she had. The blind assassin was patient. She never asked him what had happened in the cistern. He had, however, produced the ring, the Fatebrick, which she examined with great interest. 
 
    “I wonder what would happen if someone wore it.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “We will store it away with the others,” said Sansar, who was now perched on a stone that was shaped almost like a grave marker. For some reason, this reminded Danzen of Soko. He wondered if the people that ran the funeral home had completed her grave by this point, and the kabuki mask that he had requested. 
 
    The thought filtered away, Danzen’s hazy focus returning to what needed to happen next. 
 
    He finally got to his feet.  
 
    His knees continued to ache, which made him think that he had been seated for some time during his challenge. Even if it felt like he was floating, it was clear from the way his body felt that he had been stationary the entire time. Perhaps even seated on the hard stone ground of the cistern. 
 
    There was no telling. 
 
    The Fatebrick of Sunyata back in his pocket, now in a small pouch that Nomin had procured, Danzen and the blind assassin set off. They were aimed at the hunter’s lodge, Sansar acting as their guide. 
 
    It was a cold night, but he was glad to feel the breeze on his skin. It reminded him that he was alive, that he wasn’t trapped in some void. There was ice on the ground, and it crunched beneath his feet, yet another reminder that Danzen had returned to the mortal realm. 
 
    He blocked out some of the thoughts he had in the underground cistern, the feelings that had gone through him, everything from defeat to acceptance of his fate, of his demon-blooded nature. 
 
    He was also alert. He had to be. While Nomin gave no indication that there’d been signs of the two archers they were still tracking, that didn’t mean they weren’t in the area. A Sunyatic arrow could come at any moment, and he would have to be ready to surge into action. Maybe he would get a chance to speak to them. Maybe he could tell them to change their ways, Danzen able to use his power to rewire their minds. 
 
    The likelihood of this was slim.  
 
    The nature of their weapons would give the archers range. The only way to stop them would be instant defeat. The sooner the better. Go for the jugular. Sometimes his line of work called for that. Sometimes his line of work gave no other options except extermination, annihilation, decimation. 
 
    It wasn’t a game, the blood trade. And anyone who thought otherwise usually learned the hard way once a sword pressed through their body, vital organs ruptured, and appendages severed, oxygen to their brain cut off. 
 
    With a deep breath in, Danzen tried to let these troubled thoughts fall to the wayside.  
 
    They were an obsession, his lifelong dance with death, and there were other, more positive things he knew he should focus on. One of those things was his companions. But aside from a smile, and an occasional chuckle, what could he tell them? What could he say that would demonstrate how much he cared for them? How could a man like him ever let his guard down? 
 
    He knew she would be there. 
 
    Danzen knew that as soon as he caught sight of the camp he would see the white fox standing at its edge, waiting for them, her ears alert, her snout to the air.  
 
    He was right. 
 
    Kudzu rushed toward him. She stopped just a few feet in front of Danzen, hesitation on her face as her body twitched, as if she were instinctively about to morph into a human form which would leave her there naked. She remained a fox, her voice soft as she spoke: “You did it. You did it, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t know where to begin. 
 
    “You want to tell the others, don’t you? That’s why you’re being quiet. I know you, Pilgrim.” 
 
    He lowered his head, his face obscured by his hood. “It wasn’t easy.” 
 
    Danzen followed Kudzu toward a fire, where they found Jelmay and Yato. The younger assassin had been asleep on a fur, Jelmay resting with his back propped up by a log, paws on his stomach. 
 
    “And so he returns,” the bakeneko said as he smacked his lips. “I never lost faith in you, Pilgrim. Never.”  His words woke Yato up, the younger assassin immediately sitting on her knees. 
 
    “Did you get it?” she asked as she went about fixing her dark hair, strands of which had fallen in her face. 
 
    “I got it. Sansar can take it to the Asura Forest tonight or tomorrow. It is a ring.” Danzen produced the object and showed it to them. “I can’t believe I made it through that experience.” 
 
    He settled by the fire and stretched his feet out after taking off his boots, the flames warm. 
 
    “You had to fight something?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “No, I had to endure something.” Danzen explained how he had been tasked with staying up for two days straight. What made it difficult was he had no idea where he was, nor did he know if he was standing or sitting, or if he had already fallen asleep. He told them what would have happened if he had fallen asleep, how he would have been trapped in the underground cistern forever. 
 
    Kudzu gasped. “And you still did it?” 
 
    “I didn’t have a choice. Once those doors were sealed, it was clear that I had to do it.” 
 
    “Nope, nope, nope. I couldn’t have done that.” Jelmay, who had grabbed a rib from a plate next to them, took a bite of the kawaguma meat, and chewed it as he spoke: “I would have been asleep in the first twenty or thirty minutes. A completely dark room? Actually, I would kill for something like that to rest in. Thank Sunyata it was you and not me in there.” 
 
    “Remind us to never send you in after a Fatebrick.” 
 
    Jelmay laughed at Kudzu’s statement, the fox soon joining him. “Well, if you sent me in, you would have to send someone else in to get me. Which doesn’t sound possible with this challenge. That’s why we have you, Pilgrim. You are the right combination of human and demon. You can overcome all odds, plus, as you already know, you’re pretty good at fighting and killing. Not only that, you are extremely stubborn, so a challenge like that is perfect for you. You weren’t going to let that challenge win, were you? No, no. You were going to take it all away to the limit if that was what it took. And don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying you did it for the glory. You really did it because it had to be done.” Jelmay pointed the rib bone at Danzen. “That’s why, when all this is over, when everything is said and done, the bards are going to sing about you.” 
 
    Kudzu let out an exaggerated breath. “I thought you were going to say something about him rebuilding Sunyata.” 
 
    “That was implied. I’m more interested in having songs sung about me for the rest of eternity than I am rebuilding heaven. Don’t glare at me like that, Fox. You too, Lady Pilgrim. Anyway, enough of my rambling. You did it, and we will celebrate your victory as soon as we get to Odval. The best hotel in town. Well, there are many good hotels there, but we will find something suitable. Ale. Food. Whatever you would like, Pilgrim. Dancing pillowers? How does that sound?” 
 
    “We don’t need dancing pillowers.” 
 
    “Maybe you don’t,” Jelmay told Kudzu. “But you shouldn’t speak for Pilgrim over here. He was just buried alive for nearly two days.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t speak for Pilgrim. You don’t know what he wants.” 
 
    Danzen started to chuckle. At first, it was soft, but then it became louder until it caused his energy levels to lift. For once, he was glad to hear the two of them bicker. He had missed them dearly. “I’ll be fine, Jelmay. Tomorrow, we will meet with Timbero and Nova before we continue on. We still have the archers to deal with.” 
 
    “Onin and Mirand,” said Nomin, who stood near the fire, the light dancing across her hardened face. “And if we are lucky, we will find out who sent them.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    At first, it was hard for Danzen to fall asleep. He kept drifting off only to wake himself up, afraid that this was also an illusion, that he was trapped in the cistern yet again trying to complete the challenge. 
 
    But this wasn’t the case. 
 
    He had done it, he had triumphed. Danzen now had four out of the nine Fatebricks of Sunyata. There were two more left in the mortal realm and three in Diyu. Once he had all nine, he could start the next process. As far as he knew, one of the Fatebricks was somewhere in the Outer Regions. At least according to the projection map. But the other one, the Fatebrick that was missing in the Northern Passage, would be harder to find. 
 
    As he lay there with his eyes shut, trying to rest on a thick fur mat in one of the wooden lodges, Danzen got the feeling that the leader of the Dukha People, Sotgonn, knew more than he was letting on. Something about the way the man acted the last time Danzen had seen him made him feel this way.  
 
    It was an angle worth exploring… 
 
    Finally able to rest, Danzen fell into a deep sleep, one that could have pushed into the afternoon had it not been for Nomin, who awoke the former assassin by standing over him and lightly placing her hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m up,” he said as he took her in, the look on her face mysterious as ever.  
 
    Even through the years he had known her, even after she had come back to life, Danzen still couldn’t quite tell what Nomin was thinking. But he liked her quiet company, and he knew enough about their relationship to know that some forms of trust were unconditional. It was best to let her hold her secrets, and for him to protect his. 
 
    “Just in time for breakfast,” Jelmay said as Danzen approached the fire that the hunters had put together outside, a roaring one that sent smoke and sparks high into the air. The four men were there, all drinking hot liquid from cups they had carved. One was offered to Danzen and he took a sip of it, noticing it had a citrus flavor. Perhaps rosehips. 
 
    He sipped the tea as he listened to Jelmay tell some story about a grift he had pulled in Arsi. Danzen was certain he had heard it before, yet it still brought a smile to his face to hear the bakeneko going on and on with his hyperbolic tales.  
 
    He’d never thought he would miss something like that, but after being imprisoned in the void-like space, Jelmay’s commentary felt different, more interesting, and Danzen could tell that all of it came from a place of wanting to please others. Whereas before, he thought the bakeneko was just talking to hear himself talk, but now Danzen noticed that there was a nuance. He wanted to entertain the people around him, to ease their woes.  
 
    It was an important addition to any group. 
 
    After eating the porridge, Danzen headed into the woods.  
 
    He went alone, at least that was his plan until Kudzu began following him. Then there was Yato, and finally Nomin, only Jelmay staying behind to wait for Sansar, who had already left to deliver the Fatebrick to the Asura Forest. It was Danzen’s idea to speak to Timbero and Nova while they waited for him to return. Sansar was too important to travel without, especially if there were archers hunting them. 
 
    He reached a meadow that would provide Timbero a landing pad. Danzen placed his hand around the Sunyatic whistle and brought it to his lips.  
 
    He blew it and waited.  
 
    Soon lightning crackled across the sky, and a bit of thunder roared as the giant six-legged wolf appeared. Timbero landed in a flash, joined by Nova. The fallen angel was barely visible, his body outlined in a bit of blue, his hair long and flowing, the strands of which moved through a wind that didn’t exist now that Timbero had settled. Yato, who stood a few paces away from Danzen, slowly stepped back. Nomin didn’t seem all that bothered by their arrival. 
 
    “We are making progress,” Danzen said in lieu of a greeting. “We have four of the Fatebricks.” 
 
    Something akin to a smile appeared on Nova’s face. “That is good. I am going to assume that the five that still need to be found will prove difficult to obtain.” 
 
    “They will.” 
 
    “But you will do it. I am certain of this. And then we will take the next steps to rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    “I will have to go to Diyu.” 
 
    “You will. You will not be able to call us there either.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “There are still two of the Evils out there. We have recently encountered one. She was part of the Butterflies of Arsi. She is not happy.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect her to be.” 
 
    “She is not happy because I chose not to form an alliance with her. She wants to kill the other Evil, an arsonist named Nyamdor. This led to an encounter with my father who…” Danzen offered Yato a sidelong glance. He returned his gaze to the fallen angel. “He prevented her death.” 
 
    “He did, did he? Tengir Gantulga is clearly interested in a bargaining chip. But you already knew that.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And what did he say of this alliance with the final Butterfly of Arsi?” 
 
    “He suggested I take it.” 
 
    Nova considered this for a moment. “Then I would take it. Not because your father suggested it, but because it will put you within the range you need to be to finish off the Butterfly once the two of you have dealt with the arsonist.”  
 
    Danzen saw Kudzu step up like she was going to speak. In the end, she didn’t. 
 
    Nova continued: “The endgame grows near, I’m certain of it. And as this happens, there will be more trying to thwart you and influence you in their own ways. Pick off the ones that you can now, before it becomes harder. And your power? Are you progressing?” 
 
    Rather than explain what he had gone through to get the last Fatebrick, Danzen went with a two-word answer: “I am.” 
 
    “That’s good. Timbero and I are here to assist you if and when the time comes.” 
 
    Danzen looked from the fallen angel to the giant raiju, whose eyes glowed. “Next, we will head toward my mother’s nunnery. It would be good for you to meet with Abbot Monpo and Menya, who have been protecting our remnants there. They’ve also been researching ways to rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    “I will gladly meet with them. This Abbot, is he skilled?” 
 
    Danzen recalled a few of the remarkable things he had seen from the kitsune cultivator. “He is. There may be some conflicts further out with the Sundiyu Sect, but we’ll see. We will see what happens there.” 
 
    “Good. All of this is good. You’re progressing, you are collecting the Fatebricks, and you are coming to terms with what must be done in the future,” said Nova, his last statement with an ominous tone to it. “Until we meet again.” 
 
    Timbero tilted his head back and opened his mouth. A bolt of lightning shot up to the sky, the raiju suddenly floating, everything in the air around them staticky as Nova faded away. Soon, they were gone. 
 
    “That was quite the show,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “I don’t think I will ever get used to that,” Yato added. 
 
    Danzen turned back toward the hunter’s lodge, where they would wait with Jelmay until Sansar returned. 
 
    Their journey would continue soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Four  
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen, Kudzu, Nomin, and Yato waited outside the northern village of Odval. The town seemed more lively than normal due to some harvest celebration that Danzen was unfamiliar with. People were out, paper lanterns floated in the air around large smoldering effigies in the center of town. It was clear that the celebrations would continue late into the night. 
 
    “He’s been gone too long.” 
 
    “It has only been a few hours,” Nomin told Kudzu. “The festivities will make it harder. Give the bakeneko a chance.” 
 
    “Or the festivities will make it easier,” Danzen said as he settled onto the ground with his legs crossed beneath him, the bottom end of his glaive poking against the top of the soil. He had experience with navigating holidays; these kinds of celebrations added a wild card aspect to whatever it was he was doing. This in turn translated to opportunities that may not have been there before. 
 
    While he relaxed, Kudzu worried until she reached a point that no one would worry with her. Now in her human form, she stopped pacing and finally took a seat next to Pilgrim, her body pressed against his. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Kudzu asked at some point once she looked over to the former assassin, who continued to stare toward the glowing town in the distance. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “How can you be thinking of nothing?” 
 
    “I can’t answer that question.” Danzen’s eyes traced across the night’s sky, where he looked for signs that Sansar was returning. The three-legged raven had accompanied Jelmay to town; he expected to see Sansar before he saw the bakeneko, if Jelmay even returned at all.  
 
    There really was no telling with him. 
 
    Danzen was ready to wait all night if that was what it took. He didn’t need to sleep. He had gotten plenty of rest the previous night after his two-day imprisonment in the underground cistern. What was important now was dealing with the assassins before they moved on to his mother’s nunnery. While there were other confrontations that certainly lay ahead, being blindsided by Sunyatic arrows was something that he hoped to avoid, especially that close to their remnant stash. 
 
    As he sat there looking out at the town, Danzen wondered about Loomi. How much longer did he have until their inevitable encounter? He still was on the fence about teaming up with her, but he knew after speaking to Nova that it might be for the best. In a way, teaming up with her would play into the old adage of keeping one’s friends close, and one’s enemies closer. 
 
    Even so, he didn’t like it.  
 
    It was about an hour later that Sansar dropped down from the sky, the three-legged raven hopping onto a rock and nodding at Danzen and his companions. “Jelmay has found the archers. They are staying at one of the new hotels near the area of town where all the pubs are located, not far from that place called the Golden Knuckle. He has tracked them down to a room as well. Room 75. On the second floor of a place known as The Anniversary.” 
 
    Danzen’s first reaction was to glance over to Nomin. He had his own way of handling things, but she had more experience than him in situations like this. Danzen’s marks had almost always been civilians, with the occasional bandit or soldier peppered in. Nomin had often gone after wayward assassins, people whom the Diyu Brotherhood had broken ties with and needed to be silenced. Her expertise was appreciated. 
 
    “We could poison them.” 
 
    “Poison them?” Kudzu asked Nomin. 
 
    Yato, who had been crouched near the blind assassin, stood. She bit her lip and took a quick look around. “I think we could find some around here. Biko root. It grows in these parts, right?” 
 
    “Biko root will kill them too quickly. I want to ask who sent the archers, and how they were able to ambush us,” Danzen reminded the younger assassin. “If we use the smoke from the root, they will be dead before I can get that information. Not only that, it would take a lot, and we would have to trap them inside the room and force them to inhale it.” 
 
    “Their room. What if we just do that? Come in through the balcony. I go for one, and you go for the other,” Nomin told Danzen.  
 
    “If we went in late enough, they would likely be asleep. There could be a trap, or one of them could be up.” 
 
    “We only need to speak to one,” Nomin reminded Danzen, no hint of animosity in her voice. He knew exactly what she was referring to. Danzen had tried over the last several months to move away from all the killing. Not only was his spiritual practice beginning to make him second-guess what he had spent so much of his life doing, but he had also tired of it. 
 
    It was exhausting being a killer. 
 
    But it was also an inevitability. If Danzen couldn’t stop them in time with his voice, if they were strong enough through their usage of remnants to shrug off his attempt, it would come to that. And Nomin was right. Only one of them needed to be alive for interrogation purposes. 
 
    Danzen imagined the typical hotel bedroom, one with a balcony. They would move in swiftly, Nomin going toward one of the archers, Danzen the other. If there wasn’t a balcony, they would come through the windows. Sansar would help in this regard. The three-legged raven would be able to scout the location, room 75 at the Anniversary Hotel. Yato could be there as well, perhaps in the hallway, prepared to kick down the door if things got out of hand. If one of them tried to escape, she would be there to handle the assassin. 
 
    The more Danzen thought about it, the more he knew this was going to work. “Late tonight, then. Sansar, any information you are able to obtain before that time would be helpful. We need to know windows, balconies, rooftop entrances, any complicated exits. Yato, you will head there a bit earlier and hide in the hallway. Nomin and I will go through the windows, or the balcony door. All this will be swift. One of them must remain alive. If we can spare both their lives, I would like that. But only if I can rework their minds. The less we are hunted, the better. We have enough problems ahead.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was nearly morning by the time that Danzen and Nomin approached the hotel. They kept to the shadows, which wasn’t hard considering the clouds above, and how they had blotted out the stars. Embers from the effigies burned earlier in the town square swirled in the air, accompanied by a thick gray smoke. 
 
    Danzen couldn’t have planned a better cover. 
 
    Yato was already inside the hotel, prepared to do her part if it came to it. Kudzu was around, yet she knew not to get involved with what they were about to do, the kitsune staying back somewhere. Danzen was certain he would see her once it was all over.  
 
    As for Jelmay, the bakeneko had already gotten a room for them, which was where they would go after they dealt with the assassins. He knew Nomin was of the mindset to leave no stone unturned, which meant death for the two assassins. 
 
    But perhaps there was another way… 
 
    Danzen looked up to the balcony, just as Nomin charged toward the wall. She took two running steps up the wall, launched to another balcony, and used that to springboard onto the platform in question. Danzen merely floated up, both of them landing silently. 
 
    It was only then, when he was seconds away from entering the room of a pair of assassins, that he felt a hint of nervousness. He knew from past experience that what lay beyond could prove deadly, but then again, if he died he would go to Diyu, and there was no real way that he knew to kill Nomin. 
 
    This thought relaxed him to some degree. 
 
    Things had changed considerably since he had last been in this particular line of work. 
 
    Prepared for anything, Danzen now wore his gauntleted blades. He had his two swords with him, and his Astra kunai. Jelmay had already met him earlier to retrieve the Blade of Darkness. It wouldn’t be so useful in a situation like this. As it were, he was probably more armed than he needed to be. 
 
    Rather than draw the sword, Danzen went for two of his throwing knives, the daggers upside down in his hands. He glanced at Nomin, took one more breath, and tore off toward the door on the balcony.  
 
    Danzen shouldered into the room and immediately tossed one of his kunai to the right.  
 
    It struck the headboard just above one of the sleeping assassins, a female, his Astra kunai instantly returning to his hand. Jarred awake, she went for a dagger she had under her pillow only to find Danzen standing directly in front of her, his voice haggard as he summoned his power: “Do not move.” 
 
    By this point, Nomin had pulled the other archer out of bed, the blind assassin with her knee pressed into his back, blade at the ready. 
 
    The woman, who Danzen assumed was Onin, froze, awaiting orders. She looked just like the cousin they had killed outside of Bahlingar, both sides of her head shaved, the top of her hair long, only a bit thinner. 
 
    “On the ground. On your knees.” 
 
    She did as instructed, the one named Mirand doing the same next to her. Nomin moved to the front door. She opened it, allowing Yato to enter. She summoned both her gauntleted blades and maintained a position behind the two archers. 
 
    Danzen looked down at the two cousins. They seemed so young; by the looks of it they couldn’t have been older than twenty-two, around Yato’s age. The female assassin appeared even younger than that, much closer to being an adolescent than Danzen would have expected. 
 
    “I have some questions,” he said, using his normal voice. “The answers to those questions will determine whether you live or not.” 
 
    Danzen was surprised to see a tear streaming down Mirand’s face. It wasn’t like an assassin to cry. The man’s lip trembled, but before he could say anything, Onin hopped to her feet. Procuring a small dagger strapped to her thigh, she turned to strike Yato.  
 
    Onin was swiftly met by Yato’s gauntleted blades, which tore through her body, Yato following this up with another jab that cut through her ribs and punctured her lungs. 
 
    By the time Onin fell to the ground she was wheezing, the female assassin seconds away from choking on her own blood. 
 
    “No… no…” Mirand made like he was going to move. He ultimately stopped once Nomin placed her blade beneath his chin. 
 
    “Stay where you are.” She looked over at Danzen. “It appears your power does not work on them.” 
 
    Danzen glanced from the assassin lying on her side now with a puddle of blood growing around her body, to her cousin. He was just about to speak when Mirand started blabbering instead: “She said he would come. I didn’t think… I didn’t know…” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Mirand shook his head. “I don’t know her. A woman. She wore red and she had a mask with horns on it. She gave us Sunyata talismans. She said they would block your powers.” 
 
    It was then that Danzen noticed that both of Mirand’s ears were pierced. Rather than the jewel being placed on the front, which was normal with earrings, they had been placed on the back. Remnants. Mirand could have consumed them as well. To confirm this, Danzen closed his eyes and found a faint glow in the man’s chest. He also noticed this glow within his cousin, who continued to slowly die, her breaths shallow. 
 
    Danzen blinked his eyes open and glanced up at Yato. He nodded. Without a word, she turned the woman over and drove her gauntleted blades through her heart, ending her suffering.  
 
    This action caused Mirand to yelp, and Nomin to shake her head. “Quiet, coward.” 
 
    If Danzen wasn’t able to rework his mind, which was clearly the case here, Nomin wouldn’t let the assassin live. He was aware of this as he approached the man again, who was now trying his best not to whimper. 
 
    Danzen spoke: “A woman sent you. She wore red and she had a mask with horns on it. Did she mention a contract?” 
 
    Mirand shook his head. 
 
    “What else can you tell us about her?” 
 
    “You’re going to kill me.” 
 
    Danzen neither confirmed nor denied this reality. 
 
    “You’re going to kill me. I know it. I know what you are. Who you are. And then what? She will just find someone else. She paid us, she gave us power beyond… beyond anything we had experienced before. The arrows.” Mirand’s eyes jumped to a quiver near his bed. Danzen could see the Sunyatic glow, even if the arrow tips were currently covered.  
 
    “What can you tell us about her?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you anything. I mean, I’ve already told you everything. I don’t know who she was. She wore red, like monks used to wear. I know that. And her mask. Horns. She had that as well.” 
 
    “And her hair color?” 
 
    “Dark. I don’t know. I only got a brief glimpse of her. She mostly spoke to my cousins. I wish they had…” He sucked up some saliva and clenched his eyes shut. “Do it if you’re going to do it. I’ve told you all I know.” 
 
    “I think we have learned everything that we can.” Nomin glanced at Yato. “Grab their Sunyatic arrows.” The blind assassin locked eyes with Danzen. “I can handle this from here.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Who was the woman? Even as they settled into their hotel, this question remained at the forefront of Danzen’s mind. While the pair had it coming, he also felt shame for what they had done to the two assassins. Two bodies had been left behind. Danzen had already informed the hotel staff and wiped their minds, yet it still brought his spirits down. In the past, this was something that hadn’t bothered Danzen. But now, leaving a mess like the mess they had left was something he wanted to move beyond. 
 
    But what were they supposed to do? The Brotherhood had cleanup teams for things like this. At Danzen’s instruction, the hotel would alert the local chapter of the Brotherhood. They would take care of the rest, and investigate as best they could, and turn up empty-handed. 
 
    As Danzen sat before his bed, his head dipped in shadow, the morning sun an hour or so away from rising on the horizon, he picked apart the last twenty-four hours. From the woman’s identity to how they could have done things differently—everything crossed his mind. The archer named Onin had acted and Yato had responded. That was inevitable. They had also abused remnants to the point that Danzen’s power didn’t work, and he knew better than to leave one of them behind, especially one prone to emotions like Mirand proved to be. 
 
    This was how new enemies were made, and Danzen had enough to go around at the moment. 
 
    He wanted to rest. Danzen wanted to bring the blanket past his shoulder and bury his head into a pillow, to sleep away the night. 
 
    But thoughts, and then grotesque images, kept him awake. Danzen remembered watching the female assassin as she choked on her own blood. He remembered the fear in Mirand’s eyes when the young man came to grips with what was about to happen, that he would be executed. 
 
    It wasn’t that these sort of things didn’t bother him. Danzen wasn’t the type to turn the other cheek when it came to an enemy, someone trying to kill him, but the change that he experienced since learning to cultivate the Sunyatic power within him had also begun to modify his perspective. 
 
    It only seemed to grow stronger, his desire to shed himself of his past life and become something new. But at the same time, Danzen was also aware that this wasn’t an actual option for him. While his story may not have been completely written yet, much of the narrative had been plotted, and his collision course with destiny was something he wouldn’t be able to hide from. 
 
    With this in mind, Danzen began to bend his echo.  
 
    He massaged his hands in the air, the power rising from his core. Now floating in the room, Danzen used his Sunyatic power to withdraw his three Astra kunai from their sheaths. He went through the motions of having the throwing knives spin around his body, grips facing him. He then reversed course, while still hovering.  
 
    A vision came to Danzen, one that he’d had before. He was on a cliff overlooking the battle between good and evil. Demons, winged hellspawns, and an assortment of other terrible creatures were all tearing through the barrier between Diyu and the mortal realm. It was his sacrifice that would prepare the barrier, heaven rebuilt. He could feel it. 
 
    Yet something was stopping him from accomplishing his task. A hand that he couldn’t see, one that he could hardly feel, seemed to pull him back into the moment. Reality collapsed, Danzen now back in the hotel room, alone, hovering as blades twisted in the air around him. 
 
    What was this vision? Was it truly Danzen’s future? 
 
    Why couldn’t he move forward, away from whatever was holding him back, and seize his destiny? Danzen imagined again what it was like to be on the edge of a cliff, a battle below, one that he should be taking part in but was prevented from doing so. Why? What did it mean? 
 
    He blinked his eyes open when he sensed the presence in the room. Rather than turn, Danzen lowered to the ground, his kunai dropping all around him. 
 
    “You should rest.”  
 
    He didn’t know what to tell Kudzu. 
 
    “Aren’t you tired?” She came around Danzen and sat before him, on her knees, the kitsune in her human form. “Danzen.” 
 
    “Sometimes I just can’t sleep,” he finally told her. 
 
    It was a moment before she spoke again. “There will be breakfast soon. I came to tell you. You could rest until it is ready. I can wake you. Or I could save some for you for later.” 
 
    “Sorry. The thoughts.” Danzen placed his hand against the side of his head. “They can be relentless.” 
 
    “You’re thinking about what happened last night?” 
 
    “Partially.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you about any of that.” Kudzu leaned back onto her hands and readjusted her legs, so they were now crossed beneath her. She seemed awkward in her human form, like she expected her body to move in a different way than it did. She now sat with her robe slightly parted, something she only noticed once Danzen’s eyes jumped from the part and back to her face. 
 
    “Being human is never easy,” Kudzu said as she readjusted her robes. “But I’m getting better at it, no?” 
 
    “You could have fooled me.” 
 
    She grinned at Danzen. “Maybe a kitsune has fooled you before. You wouldn’t know.” 
 
    “You are right. I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “If humans only knew the number of times that they encountered yokai, they would see us differently.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “But I sound like Jelmay now, don’t I? Just rambling about humans and yokai. For a very long time I didn’t care much for humans, or interacting with them. Decades. Yet now, I can’t seem to get enough of them. Now…” Kudzu tilted her head as she looked at Danzen, her eyes softening. She never finished whatever it was she was going to say. 
 
    Instead, she continued to sit across from Danzen and look at him, the former assassin doing the same with her. How many words could be said without speaking?  
 
    He didn’t know if there was an exact number, but he knew that it was something that a pair like Danzen and Kudzu could get to the bottom of one day. They had a connection. It was the deepest connection he’d ever had with someone, which was something that he had started to notice more and more as of late. He wanted to tell her in that moment that she had been at the forefront of his thoughts when he was trapped in the cistern, that there had been countless times where he had used her as a motivation to push himself to his limit. 
 
    But he didn’t. 
 
    He simply returned her gaze, feeling its power, wishing he had the words to actually say something, that everything wasn’t simply a connection that both of them could feel. It was likely something he would never be able to verbalize. 
 
    Danzen was glad when Yato peeked her head into the room. The young assassin raised an eyebrow as she saw the two of them seated across from one another in a meditative silence. “Breakfast is here. Am I… interrupting something?” 
 
    Kudzu looked at Yato, a cracked smile forming on her face. “No. I was just coming to get him as well.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his group set off after their morning meal. Aside from getting new robes courtesy of Jelmay, they didn’t stop by any of the familiar haunts of Odval, the former assassin itching to move on, to get out of the city. If Loomi came again, Danzen wanted it to happen somewhere where he had more control over their environment, a place where he wouldn’t have to call upon his father to come through and clean up his mess. 
 
    “Actually, I was wondering if…” 
 
    “Wondering what?” Kudzu asked Jelmay. 
 
    The bakeneko cleared his throat. “There was quite a bet going in the Golden Knuckle last night. Let’s just say I lost a little kip. Not much. Don’t give me that look, Fox. Money comes and money goes, but I remain. Heh! Ever heard that old song? Anyway, I was thinking we could stick around town another day. Pretty sure I could win it back.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Pilgrim?” 
 
    They had already left Odval. Sticking around would mean that they would have to turn back and reenter the town. Rather than say anything, Danzen simply continued on. This non-answer would suffice. 
 
    At first glance, someone watching the group likely wouldn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. A hooded man with a strange weapon on his back; a younger woman also wearing robes with her hood over her head, her arms a bit thicker than normal; a portly bald man in a vest with an epic mustache; a woman with a shaved head wearing white robes; and finally a petite woman in green silk, her white hair awkwardly tucked behind her ears that were slightly more pointed than they should be. It would be upon second glance that this theoretical person would wonder who they were, and why they had banded together. Not only that, why were they heading into the Outer Regions. 
 
    They would be left to wonder. 
 
    A thin layer of snow covered everything, the snow stretching all the way to the horizon, glittering in the sun. It had melted on the road, the temperature now just a bit above freezing, yet the blanketed white made the landscape hard to look at, hard to gauge. 
 
    Danzen kept his head down, his hood casting a shadow over his eyes, the former assassin always on the move. He left behind him what had just happened in Odval, two younger assassins dead. What he took with him was the news that there was now someone else looking for them, a woman in all red, one who wore a horned mask.  
 
    Scanning through his thoughts, through memories of assassins he had previously encountered, Danzen still couldn’t recall ever meeting one like that. The color red was so blatant. He should have remembered it, yet neither Danzen nor Nomin could place who she was. 
 
    Perhaps the Diyu Brotherhood had other things they had yet to unleash. That was the only solution Danzen could come up with. That, or another demon released by his brother, one that Nomtoi had yet to announce.  
 
    Danzen felt as if his brother had been a bit too quiet as of late. Since being shut down by whatever council advised their father, Nomtoi hadn’t made an appearance in Danzen’s life. This was a good thing. He knew he wasn’t strong enough to cut him down. Not yet, but soon. Hopefully. 
 
    Danzen saw his mother’s nunnery in the distance, the series of buildings built on the side of a mountain. He knew there were numerous hidden passages that connected them, including the one where they collected the remnants Danzen and his team had delivered.  
 
    Whereas before, when they were pressing toward Tachibana, they debated whether they should let Abbot Monpo and Menya know about the Fatebricks. Now, that debate didn’t carry the same weight. The Fatebricks were hidden. The kitsune and the nun didn’t have to know where they were hidden, and it was safer this way. But they needed to know what happened next, which would require Timbero and Nova, the fallen angel able to explain and answer any questions they may have. 
 
    In this regard, they were coming with good news.  
 
    It had been a while since they’d seen the abbot or the head nun. There would also be Elder Bahjee, the bakeneko who once ran the village of Verba. Danzen was certain that his presence would add a little chaos to the mix considering the way Kudzu despised him. There would probably be another fox, Bawa, the one with the light on the end of his tail that changed colors. Danzen wasn’t certain if he would be there or not, but he was certain that he would see his two lion dogs, Nama and Yama. Finally, there would be Galzo, the winged wolf whose pack now monitored the Northern Passage.  
 
    It would certainly be a reunion, which was something Danzen hadn’t thought about until he was approaching the winding path that led to the gates of the nunnery. Since Sansar had already flown ahead, Danzen was certain that they would be joined any moment now by old companions. He now wished that they had brought something from town. Anything. Sweets, flowers, perhaps something from their travels. It was customary to do so. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kudzu asked him, the kitsune reading his expression. 
 
    “We didn’t bring any gifts. When was the last time we were here? It was a while ago. Last season, if I recall.” 
 
    “See?” Jelmay asked, his ears perking up at their conversation. “If we’d stuck around town, I would have certainly made sure to bring them some offering. But that’s fine. All this is fine. We will send some of the nuns back to Odval. They can bring gifts. You know what? I’ll go with them. Fine, someone has to do it. And before you say it, Fox, I know I am so important to this group and I have so many things that I should rather be doing, but I’ll go with the nuns. How does that sound?” 
 
    Before Kudzu could answer, the gate opened and they were greeted by a group of nuns, all of whom stood behind Abbot Monpo and Menya. Elder Bahjee was there with them, the bakeneko in his human form, fat with curly white hair and a long mustache. He offered them a mischievous grin, just as Danzen’s two lion dogs came tearing past, followed by Galzo. 
 
    Danzen’s lion dogs charged toward the former assassin and stopped just before him, seconds away from pouncing. They knew better. 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on Yama’s head just as Abbot Monpo approached.  
 
    “We’re glad you have returned,” the leader of the fox shrine told him. 
 
    “It’s good to be back.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t expect them to stay at the nunnery long. It was par for the course, and he had a feeling that they wouldn’t be able to talk to Timbero and Nova at the nunnery itself. Summoning an enormous wolf with six legs that dropped from the sky amidst thunder and bolts of lightning, not to mention a fallen angel, wasn’t something that the typical nun would be accustomed to seeing.  
 
    After storing the remnants they had collected and a few other things, the group split so Abbot Monpo, Menya, and Galzo could meet Timbero and the fallen angel. They had several options. They could head toward the outer regions, where Danzen had performed the task for his father before, going after a demon. Or they could turn in the direction of Odval. They chose the former, especially as the mountains would give them some cover from both the nunnery and anyone else who happened to be staring out at the horizon when a Sunyatic yokai was summoned. 
 
    “Nova will be able to explain more about the Fatebricks,” Danzen assured Abbot Monpo after briefing him on the remnants they had collected. All he told them up to this point was that they were extremely powerful remnants, and that they were stored somewhere at an abandoned temple in the Asura Forest. 
 
    They came to a clearing about an hour later. Once they were settled, Danzen brought the whistle to his lips. “Be ready,” he told Menya, who he assumed would be the most shocked at what he was about to do. Before Danzen blew the whistle, another thought came to him: “You don’t think the Sundiyu Sect will see us from here, do you?” 
 
    “They very well might,” the abbot told him. “We’ve been prepared for them for some time now, but as far as I know, they haven’t infiltrated the nunnery. I’ve even used a remnant to check for any shapeshifters. In case you noticed his absence, this is why Bawa is gone,” he said, referring to the small kitsune who had once joined Danzen and his group. “I sent him out on a scouting mission.” 
 
    “I can check around,” said Sansar, who had been perched on Danzen’s shoulder. 
 
    “As can I,” said Galzo. The wolf’s wings lifted and lowered onto his back. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” the Abbot told the two. “If they were watching us, they would be well hidden by this point.” 
 
    Danzen considered this with a grunt. “If they do see what is about to happen, I suppose it will only force them to reconsider ever approaching us again with violence in mind.” 
 
    “Actually, that’s one of the reasons I’m glad to see you, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen turned to Abbot Monpo. It wasn’t like the man to suggest violence. He soon realized that this wasn’t the case when the leader of the fox shrine continued: 
 
    “Even if they have made it known before that they do not want to work with us in discovering a way to rebuild Sunyata, that doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t try to reach out to them again, especially with the knowledge you have since obtained.” 
 
    Kudzu grinned. “I think what you are about to learn will change all of that. Not the reaching out part, but the steps to rebuild. Blow the whistle,” she told Danzen. 
 
    Danzen brought the Sunyatic instrument to his lips and blew it. The thunder started almost immediately, the clouds parting as a bolt of lightning traced across the afternoon sky. The lightning surged into a pillar, Timbero taking shape in a matter of seconds. The large wolf dropped to the ground, and it was only once he was seated that Nova appeared. 
 
    “We have company,” said the fallen angel, whose form was semitranslucent, his long hair flowing in a nonexistent wind as always.  
 
    “You are from Sunyata,” said Menya, Danzen not certain of how she came to understand this. He knew that the nun was more powerful than she let on. She had to be for Danzen’s mother to let her lead the nunnery in her absence. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo looked up at the towering wolf. “And you are a raiju. A protector of Sunyata.” 
 
    Rather than answer, Timbero merely nodded his head. 
 
    Sansar spoke: “We have called you here to introduce our partners in rebuilding Sunyata. We also, for their benefit, would like a better explanation of the Fatebricks of Sunyata.” 
 
    “I see.” Nova turned to Abbot Monpo and Menya. “And you have been researching a different way to do it?” 
 
    “Tirelessly. We found mention of ways to use Sunyatic energy to create what is essentially a portal, but I don’t know how we would create an entire heaven from something like that. Maybe a very large portal, that is just a hypothesis,” said Menya, her brow furrowing. It was clear that she had put a lot of thought into this, and that what Nova was about to tell her would likely take her by surprise. 
 
    “You don’t need to do any of that any longer. The Fatebricks of Sunyata will be how heaven is rebuilt. The full essence of Sunyata is stored within them. There is not a word you will find written in any of your scrolls, no Sunyatic philosopher will have heard of something like this. It was entirely done in secret. In that regard, consider it an oral tradition, the knowledge of these tools. They were made by a master cultivator named Isoda Fatebrick. They were then hidden across this world, and Diyu. Yes, there are three in hell, which will prove difficult to obtain. But not impossible.” He finally turned his gaze to Danzen. 
 
    “There are still two remaining in our realm,” Danzen told Nova. “One was supposed to be located in the Northern Passage. We went to fetch it, Yato and I, but it had already been taken. There is another one here, in the Outer Regions, which we will check in the coming days.” 
 
    “I believe in some regards, you have gotten lucky. But I don’t doubt that you will be able to gather them all. I am available for your questions, but there won’t be much you can do until you have all of the Fatebricks. It is at that point that things may change. But there could always be setbacks.” 
 
    “What about the remnants that have been collected so far?” Galzo asked the fallen angel. “We have gone to great lengths to find and store these treasures.” 
 
    “It is good to keep them. Any extra power we can get, be it from remnants, or those willing to channel their echo, will help.” 
 
    “And this man you mentioned, Isoda Fatebrick, he was certain that he would be able to rebuild it with these objects?” Menya asked. 
 
    “He was a powerful artificer, the best in Sunyata. They may look like simple objects, these Fatebricks, but they hold the key to what needs to happen next. The less people that know about what we’re doing, the better. You may not know this, but when you call upon me, my presence is shielded from Tengir Gantulga,” Nova told Danzen. “He does not hear me. He does not see me. But he does see Timbero. For all he knows, you are meeting with the raiju.” 
 
    “My father was the one that unlocked the power for me to read the demonic script, the warnings.” 
 
    “That is certainly ironic,” Nova told Danzen. “Perhaps he ventured ahead himself to see what all of the scriptural warning was about. Or he didn’t. There is a confidence that comes with being a leader, hubris, one that can lead someone to grow complacent. I believe that will play out to our advantage. This isn’t always the case, but there is no one more powerful than the ruler of Diyu. If he knows that you’re gathering the Fatebricks, and he certainly has heard you and your companion speak, he doesn’t think that it is possible. He likely thinks that they are just a rare type of remnant. Remember, he wasn’t alive at the same time that Isoda Fatebrick was, and knowledge of the object was only passed down orally. No writings exist. Not only that, your father’s reign over Diyu came after the fall.” 
 
    “What about the Sundiyu Sect?” asked Menya. “Now that we have this information, we can tell them that a sacrifice isn’t necessary.” 
 
    “What is their philosophy exactly?” asked the fallen angel.  
 
    Abbot Monpo explained the Sundiyu Sect’s opinion, that only through a powerful sacrifice of someone like Danzen would they be able to rebuild Sunyata. This was what his mother believed as well, Danzen feeling the tinge of betrayal as the kitsune continued his explanation.  
 
    Shodren Ravja’s beliefs made little sense to Danzen.  
 
    If they simply killed him, how would that release of power do anything to create an entirely different realm? Not only that, but once he died, he would go to Diyu. They all would. So it wouldn’t be like Danzen would be suspended there in the mortal realm, bleeding out Sunyatic power. His spirit would simply pass on. 
 
    “I see,” Nova said after hearing the explanation. “They follow older philosophies of Sunyatic remnants, ones written by wayward hermits. We have had our fair share of those. I don’t think it is much of a stretch to say a hermit’s imagination isn’t something entirely beyond any realms of possibility. If they are your enemies currently, and they have remnants, then yes, perhaps it would be a good thing to extend an olive branch. You, and by extension of what you are able to do, we, will need all the help we can get. I would say yes, try to meet with this rival sect.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo glanced at Danzen. “Tomorrow, then. And we can go for the other Fatebrick after that point.” 
 
    “I would like to test my echo as well. I was able to dissolve the stone, under duress, in one of the Fatebrick challenges. But I do not know if I will be able to do that again.” 
 
    “Then that settles it. We will speak again soon,” Nova told Danzen as his form started to fade away. 
 
    Timbero raised his head, thunder rolling in the sky above. The air turned static, the hairs on Danzen’s arm standing at attention as Timbero and Nova went on their way.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sounds of chanting nuns woke Danzen the next morning. He closed his eyes for another few minutes and just lay there on the bed, listening to them, smelling the sage that they had started to burn, which came in through the open window on a cold breeze. Danzen liked sleeping with the window open, cracked just enough to keep the room cold.  
 
    The smell reminded him of his monastery. He couldn’t place it, and it was only upon sitting up and looking at the old walls that he realized it was the years and years of sage that they absorbed, the smell baked in. 
 
    His monastery had been the same, the walls absorbing years upon years of sage and other sacred herbs. It was something he hadn’t noticed until now, and it made him miss the place. He missed Genshin Valley. It seems like just yesterday that he was settling in, dealing with locals, from Shedrup, Elder Sonders’ nephew, now dead, to some of the tasks he had been asked to complete. 
 
    It had changed his life. 
 
    The way the villagers had shown up, after his demons had tried to ruin everything in the village, all of them greeting him at the monastery—he would never forget this. Danzen had been lying to himself over the last several weeks in thinking that his companions, the people around him, were his first real family.  
 
    Those people, the Suja Villagers, Khamdo, Sarnai, Baby Leegan; Yeni, the shop assistant’s daughter; Temur, Maral, and their three boys; bowlegged Panchen and his wife Suren, their granddaughter, Enkhmaa, whom Danzen had once rescued after she’d been kidnapped by the Mu-Onna; the Sartens and their restaurant; Naran, Chuluun, and Oktai, whose fate had sent Danzen to Diyu to save the young man. All of them.  
 
    What were they doing now?  
 
    After all that had happened, were they thriving? Khamdo and Temur, both of whom had helped Danzen rebuild his monastery and built a hut for Jelmay, were their families doing well? 
 
    Danzen knew that he could show up in Suja Village, that no one would question his arrival.  
 
    Even if Elder Sonders had a walking stick with a Sunyata talisman in the grip, there was little the old man could do to Danzen. He could show up again. But what would that prove? What good would ripping the bandage off an old wound do? They were safer there, and even if he missed them, especially now as he sat in one of the rooms of his mother’s nunnery, the place smelling like his home in the Valley, it was best that he stayed away. 
 
    Danzen knew this was the truth. 
 
    These troubled thoughts had a way of rolling off his shoulders as he stepped out of his room, just as a young nun came to fetch him. She couldn’t have been older than nine or ten. She smiled, a few of her baby teeth missing. Rather than say anything, she nodded at Danzen and tucked her hands into the front of her robes.  
 
    She bowed, and he followed. 
 
    He followed the young nun down a winding set of stairs to the dining hall, where he found Jelmay, Kudzu, Galzo, and Yato. Sansar was there as well, speaking to a group of young nuns who were all seated before the three-legged raven. Danzen spotted Elder Bahjee coming in from the kitchen, flour plastered across the front of his robes, a mischievous look on his face. 
 
    Rather than stick around, he followed the young nun out.  
 
    Danzen saw the same courtyard where he had once fought and killed Nomin, the blind assassin now seated on a cushion facing the valley beyond. She didn’t greet Danzen as he hurried past, the former assassin finding it difficult for once to keep up with the younger nun as she skipped ahead. 
 
    Youth. 
 
    Danzen hadn’t been given that. His childhood was nonexistent. They started training assassins around the age of five. It wasn’t so deliberate at first, mostly calisthenics and simple sparring methods. There was a game aspect to it, Danzen recalling that he enjoyed the challenge.  
 
    But he also remembered being confused.  
 
    It was clear at the time that he was an orphan. Everyone around him was an orphan. But why did some of their instructors look so scary? Why was there such an emphasis on weapons in some of the hallways that he passed through at the Brotherhood? Why were there occasional funerals? And why did everything seem to have a harsh edge to it, nothing motherly about the Diyu Brotherhood, no softness? 
 
    Seeing the girl lead Danzen into another building, one with a secret entrance that led down to where they kept the remnants, only reminded him of how strange his life had been up to that point. At her age, he could already use a sword. It was a small one, and he had yet to exhibit the true nature of his blood, but he already knew what it was to kill. Slaughtering animals, test-cutting on slabs of meat—all of it seemed so normal at the time. 
 
    Yet it was anything but. 
 
    “Thank you,” Danzen told the young girl as she finally stopped before a large wooden door and motioned him inside. He found Abbot Monpo and Menya in the next room, the two surrounded by remnants. They had already placed a clay slab out for Danzen, and the stone he would soon test his power on was placed on its sculpted pedestal. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Menya asked. 
 
    “I was told that this exercise to test my echo hides much more than it reveals.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the leader of the fox shrine asked him. 
 
    “I was told that these tests were designed for the layperson to feel as if they are making progress. According to Sotgonn of the Dukha People, there is much more available to those who want it. Higher rankings.” 
 
    “Ones that are unclassified, yes? What is your point?” Abbot Monpo didn’t mean to come off as rude with the statement, something he corrected immediately. “My apologies, Pilgrim. I meant that there are always ways to do better, what are you hoping to be able to do?” 
 
    “What happens after dissolving the stone?” 
 
    “After dissolving the stone, you realize that all of these tasks are simply a way to teach you to better understand your echo and its power. And later, ways that you can utilize these various actions together. Last time you tested as a Crystal Reaver. Please, take the clay.” 
 
    Danzen took the clay slab. It glowed white again, which was the color for Crystal. It then shattered into a fine dust. 
 
    “And the stone.” 
 
     Had he really not improved? Last time he had tested his power with the clay it had also been white…  
 
    As Danzen approached the stone, he started to second-guess himself, to doubt all the progress he had made since he last checked his skill. 
 
    Casting his hand out, Danzen was easily able to float the stone.  
 
    He then shattered it and repaired it. 
 
    There was only one thing left to do. As Danzen focused on the stone, it began to dissolve into nothingness. Just drips at first, but soon it was a hardened melt of rock on the ground. There were other spots just like it. Danzen understood this to be the telltale sign that someone had increased their rank at the very spot that he was standing in. 
 
    “I did it,” Danzen said as he lowered his hand. Not only had he dissolved the stone, he had done so on his first try. 
 
    Abbot Monpo placed his hands behind his back and nodded at the former assassin. “Why would you doubt yourself, Pilgrim? You are a Crystal Divinator now. Congratulations. You should be proud of all you have accomplished in less than a year. What you have done is something that people spend a lifetime trying to do. Now, to get back to your question about other tests, I suppose I could devise a few for you, but you have reached the point that most never surpass. The only real improvement that you could make would be your subranking. Blue for Diamond, yellow for Gold, and purple for Soul.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Menya told Danzen as she came forward. She placed her hand on his arm. “Your mother would be proud.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen let these words play out in his head for some time after Menya spoke them. His mother would be proud. He had mixed feelings about Shodren Ravja, but he ultimately didn’t want to see her suffer, especially at the hands of his father.  
 
    Even so, would she be proud?  
 
    And if she was, what would her pride stem from? 
 
    Would it be the fact that he had almost solved it, the equation that she had been pondering for decades? Or would it be something else, that he had reached a point that seemed unfathomable just nine months ago? 
 
    His hood over his head, Danzen kept his eyes on his feet for some time as he followed Abbot Monpo and Kudzu into the outer regions, the leader of the fox shrine without his staff for once. Both were in their kitsune forms, Abbot Monpo with his numerous tails, a sparkle to his coat. Sansar had joined them, and the others had stayed back at the nunnery, Danzen hoping to make this trip quick. 
 
    First up would be an attempt to reach out to the Sundiyu Sect. From that point, they would use the projection map to locate the Fatebrick. Nova had hinted that this would be a challenge, which was why Danzen was glad that Abbot Monpo would join them. He was a Divinator, clearly the upper echelon when it came to his power and what he was able to do. It would have been useful for Yato or Nomin to come along, but it’d been Nomin’s idea for them to stay back, where they could train. She wanted to teach Yato more about operating without vision, which was something that Danzen thought would be useful. 
 
    In that way Yato was a student to both of them. 
 
    He tuned in to the conversation taking place between Abbot Monpo and Kudzu.  
 
    She was keen to catch him up on everything that had happened since they last met. Hearing them talk, Danzen realized yet again just how much things had changed in a short amount of time. She explained in detail how they had handled some of the Seven Evils, culminating with the fiery finale back in Arsi, the one in which only two had survived. 
 
    “And one is hunting the other,” Abbot Monpo said, circling back to the start of their conversation. 
 
    “This has caused us some distress as well.” Kudzu explained the deal Danzen had made with his father, which only made him want to retreat further into his robes as he heard her speak. He knew that all this would be coming to the forefront again, his issues with Loomi, Nyamdor, and White.  
 
    This was one reason being as far out as they were brought a sense of peace to Danzen.  
 
    The light spread across the horizon, touching the bottom of his face, the subtle breeze welcome as birds overhead flew south in flocks. Civilization was behind them for now, and while he didn’t put it past any of the assassins he had encountered to ambush them this far out, he had a feeling that they would be safe for now. 
 
    At least he hoped this was the case. 
 
    They crossed the field, Danzen recalling that he had once fought a stone golem in this very location. Beyond it was a forest, set before a pair of mountains with peaks that look like fox ears. He recalled Jelmay saying something to that effect, perhaps teasing Kudzu about it. 
 
    Danzen knew that Kanjen lived in the mountains beyond.  
 
    He didn’t quite understand the yokai, having seen him in bird form, but also being told that he was some kind of tanuki, but he knew he was certainly capable of incredible feats. After all, it had been Kanjen who had summoned the stone golem that Danzen had fought, his reward being the sword currently sheathed at his waist. 
 
    This was one reason he hoped that they could come to some sort of agreement. While there had been bad blood in the past, including Midrah’s death at the hands of Yato—another reason she wasn’t there—they came bearing what could be construed as good news. As Abbot Monpo had said, they would put all this behind them, from the Sundiyu Sect teaming up with Kitazawa, to their disputes regarding a strategy for rebuilding heaven. 
 
    Yet Danzen knew that diplomatic solutions were often messy.  
 
    They waited there at the edge of the forest while Sansar flew ahead to announce their arrival.  
 
    According to Abbot Monpo, they could go directly to the Sundiyu Sect, to one of the yokai villages they gathered in, but it would be best to speak to Kanjen first. He had fashioned himself as the leader of the sect. His influence held the most sway. 
 
    It was quite some time before Kanjen stepped out of the forest, the older yokai using a cane as he had been when Danzen first met him. Now, Danzen knew that this could be a ploy. That first cane had turned out to be the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, Kanjen able to magically disguise it in some way. 
 
    He would have to pay close attention to it. 
 
    “You have some nerve,” Kanjen said, his eyes flaring. “Some nerve to show your face here after what happened to Midrah.” 
 
    As graciously as ever, Abbot Monpo began the dialogue: “We have welcomed you multiple times to come discuss her death with us at the nunnery. We have also, through Bawa, offered to host a proper burial for her. You have declined. Where is Bawa?”  
 
    “Your little spy is no more,” Kanjen told Abbot Monpo. 
 
    This caused the leader of the fox shrine to pause, the kitsune’s ears pressing back. “You killed him?” 
 
    “You killed one of mine, one of ours, I thought it was only fair.” 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on the hilt of his sword as a pair of kasha stepped out of the woods. The bakeneko hybrids weren’t powered with Sunyatic abilities, at least from what he could tell, but there was a semblance of flames at their ankles, and spinning around their wrists. 
 
    He drew his sword, which brought even more ire from Kanjen.  
 
    “You dare?” the yokai scoffed. 
 
    Abbot Monpo sat down in a way that indicated that he was attempting to defuse any volatile situations. “We did not come here to fight you, Kanjen. We came here to tell you that we have a solution. A real solution to rebuild Sunyata. Should that not unite us all?” 
 
    “A solution?” Kanjen glanced at Danzen. “You draw a sword on me, the sword that I gave you, and you claim to come to me with a peace offering?” 
 
    “We are not here for violence,” Danzen said as the two kasha began to growl. “But this isn’t a peace offering.” 
 
    “Please, Kanjen, hear us out. A real solution has come to us, one that Sundiyu Sect will want to hear,” Abbot Monpo told the older yokai.  
 
    Sunyatic lightning crackled around Kanjen’s eyes. “Unfortunately, I’ve heard enough. The two of you won’t leave here alive,” he told Kudzu and Abbot Monpo. “And you, we have plans for you, son of Shodren.” 
 
    Danzen heard the sound of rocks crumbling.  
 
    He spun around to find two rock golems, their bodies tearing roots from the soil. The pair were taller than the one he had previously faced.  
 
    For a moment, Danzen wondered if this was a joke.  
 
    He could easily shatter them with his Sunyatic power.  
 
    Was Kanjen really going to attempt to attack Danzen and his companions with two stone golems and two kasha? With just his power alone he would be able to handle them, not to mention Abbot Monpo’s help. 
 
    But then he saw a purple shield of Sunyatic energy form over the golems, which shaped itself into a spiked exterior. 
 
    “Please, be reasonable, Kanjen,” Abbot Monpo told him, but it was clearly too late.  
 
    Kanjen fired a bolt of power at the leader of the fox shrine, striking him down. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Sansar rushed forward, the three-legged raven taking his largest form as he slammed into one of the kasha. He grabbed it with his talons and tossed it into the air, ignoring the creature as it tried to scratch him. Danzen had seen the raven move quickly, but never this fast. Sansar whooshed forward and dropped the yokai. 
 
    By the time it hit the ground, Danzen had already moved to address the two stone golems. He wasn’t going to be able to shatter them with his Sunyatic power, not with the barrier they had erected. He was going to have to go toe to toe with them. Not only that, he would have to make sure Kudzu was safe, and deal with Kanjen, especially if Abbot Monpo was down. 
 
    At the moment, Danzen couldn’t tell. 
 
    The fog of war mixed with adrenaline had a way of blurring the periphery, tension tangible. With Danzen’s first strike against the stone golem, he barely did any damage. With his second strike, he was forced to jump to the side to avoid being smashed by one of the rock summons. With this third strike, Danzen finally was able to get a glimpse of what was happening with the others, Kudzu taking on one of the kasha as Kanjen continued to strike Abbot Monpo with bolts of Sunyatic power. 
 
    Danzen had the notion to loose his sword toward the leader of the Sundiyu Sect, but he didn’t know what the yokai would be able to do. It was too much of a risk. He did have another solution however, one that could potentially take Kanjen off guard.  
 
    Danzen just needed to beat the golems back a bit before he orchestrated his maneuver. 
 
    The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds was powerful enough to cut into the energy shield protecting the stone golems. It wasn’t powerful enough to break all the way through entirely, which would have allowed Danzen to sever the golem’s arms and legs, but it was close. He could feel the power of his sword pressing through the outer shield. Danzen would just have to hack away at it. 
 
    But then his concern jumped back to the others, Kudzu, and Abbot Monpo. Luckily, there was Sansar, who dropped from the sky and collided with Kanjen. Danzen knew that this would have been hard for the three-legged raven.  
 
    He and Kanjen were once acquaintances. 
 
    Abbot Monpo was finally able to move on the attack. Danzen didn’t know what to expect from the abbot in his fox form. He thought he might even shift into a human, and utilize his power in that way, even if he was naked. Instead, the same kind of energy shield that protected the goblins began to bubble in the air around Abbot Monpo. It amplified suddenly, the white fox ten, then fifteen, then twenty times his normal size. 
 
    The giant energy fox exploded into one of the stone golems, shattering it to pieces. It quickly turned and did the same to the other, both of them down. Kanjen tried to escape, but Danzen had had another plan for the leader of the Sundiyu Sect, one that he should have confirmed with Abbot Monpo before he made his attempt. 
 
    As Kanjen turned away, Danzen loosed two of his Astra kunai.  
 
    They struck the yokai in the back, instantly bringing him down to his knees. The two blades returned to Danzen’s hands and he came forward with his sword, fast as ever as he finished the job. 
 
    Danzen flicked the blood away and turned to Abbot Monpo, whose form rapidly shrunk to its normal size. He then looked to Kudzu, who offered him a nod of confidence. 
 
    “There could have been another way,” the Abbot said as the two kasha slipped away. “But what is done is done. Perhaps others in the Sundiyu Sect will break bread with us. Likely not. But with their leader dead, it will be some time before they make another attempt. I really wish it hadn’t come to this.” He looked up at the former assassin. “You have felt this way before, haven’t you?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yet again Danzen found himself digging a grave. This time it was for Kanjen, leader of the Sundiyu Sect.  
 
    Since he didn’t have a shovel, Danzen used a stone to break the soil. From there, he took over with his echo power. He wasn’t surprised to find that this worked. There was a learning curve, but he was able to dig a hole with it by shattering stones and shifting the ground. Abbot Monpo soon joined him. Once it was large enough to fit the yokai, Danzen placed Kanjen in the grave and covered his body up with soil. They marked it with the headstone carved using Nomin’s replica sword, the words from Abbot Monpo. 
 
    Here lies Kanjen, illustrious leader of the Sundiyu Sect. 
 
    They moved on, deeper into the woods. Danzen was hyperaware of his surroundings by this point, especially with what had just happened. There was always the potential for an ambush, yet as they traveled, no yokai made contact with them. In his patrols, Sansar also didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary.  
 
    The ancient woodland was alive, with animals and yokai, always, but also with shadows. Shadows of trees that stretched onto snow-covered boulders, some as large as the mausoleums of Sainshand, the cold air with an earthy undertone to it. 
 
    The further they got, the more Danzen began to look for signs that there was a Fatebrick in the vicinity.  
 
    This had him walking through the woods with his eyes closed in search of the demonic script and anything out of the ordinary, a glow that would indicate there was something beneath the surface. Would it be a cave? A well? A fortress built underwater? There was no telling, but whatever it was, Danzen was certain he would find it, especially with Sansar and the two kitsune. 
 
    One of the problems with the projection map was that it didn’t give them an exact coordinate. It gave them a general vicinity, but that area could span miles. With Sansar, they were able to reduce the time it took to scan an area, but there was still the potential for it to be tedious. It could take days. Danzen was prepared for this, and as they made camp that night, he was prepared for it to take weeks. 
 
    If it got to that point, Sansar could return to the others and perhaps lead them to Danzen and the two kitsune. That remained to be seen. 
 
    As the three sat around a crackling fire, a hint of sadness traced over Abbot Monpo’s eyes. “What a day. And to hear that Bawa has been killed as well. Yokai killing yokai. I never liked that. I suppose it’s inevitable; it’s no different from humans in that regard.” He was silent for a while as he watched a trio of rabbits cook on the fire, ones that Kudzu had caught earlier. “It still doesn’t make it any easier.” 
 
    Danzen remembered the smaller kitsune, the times they had traveled together and the unique nature of his tail, the glowing orb changing colors. It certainly wasn’t something he deserved, but Abbot Monpo was right in saying that it was inevitable. They all would die at some point, and unless Danzen was able to do something, their only option for an afterlife was Diyu. 
 
    Thinking of this, he looked up at the night sky, his eyes following a shooting star until it dissolved in the nothingness, utter blackness. 
 
    After the rabbit, he rested. Not well—most sounds had a way of stirring the former assassin—but well enough. 
 
    In the morning, he found Abbot Monpo in his human form, the man wearing a set of robes that Danzen had carried. They hadn’t brought much, but the abbot had requested clothing in case he wanted to become human. As he sat there staring out at a mountain in the distance, Danzen joined him. For a long while, they didn’t speak to one another. The two simply sat there until Danzen finally decided to ask what he had done the previous day. 
 
    “Your echo. How did you amplify it like that? How did you make a giant shield? Was it a shield? What would you call that?” 
 
    “It was an extension of my being, something that I can do because I am a kitsune and able to change my forms. I discovered it early on in my early years of cultivation. Kudzu would be able to do it as well if it was something that she focused on. You, on the other hand, may not be able to do it. What are you naturally able to do? Ask yourself that, and then ask yourself how your echo could improve it. You said that Sotgonn mentioned higher levels. That is the higher level. Who you are, what you can do, and how you can amplify that.” 
 
    Danzen pressed his hands back and relaxed for a moment, thinking about what he could do naturally. It was certainly in his blood, and the powers that it unlocked. There was also his unique weapons. But what could he actually do? He could essentially see with his eyes closed. He could jump higher and further than any human. Now, he could fly through floating. Maybe the best thing for him to do was to simply focus on improving those abilities, rather than trying to reach some new skill. What would that skill even look like at this point?  
 
    It was clear that remnant abuse augmented something about a person, their desires or their obsessions, oftentimes turning them into something gross. This wasn’t Danzen. He’d only taken remnants that one time, back in Suja Village after his brother’s attack. It wasn’t the way that he was going to get stronger. 
 
    “Then what should I do?” 
 
    “What should you do?” Abbot Monpo thought for several minutes before he spoke again: “Only you can answer that question for yourself, Pilgrim. You have done so well with your cultivating in such a short amount of time. What is next? You’ve reached the highest level you can, aside from your subranking. Then what? What should you do? Now, you should use your power in conjunction with your fighting skills. You’ve already experimented with that to some degree, yes?” 
 
    “I have,” Danzen said, recalling the times he had actually sent power to the tip of his blade, even at a long distance. Not to mention the way he bent his echo. 
 
    “That is one thing. Continue to bend your echo as you have been, and task yourself with harder and harder things. Can you use a blade of straw as a projectile? And what about precision? You can shatter a stone, but can you use your power to carve one? Yesterday, you used the sword. What if you could do that with your finger by simply pointing it at an object?” He raised his finger, and as he did power took shape around it. Abbot Monpo grinned. “That is what I am asking you to do now. Your natural abilities, plus the power you have learned. A combination of them is going to be what ultimately leads you to victory.” 
 
    “You really think so?” 
 
    “I have no doubt.” 
 
    “My brother is a full-blooded demon, stronger than me. My father is the ruler of Diyu.” 
 
    “But you have something that they don’t have.” Abbot Monpo used the same finger to tap on the side of his head. He then lowered his hand to his heart. “You have a soul, and a brain that works differently from theirs. Your father is different. He worked his way up, at least if we are to believe the legend. Your brother did not. You have struggled. Unlike any human I have ever met, Pilgrim, you have struggled not only to survive, but to protect those around you. Let’s start with your survival. Since a young age, you learned the nature of your skin. This forced you to be twice as careful as your peers. Not only was it an embarrassment to you, but it was a danger for others. In this way, you are careful. Since taking on this new role, you have proven that you are here to protect others. But I have a feeling that you were like this before. Is that the case?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. He never spoke about his stories of the past, mostly out of shame but also because they were traumatic. While he certainly remembered them, he also knew that saying them out loud would bring judgment, it would also bring shame on his part. 
 
    “I expected as much. You have done terrible things. You know that. But you have done amazing things as well, and I am sure along the way, even before you started on the path you are on now, that you did everything you could to protect the innocent.” 
 
    Danzen hesitated, but he finally offered the leader of the fox shrine a short nod. 
 
    “You struggled, you’ve strived to protect others, and you have vowed to do something that no one else has the power to do. Who among us is strong enough to rebuild heaven? To go after legendary relics? To take on the ruler of hell if that is what it takes? Not many. Not many, my friend. Have some pride in that fact.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Two days of searching through the region netted nothing. There were a smattering of ruins, and Danzen and Abbot Monpo sensed the presence of a Fatebrick, yet they couldn’t find an entrance. They chose to camp near the ruins they’d discovered, the four of them feasting on a wild pig that Danzen had killed that afternoon.  
 
    As they prepared to rest for the evening, Danzen got the urge to go for a walk.  
 
    The slight breeze that had picked up died down once Danzen stepped into the area around the ruins. The moon was bright enough that he could make out what was once a village, where streets once had been, some sort of barrier that indicated there was a wall and a building. The corners of the ruins that didn’t get any sunlight during the day were covered in snow, while other places had tufts of dried grass sticking out of crevices. There were leaves as well, which had blown in from some of the surrounding trees. Eroded walls and pitted columns, a cracked mosaic, even a small gathering of stone slabs that had been chipped away all showed signs of a civilization long gone. 
 
    As Danzen took to a pathway that he was certain was once the main road of the small village, he imagined what it would have looked like back then. Maybe twenty families lived in the area, most concentrated here, a few a bit further out, where they had found rusted farming equipment. 
 
    So much history, forgotten. How brave these people must have been to settle so far away from any known pockets of civilization. How risky, and ultimately, how foolish considering it had all gone wrong in the end. The bones were what led Danzen to believe this. He had discovered them earlier in one of the only buildings that still had a roof, its insides protected.  
 
    A skull bludgeoned, sword marks cut into rib bones, arms and legs broken in ways that showed Danzen there had been great trauma here. Then again, that incident may have had nothing to do with the village. It could have been bandits years later who had used the village to store their prisoners. There was no telling, but Danzen did recognize the signs of struggle, of ultimate demise.  
 
    He continued with his head down, his eyes tracing over the ground. Yet again Danzen sensed the same presence he had noticed earlier that day in the ruins. But there was nothing, not that he could see, anyway. 
 
    Danzen suddenly felt foolish as he closed his eyes. This was something he should have done earlier, but he had been so distracted by conversation between Kudzu and Abbot Monpo as they checked around that he had failed to rely upon this unique power. Now that his eyes were closed, everything was presented in a different light. Most notably, a doorway. 
 
    At the center of the village, where buildings had once been, perhaps a shrine, there was a doorway made of energy. 
 
    Blinking his eyes open, Danzen saw that the doorway was no longer there, replaced by an opening that was surrounded by weathered wood, cracked and frail, pieces that were closer to dust than lumber. 
 
    He closed his eyes to confirm what he had just seen. Sure enough, there was a door. 
 
    Danzen shook his head.  
 
    That had to be it. 
 
    Rather than approach the doorway, Danzen returned to the others. He found Kudzu lying on her side, and Abbot Monpo seated, the man still in his human form. He looked up at Danzen. “What have you found?” 
 
    Danzen glanced from Abbot Monpo to Sansar, who was still picking at a bit of meat.  
 
    “We were right.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    Danzen turned away. Soon, the small group was heading down to the ruins, Sansar now perched on Danzen’s shoulder. 
 
    “I found the doorway,” Danzen said as they approached the center of the village. He motioned to the space where the shrine used to be. 
 
    Kudzu examined the space, her head tilted to the side. “Where is it exactly?”  
 
    Rather than answer, Danzen closed his eyes and warily approached the purple door. It screamed with enough power that he was hesitant to reach out to the handle and open it. Yet now that his companions were here, he did exactly that, Kudzu gasping at what Danzen revealed. 
 
    “My word.” Abbot Monpo’s voice caused Danzen to step back and open his eyes. There was now an entrance, one seemingly cut into the air, demonic writing scratched across the walls inside. What made it stranger was that this was only revealed through the open doorway, a portal of sorts, everything else around it the same ruins Danzen had walked through just a few minutes ago. 
 
    “The Fatebrick is there,” said Sansar. 
 
    Danzen looked to Abbot Monpo for guidance. “Do we enter?” 
 
    The kitsune smoothed his hands over his robes and took a deep breath in, his nostrils flaring wide. No hesitation. “We do,” he finally told Danzen. 
 
    “Should we leave someone behind?” 
 
    “I can stay behind,” Sansar volunteered. “In case I need to inform the others of what has happened. Unless you would like to stay, Kudzu.” 
 
    “No,” she said with finality. “I’m going with Pilgrim.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was risky, yet everything Danzen did had risk to it. Entering the invisible doorway was like stepping into a portal. Danzen’s eyes traced across more of the demonic script, all of the warnings. Kudzu and Abbot Monpo followed. As soon as they were in, the doorway sealed shut behind them and fizzled away. 
 
    Kudzu’s ears perked up, her eyes filling with fear. 
 
    “This has happened before,” Danzen assured her, “or something like it. As long as we complete whatever challenge lies ahead, I’m certain we will be presented an exit.” 
 
    The kitsune let out a deep, troubled breath. “Where are we anyway?” 
 
    Danzen took a look around the room. There was the same kind of door he had seen before up ahead, one that he was certain he would be able to shatter. Beyond that, it looked as if it would be like some of the other hidden locations he had visited that consisted of numerous caverns. It wasn’t entirely dark in the space. The glow from the script gave everything a subtle illumination, especially when it reflected off of Kudzu’s sparkling white coat. 
 
    Rather than answer the kitsune’s earlier question, he stepped forward to what was clearly the next door. Danzen reached his hand out and the door shattered. He expected to be presented with a tunnel, or perhaps another chamber that led into a series of core doors as he had been previously. Instead, what Danzen found was a large open space, one that seemed as if it had been erected in a field somewhere. A breeze even blew in, a pair of red suns rising on the horizon.  
 
    As he stepped out into the wide open space, Danzen came to understand that he was in a stadium, one that could seat thousands of people. Yet there were no spectators. There were simply four indentations that resembled large bowls cut into the ground. One of these bowls had an enormous spherical stone set in it. 
 
    As Danzen took another look around. It became clear what needed to happen next, the puzzle that needed to be solved. Aside from the large stone already in its pocket, there were three other stone spheres that he would have to move into position. In doing so, he would activate something. He didn’t yet know what would happen then, but he knew the next step. 
 
    Danzen could see one at the far end of the stadium. It looked like with the right amount of force, he would be able to push it through the stands and into the field itself. It wasn’t yet clear where the others were. 
 
    “It’s a puzzle.” Abbot Monpo slipped past Danzen and brought his hand to his chin as he examined the stadium.  
 
    Danzen approached and squinted up at the stands, the former assassin placing his hand just above his brow to cast a shadow onto his eyes. The red suns were bright. It was hard to take in the expanse of space, at least when looking south. Or was it north? He didn’t really know. 
 
    “I see one.” 
 
    “And you think you will be able to push it down from the stands?” Abbot Monpo asked Danzen. 
 
    “I can try.” 
 
    Danzen started across the field. As he did so, Abbot Monpo and Kudzu approached the spherical stone, the one that already sat perfectly in its bowl. Danzen turned to them. The leader of the fox shrine reached his hand out, and was just about to touch it when he stopped.  
 
    Better safe than sorry. 
 
    Danzen reached the other side of the stadium, the former assassin unable to shake this feeling that he was going to be ambushed. This looked like a stadium where they would host warrior pilgrimages, albeit larger. Any moment now, he assumed that one of the gates would open and some terrible beast would charge out. 
 
    If that was the case, he was ready. 
 
    Calling upon his echo, Danzen floated up to the stands and walked toward the stone orb, which sat in a small crater, as if a giant had dropped it there.  
 
    He got behind it, and was just about to push it when he noticed that there was a thin rim of energy running around it. Closing his eyes, he noticed just how strong the Sunyatic power was, blistering and bright. He glanced back toward Abbot Monpo and Kudzu, who were now approaching below. The other orb, the one already in its bowl, also glowed. 
 
    Yet again, Danzen got this feeling that he shouldn’t touch it. 
 
    He could always summon his demons and tell them to push it, but he didn’t know what would happen if he did something like that in such a strange space. He would have to rely on his echo. 
 
    In the same way that he would lift a smaller stone, Danzen took hold of the orb with his power. His head slightly bent forward, he shifted the stone sphere with all his strength. 
 
    It didn’t budge. 
 
    He took a deep breath and tried again, Danzen now with both hands in front of him, his eyes clenched shut as he channeled more power. When this didn’t work, he drew his sword and cut it through the air a few times, stirring up his own echo. He sent the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds back into its scabbard and shot his hands forward again, and the sphere finally dislodged from its crater. 
 
    It began to roll. 
 
    Danzen put even more force behind it, which sent it rolling over the lip of the stands and smashing into the ground of the stadium below as debris trailed after it. He saw Abbot Monpo reach his hands forward, the kitsune able to guide it into place. There were now two orbs remaining. 
 
    Danzen dropped down to the stadium and joined Kudzu and Abbot Monpo.  
 
    He traced his eyes over the inner walls of the stadium yet again, this time closing them, where he spotted another one of the stone spheres through its unique Sunyatic glow. There was an entrance about halfway down the field, but rather than use that, Danzen simply lifted his hand and the wall crumbled away. 
 
    Alongside Abbot Monpo, they moved the towering stone sphere into its proper space. It locked into place, but gave no indication of what it would do once they found the final orb and put it into the bowl on the northeast side of the stadium. 
 
    Danzen began searching for it.  
 
    He even stepped into the hole in the wall that he had just created and scanned the rooms, seeing if it went any deeper. Was it buried? Kudzu and Danzen walked the length of the field trying to find it. In doing so he passed the other stone spheres that had already been moved into place. 
 
    After taking another look around, Danzen and Kudzu returned to Abbot Monpo, who was now seated in the center of the field, his eyes shut. 
 
    “I don’t see any other orbs.” 
 
    “Nor do I,” the abbot told Danzen. “But I do see something. This may be a little unorthodox. But I read something in the scrolls I was going through back in the nunnery. It was about the two red suns of Sunyata. It was said that they fell with the collapse of heaven.” Abbot Monpo looked up at the two glowing suns overhead. “Perhaps there is something to those old words. Please, take a seat. But do give yourself some space away from me.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen sat behind Abbot Monpo, Kudzu taking her place to his left. He watched as the leader of the fox shrine lowered his head, his shoulders tensing. The abbot remained this way for several minutes, breathing heavily, as if he were straining to do something.  
 
    Closing his own eyes, Danzen saw the sheer power oscillating around Abbot Monpo, twisting up and down his form. He’d never seen anything like it. 
 
    The ground shook and the kitsune rose into the air, Sunyatic power rippling around him now, creating an electrified wind, purple sparks tracing around it. 
 
    Abbot Monpo raised a single hand toward the two red suns. Now with his eyes opened again, Danzen squinted as one of the suns began to tremble. 
 
    “Impossible,” Kudzu whispered as Abbot Monpo drew his hand back.  
 
    The sun on the right grew larger.  
 
    Again, the abbot reached his hand forward and drew it back, the sun bigger and bigger, the kitsune panting by the time the sun was directly behind the outer seats in the stadium.  
 
    With one more pull it fell into the stands, a glowing red stone sphere.  
 
    It began to roll toward the field. 
 
    Instinct told Danzen to move out of the way, yet it was clear that Abbot Monpo was fully in control once the glowing red sphere hit the ground. It rolled toward the bowl that had been cut in the field and locked into its position, the stone sizzling. 
 
    Everything was dimmer now, especially once the glowing red turned to a hardened gray. 
 
    “Amazing,” Kudzu said just about the point that the ground began to tremble.  
 
    The four stone spheres buzzed with energy as beams of power lifted from their surfaces. The beams began to grow toward one another, forming a pyramid of light with the tip just over the center of the field. It was at the apex of this pyramid that something new began to form. A box made of energy took shape and slowly floated to the ground. 
 
    “That must be it,” Kudzu said. She glanced at Danzen, who was already on his feet, ready to retrieve it. 
 
    He stopped just a few feet away from the box. It broke into a glittery sand, revealing its contents. Danzen recalled one of his teachers having a glass eye. It was the same, yet the eye was made of a remnant, nearly translucent.  
 
    Danzen knew a Fatebrick when he saw one. Yet he hesitated to take the remnant.  
 
    He waited until Abbot Monpo and Kudzu joined him, beams of light still formed into a pyramid above them, everything now with a purple glow to it. 
 
    “It looks like a Fatebrick.” 
 
    “It is,” Danzen told Kudzu. “I just don’t know what happens next. A door could simply appear and provide an exit. Or there could be something else. It’s a feeling I have.” 
 
    “I have the feeling as well.” Abbot Monpo sighed. “But we have come this far. Retrieve it, Pilgrim, and we will make whatever exit is available to us.” 
 
    Danzen approached the eye-shaped remnant.  
 
    He took it, instantly feeling the power between his fingers, and pocketed the eye-shaped Fatebrick. For a moment it didn’t seem as if anything was going to happen, but then he noticed a line appear in the other red sun.  
 
    It was a simple fissure at first, but it soon began to enlarge until the sun shattered, creating an instant vacuum.  
 
    Pieces of the stands were the first to go.  
 
    The stone seats and other parts of the stadium materials gave way as portions of them were sucked backward toward the opening as it grew in size, the black hole now rimmed in red. 
 
    Danzen and his companions took off in the opposite direction. They ran toward the other side of the stadium, as the world was ripped away all around them. Danzen expected to see a portal, some way for them to return to the world of the living. 
 
    This had yet to materialize.  
 
    Danzen ducked as strips of the ground were torn asunder, chunks of rock and dirt cast violently in the air. The debris nearly knocked Kudzu off her feet.  
 
    Danzen jumped in time to avoid the ground being ripped out from beneath him. He stumbled forward. He would have fallen had it not been for Abbot Monpo, who used his power to bring Danzen closer to him. 
 
    “We have to keep moving. We must find the exit,” the abbot said, less fear in his voice than there should have been. 
 
    His sense of calm helped Danzen focus.  
 
    They were about halfway to the back wall of the stadium, to the entrance they had come from earlier. Once he reached it, Danzen’s only thought was that they should continue up the stands, that an exit would present itself. 
 
    Sure enough, he saw something new take shape as he continued his mad dash away from the spiraling black hole behind him. 
 
    The opening overhead was small, somewhere at the back of the stands on the far end of the stadium.  
 
    If they could reach it, he was certain that they would be able to leave this place.  
 
    The slit in reality grew larger as more of the stadium, and the surrounding dirt and stone, was ripped to shreds and sucked backward. Danzen felt the ends of his robes whip against his body as he charged ahead. It was akin to a fierce cosmic wind, akin to his fight against Loomi several days ago. 
 
    Kudzu, who was several paces ahead of Danzen, lost her footing. She was yanked backwards, right into Danzen’s open arms. He grabbed onto her and surged toward what he hoped was the exit. 
 
    “Up there!” 
 
    Danzen hurled himself into the air while still holding Kudzu and used power from that point forward, the former assassin flying toward the exit, Abbot Monpo soon surpassing him. 
 
    He dodged right.  
 
    A pillar-shaped stone ripped past him. 
 
    He had to reach the exit. 
 
    Danzen just needed to go a little further. 
 
    Another stone came close enough to Danzen’s arm to cause a wound.  
 
    He expected his demonic portals to open and they did; the hellspawns were sucked into the vortex behind him, his demons never having the chance to make their presence known in this place. 
 
    Danzen watched Abbot Monpo shift in front of him.  
 
    The kitsune brought his hand to the side and exploded a pair of incoming stones.  
 
    Pebbles struck Danzen as he flew through the cloud of debris that followed, bits of the rock getting into his eyes. He shot past them, relying fully on the power Nomin had unlocked within him to guide himself toward the exit. 
 
    With his eyes closed everything had a purple hue to it, but nothing blazed like the portal now thirty feet away from them.  
 
    It was as if he were flying into the sun itself. 
 
    At twenty feet away, Danzen felt Kudzu shift.  
 
    Her movements caused his belt to twist to the side, Danzen barely able to stop his sheathed sword from being stripped away. Focusing on his core, focusing on expending the energy he had saved up, Danzen pushed forward.  
 
    Ten feet to go. 
 
    Everything seemed to slow down the closer he got to the exit. Was he doing the right thing? Was it truly the exit? And more importantly, was there any other choice? 
 
    Exploding forward, Danzen reached the portal and was sucked through. He was deposited on the other side, near Sansar, who was perched on a stone.  
 
    They had made it. 
 
    Danzen stumbled forward and nearly dropped Kudzu. Once he set Kudzu on her feet, Danzen looked left to see that Abbot Monpo had made it through the portal as well. 
 
    He let out a deep breath of true relief. 
 
    It was then that he noticed that they were joined by other yokai, that there was something hesitant about the way that Sansar looked at him. 
 
    “There has been a development,” Sansar said carefully. 
 
    Were they the Sundiyu Sect? There was no way to tell. Danzen drew his blade; even if he felt the hints of exhaustion, he knew that now was the time for action.

  

 
   
    Part Five  
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was Kudzu who first noticed something different about Danzen as he stood there eying the Sundiyu Sect yokai, who stood all around them, seemingly ready to engage.  
 
    “Pilgrim, you’re bleeding.” 
 
    The kitsune’s words had a way of snapping him out of combat focus.  
 
    Danzen’s eyes darted down to his arm, where he saw the wound that he received earlier from one of the rocks was being sucked back into the vortex behind him. Sure enough, blood was oozing from it. By now, the wound should have healed itself up, yet it showed no signs of doing so. 
 
    He tensed again as a yokai stepped out of the dark, its body one of the strangest Danzen had ever seen on one of the mythological creatures. Its face was that of a rat, yet it had a long neck like a deer and the ridged back of the boar, with the shoulders and belly of a tiger, the legs of a dog and a long reptilian tail. The yokai spoke, his voice deep and wise: “You should see to your wound, human.” 
 
    Danzen, who now had his sword drawn, exchanged glances with Abbot Monpo. 
 
    The leader of the fox shrine exhaled deeply as he forced a smile. “Olar. It has been years. How nice it is to see you after all this time.” 
 
    The strange yokai took a step closer to them. The others that had surrounded the group, all forms of tanuki from what Danzen could tell, seem to move closer as well. Danzen spotted one of the kasha who had gotten away. It looked injured, but as they made eye contact, the kasha nodded at him. 
 
    While Abbot Monpo’s greeting sounded friendly enough, Danzen could still feel the tension, the former assassin not sure if this had something to do with the adrenaline he had just experienced in rushing out of the crumbling world, or the fact that they were surrounded by unknown yokai. 
 
    Perhaps both. 
 
    Even so, he made the decision at that moment to return his weapon to its scabbard. Just to be sure that they had actually made it back to their world, Danzen grazed his fingers against the front of his robes and felt the eyeball-shaped Fatebrick inside his pocket. He was certain this wasn’t a dream. 
 
    “It appears you have something,” said the strange yokai. 
 
    Abbot Monpo placed his hands behind his back. “You have brought the rest of the sect with you, Olar.” 
 
    “I have. But I am not here for a confrontation. We have moved beyond that, I believe it isn’t something that we could win anyway.” Olar cleared his throat. “Now, it has come to my attention that you have some evidence of a different way to rebuild Sunyata. I have also learned that Kanjen wasn’t willing to hear you out. Before we begin, I should tell you that I, we, appreciate you making a gravestone for him. I personally wish it hadn’t come to blows, but I’ve been told that this was an inevitability.” 
 
    “It was. If only he had been patient enough to hear this explanation. The Fatebricks of Sunyata are the solution.” Abbot Monpo gestured toward Danzen. “Pilgrim will be able to tell you more about them, or perhaps we could summon the fallen angel, Nova, to tell you more.” 
 
    Some of the other yokai murmured at the statement. 
 
    “You are working with a fallen angel?” 
 
    “We are,” Danzen told Olar. 
 
    “I see. And he believes that there is a solution to rebuild Sunyata?” 
 
    “He does. We have been collecting what are known as the Fatebricks of Sunyata. We have five. There are nine. There is one left here in the mortal realm. The others are in Diyu. I will go there to collect them after…” Danzen paused. They hadn’t spoken about what they would do next, but it only made sense to return to the Dukha People, to see if he couldn’t sniff out a suspicion he had felt earlier. There was something Sotgonn wasn’t telling him. He was certain of it. 
 
    “Fatebricks, hmmm? I can’t say that anyone has ever mentioned anything like this, nor is there anything in the ancient scripts that speak of an object said to rebuild heaven.” 
 
    “They were hidden away by their creator, an artificer from Sunyata,” Abbot Monpo told him. “If you don’t believe me, we can call the fallen angel to speak to you about it now. You don’t mind, do you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on the whistle hanging from his neck. The strange yokai watched as he did this. “That is how you communicate with your fallen angel? A remnant?” 
 
    “I use it to call Timbero, a raiju.” 
 
    The yokai discussed Danzen’s revelation, their voices low enough that he couldn’t quite hear what they were saying. Once again, Olar spoke: “We are familiar with Timbero. He was living in the Northern Passage for some time. He used to live out here, near his brother.” 
 
    “His brother?” asked Sansar. “There is another raiju living in these parts?” 
 
    “There is, but he seems to have lost the sound usage of his mind. He sleeps now near the border between our world and Diyu. Yokai in the past said that he is guarding something, but I am not able to tell if this is the case or not. Maybe it is something you would like to investigate.” 
 
    Danzen remembered what they had done for Timbero by retrieving the jewel that was stuck in the center of his forehead. To do so, he had been forced to fight and slay a dragon. Before then, the Dukha People had looked after him. “Do you know what he is guarding?”  
 
    “I wonder if it is the Fatebrick,” said Sansar. 
 
    “He guards an entrance,” Olar said. “I wouldn’t know if it was the Fatebrick or not.” 
 
    “We have a way to check,” Danzen told him, referring to the projection map. “But we can do so later.” 
 
    “Yes. It has been quite a night for us so far,” Abbot Monpo told Olar. “What we have done will take a bit of time to explain. It would also be nice to talk to someone who knows of the old ways, who may have an interpretation of what we just experienced.” 
 
    “What did you experience?” 
 
    “Is there a place that we can go to better discuss this? We made camp not far from here. But the yokai in the region might have a better location. I do not want a war with the Sundiyu Sect. I do not want any conflict. You and your kind are interested in a balance. Right now there is an imbalance,” Abbot Monpo sighed miserably. “Even if there is some semblance of order, it doesn’t mean that there is a balance. If we are able to rebuild heaven, we will have a balance. There will be Diyu, Sunyata, and the mortal realm. Working together, I believe we will be able to do this faster.” 
 
    “And how would you propose we work together?” 
 
    Kudzu answered this question. “For one, it would require cooperation. We must cooperate. This human, Danzen Ravja, is half-demon. His father is Tengir Gantulga, his mother was Shodren Ravja, of the nunnery outside of Odval.” 
 
    “So we have heard. But why would the son of the ruler of Diyu, who stands in line to the throne, want to rebuild heaven?” 
 
    Danzen felt all the yokai look at him. It was a long moment before he spoke: “Because it is what needs to happen in order to achieve balance. Now, before we go any further, unlike your predecessor, you seem willing to hear us out. Is this the case? Because if not, we can continue on our way.” 
 
    Olar exchanged glances with some of the others. “No, I think it would be in our best interest to hear you out. If I haven’t made myself clear, let me make myself clear now. The Sundiyu Sect will operate differently than we have in the past. And if we believe in what you are trying to do, if we believe that is the way forward, we will join you however we can. Come, we have a place not far from here. We can rest there for the night and speak more in the morning. Not only that, you are still bleeding. You can stitch yourself up there.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The wound on Danzen’s arm didn’t heal in the time it took for them to transfer from their camp to the place where the yokai lived. It wasn’t exactly like the yokai village of Osul, but there were similarities in the way that everything was clustered together along a single narrow lane. They didn’t seem to build as much as they repurposed. There was something about this village that was different than anything Danzen had seen in Osul. 
 
    Wooden masks had been erected on poles all around the village. Some of the faces were hideous, but others were comical. He noticed that the dirt paths, which were dusted with snow, were demarcated by polished stones arranged in an intricate pattern, the place much tidier than Osul. 
 
    They settled in a cozy cave, one with a fire in a chimney near the door. Once again, Danzen examined his wound. He was hyper-aware that stitching it up here could summon his demons. He hesitated to do so, and eventually warned the others, who were still speaking. 
 
    “Perhaps I should go somewhere else to do this,” he told Kudzu and Abbot Monpo. 
 
    “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    Danzen and Kudzu left after he’d retrieved his needle and thread, Danzen leaving his shoulder bag and his gauntleted blades behind. They passed through the main road of the village, some of the yokai homes and other natural structures glowing with light. There weren’t any yokai out that Danzen could see, but he could sense them all around. He could sense them watching. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a yokai like that before,” he told her, referring to Olar and the yokai’s strange appearance, as if it had been cobbled together from other animals. 
 
    “He is a kotobuki. I’ve only heard of them. I honestly thought they no longer existed.” 
 
    “A kotobuki,” Danzen said, now with plans to see if there was anything written about the yokai in the field manual. It was worth a look.  
 
    Danzen and Kudzu continued on, until they were in a place far enough away from the others that Danzen felt comfortable controlling and killing his demons. 
 
    “Have you done this before?” Kudzu asked Danzen as he got onto his knees. He placed his sword next to him and took the needle and thread out of his pocket. Danzen had never had to worry about something like an infection before, nor had he needed to worry about removing stitches. All that was set to change. 
 
    “I know how to do it.” 
 
    “Give me a moment. I will find something so you can sterilize the needle. Unless you want to start a fire.” 
 
    “I was just thinking about that.” 
 
    “It appears we are often on the same wavelength.” Kudzu returned a few minutes later carrying a small branch covered in green leaves that had started to turn yellow. “The sap should do the trick. Yokai use it for wounds.” 
 
    “Be ready for anything.” 
 
    The kitsune smirked. “I always am when it comes to you.” 
 
    Danzen cut into the branch. The sap appeared, beaded up at first, but then it was flowing. Danzen ran the needle and thread through it. He then returned his focus to his arm. The wound was about three inches long. Nothing he hadn’t healed from before, but that was the problem. He hadn’t healed. All he could think was that it had something to do with where he had received the wound, in that vortex of sorts. 
 
    “In that case, I will begin.” 
 
    Danzen pressed the needle through his flesh. As soon as he did he felt a sensation he had grown used to over the years. The portals opened up around him, and he continued. 
 
    “Back into your portals,” he said as the first several demons were able to claw their way out. They did as instructed and Danzen continued, the needle going through one side of the wound, coming back out the other, the pain nothing he wasn’t used to by that point. He kept at it, using his Demon Speak to command his summons to return to Diyu. 
 
    Danzen finished up; he was looking toward Kudzu to make sure that she was fine, when he saw something else. His father stood there, towering over them, a big smile on his face as his purple robes grazed against the ground. 
 
    “You have been busy, haven’t you, son?” 
 
    Kudzu whipped around, her ears pressing back. Her lips curled as she bared her teeth, which seemed to amuse Danzen’s father.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Is that any way to greet me?” Tengir Gantulga asked his son. “Or was I interrupting something? Would you like some more alone time with the kitsune? You do seem quite fond of her. How fond is the question. Or maybe, how far. How far would you go to protect her?” 
 
    Kudzu’s body began to tremble. She lunged toward Tengir Gantulga, and was caught in midair by an invisible force. She snapped her teeth and then shuddered, her body going limp. 
 
    “Not a step further,” Tengir Gantulga told his son. “I’m merely showing you what is possible.” 
 
    By this point Danzen had his sword drawn, his entire body shaking as he resisted the urge to attack his father. He squeezed the grip of the sword so tightly that it felt as if he were going to break it. Danzen gritted his teeth, veins appearing on the side of his neck as he tried to contain the pressure building up within them, the sheer rage. 
 
    His father flicked his hand aside and Kudzu flew toward the left. She slammed into a tree, dislodged a clump of snow, and landed on the ground, her body moving up and down as she caught her breath.  
 
    She was still alive. 
 
    “Now, I’m not at the point that I want to take away one of the only friends you have. I suppose you have a few others, but she is certainly different from them. That’s not why I’m here, son. Put your sword away and let’s have a conversation.” 
 
    Danzen remained on the balls of his feet, poised to attack. 
 
    “Put your sword away.” 
 
    It was the first time that something akin to Danzen’s own Demon Speak power had worked on him. Even as he resisted, Danzen naturally returned his sword to his scabbard, his movement fully under his father’s control. 
 
    Tengir Gantulga laughed. “Do you remember what I said last time we spoke? No? I mentioned that there was something else that had escaped other than the oni, that I would address that another day. Well, that day is now. Your brother. He continues to try to win my approval by showing me how wicked he can be. I’m no different than other rulers of Diyu. Wickedness is par for the course, something that I respect when used correctly. But what he is doing is disrupting the natural barriers of our two worlds. I don’t like that at the moment.” Tengir Gantulga ruminated on this last statement. “No, I don’t like that.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Yes, what do I want. First, I would like to finish what I’m telling you before you interrupt me with your pathetic attempt to show me how angry you are. As I was saying, I don’t like the idea of disrupting the two barriers between our worlds at the moment. But that doesn’t mean that it isn’t something that I haven’t considered. After all, why should there be a separation between Diyu and the mortal realm? Sunyata has fallen, and now only two remain. But why can’t it all just be one? Why can’t I just rule it all? I understand why Nomtoi would ponder this, especially as he endeavors to show me his very worst in an effort to win my very best, my approval. But as of right now, as of this exact moment, it is not something I’m interested in. That could change. 
 
    “If you continue what you are doing, your effort to rebuild Sunyata, futile as it is, you could push me to the point of action. You don’t want that, do you? I would assume not. But as I said, for now, I’m more interested in giving you a fighting chance. I know you think of me as a poor father, as this evil man who will stop at nothing to disrupt your progression, the changes you see as necessary in your life. But I am not. If it weren’t for me, you would already be dead, subjugated to your brother’s power in Diyu. I am the one keeping you alive, yet you show no respect to me for doing so. Not only that, I’m the one keeping your companions alive as well. Have you realized this yet?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. Instead he approached Kudzu and crouched before her, making sure that the kitsune was okay. He glared up at his father. 
 
    “She wasn’t injured badly. But it was necessary for me to show you how much control I actually have. You should respect that next time you speak to me, and you should as well,” he said, looking down at Kudzu. “As I told her the other day, there is something else that has escaped. Two beings, actually. Escape is perhaps the wrong word. They were freed by your brother. One is a bull that used to belong to the former ruler of Diyu, may she rest in the deepest pits of hell. This bull is large enough to knock down a tree.” A hint of glee traced across his eyes. “You’ll see what I mean. Now, here’s the challenge: I don’t want the bull killed. You’ve proven you can kill. I want it captured.” 
 
    “You want him to capture a bull?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Yes, but there is more. Do you remember a man named Raif? I believe that was his name. Raif Kodain.” 
 
    Danzen recalled the former soldier who wielded two swords, how the soldier had been hired by a shipping magnate to kill him. 
 
    “I’m judging by the expression on your face that you do. Well, he has escaped alongside the bull and they have since parted ways. I’m not interested in him, only that he returns to Diyu where he belongs. You can kill him, but you can’t kill the bull. How’s that for a challenge? I would threaten you with what will happen if you do kill the bull, but maybe that isn’t necessary. You know what I’m capable of, son. These two, the man and the bull, are to the east of here. Handle them for me, won’t you?”

  

 
 
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t want to do what he had done the last time his father had popped into his life and spread misfortune. It was too easy to simply let his rage overtake him, his anger at Tengir Gantulga and his manipulative ways too distracting. He could simply hate the man and see to the task that had been presented to him. There was always that option. But with Kudzu around, Danzen knew that she would have her own opinions on the matter.  
 
    Not to mention the fact that Tengir had nearly injured her. 
 
    “Maybe you should take his throne,” the kitsune said after his father was gone. 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Just play along. Take it, and then banish your brother to the same hellacious pit that he pulled the Seven Evils from and turn hell itself on its head. I don’t know. Make Diyu a nice place. Get rid of the demons. Sure, there will be a creepy red sky, but the Sundiyu Sect believed, or still believes, that this is the only way to rebuild heaven in the first place. From hell. Odd, that. Maybe they have a point. After meeting your father, I feel like they have a point. Sorry, you know I don’t mean that. I don’t want you to die. I just… I hate that man.” 
 
    Danzen sat. He ran his fingers along the wound that he had stitched up. The forest was quiet, the temperature to the point now that things had started to freeze. He could already hear the ice crackling. 
 
    “What is it?” Kudzu sat next to Danzen. She leaned her head against his arm. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m starting to see how futile it is to resist my father’s requests. As much as they anger me, I’m not at the power level that I can do anything to him. I also don’t want to see him do anything to you, or anyone else.” He turned to the kitsune. “I don’t want him to do anything to you.” 
 
    “I can handle myself.” 
 
    He knew that she wouldn’t be able to defend herself against the ruler of Diyu, but he didn’t say anything. Danzen was always impressed by her convictions and how brave she was. Kudzu had just attempted to attack his father; he didn’t want to see this happen again. He truly hoped that Tengir Gantulga wouldn’t appear when she was around, but he knew this wasn’t the case. 
 
    “I know you can. But we have to be careful around him. Both of us.” 
 
    She looked down at the ground, licked her lips and finally returned her gaze to Danzen. “What can you tell me about Raif?” 
 
    “Only that he was strong when I fought him back then, and I’m assuming he will be stronger now. He uses two swords. I will need to do this alone.” 
 
    “I have a better idea. Sansar can fly back to the nunnery. He can get Nomin and your Blade of Darkness. I’m guessing you’ll need that to fight the bull. Your father didn’t say anything about getting help from her. He also didn’t say anything about simply summoning Timbero and letting him handle the bull.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” Danzen looked over to Kudzu and offered her his version of a smile. He ignored the voice at the back of his head that told him that he should do this alone.  
 
    She was right.  
 
    Nomin would be able to help; it was equally useful to have his glaive considering the size of the bull. If it was large enough to knock down a tree, Danzen imagined that it was quite large. 
 
    “Besides, the Fatebrick needs to go to the Asura Forest anyway. Perhaps Sansar will fly there first, then retrieve Nomin and your weapon. We can wait here with the other yokai while he does so.” 
 
    “Do you trust him?” Danzen asked Kudzu. “Olar and those that have joined him?” 
 
    “I trust him about as much as I trust Usagi. No, I trust him more than I trust Usagi.” 
 
    “Then that is what we will do. We’ll stay here.” Danzen got to his feet and turned back in the direction of the yokai village. By the time they arrived, Abbot Monpo had finished discussing what he knew of the Fatebricks of Sunyata with Olar. Sansar was there as well. By the way he shifted his beak toward Danzen and Kudzu, it was clear that he realized that something was wrong. 
 
    “My father visited.” 
 
    Danzen’s statement drew Olar’s attention. “The ruler of Diyu was here?” 
 
    “Near the village, yes. Not for reasons you may think. He has a task for me.” 
 
    “His brother has released a few more things from Diyu, a bull and a former soldier,” Kudzu said, speaking for Danzen as she often did. “He has asked that Pilgrim handle them. But the bull cannot be killed. I suppose I should rephrase that. Both these beings are technically dead. His father wants him to kill the soldier, and spare the bull, whatever that means.” 
 
    “I have an idea of what I may be able to do,” Danzen said. “I just need to find out where they are exactly. Hopefully they haven’t joined forces. It will complicate things if they have done so.” 
 
    “We can help you with that. I can help you look around the area,” Olar offered. 
 
    “And you always have me,” Sansar reminded Danzen. 
 
    “Before we begin our search, I have something else for you to do. First, you’ll need to return to the valley,” Danzen said, purposefully being vague about where they stored the Fatebrick. “I also need my Blade of Darkness and Nomin. I was hoping that on the way back…” 
 
    “Yes, I will be able to bring her out here. I’m sure Yato will want to come, but it is best if she stays behind.” 
 
    “I agree.” Danzen licked his lips. He looked up at the stone above his head, and noticed that there were faint pictographs carved into it. It looked like humans and animals, the flames from their fire adding depth to their forms. Examining this for a moment gave Danzen a way to collect his thoughts. 
 
    “I can go now,” Sansar told him. “You are the ones that were in the, well, I don’t know exactly what you would call that place. You need the rest.” 
 
    “We were in an alternate realm of sorts,” Abbot Monpo said. “I’ve read about such a thing. But I always assumed it was either a myth or metaphor. Apparently, it is neither. It would have been hard to believe had I not seen it myself and experienced the other side.” 
 
    “Was it like Diyu in any way?” Olar asked. “I visited the tavern at the edge of the world once. Just once.” 
 
    “No, not exactly. I have been there before,” said the Abbot, “and I can tell you that there was something more surreal about this place. I am very glad that we were able to free ourselves. Very glad.”  
 
    “You could always go back to the nunnery,” Danzen told him. “I believe that I will be able to handle it from here, especially with Nomin at my side.” 
 
    “Go back to the nunnery?” 
 
    “Who is this Nomin?” asked Olar. 
 
    “Another one like me.” Danzen didn’t need to elaborate. It was clear that his reputation preceded him, and for anyone that had been around humans long enough, Danzen’s behavior would have been relatively easy to pin down. Quiet, brooding, yet always with an aggressive stance, a look in his eyes that told so much. This was one reason he tried to avoid the public as best he could, why he found comfort in wearing his hood over his head. It was best for someone like Danzen to stay hidden, cautious of who he opened himself up to. 
 
    “I believe I will join you,” Abbot Monpo told Danzen after a long pause. “You have done so much when it comes to procuring the Fatebricks and dealing with your father’s intrusions, not to mention your brother, or the demons, or, for that matter, the assassins. I can help you with this. And then, we can return together to the nunnery. I miss my home in the Panchen Mountains, the shrine there. But it is important that this work is done here at the nunnery, and that everything that we have worked so hard for is protected.” 
 
    Yet again they were being vague, but not vague enough. Danzen still didn’t know if he fully trusted the kotobuki and the other yokai of the Sundiyu Sect. Then again, with the high-stakes game they were playing with not only the ruler of hell, but some of the worst Diyu had to offer, making fast friends and re-forging alliances were crucial. 
 
    Still, Danzen wanted confirmation, and he knew one way to get it. “In the morning, I will summon Timbero and Nova. They can tell you more about the Fatebricks, what you should expect,” he told Olar. “What we are planning to do is going to take all of our resources, all of our cunning, and even with that, there are still many variables.” 
 
    “You are referring to your bloodline.” 
 
    “Among other things, yes,” Danzen said, thinking of some of the other assassins that might be out there. Not only that, they still didn’t know who the woman in the red was, and what she intended to do.  
 
    It was a moment before Olar spoke: “I see. These things can be complicated. I suppose, then, that I should let you get some rest. More to discuss in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Rest didn’t exactly come easy for Danzen, but it came. After all he had been through that night, it took him some time to wind down, yet he was glad that he had a chance to sleep. It was a deep sleep until it wasn’t, Danzen waking at the sound of movement outside of the cave they were staying in. He heard the scuffling of feet. He placed his hand on the grip of one of his blades. 
 
    Always ready. 
 
    Enough light came through the opening of the cave to let him know that morning was fast approaching. He let Kudzu and Abbot Monpo sleep as he stepped out of the cave and passed through the main thoroughfare of the yokai village, his field manual tucked under his arm. There were a few yokai out, most ignoring the former assassin as he wearily made his way to the last location he’d seen his father. 
 
    Once he was certain he was alone, Danzen dusted snow off the ground and sat. He flipped through his field diary and found the yokai in question. There was even a small sketch of the creature, one that didn’t look at all like Olar. 
 
    Kotobuki were first documented in woodblock prints, which became popular gifts in Sainshand. The yokai is auspicious, and it is said that its strange features represent the months of the year. The name itself used to be a celebratory word, one given in congratulations at harvest celebrations and birthdays.  
 
    He placed the book on a rock that had been swept clean of snow and prepared to bend his echo.  
 
    Danzen drew his sword, and in doing so he felt his echo spark. Icicles hanging from some of the stray limbs caught his attention. With a spin, Danzen sent one of his Astra kunai straight through a pair of icicles, his blade returning to him. 
 
    Rather than let the icicles drop to the ground, he floated them over to him, the two pieces now hovering in the air. He spun again and loosed another throwing dagger. By the end he had gathered a dozen or so icicles, all of which formed a rotating halo around his head as he continued bending his echo. 
 
    There were many things he had to think about in that moment, from where they would go next, to how he had yet again found himself in a situation where his father was manipulating him.  
 
    Yet he didn’t.  
 
    He let these thoughts fall to the wayside as he focused on maintaining the icicles hovering over his head, the power twisting in his core. Danzen finally let the icicles drop around him, where they formed a circle wide enough for him to stand in.  
 
    Using his power, Danzen lifted a stone. A light dusting of snow fell to the ground, powdery, some of the light reflecting through it. Danzen stopped a bit of it from actually touching the ground. While he hovered the stone, he also floated the small dusting of snow. He had experimented with this before, but had never managed to control it at such a granular level. 
 
    He focused on the stone again. 
 
    The stone broke into little bits and pieces, a controlled shatter, yet it never moved far from its original form. He reformed it and then shattered it again, Danzen never letting any of the pieces stray. After reforming it a third time, he focused on the center of the rock. 
 
    It began to dissolve.  
 
    The bits of stone dripped to the ground and solidified. What were the ways he could use this? It was on the tip of his tongue at that moment, yet he never quite got to the point where he found the true usage for this new skill. The others were self-explanatory, but dissolving? 
 
    Danzen continued bending his echo. 
 
    He knew it would come to him. These things often did, and the more he thought about it, the harder it would be to reach out and grasp those new ideas. Let them come naturally. Let them appear out of nowhere and come to his aid at the right moment. 
 
    Today, Danzen would hunt.  
 
    Whether it be a demonic man or a demonic bull, both would meet their fate, and in a strange way, Danzen would meet his.  
 
    Raif would prove challenging, but it was the bull that Danzen considered an unknown. How strong it actually was, how he would ensnare it, keep it alive, wrangle it—those things remained to be seen. 
 
    For now, he would prepare.  
 
    Danzen had to be ready. 
 
   



 

 .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Danzen had learned in Genshin Valley, the yokai knew their territory well. By the time he returned to the village, Olar was waiting with what he assumed was information regarding Raif and the demonic bull. The kotobuki was seated before the cave Danzen had stayed in last night, the yokai’s features just as strange as he remembered them being. It was no wonder kotobuki were rare. Danzen could see why humans would want to hunt it with its interesting tiger fur and its long, reptilian tail. They were in a class of their own. 
 
    “You found them?” 
 
    “We did. And they are separated at the moment. As soon as your party returns,” Olar said, referring to Sansar and Nomin, “I will be able to take you there. I’m very familiar with that region. It isn’t exactly in the same direction as the raiju, but it’s not far.” 
 
    “Thank you. Speaking of the raiju, I have promised you a conversation with Nova, the fallen angel. Would you like to do that now?” 
 
    Olar took a look around. “I fear it may disturb some of the others. Yet it is something that they should see. This is one thing I plan to do differently than Kanjen. I would like to make less decisions on my own, and be more inclusive with others who want to restore balance. That is, after all, why we have banded together, is it not? The way I see it, without three realms, the balance is skewed. Diyu and Sunyata and the mortal realm. They need to take equal parts in the matter. There is always the argument that there could be a simple balance between Diyu and the mortal realm, that two things could balance as well. This is what Kanjen believed, but I never believed this fully. I was alive then, you know, when Sunyata existed.” 
 
    “They were as well,” Danzen said, referring to Kudzu and Abbot Monpo, who were still in the cave. 
 
    “Not all yokai were, but those who lived through the fall remember what it was like. Most of us do, anyway. Some, like Kanjen, simply learned to accept the current order of things and even embrace it. I always found this to be foolish, shortsighted. And now, my words actually have power. Now, something can come of them. I digress. You should call the fallen angel. It is important that we meet him.” 
 
    After Danzen let Kudzu and Abbot Monpo know what he was going to do, he brought the whistle to his lips and blew it. Some of the yokai came out of their homes as a wind whipped through, the thunder above starting up even though it had been a clear day just moments ago. Timbero’s arrival, which came coupled with a flash of lightning, brought gasps. 
 
    Once Timbero appeared in the sky, Nova followed, the angelic man floating down to the ground, his form translucent. 
 
    Danzen gestured toward the yokai. “This is the leader of the Sundiyu Sect, Olar.”  
 
    “A kotobuki?” Nova considered this. As he had before, Timbero remained silent, his eyes sparkling with light. Danzen was starting to get the feeling that the raiju only spoke to them previously because there was no one to speak for him. Now that Nova had joined Timbero, the fallen angel could maintain his role as a guardian. “A kotobuki. How fortuitous. You are said to be quite lucky.” 
 
    “There are many things that are said,” Olar told Nova. “But I suppose my luck has brought me to this point, to meeting an angel from Sunyata and a raiju. It is an honor. We are all honored.” He gestured his chin toward some of the other yokai, who had all come out of their homes. “There’s been much discussion about the balance between evil and good, Diyu and Sunyata. I’ve now been told that you have a solution.” 
 
    “Yes.” Nova explained what the Fatebricks were, and how Isoda Fatebrick had imbued them with the essence of Sunyata, creating the building blocks of heaven. He then moved on to what Danzen had already done, yet the fallen angel never mentioned where they were storing them. While Danzen wanted to be as transparent as possible, it was important that they keep this a secret. He already regretted the fact that Usagi and a female bakeneko named Semya knew of the location.  
 
    “And once you have them all?” Olar asked Nova. 
 
    “I will handle it from there.” 
 
    “Pardon me for asking, but do you know how? Do you know how to rebuild Sunyata with these nine Fatebricks? If this information has been secret through the years, passed along orally and not written about, did you have contact with Isoda? Were you able to understand what needs to happen once the pieces are put into place?” 
 
    “I have someone I can speak to about that when the time comes. Do not worry about that,” Nova assured Olar. “Now, it becomes a joint effort to find the others, and protect them. Knowledge of their existence will get out. I’m certain it already has. Tengir Gantulga could appear at any moment, as could Nomtoi.” He gestured toward Danzen. “His brother is also in line for the throne, and he may be spying on us now, or one of you will later betray us. We do not know. These are the variables that we must deal with. But this is the solution. A sacrifice, or poring through scroll upon scroll to find some cryptic writing will only lead you astray. It will never get rebuilt, and bickering over various concepts and philosophies won’t help either. This is the way.” 
 
    “I can see that now,” said Olar. 
 
    “Good. Because when it happens, when that battle comes, the Sundiyu Sect will need to do what it has always promised to do. Maintain the balance. I am certain that Tengir Gantulga will stop at nothing once he realizes what we are about to do. Right now, his hubris is preventing him from actively trying to stop us. But I don’t think that will always be the case. And when the gates of Diyu open, and the demons come spilling out, all will be tasked with protecting the mortal realm.” 
 
    “We will be there on that day,” Olar assured Nova. “And if there is anything that we can do before then, do not hesitate to ask.” 
 
    Nova turned to Danzen. “What are your plans now?”  
 
    “My father appeared last night and gave me another assignment. Not only that, we believe one of the Fatebricks is in the region to the northeast of here. There’s also your brother,” he told Timbero. The raiju didn’t respond. “That is what we plan to do next, deal with the targets my father has given me, and attempt to find the Fatebrick.” 
 
    “Do it, and do it swiftly. There are still four Fatebricks remaining. Until we have them, you want to keep your father satisfied. Why bring his ire when you can keep him happy while you prepare for his ultimate demise? Be strategic about this. I know he brings you nothing but turmoil, Danzen. If you remain in his favor, he may ignore the fact that you are actively campaigning against him. Your brother remains an unknown, but as long as you continue to grow stronger, you will be able to hold them off when the time comes.” Nova clasped his hands behind his back. “I believe that is all. Good luck in your next endeavors, and let me know when you have decided to breach the barrier of Diyu.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After their meeting with Nova, Danzen showed Olar the projection map. While it wasn’t in the same region as Timbero’s brother—Danzen still not certain of what would come of that—the Fatebrick wasn’t far from where Olar’s informants had spotted Raif and the bull.  
 
    As he had hoped, it would be on the way. 
 
    Several hours later, Danzen squinted up at the sky to see Sansar trailing down toward him. The three-legged raven was carrying his Blade of Darkness, Nomin joining him. She didn’t fly the same way Danzen did, the former assassin brazenly holding on to the pole arm of his weapon; instead, Nomin had her arms over it, her hands gripping it as tightly as she could. 
 
    Once they landed, she shook her arms out. “Not my preferred method of travel, I will say that. But it is fast. Sansar has caught me up. Which one are we tracking first?” 
 
    “Raif. He was a soldier. He actually tried to kill me years ago.” 
 
    Nomin, who was now massaging her arms, raised an eyebrow at Danzen. “How did that come about?” 
 
    “Someone hired him to do it. It happened in Arsi. He attacked me in a crowded area. I responded, and I handled the businessman who sent him after me.” Danzen recalled seeing the results of what he had done to that magnate’s mind, the man later a beggar outside of the very company that he had been running. 
 
    “I am assuming that you killed him if he has come from Diyu.” 
 
    “I did, and he has.” 
 
    “What kind of weapons?” 
 
    “Raif had two scimitars the last time I saw him in the mortal plane. He wielded them like some kind of berserker. He’s a large man, and he uses his weight. Personally, I am more concerned about the bull. I’m supposed to bring that one in alive. This is why I had you bring the Blade of Darkness. Not only can I remove its horns, if it has horns, I can perhaps cut it down to size a bit. My father didn’t say anything about how alive it needs to be.” Another idea came to Danzen. He would have to see if the environment was right for him to pull it off. “We will see what happens.” 
 
    “And we know where they both are?” 
 
    “We do,” said Olar, who had stared at Nomin curiously up until this point. “I can lead you in the direction and the yatagarasu can surveil the area from there. Will that work?” 
 
    Danzen glanced from Nomin to the kotobuki. “It will.” 
 
    “Then let’s go. But before we do, you don’t think you will be needing any other assistance, do you? I can ask some of the others to join.” Olar gestured his neck to some of the other yokai that surrounded them, Danzen yet again seeing one of the kasha from their fight against Kanjen. 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “We will be able to handle it.” 
 
    After regrouping with Kudzu and Abbot Monpo, they followed Olar through a wooded area covered in snow.  
 
    It was only when Danzen saw his own breath that he realized that the temperature was slowly dropping, likely because the sun was now covered by a gray cloud. They passed over a frozen stream, the water still running beneath the ice, where they came to another ruins, this one mostly covered in snow and fallen foliage. Danzen could make out a pair of statues that would have served as the entrance to what was once a village. They resembled his lion dogs. 
 
    “It’s not as old as it looks,” Abbot Monpo said as Danzen stopped to run his fingers along one of the rocks, which would’ve served as a wall or a terrace. He wasn’t sure. 
 
    “How old do you think it is?” 
 
    “People were here before the fall, so not more than three hundred years. The Outer Regions was a different place than. But time is terrible on the structures that man builds. You’d be surprised by some of the things that are buried out here. It shouldn’t be much further now.” 
 
    Sansar, who had been perched on Danzen’s shoulder, took to the sky. As they continued toward the west, Danzen settled into what he knew would happen next. They were hunting, and their best bet would be to surprise Raif and kill him as quickly as possible. He had been strong back then, and Danzen could only imagine how much stronger he would be now that he had spent some time in Diyu. 
 
    Danzen, Nomin, and Olar moved ahead in complete silence. Abbot Monpo and Kudzu were behind them now, about half a mile. They would meet with him after they dealt with Raif. This had been Danzen’s wish. He didn’t want to give the demonic soldier any other targets. 
 
    It was pushing into the early afternoon when Sansar reappeared and swooped down to them. “Just ahead. Past those trees,” the three-legged raven announced. “Raif has killed a kawaguma and is eating it raw.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t need to look to Nomin to interpret what she was thinking. This was a prime opportunity for them, a way to spring a trap and get their opponent while he was busy doing something else. As he stepped forward, Danzen let the question of why Raif was eating fall to the wayside. Nomin didn’t eat, but perhaps she was different because she had been summoned by Danzen’s father, whereas Raif had simply been freed. 
 
    Danzen drew his Blade of Darkness.  
 
    There was plenty of shadow from the trees, all of which began to pool at the tip of his weapon. He was lucky it was a cloudy day. Even with the snow, his shadow powers seemed amplified by the point Danzen reached the clearing. 
 
    He found Raif hunched over, the demonic soldier somewhere between a giant and a normal human, his face and body covered in blood. He was stacked with muscles and he wore a light armor that covered his chest and shoulders. He threw his scarred, shaven head back as he lifted his nose into the air, almost as if he had smelled Danzen and Nomin. 
 
    Danzen exploded into action, surging out of the woods as he swung his Blade of Darkness. He was surprised when Raif whipped around and blocked his attack with one of his scimitars. How could he even see Danzen? The man’s eyes had been ripped out of his skull, just bloodied marks where they had once been.  
 
    As he skittered away, prepared to attack again, Danzen noticed a yellow, vertical eye blink from the center of Raif’s forehead. Danzen was just going to swing his weapon again when a beam of power fired out of the eye and struck his weapon, forcing him into a snowdrift. 
 
    Nomin shot forward. 
 
    She delivered a few quick strikes, all of which were blocked. Raif was just about to hit her with a beam of energy when Danzen moved back to the fight, now wielding his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. He managed to get a strike in, one that drew a cut on the side of Raif’s arm.  
 
    This only seemed to infuriate the towering soldier even further. Raif brought his arms around, the big man wielding two scimitars as he had when Danzen had encountered him in the streets of Arsi.  
 
    Even though Danzen was able to parry his strike, he could feel the force behind it, and he knew that blocking one of the attacks could potentially break an arm.  
 
    Raif was that strong. 
 
    A solution came to him. Danzen took a few steps away and drew his sword across his palm.  
 
    Portals began to open, his demons crawling out as mist spread across the frozen woodlands. Danzen commanded them to attack Raif. “Go, attack!” Raif cut his demons away as soon as they reached him, the man a raging brute of animosity. 
 
    Using the distraction to his advantage, Danzen sent his sword spiraling forward, aimed at Raif’s yellow eye. His timing was impeccable. Just as Raif was about to unleash a beam of power, Danzen’s sword drove into his forehead.  
 
    The kill shot. 
 
    It took the man down, where he twitched on the ground for a moment.  
 
    Danzen approached and commanded his demons to step away. He pulled his trembling sword out of Raif’s head and brought it down onto his neck, severing it for good. 
 
    “Come to me.” 
 
    The three hellspawns that were still standing approached Danzen. He killed them as well in one fell swoop. And with that, Raif and his demons all began to fade away at the same time, heading back to Diyu, leaving a mist in their wake. 
 
    Suddenly, there was silence.  
 
    “That was easier than I expected,” Sansar said after he’d landed near one of Danzen’s demons, the body of which continued to dissolve into nothing. No snowmelt, no indication that it ever existed in the first place. “I’m going to guess that the bull will be more complicated.” 
 
    Danzen sheathed his sword. “We got lucky.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Sansar told him. “You were simply smart in your attack. But you should remember that demonic beings like this, not to mention the ones your brother has brought from Diyu, will be stronger if and when you encounter them in Diyu. A word of warning, Pilgrim. You aren’t one to get too confident, I’m aware of that. But you should know that it’s going to get harder from here.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kudzu and Abbot Monpo joined them to go after the bull, neither kitsune commenting on what had happened in Danzen’s fight against Raif. He could tell by the look in Kudzu’s eyes that she was just glad to see that he survived relatively unscathed. Danzen was happy to see her as well, but he never gave voice to this feeling. 
 
    It was his nature. 
 
    With Sansar as their guide, they moved toward the northwest, Danzen looking and listening for any signs that they would soon encounter a raging demonic bull. 
 
    “We need to see it first,” he told Kudzu after she asked if he had a plan. “We also need to survey the area where it is roaming. I’m looking for something.”  
 
    It was just an idea at the moment, but Danzen had already thought of a way to ensnare the bull. He just needed to find the right location to pull it off first. 
 
    They continued for an hour in silence, Olar at the front of the group and treading lightly through the snow. Danzen noticed that Nomin stepped directly to the footprints of the kotobuki, which obscured her own tracks. As they passed into another wooded area, Danzen felt the ground shake, snow falling from the trees. 
 
    “It’s near,” Olar said. Sansar returned; the three-legged raven dropped down to a limb that was about eye level. 
 
    “Just ahead. It’s very large, Pilgrim. Prepare yourself.” 
 
    Danzen felt the ground shake again.  
 
    He was nearly broadsided by a stone that came flying at him, the stone smashing into a tree behind the former assassin. Danzen rushed to the right as several more trees were ripped from the ground by a pair of massive horns, his eyes finally meeting the culprit. 
 
    The bull was unlike any Danzen had ever encountered before. At first, he only caught a glimpse of it as the beast tore through trees and snow, bulldozing towards them.  
 
    But as he moved to the side and watched it pass, Danzen estimated it was about twenty feet high at the shoulder, a solid mass of bulging muscle and demonic blood. Its horns spanned several yards off either side of its head, which was what it was using to plow through trees and kick up rocks. Its skin seemed thick too, the bull’s body covered in healed lacerations. 
 
    The red-eyed bull snorted yet again and charged toward Danzen and his companions. 
 
    “Get to safety!” he called to Kudzu and Abbot Monpo.  
 
    He had already seen Olar take off out of the corner of his eye, Nomin also diving out of the way. The bull met Danzen head-on; he stopped it with his hands, the former assassin pushing back on his horns, his feet sliding in the snow as the bull started to gain traction. 
 
    He knew he wasn’t going to be able to stop it this way, yet Danzen hadn’t found what he was looking for yet, the right location.  
 
    Using the bull’s own horns, he flung himself into the air by jumping onto the bull’s head and charging into the sky. Danzen hovered over the demonic beast as it bellowed and shredded more trees. Danzen was soon joined by Abbot Monpo and Kudzu, the leader of the fox shrine floating Kudzu next to him. He spotted Nomin hiding, Olar as well. This left Sansar, who swooped down to distract the bull. 
 
    Danzen drew his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    He dropped down to the tree line and began gathering shadows at the tip of his glaive. He flew forward, and brought the shadowy weapon down onto the bull’s left horn. 
 
    The shadow blade was able to cut through the left side of the bull’s horn, the beast roaring with animosity as Danzen curved back into the air. He didn’t know how long he could float and fly like this. It wasn’t something he had pushed to the limit before. Regardless, he needed to handle the bull’s horns before he did anything else.  
 
    Danzen came down again, shadow energy ready to go.  
 
    The bull thrust to the left at the very last moment, the beast able to strike Danzen with the flat part of its head. 
 
    The sudden impact sent him sprawling.  
 
    Danzen smashed through some of the underbrush and hit the ground. He flipped back up, snow and his shadowy blade whipping around him. The bull turned to Danzen and grunted. It lowered its head, kicked up its back leg, and began to charge. 
 
    There wasn’t enough time.  
 
    The previous impact had knocked the wind out of the former assassin. This was going to be a serious collision. 
 
    Danzen braced himself, only to feel something pull him to safety just in time. The bull collided with a thick tree, one that was too large for it to plow through. Dazed, it shook its head, snorted a few times, and tried to get its bearings. 
 
    Meanwhile, Danzen floated back into the air.  
 
    It had been Abbot Monpo who had saved him at the very last moment. 
 
    “Thanks. I need to learn how to do that,” he said. It was clear that the kitsune had used his Sunyatic power to pull Danzen to safety, yet he had done so from a distance. A true feat. 
 
    “I will show you later.” 
 
    Danzen returned his focus to the bull, which was now looking up at him, bellowing with rage as it stomped its feet. 
 
    “Once I cut its other horn, we will need to set a trap. Somewhere further away from here.” 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Kudzu asked Danzen. 
 
    He quickly explained his plan.  
 
    “Are you serious? A hole? By Sunyata…” 
 
    “But before I can do that, I need to deal with its final horn. Wait here.” 
 
    Danzen dropped to the tree line and began running his blade through the air, as if he were stirring a giant pot. Shadows gathered at the tip of his Sunyatic weapon. Once he thought he had enough he prepared to strike the bull yet again.  
 
    Intuiting what he was attempting to do, Nomin popped out from her hiding place and got the bull’s attention. The bull charged at her, which provided Danzen the perfect chance to remove the other side of the bull’s horn. He whooshed toward the ground as Nomin dove for cover behind a rock. 
 
    Danzen severed the remaining horn and shot back into the air. “Let’s move away from the area,” he called down to Nomin and Olar. “Follow us!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The bull wasn’t very smart.  
 
    Danzen had already come to this conclusion in his first encounter. It was, after all, a bull, one that was quick to charge anything it didn’t like. Even so, there was always the chance that the bull would pursue his group while they regrouped about half a mile away from it. Luckily for Danzen, it never did. The bull simply went back to doing whatever it had been doing when Danzen and his companions had arrived, rummaging around and digging up frozen shrubs and other forest foliage. 
 
    “I need some kind of hard ground, something made of stone. I don’t know.” Danzen paced in front of the others. “Something.”  
 
    Kudzu was seated on her haunches, and Abbot Monpo, who was in his human form, stood with his hands behind his back. Nomin was next to him, the blind assassin standing directly beside Olar. This left Sansar, who was currently on Nomin’s shoulder. 
 
    “You know, we aren’t far from the start of a glacier,” Olar said after some consideration. “Something like that could work, no?” 
 
    Danzen imagined that a glacier field would be similar to stone, with slot canyons twisting through it. It wasn’t exactly what he wanted, but it would probably work. “Are there smooth spaces there? Perhaps near an entrance, or a natural funnel?” 
 
    “Yes, I would describe it as that. The forest ends where the glacier begins. It is almost a smooth transition. There are larger cracks beyond, some as tall as cliffs, but the start of it would be relatively flat to the forest floor. It is cold there, but not much colder than it is here.” 
 
    “How many miles away?” 
 
    “A few.” 
 
    “Maybe the ground is frozen between here and there. That would make it hard enough for what I need to do,” Danzen said. 
 
    “I think that would be fine,” said Abbot Monpo. “Especially if you and I worked together. Then, we will have to lure the bull to us.” 
 
    “Doable, I think,” said Danzen.  
 
    “It’s times like this that we could use Jelmay.” 
 
    Danzen nearly laughed at Kudzu’s suggestion. He never explored what she actually meant by it, but he got the idea. Soon, their group was traveling toward the northeast, the border of Diyu in the vicinity. The sky looked strange here. Danzen had a feeling it had something to do with the altitude, or the cold weather. 
 
    There were still trees, but they were few and far between by the time they reached a large clearing, one covered in snow. Danzen had never truly seen a tundra before, but he was pretty certain that this was what it was. It would also give them ample space to lure the bull into his trap. 
 
    After they walked for a few minutes, Danzen stomped his foot on the ground, noticing how hard it was. He cleared away some of the snow and did so again, confirming that the soil was partially frozen. Beyond him was a horizon of white snow and frozen lakes, the only color coming from a murky blue sky and a very pale sun, all of which was skewed by the encroaching red of Diyu.  
 
    “It’s going to have to be deep,” he said, the former assassin forced to speak louder due to the howling winds, his breath visible. “I estimate twenty feet. Let’s head out a little further. I just want to make sure that the bull can’t get out.” 
 
    They advanced until Danzen was certain that they had found the perfect spot. There was already some indentation in the ground, which would give him a head start for what needed to happen next. 
 
    “Shall we begin?” he asked Abbot Monpo. 
 
    “Let’s.” The abbot began to trace a square into the snow. After some discussion with Sansar and Olar, he adjusted his measurements. 
 
    “What do you think?” Danzen asked Kudzu, who was seated along the outer perimeter. 
 
    “A little longer.” 
 
    “We don’t want to give it too much space to charge, but I agree. Just a little longer.” 
 
    Once they had the parameters of their hole set, Danzen and the others swept some of the snow out. They stepped away and he began focusing on the ground, Abbot Monpo doing the same.  
 
    He was surprised when Olar stepped up and lowered his head, the kotobuki also calling upon his Sunyatic power. This made sense now when Danzen thought about it. Kanjen had been able to use Sunyatic abilities; it was entirely plausible that the second in line to the Sundiyu Sect would be able to as well. 
 
    Danzen began dissolving the stone, which in this case happened to be the hardtop just before him. As he did, Abbot Monpo used his ability to float mounds of snow into the air. The kitsune gathered the snow in a ball above the trap they were setting and occasionally sent it away from the group. 
 
    Kudzu nodded her chin toward the eastern end of the plot they were digging. “You should use the snow and dirt to make a natural barrier.” 
 
    “A natural barrier. That’s not a bad idea.” Abbot Monpo rearranged the gravel that had already been moved. He then reformed it as Danzen continued to dig deeper. 
 
    “I should have dug Soko’s grave this way,” he said at one point, which brought a chuckle from Sansar. 
 
    “You would have finished much earlier that night, that’s for sure.” 
 
    It took them about an hour, but they ended with a plot that was at least twenty feet deep and wide enough to fit the bull. Danzen measured their hole using his own height. An idea came to him as he took a look around, one based on what Kudzu had said earlier. “Rather than a barrier, let’s create a natural funnel,” he told the others. “It will be chasing me, but we can lead it straight to the plot. It won’t be able to free itself from there. This should satisfy my father.” 
 
    “One can only hope,” Kudzu said with hesitation. 
 
    Over the next twenty minutes, Danzen, Abbot Monpo, and Olar created a V-shaped ridge, one high enough that it would stop at about the bull’s knees. 
 
    “We should do it now,” Abbot Monpo said as he squinted up at the sky. “We don’t have much more daylight left.” 
 
    After making sure everything was in working order, Danzen and his group turned back to the west.  
 
    It was time to find the bull. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen could feel the bull’s presence once they drew closer to it. The ground shook as the bull stomped around, clearly still upset that someone had removed his horns. 
 
    The others were back at the trap, just Danzen and Sansar now to lead the bull to the hole they had made for it. Picking up his speed, Danzen moved through the woods toward the towering beast.  
 
    He came out to a small clearing to find the bull waiting for them, already preparing to charge. 
 
    “Good.” Danzen turned in the opposite direction. “Chase me!” 
 
    He turned in the opposite direction and took off, the ground tearing up behind them as the bull quickly caught up with Danzen. The bull ripped through tree trunks as its muscled body slammed into fallen trunks, tearing through what was left of the frozen thicket in pursuit of Danzen. 
 
    Danzen let it get close enough that the bull could almost reach him. He took to the air, flying just overhead, the former assassin using a stray tree limb as a springboard to send himself even higher before the tree came down. 
 
    He continued this way, the bull with a one-track mind as it continued to chase Danzen every time he lowered to the ground. 
 
    This wasn’t an easy process.  
 
    He had to do it in increments, each leg increasingly difficult because Danzen had to get closer and closer to the bull to actually get it to pursue him. While yelling at it earlier had worked, the creature was bright enough to figure out that Danzen was toying with him in some way. 
 
    This was where Sansar came into play. 
 
    The three-legged raven swooped down and flapped its wings in the bull’s face before taking back to the sky. This always aggravated the bull and caused it to pick up its speed and blindly charge toward Danzen. At the current pace, it would take them another thirty minutes to reach the trap. 
 
    What did his father want with this thing anyway? Danzen knew not to overanalyze that aspect of the task he had been given to do. What his father wanted was to torture him, to make his life miserable and give him ridiculous tasks. But he would do whatever it took. Nova’s earlier statement made sense to Danzen. Placate his father, do as he wishes, and hopefully, keep Tengir Gantulga’s attention away from the fact that they were collecting the Fatebricks.  
 
    This was only going to grow more complicated once Danzen breached the border of Diyu. What would he say then? What excuse would he have for entering his father’s realm? 
 
    That remained to be seen, but something would come to Danzen, some solution. He was certain of it. 
 
    As he continued to bait the bull, Danzen knew in his heart that he would figure out the final step. But first he needed to get the other Fatebrick, the one that he suspected was still near the Dukha People. And to do that, he had to handle the bull first. 
 
    It came close. The bull surged forward at one point and tapped the crown of its skull against the back of Danzen’s heel as he leaped into the air. This disrupted Danzen’s trajectory, Danzen glad to be caught by Sansar before he fell right into the bull’s path.  
 
    Too close. 
 
    Danzen kept his focus up as the bull continued pursuing them. They finally reached the tundra. He saw the others near the trap that he had set, hiding behind the V-shaped walls they had crafted to work as a funnel. Danzen charged toward the trap, getting as close as he could to the bull without being hit.  
 
    Just thirty more feet. 
 
    The bull stopped.  
 
    Its snout went to the air as if it sensed something. 
 
    Danzen turned back to it. “Come on, you stubborn fool.” 
 
    The bull didn’t budge. 
 
    Danzen took a few steps closer to it.  
 
    The bull feigned like it was going to charge at him. 
 
    “Do it, you beast!” Danzen shouted, his power coming to him naturally. 
 
    The bull huffed, stubborn as ever; Danzen placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. He knew he couldn’t kill it, but maybe he could cut it down to size. Maybe he could just cut the bull’s front legs and throw it into the hole himself.  
 
    He was tired of dealing with the wretched animal. 
 
    Luckily, the bull started to charge. As it did Danzen began to run again toward the hole. Now just fifteen feet away, then ten, then five.  
 
    The bull stopped as Danzen slid toward the edge of the trap. He jumped into the air. Sansar swooped in and grabbed Danzen by the back of his robes.  
 
    Sansar’s forward momentum sent Danzen up and over the bull. He dropped Danzen behind the bull; Danzen immediately rammed his shoulder into its hind leg. It was as close as he was going to get. Danzen felt his power amplified as Abbot Monpo came around and used his echo to force the bull forward.  
 
    Together, using Danzen’s brute strength and Abbot Monpo’s Sunyatic power, they were finally able to shove the beast into the hole. The bull was furious. It tried to hoof its way out, but the hole was too tight. The bull couldn’t even turn around in it. 
 
    It made terrible sounds, sounds of pain and anguish, but Danzen didn’t care. 
 
    The bull was trapped. Danzen and his companions had done it. 
 
    “Tengir Gantulga,” he said, summoning his father. 
 
    The ruler of Diyu took shape right there before Danzen and the others, Tengir human-sized for the time being. As always, he was in his purple robes, the man’s eyes black and large as he took in the scene. 
 
    He peered into the hole and frowned. “What about its horns?” 
 
    “They are about two or three miles east from here. You didn’t say anything about its horns.” 
 
    “They were beautiful horns.” For a moment, Tengir Gantulga looked genuinely dismayed at the way that Danzen had trapped the bull. “And Raif?” 
 
    “I did what you said. You should know that.” 
 
    “You’re right, but I was distracted. The horns. Those are what made this bull so unique. Its long horns were something that people all over Diyu cherished. Now, well…” Tengir Gantulga ran his hand through his beard. “I suppose that is something I will be able to fix.” He laughed, his demeanor changing. “And to think I was actually worried about its horns for a moment. You’ve done well enough, son, well enough.” 
 
    “Is there anything else?” Danzen asked, fighting every word as it left his lips. He didn’t care if there was anything else. He didn’t want to help his father, but he knew that it would be best to play along. 
 
    “Is there anything else?” Tengir Gantulga looked up at the sky, the sun now setting, stars already beginning to appear. “No. I suppose there isn’t, for now. But you should hurry and find shelter before night sets in. It gets cold out here, and your little fox friend is already shivering.”

  

 
   
    Part Six 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Finding a place to stay that night would be easy. Keeping warm would be the real challenge. Luckily for Danzen and the two kitsune, Olar knew the area well. Rather than return to the yokai village, which would have seen them traveling overnight in subzero temperatures, the kotobuki led them to a series of small hills south of the tundra where they had trapped the bull, miles away from the glacial lake outside of the former town of Verba. 
 
    Danzen counted several stone pinnacles, which were stacked atop the hills as if by giants. He noticed the way that they reached up and cut through the night’s sky, like hands reaching from graves. They were a sight to behold. The former assassin imagined the people that must have come through here in the past, intrigued by what time and the wind had done. 
 
    They located an old fire pit, one that Abbot Monpo cleared of snow using his power. There were natural ice formations here, some as hard as diamonds. The air was fresh, the wind softly whispering as it rolled over the frozen hills. 
 
    While Nomin hunted, Danzen was tasked with finding wood dry enough for a fire. Even though it was dark, he searched around for water-resistant trees, Danzen aware of some of the hard wood that came from an area southwest of here, outside of Odval.  
 
    It took him some time, but he was eventually able to find a series of trees that had grown up around the entrance to a cave. Either the wind or a large yokai had felled some of these trees, portions of which extended into the cave.  
 
    This was exactly what he was looking for. 
 
    Danzen cut the dry wood using his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    Once he was finished, he stacked as many pieces as he could in his arms and returned to the fire pit. He made a second trip. By the time he reached his party again, a fire was going, one big enough to catch the attention of bandits or yokai in the area. 
 
    They would have to keep an eye out. 
 
    About thirty minutes later, Nomin returned with a couple of rabbits. Kudzu had gone hunting with her, the kitsune also with a rabbit in her mouth. 
 
    They stripped the fur away and cooked the meat on a hot rock next to the fire. As the air filled with the smell of roasting meat, embers twisted up into the air, disappearing into the star overhead.  
 
    It was good, satisfying. 
 
    After their meal, Danzen and Abbot Monpo used their powers to carve a hollow into the side of one of the hills. It was further from the fire than they would have liked, so they moved the fire, the warmth now reaching their faces. 
 
    It was a strange place to sleep, yet this didn’t bother Danzen once he got comfortable at the front of the hovel they created. While the yokai settled behind him, Danzen decided to stay awake with Nomin. Now seated across from her, the two watched the flames fight for survival in the biting cold, the embers occasionally whisked into the air by a howling wind. 
 
    “Rest,” she said after a few hours had passed, her voice breaking him from a reverie that he didn’t realize he was having. 
 
    Danzen positioned himself with his back against the dirt, his head bent forward at an odd angle. He didn’t think he was going to rest, yet he did, sleep coming to him in those cold morning hours. 
 
    It was nice to rest, especially with Danzen not knowing what the next day would bring. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    He awoke before the others, Nomin now seated near him. Clad in all white, the blind assassin almost resembled a clump of snow, Danzen having to blink twice upon seeing her. 
 
    “Anything?” he asked as he realized that there was now something warm behind him. Kudzu had moved over to Danzen, her back to his side, where she could share in his body warmth. Because of this, he sat up carefully, hoping not to disturb her. 
 
    Nomin let out a breath that sounded as if she’d been saving it up for a few minutes. “A yokai came to check us out. It didn’t stay for very long. From what I can tell, there was nothing sinister about it aside from curiosity. Otherwise, I would have woken you up.” 
 
    “Big or small?” 
 
    “I don’t know. From what I could tell that was medium-size, but there seem to be others. I went out and checked for prints. There were several.” 
 
    Danzen looked out past their fire, which was now a smattering of embers and a trail of smoke.  
 
    He exhaled again and could see his breath.  
 
    The sun was just beginning to come up on the horizon, the glowing orb itself not yet visible. Staring out at the rolling hills and fields of frozen dead grass, Danzen felt a strange contentment, one he often got when he was alone.  
 
    As he took in his surroundings, Danzen was reminded of the last Fatebrick, the two red suns of Sunyata. He recalled watching as Abbot Monpo summoned the sun from the sky. He wondered what doing something like that would look like here, the sun closer to the frozen hills, the ice melting, the area warming as nature began anew. 
 
    Danzen even raised his hand, as if he were going to summon it himself. He placed the same hand on the hilt of his Sunyatic blade. 
 
    It was time to bend his echo. 
 
    Danzen found a space on the other side of the hill that they had burrowed into last night. Even though it was cold out, he felt an inner warmth as he called upon the power in his core and began going through the motions, the practice that he had perfected. It reinvigorated him, his energy levels returning.  
 
    Danzen sent his Astra kunai into the air.  
 
    Rather than twirl them this time, he kept them facing upright, where he rearranged them on top of one another as he continued to bend his echo. This saw him moving into stacks and other patterns. He then added rocks to this. Danzen focused on the rocks at the same time that he was drilling down to the power of his echo, pushing it to its limit. 
 
    Kudzu approached. As slowly as ever, Danzen lowered the stone to the ground and returned the kunai to their sheaths.  
 
    “The others are ready to go,” Kudzu said after a long pause. “I didn’t interrupt anything, did I?” 
 
    Danzen had an idea. Before turning to her, he lifted another stone with his echo and shattered it into pieces, the debris now hovering in the air. He tried to form this into a flower, a smile tracing across his face once he failed. 
 
    Kudzu got the gist. 
 
    “You’re an artist now?” she asked, her tone slightly playful. 
 
    “I’ll get there someday.” 
 
    Danzen joined the others and they set off toward the east, Olar leading the way. They traveled in relative silence for hours, eventually coming to a point where they broke away from the leader of the Sundiyu Sect, as Olar had plans to head north, back to the yokai village. 
 
    “You will reach out to us when the time comes, right?” Olar asked Danzen. 
 
    “Once we have all the Fatebricks, yes. I believe it will happen at the nunnery.” 
 
    “In that case, I wish you luck.” The kotobuki lowered his long neck in an effort to bow to Danzen and his companions. Danzen did the same, as did Abbot Monpo, Kudzu, and Nomin. Even Sansar got in on the action as he landed on Danzen’s shoulder and lowered his head. 
 
    The raven spoke: “Even though we had our differences with Kanjen, we will do it in his honor. We will do it for those who have passed, Bawa and Midrah.” 
 
    “Yes, Midrah,” said Olar. “Sunyata will be once more.” 
 
    It was another hour and a half or so before Danzen and the others caught sight of the nunnery. His eyes traced over stone buildings that blended perfectly into the mountains, Danzen ready to greet his companions once again. As they traveled, Sansar, who was perched on Danzen’s shoulder, spoke: “It truly was a tragedy for things to end the way that they did with Kanjen, yet I am happy with our newfound relationship with the Sundiyu Sect and Olar. They will be powerful allies when the time comes, I’m certain of it. They may have other tricks up their sleeves as well.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “I’m referring to other yokai who have bent their echoes for some time, perhaps some who fought during the fall three hundred years ago. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of these were members of the Sect. Perhaps in other parts of the Kingdom.” 
 
    As they approached the back entrance to the nunnery, Danzen sensed that something was wrong. Sansar did as well. He was about to take flight when Danzen stopped him. 
 
    “Let’s see what it is first.” 
 
    Danzen drew his sword; Nomin followed suit.  
 
    His suspicions were confirmed once they came out to the courtyard of the nunnery, the same courtyard where he had once fought Nomin, where the flowers bloomed in the spring. They found Loomi floating there, all the nuns and other staff members seated behind her on their knees, hostages. 
 
    Yato and Menya had joined the nuns, as had Galzo, the winged wolf with his tail tucked between his legs, an angry look in his eyes. Danzen noticed that Jelmay and Elder Bahjee weren’t present. He assumed they had lucked out and were in Odval. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would return,” Loomi said in lieu of a greeting. “Are you ready to talk?” 
 
    It went against everything he was feeling at that moment, yet Danzen knew it was important to spare the nuns from any more turmoil. Considering the fight he’d had against Nomin at the nunnery, and how the place had later been attacked by Kitazawa, it had seen enough bloodshed.  
 
    Danzen returned his sword to its scabbard. “I am.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Loomi blew a strand of her red hair out of her face as she lowered her bladed hand fan, her silk robes settling. She tilted her head at Danzen, a hint of curiosity in her dark eyes. “Just like that?” 
 
    “There’s no need to do anything more here. I have thought about what happened last time, I would like it not to be repeated. I’m ready. You have clearly found Nyamdor and White. Where are we going?” 
 
    “We will be going to Sainshand. But not today, tomorrow. You have been traveling all day, have you not?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Surely you would like some rest.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary.” 
 
    “Maybe not for you, son of Tengir, but for them. They have been up for a while now.” She spread her arm out toward the cowering nuns. “Since about the time that you left,” she told Nomin. 
 
    “They can rest when you and I are gone.” 
 
    “Just the two of you?” Kudzu asked Danzen, her ears folded flat. “You aren’t serious, are you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “We don’t really need any more to do what we need to do,” Loomi assured her. “Unless you know how to use a sword, fox.” 
 
    Kudzu arched her back, the fox seconds away from growling at the Evil when Nomin stepped forward. “I’ll be going as well.”  
 
    “You? This really isn’t up for discussion, is it?” Loomi looked from Nomin to Danzen. “Well?” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. She is coming with us.” 
 
    “I suppose another assassin won’t hurt. Especially with what we are planning to do.” 
 
    “It will take us several days to reach Sainshand from here. We can set out now.” 
 
    A crooked grin appeared across Loomi’s pale face upon hearing Danzen’s statement. “You think I’m going to walk all the way to Sainshand? Perhaps you envision us taking the journey in a carriage, or by horse. If we do that, we’ll miss our window of opportunity. There are faster ways to travel, son of Tengir. I will show you one of those ways.” 
 
    Danzen recalled how she seemingly teleported using her wind power. The only thing he didn’t like about moving in this way was that he was going to have to trust her. She could theoretically flash them over a spired mountain and drop Danzen or Nomin onto a blade-like rock formation before they could react. 
 
    “You shouldn’t travel that way,” Kudzu pleaded. “It’s not safe. Overland will work.” 
 
    A hint of annoyance traced across Loomi’s eyes. “What part are you failing to understand here, Fox? We don’t have a lot of time to deal with White and Nyamdor.” 
 
    “Why Sainshand?” Danzen asked Loomi. “Why are they there?” 
 
    “White is giving a series of lectures at the Diyu Brotherhood, a place I know intimately. I would do all of this myself, but I think that I may need some help, especially because my sisters are all gone now. I wonder who killed them, hmmm?” 
 
    Yet again, Danzen couldn’t fathom why she wanted to partner with him. It was clear that Loomi was strong enough to deal with White or whatever he had to throw at her. Why partner with Danzen? Why was she putting him in this position? 
 
    He still couldn’t figure it out. 
 
    “Then we will travel with you.” It pained Danzen to tell her this, but he knew that it was best that he get Loomi as far away from the nuns as he could. He could see the young ones were quite traumatized by her appearance. Danzen couldn’t blame them. Loomi had the complexion of a corpse, and her shock of red hair and ruby red lips only made her look even more horrifying, a mixture of dead and alive. 
 
    “Is there anything you need to bring?” she asked him. 
 
    Danzen currently had all his weapons on his person. He also wore the leather shoulder bag of supplies he usually took with him. It was going to be a lot to travel with, especially if they were going to do this stealthily. Danzen thought about removing his Blade of Darkness, but didn’t in the end. While it was large and tedious it was also helpful. He had a feeling that it would come in handy.  
 
    “I have everything I need,” Danzen told Loomi. “Will you give us a moment?” 
 
    “Are you asking for privacy?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “You can step over there and speak to whomever you’d like. But don’t go too far.” 
 
    Danzen took a few steps away from her, Kudzu naturally joining him. Abbot Monpo approached as well. “We will handle this,” he assured the two kitsune, “and then we will meet in the Northern Passage, with the Dukha People. Bring Yato and Jelmay, wherever he is.” 
 
    “So you’re just going to go to Sainshand and then travel to the Northern Passage?”  
 
    Danzen could tell by the tone of Kudzu’s voice that she was worried about what was set to happen. He knew that it was his place to assure her that things were going to work out, even if he was uncertain himself. Danzen glanced up at the three-legged raven, who sat at the edge of one of the rooftops, his eyes narrowed on Loomi. “Sansar will be our intermediary. He can fly there and meet us in Sainshand and report back to you all.” His voice lowered. “It is best that we play along.” 
 
    Kudzu turned her head away and nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “Take care, Pilgrim,” Abbot Monpo said. “And be careful.” 
 
    Danzen approached Loomi yet again as Nomin joined him. 
 
    “Is that it?” 
 
    “It is,” he told the final remaining Butterfly of Arsi. “We are ready to go now.” 
 
    One of the young nuns stood. She grabbed another’s hand, who also stood with her. The nun who had spoken, a portly young girl, sniffled: “Please, demon lady. We don’t want to be here anymore. Our family is in Sainshand. Please take us as well.” 
 
    “Take you…?” Loomi paused for a moment as she considered this request. 
 
    “Please. We want to go home. Me and my sister, Bahj-mee. We just want to go home.” The young nun began to sob even harder. “Please.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Menya, the head nun. “You two can go. Will you take them with you?” she asked Loomi, desperation in her voice.  
 
    “Take a pair of sniveling nuns? I’m not here to transport children.” 
 
    “Please,” the young nun said again, her eyes bulging with fear. “We don’t want to be here. Don’t make us stay here anymore, demon lady. Me and my sister, we just want to go home.” 
 
    Loomi looked from the girl with wet eyes to the other young nun, who had hanging jowls and auburn hair. “This is your sister?”  
 
    “I’m Bahj-Mee, and she’s Jel-Mee,” the other girl said, her voice soft and cute. 
 
    Danzen heard Kudzu groan. 
 
    Menya spoke again: “It is their wish. I beg of you, please honor it.” 
 
    “You’re lucky I have let all of you live,” Loomi told Menya after a long pause. “But I know what it is like to have a sister, and to want to leave with them.” She nodded. “Yes. We will take the two young nuns. But we are there for other reasons. You two are on your own as soon as we arrive.” 
 
    “I know where my uncle’s house is,” the nun named Jel-Mee assured Loomi. “I promise, demon lady, we won’t cause any trouble. We will be quiet. Once we get there, you’ll never see us again. Never. Promise. Isn’t that right, Bahj-Mee?” 
 
    “Please, take us home. Please, please, please—” 
 
    “Enough.” Loomi collapsed her bladed hand fan and sent it into a sheath on her belt. “We leave now. And don’t make me regret this.” 
 
    “How do we travel this way?” Danzen asked. 
 
    The wind began to pick up around Loomi, whipping strands of her red hair across her forehead. “Just approach me and I will take it from there. You too, girls.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t recognize where he was upon first glance. It was clear he was somewhere in the mountains outside of Sainshand, but the area wasn’t quite Namdak, and he couldn’t see Sainshand in the distance or anything.  
 
    The hills were covered in small sheep farms that had been cordoned off by flat gray stones, fences made long ago with gates built into them. Danzen watched a sheepdog help a herder gather his flock. The man whistled as he approached the sheep, the dog whipping into action.  
 
    Danzen exhaled deeply, glad that they’d arrived safely. He had never experienced anything like how he had just traveled with Loomi, the Evil able to carry them on wind currents all the way across the Kishu Kingdom, the ground so far below that he could barely make out any of the details. It had been cold, but it had also been fast.  
 
    “Wait a minute, this isn’t Sainshand,” said the nun named Jel-Mee. She currently had her arms crossed over her chest as she shivered. A hint of confusion traced across her eyes as she stared out over toward the bottom of the ravine. “Where are all the hotels?” 
 
    “And other buildings,” the other young nun said. Bahj-Mee looked a bit worse for wear, her hair frazzled, eyes slightly bloodshot. 
 
    “Sainshand isn’t far from here. If you head straight down this road, you will reach there in about a mile. It is better for us not to be seen,” Loomi told the young nun. “You and your sister are free to go.” 
 
    The nun reached her hand out to her supposed sister. “What do you say, Bahj-Mee? Should we trust the demon lady?” 
 
    “Let’s go. But we don’t have to hold hands. It’s not dark yet, Jel-Mee.” 
 
    “But I’m your sister. Don’t you want to hold my hand?” 
 
    “No, not particularly.” 
 
    The two young nuns left, bickering all the way down the hill. 
 
    Loomi turned back to Danzen and Nomin. “Good, they are gone. Anyway, in case you couldn’t already tell, this is where we will stay for the night.” She motioned to a small stone house built halfway up the hill, one surrounded by a waist-high fence. There was once a gate here, yet all that was left of that was pieces of petrifying wood and moss-covered stones, the entire place a victim of time and circumstance. Even so, the farmhouse was surprisingly intact. The wooden door of the building was held together by heavy iron bands, the windows boarded up. There was a single willow tree near the entrance, one that was warped and twisted. 
 
    Danzen took a deep breath through his nostrils, a malty, grain-like aroma reaching him. While it was frigid out, the grass was still green, the field beyond undulating like the ocean. Looking back down the hill, Danzen saw a stray sheep step into a nearby clearing, its wool matted with mud. A chorus of bleats and baaas reached his ears as he watched one of the sheepdogs come charging after the stray, who happened to be harboring a pair of lambs that Danzen hadn’t originally spotted. 
 
    It was such a bucolic scene, one contrasted by what was actually happening. Danzen hated the pressure he was feeling at the moment, pressure that seemed to build in his chest.  
 
    “Well?” Loomi asked as she motioned again toward the abandoned hillside home. 
 
    Danzen took a step closer. He noticed how squishy the ground was, covered in a soft layer of moss and fungi, almost akin to walking on wet noodles. If Loomi attacked him, it would be something he would need to pay attention to. Pockets of snow on the ground were thick enough that they could easily conceal holes, not to mention the fact that they were currently on a hillside. Yet the way Loomi stood made him feel as if she wasn’t planning to fight. 
 
    “Why this place?” Nomin asked. 
 
    Loomi placed her hands behind her back as she admired the abandoned farmhouse. “It is where I used to live. You can’t tell now, but there was another building there. That’s where my parents would deal with the wool. Those were simpler times.” 
 
    “I thought you were part of the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “I was,” she told Danzen. “Me, my three sisters, and our three cousins. The Butterflies of Arsi.” 
 
    “How did you go from sheep farm to the Brotherhood?” 
 
    Loomi stepped over a piece of wood and approached the old home. “Our aunt and uncle lived there.” She gestured to another farm, one that was still intact. “It was a rough couple of years. I was the oldest. They did what they had to do.” 
 
    “They sold all seven of you to the Brotherhood?” Nomin asked. Danzen had heard that this had been an early way for the Diyu Brotherhood to acquire new recruits. They hadn’t always simply relied on taking in orphans. 
 
    “They still had my brother, as well as my youngest sister. I don’t remember what she looks like now, and it doesn’t matter. I never saw them again after that. But to answer your question, yes, that is what happened. And then we went on to band together at the Brotherhood and after. I always had dreams of coming back here and killing them. I never did it at the time. I should have. But my sisters talked me out of it. This was the first place we returned to after Nomtoi freed us.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t know what to say. Those who had been part of the Brotherhood were all tortured in their own ways. This was becoming increasingly clear to him. What made it strange was to find that even so many years ago, when Loomi would have been alive, this still held true. 
 
    It was a place where they sent the broken. 
 
    “White has his lecture tomorrow morning,” said Loomi. “In the Grand Hall. You’re familiar with it, are you not?” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    He was certainly familiar with the room where the best lectures were held, one with high ceilings, white marble floors, and enough space for serious combat to take place. Even if blood had been spilled there, he recalled that the space always had the smell of sandalwood and tea leaves, something at odds with what the walls had seen. Violent demonstrations, exhibitions of Sunyatic power, and from what Danzen had heard, even executions. 
 
    The Brotherhood used to be more powerful in the past. They were still powerful, which said something about the sway they had once held over Kishu Kingdom.  
 
    “You can handle White. I will handle Nyamdor. I don’t know what you will do,” Loomi told Nomin, “but I’m certain there will be a role for you in this. You have worked on your echo, have you not?” Loomi asked Danzen. 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “I can tell. Don’t be afraid to use it. That brings me to my next point. I don’t just want to kill Nyamdor and White tomorrow. I want to bring the Brotherhood down as well, if I can. But I know that this likely isn’t possible. After all, there are branches all across the Kingdom. It won’t be long before your brother decides that I am not doing what he wants and does something about it. So I don’t think I will have enough time to go to all of the branches.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “Well, if you aren’t good at reading between the lines, one thing I’m telling you here is that it is not within my desire to kill you. I don’t care what happens to Diyu or who rules it, for that matter. I also don’t believe that your brother would do anything like free me or free my sisters if I were able to accomplish his task. And it is something that I think that I could do.” 
 
    To illustrate her point, a bit of wind spiraled around Danzen’s body, and zipped past his head. 
 
    He braced himself for an attack, one that never came. Loomi continued: 
 
    “The Diyu Brotherhood in Sainshand is an institution. It is the place where it all starts, where dreams go to die, where children are taught to kill by adults who were taught to kill as children. It is a tradition that must come to an end. But I know that this is wishful thinking. I know that. That said, we can make a statement. What I am asking you to do, son of Tengir, is make a statement with me, one that will be heard across the entirety of the kingdom.” 
 
    “And what statement is that?” 
 
    “Let’s destroy the Diyu Brotherhood in Sainshand together. Let’s send a clear message about what happens there, and why it should be brought to the ground, and let’s kill anyone who gets in our way. What do you say? Will you join me?”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t immediately have an answer for Loomi. For one, he still didn’t trust the woman. Just because she had opened up to him didn’t mean they were friends. It was because of her that he had been forced to make a pact with his father, so that Tengir Gantulga would heal Yato. Danzen hadn’t forgotten this. And how could he? They all had Brotherhood stories that were rough; hers didn’t automatically make him want to team up with her any further than he already had agreed upon.  
 
    “Well?” Loomi asked after a long, uncomfortable pause. 
 
    Instead of answering, Danzen stepped past the woman. He needed time to think, but he also wanted to keep an eye on her, which was why he was glad that Nomin remained in a position in which she would be able to draw her blade and engage the Evil if necessary. 
 
    Danzen opened the rusted door of the old home and looked inside. It was cleaner than he expected. 
 
    “Did you think I would let the place rot?” Loomi asked him as she glided past him.  
 
    Danzen noticed a sleeping mat in the corner, the area around it tidy. He also spotted a couple old scrolls on a nearby shelf as he took another look around. Taking another look around, Danzen noted that the building itself had been made of a mixture of black stones and wood, one that would trap heat. There was also a hint of incense in the air, which did little to cover the smell of creosote from the hundreds upon hundreds of fires that must have been held in the fireplace. 
 
    “Cozy, right?” 
 
    “It’s fine.” Danzen balanced his Blade of Darkness against the wall, his blade still in its sheath. 
 
    “I do not sleep. In that way, I believe I am like you,” Loomi told Nomin. The two women were now inside the home as well, both standing near the door, Nomin never taking her eyes off Loomi or her hand off the grip of her basket-hilted sword. “Would you like some tea? A herder family from around the way recently gave me some honey. It is most excellent with tea.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head.  
 
    Had Loomi really been living here as if she wasn’t a demon that had been brought back from the depths of Diyu? The more he looked around the place, the more it seemed like this was the case. He also noticed that there were six other bed mats that had been rolled up and placed in the opposite corner, ones that must have belonged to the other Butterflies of Arsi. 
 
    They all must have stayed here. In that way, they could travel around the kingdom and return. This also made Danzen curious as to why the Butterflies of Arsi had been putting on shows in the first place. Perhaps it had something to do with them finally being able to return to the lives they had enjoyed. 
 
    There was something sad about that to him. 
 
    Loomi sat down on her bed, her legs crossed beneath her now. “It is clear that you are going to guard me the entire time. And that is fine,” she told Nomin. “But I would like a cup of tea in the meantime, with a little honey. As you may know, I don’t really have an appetite. Do you?” 
 
    Nomin shook her head. 
 
    “Please, son of Tengir, start a fire. You may have noticed that I do not have any food,” Loomi told Danzen. “If you want to eat, you can visit the neighbors. The wife there always has a stew going. Are you hungry?” 
 
    Danzen placed some wood in the cast-iron oven. It was already warm, and there seemed to be a fire going, just a few embers now. He blew on these and used some kindling to get it going again. 
 
    “You don’t respond much to questions, do you?” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “I am fine with that. But I would like you to eat something in the morning. We have a very busy day ahead of us tomorrow and I don’t need you being fatigued. So tomorrow morning, you will go to the neighbors and have breakfast with them. And then, we will go to the Diyu Brotherhood. I’m assuming you are going to guard me all night,” she told Nomin, “which means you can rest, son of Tengir. Tomorrow won’t be easy.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Even if Loomi eventually lay down on her sleeping mat, Danzen could tell that she didn’t rest. Like Nomin, she simply remained awake, her eyes open as she stared at the ceiling throughout the night.  
 
    Danzen remained on the opposite side of the room, Nomin in between the two of them. He didn’t want to rest, but with the fire going, and the cold winds howling outside, he soon dozed off. He still hadn’t made a decision as to what they would do the following day with the Diyu Brotherhood. Destroying the place entirely would certainly send a message. But the Brotherhood would still exist, and he would become an even bigger target. 
 
    Even so, Danzen had a feeling that he didn’t actually have a choice in the matter. Loomi appeared to hate his former school as much as he did, and she also recognized that she didn’t have much longer in this realm, especially if she wasn’t seeing to Nomtoi’s orders. 
 
    Danzen would have to make a decision soon. 
 
     Movement on the opposite side of the room woke the assassin the next morning. Loomi now hovered above her sleeping mat, the woman looking over at him. Nomin still maintained her position between the two, the white-robed assassin always just a few seconds away from drawing her sword. 
 
    “You should go next door and get food,” Loomi told Danzen. “They are up by now. I’m certain.” 
 
    He was just getting to his feet when she spoke again. 
 
    “And boil some water before you leave. I would like some more tea.” 
 
    Danzen used water from a pail near the cast-iron stove and poured it into a pot, setting it to boil. Once it was boiling, he poured it into a cup that already had a cloth tea bag in it, Danzen also stirring in some honey. “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    As Danzen stepped outside, he got the urge to bend his echo. It was, after all, his morning ritual. He traveled to the top of the hill and drew his sword.  
 
    In the cold morning, as sheep bleated in the farms below, Danzen tapped into the source that had become an integral part of his life. He didn’t float any stones or his Astra kunai this time. Danzen didn’t want to draw any attention to himself. He merely wanted to access his power, get it moving, with the goal to tap into it later on. Once he finished, he headed down the hill, toward a ravine with a thin layer of ice over the water. 
 
    He passed a barn, loose hay cast about on the ground amidst sheep droppings. The farmhouse he came to was made of mud bricks, black in color. The walls were rough and cracked, some of the crevices filled with moss. 
 
    Danzen was just turning to the front door of the neighboring farmhouse when someone called out to them. 
 
    “My lord! Please, your assistance.” 
 
    Danzen looked down the road to see a portly farmer with a twisted mustache and devious eyebrows. He approached the man. “Jelmay.” 
 
    “Jel-Who? Why, I’ve never heard of such a name, but I will say that it is a good name, an old name, an honorable name, a name that I am fairly certain the bards would love to write songs about. Nothing like an old name to remind us of how far we have come as a society.” 
 
    A wry smirk traced across Danzen’s face. “What do you want?” 
 
    “What do I want? I want to tell you about the hotel that I have waiting for you in Sainshand. And yes, it is me, Jelmay,” he said, breaking character. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But the nuns, did you know that I was one of the nuns as well? Me and Bahj?” 
 
    “Yes, it was obvious.” 
 
    “Was it, though?” Jelmay winked at Danzen. “The demon lady didn’t seem to figure it out.” 
 
    “Or she did, and she just didn’t care.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Well, it appears that she hasn’t killed you. So I suppose that is a good thing. Unless you are dead. You would tell me if you were dead, right?” 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    “Good. Anyway, I came to inform you that Bahj and I are at a hotel called the Fox Lodge. Ha! I chose that name for a reason, so you wouldn’t forget it. We have a getaway carriage waiting. That’s not cheap, you know, paying the driver to stay there and forcing him to be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice. But don’t worry, all expenses have been covered.” Jelmay grinned at Danzen. “So, what does she want you to do? And before you tell me, just know that whenever you are ready, especially if we need to escape rapidly, we are ready to go. What else? That’s right. The bird is there as well.” 
 
    “Sansar. How did he find you?” 
 
    “Let’s just say that Bahj and I made quite a scene last night dealing with the hotel staff, especially once they messed up our food order. That, and there was a little too much singing at the tavern on the first floor. And gambling. There was a fight as well, but that didn’t involve either of us, at least not initially. Anyway, what does the demon lady want?” 
 
    “She wants to kill Nyamdor and White at the Brotherhood. She also wants to destroy all the buildings while we are there.” 
 
    Jelmay’s grin flattened, as did his mustache. “Destroy the Diyu Brotherhood? But that would only annoy them. It’s not like there aren’t other branches. Actually, come to think of it, it would be symbolic. It would be something that could potentially send a message. Maybe it isn’t a bad idea. Are you going to do it? I suppose I should find that part out first before I give my opinion.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t think I have a choice.” 
 
    “You always have a choice.” 
 
    “Not in this matter.” 
 
    Jelmay’s eyes twitched as if he were playing out the scenario in his head and watching it in real time. “No, you may not, especially with the fact that you’ll be blamed regardless. In that case, I would just do it. What’s the Diyu Brotherhood going to do, retaliate? You are practically a demigod by this point with the power you have, not to mention your amazingly talented friends, yokai like me. Speaking of your amazingly talented friends, Bahj and I would join you, or at least I would, but we don’t have any weapons. Nuns don’t have weapons. You did like my nun, right? Hi, I’m Jel-Mee,” he said, switching to his young nun’s voice. “Probably one of the best disguises I’ve ever conjured up. It would be great for exploiting someone in the future.” 
 
    “I have to go.” 
 
    Jelmay took a look around. “Where do you have to go?” 
 
    “I need to eat something. I’m supposed to eat with the family that lives in the farmhouse.” 
 
    “What? And you were going to eat with them alone?” 
 
    “They will be there as well.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t eat alone, Pilgrim. I have an idea. I’ll go with you. And no, I’m not taking no for an answer. It is important that you are looked after, pampered, and guided by someone who knows a thing or two about dining with locals.” Jelmay strolled past Danzen. “Well? Are you coming? I can leave after that. No sense in blowing my cover now. Before I forget to remind you, the Fox Lodge. That’s where you need to go after you do whatever needs to be done at the Diyu Brotherhood. The Fox Lodge. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After breakfast with the herder family, Danzen returned to find Loomi and Nomin waiting for him. Loomi raised a skeptical eyebrow as he approached. 
 
    “That took longer than expected.” 
 
    “The farmers were talkative.” 
 
    “Were they?” She took a step closer to Danzen, something sinister about the way she was looking at him now. “Or are you planning something?” 
 
    “What is there to plan? You are the one that brought me here to deal with our mutual enemy.” 
 
    “And the rest of our plan? The destruction of the Diyu Brotherhood? You’ve yet to make a decision there.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    “Don’t you think now would be the time?” 
 
    He shook his head. What was Danzen supposed to tell her? He knew that she would bring him into the destruction of the Diyu Brotherhood either way. With what they were doing, even if he wasn’t part of that aspect of it, his name would get associated with the event. Jelmay was right about that. The Diyu Brotherhood had been attacked over the years, but it had never gone through something like what she was likely planning. It had never been attacked by a demon looking to completely destroy the place. 
 
    Doing so would put a huge target on Danzen’s back. He was aware of that. But he also recognized that the target would be on his back regardless, especially after the conversation he had over breakfast with Jelmay. He thought back to their meal, a simple porridge, the family sitting there under Danzen’s control. 
 
    “It’s inevitable, Pilgrim. You might as well get out of there alive and knock a few buildings down along the way.” 
 
    Inevitable. 
 
    Danzen knew Jelmay was right.  
 
    This was why he finally offered Loomi a short nod. “We will destroy what we can. Let me get my weapons.” 
 
    Danzen entered the farmhouse for what he felt would be the last time. There was no reason for him to return to this region. He found his gauntleted blades, which he attached to his arms. From there it was his Sunyatic glaive, which was leaned against a wall. This went on his back. Danzen brought his hood over his head and stepped to the door, ready to destroy the school where he had spent his childhood. 
 
    Loomi spoke: “Remember, I will handle Nyamdor. You handle White. Then, we destroy anything and everything in our way.” 
 
    “And after?” Danzen asked her, a question they hadn’t yet covered. “What becomes of us after?” 
 
    “You killed my sisters, or you took part in killing my sisters. But I don’t blame you. If I had been in your place, I would have likely done the same. No, I certainly would have done the same,” she said as she lowered her head, the left side of her face now covered by her red locks. “Your brother must know we have joined forces by now. He is not as stupid as he looks. He may be watching to see how this plays out, what we do next. I’m certain he will come for me if I don’t immediately kill you after we have handled Nyamdor and White.” 
 
    “Are you saying Nomtoi will appear there?” Nomin asked. 
 
    “That isn’t up to me. I don’t know if he will be there or not. But I know that he will come sooner or later. And when he does, I will handle him.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Danzen asked Loomi. 
 
    “I’m suggesting we continue this partnership that we have formed. What is your next plan? Surely it has something to do with meeting your companions somewhere. Where was it? A Northern Passage? You know that I can control the wind, which means I can control how sound is delivered to me. I heard your conversation. The Dukha People. An interesting tribe. All the tribes in that region are interesting to me. The Akabori—” 
 
    “Cannibals,” Danzen said. “We’ve already dealt with them.” 
 
    “I see. Lesser tribes. The Mantobo.” 
 
    “We haven’t met them. But that is beside the point. I don’t think joining forces is what needs to happen here,” Danzen said with finality. He meant this. The last thing he wanted to do was form a long-lasting alliance with Loomi, especially with Nova’s words on his mind. The fallen angel had instructed Danzen to use every opportunity he could to deal with her as well. 
 
    But could he? She was offering to form a pact, and it sounded like they had a shared enemy in the form of Nomtoi. Not only that, but she clearly desired the freedom that being part of the real world brought her.  
 
    Danzen didn’t want to have another thing to decide later on. He made his decision right then and there. Loomi wasn’t going to be able to join the group. Not only would it make things uncomfortable with the others, it would also give his brother yet another reason to torment Danzen. 
 
    “You are shaking your head.” 
 
    “You don’t want to go where we’re going. It is best that we handle what needs to be done here, and part ways for now. You should enjoy yourself.” Danzen gestured to her farmhouse, the place where Loomi had grown up. “You are right in assuming that my brother will one day come after you. But you don’t know when that day is. If I were you, I would return here and enjoy it while I can. Not long ago, I had a similar place, a place where I could be alone and no one bothered me. It was nice. You should cherish that.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t know how she was going to react to his statement. He was even prepared for her to go for her weapon and attack him. Yet she didn’t. Loomi turned back to the farmhouse and took it all in with a deep breath. There was no way for him to know what was going through her head, but he could tell by the way her eyes twitched that her life was playing out in her mind. “Maybe you are right,” she said, surprising him. 
 
    “I’m just being honest. Whatever my brother does, if what you say is correct, he will send you back to the depths of Diyu. I can’t imagine that it is a nice place to be.” 
 
    “It is a dungeon deep in the ground. It is terrible. There is so much suffering there.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I figured as much. You should enjoy this while you can. Perhaps there will be changes in Diyu in the coming years.” 
 
    “What do you have planned, son of Tengir?” 
 
    “That part is no secret. I plan to rebuild Sunyata, and that will disrupt the balance of everything. If I’m able to do that, my father may need your services and the services of your sisters again. I will have some bargaining chips by that point as well. Perhaps there is another option for you in that future.” 
 
    “You are offering redemption?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “To me and my sisters?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    An almost wicked smile formed on Loomi’s face. “You act as if you already rule Diyu.” 
 
    “I’m just telling you one scenario. I will never rule Diyu. But I will end up there one day.” Danzen swallowed hard, not certain of where he was about to go with that statement. Instead, he changed his focus: “Let’s get to the Brotherhood.” 
 
    The wind began to whip around Loomi, her eyes filling with light. “I was waiting for you to say that.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen, Nomin, and Loomi appeared on one of the buildings of the Diyu Brotherhood. The three immediately ducked as the wind spiraled around them and dissipated. No one had seen them, and while there were various ways to signal that the Brotherhood was under attack, none had been triggered. This was by design. Loomi had already gone ahead to disrupt the watchtowers, which gave them some additional coverage. 
 
    Danzen moved to the edge of the rooftop and looked out over the grounds, the former assassin maintaining a low profile. The roofs of the Brotherhood buildings were ash-colored and made from a tile imported overland from the Port of Kaysim. Most of the structures looked royal in nature, like a cluster of castles, with banners hanging from the parapets and intricate mosaics on some of the walls. At a distance, it didn’t seem like a place where the blood trade was deeply studied. It looked more like a monastery or government offices. 
 
    There were training grounds beyond the courtyard below, places for test cutting, and obstacle courses where students could practice the way of the silent assassin. Behind him were the dorms, the same that he had grown up in. And beyond the dorms were pathways and gardens that stretched toward the mountains beyond.  
 
    Danzen remembered the smell of the orchards when they bloomed in the spring. He’d sat in the garden of ivies on the northernmost side of the building numerous times. Many of those occasions had been with Soko, the two of them watching the bees buzz about during the spring, the leaves fall during the autumn, and the snow kill everything once winter hit, cold and silent like an assassin. 
 
     “They are filing in now,” Loomi said, referring to the group of students below, ranging from first years all the way up to the newest graduating class, demarcated by the robes that they wore.  
 
    The students stood in organized lines. There was no rushing here, no skipping out of turn. The Diyu Brotherhood wasn’t a place for that kind of behavior. Even the youngest students, those around the age of six, stood at attention. The newest batch of orphans and those under the age of six stayed in another building. They didn’t normally attend lectures due to their rambunctious nature. Even if they were one day going to be the world’s deadliest assassins, they were still hard to tame at an early age. 
 
    As they watched the students filing in, Danzen also looked for any signs of Nyamdor or White. He assumed that they were already inside the building. He knew the lecture hall was large enough to host a full-blown fight. Yet he couldn’t shake the awareness that there would be innocents involved. He hated that aspect of what was about to happen. 
 
    The Great Hall was a cavernous space, the building four stories tall with an open interior held up by carved stone pillars. There was plenty of room for them to pull off their attack, yet there was still the need for strategy. His plan now was to immediately take down White, usher out the students he could help, and then go from there, destroying what he could as he made his escape alongside Nomin.  
 
    Loomi hadn’t made clear what it was what she planned to do after they were able to handle Nyamdor and White. But at least she knew that she wouldn’t be going with Danzen and Nomin. He had made certain of that. If she didn’t adhere to this agreement, Danzen would have to improvise. And he was ready to do so. 
 
    He’d grown stronger since their last encounter. 
 
    Loomi drew her hand fans and pointed at the lecture hall. “That wall there. I will blow it out. We will rush in, and do what needs to be done. The faster, the better. Are you ready?” 
 
    “I am,” Danzen said. 
 
    Nomin nodded in agreement. 
 
    He had yet to tell her about the getaway that Jelmay had prepared. Danzen hadn’t been given a moment alone with the blind assassin. Now, as Loomi prepared for the opening attack, Danzen would finally be able to pass along the news. He waited until the Butterfly of Arsi was perched on the parapet, ready to swoop down, her hand fans now at their fullest length, almost like wings. She dropped. Danzen turned to Nomin. 
 
    “The Fox Lodge. Sainshand. Jelmay and Bahjee are there waiting for us. They have a carriage ready. In case we get separated, meet there.” 
 
    “The Fox Lodge.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. I was wondering what was the point of the two young nuns.” 
 
    There was no more time for conversation. Danzen heard the sound of a wall being torn down. Bricks flew into the air signaling Loomi was doing her worst. 
 
    Nomin braced herself. “I’ll make my way down. Go!” 
 
    Danzen drew his Blade of Darkness and jumped toward the ground. He summoned his echo as he neared the cobblestone below and swooped up. Danzen landed right in front of the entrance that Loomi had just made. Several assassins were already moving to engage the sudden intrusion, the group consisting of instructors at the Brotherhood or those who had come for the lecture, which wasn’t uncommon. 
 
    With the morning light, his glaive wouldn’t have the power he wanted, but that wasn’t why Danzen had chosen his Blade of Darkness. Using the polearm allowed him to plow through anyone in his mad dash toward the front of the Great Hall, where he already saw fire sparking up signaling that Nyamdor was there. 
 
    Danzen continued using the end of his glaive to knock people out of his way in an effort not to injure anyone unless absolutely necessary. Many of the people fleeing were children, teens, those who didn’t deserve the fate of an early grave. He spotted White, who he assumed would be dashing toward the nearest exit. Instead, his former instructor ran in the opposite direction, toward a wooden box on a stone table. 
 
    White reached the box just as Danzen came up behind him.  
 
    His former instructor whipped around, the box gripped tightly in his hands. “I was wondering when you would appear.” There was something malicious about the way that he gazed at Danzen, even with the fact that half of White’s face was sagging due to his stroke. He had once been a great fighter, a master of the Tatsu technique.  
 
    Now, he just looked old and evil. 
 
    “Put it—!” 
 
    White stuck his hand into the box before Danzen could finish the sentence. A sudden flash momentarily blinded Danzen. It came coupled with an explosion that tossed the assassin backward. Danzen collided with several people, and slammed into one of the stone pillars supporting the roof. 
 
    He hit the ground, winded and bruised, his clothing shredded.  
 
    White had killed himself by suicide. And he had taken several with him. Not only that, he had brought down a portion of the building, the ceiling now crumbling. 
 
    And then there were Danzen’s demons. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen’s hellspawns fanned out, savage as ever as they moved out of their portals to attack some of the fleeing Brotherhood students. Danzen pointed toward Nyamdor, who was at the front of the space, separated from the former assassin by a pile of rubble. Fire raged all around Nyamdor, his blackened form in the midst of the flames, the wind twisting around as Loomi tried to bring the arsonist to his knees. 
 
    “Get him!” 
 
    Danzen’s demons changed course, surging toward the front of the room, heading straight into the fire. Danzen caught a flash of white to his right. Nomin. She appeared beside him a few beats later and helped him to his feet. 
 
    “Are you—?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he assured her, his lungs filling with smoke. Danzen coughed. “We need to go. White is dead.” 
 
    “What about Nyamdor?” 
 
    Danzen steeled himself. It went against an assassin’s basic instinct to leave an opponent behind. “We will deal with him first.” 
 
    Now gripping his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, Danzen darted ahead, ready to meet Nyamdor head-on.  
 
    A Brotherhood assassin, one that Danzen didn’t recognize, jumped out in front of him and tried to strike him down with a short sword similar to the one Nomin used. Danzen cut the woman away. Another came for him and he kicked the man away. As the assassin stumbled, Danzen loosed his sword into the back of his head. The Sunyatic blade returned to his hand in a matter of seconds, the tip drenched in blood. 
 
    Danzen arrived on the scene just as Nyamdor came forward with both swords, the arsonist using them as flaming scissors. He cut into Loomi just as she flashed in front of him. Her body collapsed into a pile of wind-whipped ropes, the woman seemingly dead. 
 
    Nyamdor turned to Danzen. As fire licked off his burnt skull, he smiled, his eyes filling with pleasure, flames flickering in his pupils. “I was hoping you would come.” 
 
    “You won’t leave here today.” 
 
    “Son of Tengir, you are bold for a man.” 
 
    Danzen took a step back and prepared himself. It was clear that Nyamdor would be the aggressor. He also knew that the man was incredibly strong, not to mention the flames Nyamdor was able to wield, the fire of which now traced down to the tips of both of his swords. 
 
    Danzen took a deep breath in, focusing his echo. He hadn’t tried anything that he was about to attempt, not fully, but he had seen what Abbot Monpo had been able to do. From weaponizing his aura to using his echo to move a physical object without touching it, the kitsune had shown Danzen just how strong he was.  
 
    This was Danzen’s only chance. He glanced down at the ground before him, the white marble partially charred. He knew that there were chambers beneath the Great Hall, that it wasn’t solid all the way down.  
 
    An idea formed. 
 
    Movement behind him nearly stripped Danzen’s attention away from what he needed to do. He didn’t look. He had to trust Nomin. He had to know that she would be watching his back. 
 
    Instead, he focused on the marble floor just in front of him. 
 
    “You are a coward,” Nyamdor told Danzen. The Evil took a step closer, and flourished both of his blades, the fire rippling into two complete circles. 
 
    Danzen could feel the heat.  
 
    Even if there was a cold wind coming in from outside, he could feel the sweat dripping on his brow, the fire in front of him now igniting banners and other wooden objects. There was a smell of char heavy in the air, and there was also the stench of burning flesh from those who would have already succumbed to Nyamdor’s fiery wrath. 
 
    It was clear that the Diyu Brotherhood would be marred by what happened here, even if Loomi’s wish of destroying most of the buildings wasn’t fully realized.  
 
    Nyamdor took a step closer. 
 
    Danzen kept his sword at the ready, power rippling through him now. 
 
    “Once I kill you, I will be free to roam this world,” the burning man told him. “Free to burn it all. To do to them what they did to me. I didn’t start off like this. I wasn’t born an arsonist. They razed my village to the ground. I watched my mother and father burn to death, my sister, my brother. Everything. I was the only one left. And then, the Diyu Brotherhood took me in and attempted to light a spark that was already blazing. It will all burn. Sainshand. Arsi. Bahlingar. All of it.” 
 
    “There isn’t a pit of hell deep enough for you, demon.” 
 
    “I’m going to go as slow as possible with you, son of Tengir. I can control the intensity of my heat.” One of Danzen’s demons leaped toward Nyamdor. He cut the demon down and kicked what was left of its burning body away. Nyamdor took another step closer to Danzen and moved into a combat position. “I’m going to make you suffer.” 
 
    “Then so be it.” 
 
    Nyamdor charged toward Danzen, shock tracing across his face as the ground dissolved just beneath his feet. Danzen reformed the marble floor when Nyamdor was halfway down. The flaming Evil gasped as the lower half of his body was completely pulverized, one of his arms still in the air.  
 
    “No…!” 
 
    As Danzen approached, Nyamdor lost his grip on his sword and dropped it, the flames extinguished. The fire covering his entire body began to diminish, revealing a smoldering mess of a demon, his flesh charcoaled, only the whites of his eyes visible. 
 
    Before he could say anything else, Danzen cut Nyamdor’s head off. 
 
    The rest of Nyamdor’s body went limp as his head hit the ground. It bounced once, and then rolled into the body of one of Danzen’s quickly evaporating demons. 
 
    Danzen blinked a few times as he took it all in. It was likely an image that he would not forget.  
 
    Even so, he had killed the final of the Seven Evils. 
 
    The sound of swords drew Danzen away from his sense of victory. He turned to find Nomin fending off a couple of assassins. Danzen rushed forward to help her, and the enemy assassins were quickly overwhelmed. 
 
    One came at Danzen with an axe. He slipped by the man and drew a slash across his back, which Danzen followed up with a kunai. As soon as the throwing knife returned to his hand, he used it to take out a man seconds away from engaging him. Danzen summoned one of his gauntleted blades—Schnickt!—and drove it into the throat of a different assassin. He sent his Sunyatic blade flying, where it struck an older assassin in the chest and slammed him into a wall before ultimately returning to Danzen’s hand.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Nomin asked after she’d finished off the last of their opponents by slipping around the woman and pressing her blade into the small of her back. She wasn’t out of breath; she didn’t seem disturbed by anything that had just happened, the blind assassin entirely in her element. 
 
    Danzen glanced back to the exit that Loomi had made in the wall of the Great Hall. In doing so, he saw bodies buried in rubble, flames licking off fallen detritus, dead students and teachers, smoke and blood streaked across the once white marble floor. It was another scene he would never forget, and he was certain the Brotherhood wouldn’t forget it either.  
 
    “Ready when you are,” Danzen told her as he finally sheathed his sword.

  

 
   
    Part Seven 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen and Nomin found the Fox Lodge, which he was fairly certain used to be the Sainshand branch of the Anniversary Hotel. It was set in an older building, one with exposed brick and an iron gate separating it from the main thoroughfare. Because they were being pursued, Danzen and Nomin circled back around to the back of the hotel, where they found the carriage waiting, the driver seated inside at the moment. 
 
    The driver quickly stepped out, surprise on his face once he spotted the pair of assassins. 
 
    “Back in the carriage. If anyone comes, you haven’t seen us.” 
 
    The driver, a young man with a flat face, did as instructed.  
 
    Danzen and Nomin entered the hotel through a back entrance and headed straight into the kitchen, passing a pair of chefs who were dicing vegetables on wooden cutting boards. Yet again, Danzen used his Demon Speak power to instruct any of the staff members they met to ignore them. He reached the front desk. A woman stood there, her robes made of light purple silk, her hair clipped behind her right ear. 
 
    “My lord—” 
 
    “We are looking for two people. They may be staying under the names Jelmay and Elder Bahjee. Or something of the sort. They are probably both short and stout. Probably. Does this sound familiar?” 
 
    “Short and stout?” She cleared her throat. “There are two businessmen who have a suite on the top floor. I wouldn’t describe them as, ahem, short and stout, but they weren’t tall. They were quite rambunctious last night, according to the other staff members. I believe they almost got kicked out but paid double so they could remain in their room. One had a mustache. Could it be them?” 
 
    “That’s them. Which room?” 
 
    “Let me just check here.” The woman used a ruler to search through names on a scroll. “Seventy-four was taken, not there. Seventy-five. Room Seventy-Five. At the top of the stairs and at the back of the hall. Just head up over there.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Yet again, Danzen summoned his power, and commanded her to forget their interaction. “You won’t remember anything about our encounter. I want you to forget my face and any of the questions I may have asked you.” Once he regrouped with Nomin, they took the stairwell to the top, where they found the room in question. Danzen knocked quickly. 
 
    He heard Elder Bahjee and Jelmay bicker on the other side about who would answer the door. Finally, the sound of disgruntled footsteps. 
 
    The door popped open. “We didn’t order any extra room service. What’s wrong with you people—” Elder Bahjee spotted Danzen and Nomin, both of them looking a little worse for wear. Nomin’s white robes had blackened smudge marks all over it and there were blood splatters across the front. Danzen’s clothing was partially shredded and covered in burn marks, not to mention the ash over the bridge of his nose. “Ah,” Bahjee said, his mustache twitching, “it appears that the assassins are here.” 
 
    “Well, what the hell are you waiting for? Bring them in, Bahj!” 
 
    Danzen and Nomin came into the room, where they found Jelmay seated at the table, leaning back in his chair, his belly distended. 
 
    “Where’s Sansar?” 
 
    “Not even a hello? I really thought you’d be happy to see us. As for the bird, he went out looking for you all,” Jelmay told Danzen as he finally leaned forward. “So it’s done? The Brotherhood is destroyed?” 
 
    “Hardly. But we need to leave.” 
 
    “What about the demon lady?” Elder Bahjee asked. “She’s not about to woosh in here, is she? I don’t like her. She smells weird too.” 
 
    “You noticed that? I noticed that,” Jelmay told Bahjee. “It’s not quite the scent of a corpse, but there’s something off about it, something covered up by incense. Not like a regular human. Not even like the blind assassin over here.” 
 
    “We need to go.” 
 
    “Relax, Pilgrim, no one is going to find us here. Besides that, we are waiting for the bird to return. I’m surprised that he didn’t see the two of you.” Jelmay kicked out a chair for Danzen to sit in. “Sit. And have some food. We ordered too much.” 
 
    “No, we ordered just enough. You’re the one that told me not to eat what I would consider my fair share,” Bahjee hissed. 
 
    “Your fair share? You already had two pheasants in the last twelve hours, Bahj.” 
 
    “I get hungry when I’m stressed out! All of this assassin stuff is stressing me out. It should stress you out too.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged off his concern. “Pfft! I’m used to it.” 
 
    “The demon lady really stressed me out. Really.” Elder Bahjee brought his arms over his chest. As he did, he began to morph back into his cat form, his long mustache replaced by drooping whiskers. “What a terrible twenty-four hours it has been. Terrible. Bah!” 
 
    “Come on, Bahj. Aside from being held hostage, we’ve been in this hotel feasting since we arrived in Sainshand. And how clever was my idea? No one ever gives me props for my great ideas. How clever was it for me to suggest that we disguise ourselves as young nuns?” Jelmay reached for a pheasant leg that had been half eaten and took a bite out of it. He continued: “I can’t believe she fell for it.” 
 
    “Neither can I,” Nomin said. “That was very risky. Other assassins might have reacted differently.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Here’s the thing. I told you before that I had seen the Butterflies of Arsi back in the day. I knew they were sisters or cousins or whatever. Now, all her sisters or cousins or whatever are dead. I figured that the demon lady would appreciate our little sisterly ploy. And it turns out I was right. So very right. I wish the fox was here to see just how right I turned out to be.” 
 
    “If I have to hear you brag about how right you are one more time—” 
 
    “Quiet, Bahj. Eat something.” 
 
    “I already ate!” 
 
    “What happened to the demon lady, anyway? Having her around would have been helpful when it comes to traveling. She wasn’t as creepy as your ex either,” Jelmay told Danzen, referring to Soko. “No offense.” 
 
    “Nyamdor killed her.” 
 
    “That’s the flaming guy, right? And is he dead?” 
 
    “He is,” Danzen told Jelmay. “All Seven Evils are now dead.”  
 
    “Well isn’t that something. See?” Jelmay glanced at Elder Bahjee. “I told you Pilgrim would handle everything. And you were so worried. Chattering your teeth last night. Kept me up, Bahj.” 
 
    “That wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Then who was it?” 
 
    Sansar came in through an open window. He landed on a chair back and smoothed his wings behind his body. 
 
    Elder Bahjee pointed a claw at the three-legged raven. “It was him.” 
 
    Jelmay laughed. “You would say that, Bahj.” 
 
    “What? It’s true!” 
 
    “Anyway. Pilgrim. Eat something, relax, remove some of your weapons. We will go later, once it is dark. In the meantime, I’ll call for some tailors to head up here so the two of you can get new robes. You can’t travel around looking like that. Plus, it’ll help pass the time. It’s probably safer to travel at night especially if there are assassins looking for the two of you. Let’s just hope for their sake that they don’t find you.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They left that night, and didn’t face any issues until well after they passed the city gates of Sainshand. As the carriage reached the edge of a forest, a group of bandits came out of the woods and surrounded the carriage, which drew a laugh from Jelmay once he looked out the window and saw them. 
 
    “Oh, this is rich,” the bakeneko said. “Heh! They are so screwed.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to do something about them?” Elder Bahjee asked Danzen, his voice tinged in panic. 
 
    Danzen stepped out of the carriage as casually as ever, his hand on the hilt of the sword. 
 
    “Stay right where you are,” said a voice that Danzen instantly recognized.  
 
    He turned to see the same bandit leader that he had interrogated the last time he was in Sainshand, the one who had given him Loomi’s name. The man now had a scar on his face from where Danzen’s kunai had once grazed his cheek, his teeth gleaming and gold. Danzen’s power hadn’t worked on the bandit leader, yet it had worked on his recruits. Upon seeing Danzen, he immediately raised his hands to the others and told them to lower their weapons. “It’s you.” 
 
    “It is. This is something that you are willing to take all the way to its natural conclusion?” 
 
    The bandit leader hesitated. 
 
    “Come on, boss,” said the man next to him, whose nose was pierced like that of a bull. 
 
    The bandit leader slowly shook his head. “He doesn’t have anything.” 
 
    “Then we take the carriage.” 
 
    “You aren’t taking the carriage,” Danzen told them, now summoning his power. Nomin stepped out as well, the blind assassin in a fresh set of white robes with gold threading, which had been Jelmay’s suggestion. 
 
    “Huh? We have a nun and a hooded guy. What the hell is going on here, boss?” a different bandit asked, this one still an adolescent. 
 
    “We’re moving on,” the bandit leader said with finality. “Put your weapons away and let’s go.” 
 
    “Do what he says.” 
 
    Without another word, the bandits gathered around their leader and left. Once they reached the edge of the forest, their leader looked back at Danzen, a hint of anger in his eyes, yet also relief that his life had been spared. Things could have easily gone a different way.  
 
    Danzen and Nomin got back into the carriage and the driver started up, the horses neighing. 
 
    Jelmay took a bite out of a dry breadstick. “You got friends all over the kingdom, don’t you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen tried not to laugh, but in the end he couldn’t help himself. After everything he had been through that day, Jelmay’s tone, his casual observation, was pretty funny. 
 
    The carriage picked up its pace once they drew deeper into the woods. Everything inside of it rattled, which would have made it an impossible place to sleep for most people. Even so, the two bakenekos seemed to have no trouble dozing off. Seated across from Danzen and Nomin, Jelmay and Elder Bahjee were snoring by the time the carriage finally slowed. They weren’t quite cuddling, but they had shifted to the point that both of their heads were touching one another. Occasionally, one would wake up, glare at the other, and move away. Yet they would always naturally drift toward a position that forced them together. 
 
    It was humorous, yet Danzen never said anything to Nomin about it. He merely sat next to the blind assassin, matching her silence, the two ready for anything. 
 
    The carriage finally slowed a few hours later.  
 
    Danzen glanced out the window and recognized the fields outside of Arsi. The sun was just starting to appear on the horizon, a light blue tracing across the landscape. It revealed patches of grass that glittered with frozen dew. Danzen could also make out some of the bridges that were used across the marshlands that naturally formed during the spring and summer. A couple of fishermen, a father and son by the looks of it, prepared to take their small boat down to the Sakai River. 
 
    For a brief moment, Danzen wished for the type of ignorance that they had, unaware of the dark forces at play, the demons that walked the mortal realm, or what was to come if Danzen failed in accomplishing his goal. He envied them. But he was also glad that he knew the truth.  
 
    As they continued on, he thought of these truths and the people that knew them, how deep they went. He also thought about how many of these truths ended at the tip of a sword, how those like Kanjen would never know what was possible, not from this realm. Yet it didn’t mean that they wouldn’t exist. This was something Danzen hadn’t deeply considered. If everyone passed to Diyu, and they still existed there, then what was to stop them from continuing whatever path they had carved out for themselves?  
 
    Jelmay, who was lightly snoring, came awake with a grunt. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Arsi.” 
 
    “Arsi, already?” he asked Danzen. “Get away from me, Bahj.” Jelmay elbowed the other bakeneko. “Arsi, Arsi. We’ll need a boat to reach Tudan. By the looks of it, we’ll miss the morning trip. That’s fine. We can get a day hotel. I know a place that will provide a room for us.” 
 
    “We can stay the night here,” Danzen said. 
 
    “In Arsi? Do you mean it? That’d be nice to get some rest. Surely you feel the same way. Maybe I can try to pawn a little more of the funeral jewelry as well. I’m not touching my gold necklace, though.”  
 
    Danzen looked at Nomin, who gave no indication of what she was thinking.  
 
    “We will stay, but just for the night. I want to make sure Kudzu and Yato know where we are.” They had yet to send Sansar to the Dukha People. Once they were settled, this was the plan. 
 
    “In that case…” Jelmay squinted up at the ceiling. “I know just the place!”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A tidy row of bricks formed the wall outside of a quaint riverside hotel on the northern quadrant of Arsi. Most of the hotels were on the southern side, yet Jelmay had found a place that offered stunning views of the Sakai River. It reminded Danzen of the flat Soko had along the river bank, the hotel modern and recently constructed. 
 
    After Sansar departed to inform Kudzu of their progress, Danzen followed the two bakeneko up a spiral staircase. They reached their hallway, where he saw the expertly carved tables that ran along either side of the corridor, ones with platters of finger foods laid out across them. 
 
    Elder Bahjee stuffed some of the small pastries into his mouth. “Not bad,” he said as pistachio crumbs sprayed onto the carpeted floor. “Not bad at all. At least they didn’t skimp on the food.” 
 
    “You thought I’d choose a place in which they skimp on food? Bah! You should know me better than that. And save some for me, Bahj,” Jelmay said once he finally found their door. He opened it and let the others pass in front of him. Before he went inside, Jelmay returned to the hallway table and grabbed a few small pastries, which he nibbled on as he entered the room. 
 
    It was luxurious, yet Danzen paid little attention to that aspect of it as he placed a few of his weapons down and exited to a balcony that overlooked the water.  
 
    He took in a deep breath of fresh air.  
 
    The Sakai River gently lapped at the shoreline, where fishermen sold their wares. There were docks in the port further west, but the people that had been in Arsi long enough knew that this was the best place to get fresh fish. Danzen could see them now, the fish of all colors, glistening in the bright midday sun. 
 
    As he stood there watching, Danzen could smell the river, the wind carrying the scent of minerals to the balcony. He could hear the water as well, the soft, yet tumultuous, sound relaxing. It made him sleepy. Danzen was ready to rest, yet he also had the urge to bend his echo.  
 
    With this in mind, he stepped back into the hotel and found his room, the smallest one, where a servant might normally stay. As he heard Jelmay and Bahjee discuss what food they would soon order, Danzen moved some furniture aside. Once he had an adequate place, he drew his sword.  
 
    He held it for a moment, just to feel the Sunyatic power, and then returned the blade to its scabbard. He began bending his echo, Danzen feeling the power spiral in his core. With each breath in he noticed more and more of it around him, Sunyata everywhere. He focused on the bed, which was a small affair that had been placed against the wall. Danzen used his Sunyatic power to lift it a few inches. In doing so, he revealed storage containers beneath it, even a bit of dust. 
 
    Still holding the bed in the air, Danzen removed some of the dust, as if he had wiped his hand through it. He ended up dropping the bed, Danzen surprised that he had been able to use the power in such a focused way. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” Nomin now stood at the door, curious about the sound. 
 
    Danzen grunted a response. 
 
    “I’ll just leave you to it then.” Nomin shut the door and left. 
 
    Danzen focused yet again and rose into the air.  
 
    He remembered what it had been like to be trapped in the cistern, surrounded by darkness, not knowing where he was. This thought morphed into the flaming Great Hall, the Brotherhood’s flagship location marred forever. He thought of Kudzu. Danzen didn’t realize how much he missed her until he was alone in the hotel room by himself with images of the kitsune tracing across his mind’s eye. He wished she was there. He was glad that he would see her soon. 
 
    After another thirty minutes of working on his Sunyatic focus, doing things like moving small objects and spinning his Astra kunai, Danzen decided to give it a rest. He crawled to the bed and soon fell into a deep sleep after imagining himself climbing the notorious steps of the Brotherhood. He couldn’t remember the last time he had slept so well. 
 
    At least he assumed it was night. There was no window in the room. He didn’t actually know what time it was until he stepped into the main space, where he spotted Nomin and Sansar on the balcony and Jelmay and Elder Bahjee seated around a table full of half-eaten food. Most of it consisted of meats and cheeses, as well as a couple bowls of pastries that had been picked through and circular loaves of bread. 
 
    “Pilgrim. I’ve been wondering when you would come. Eat,” Jelmay said. “I know it seems like we’re always eating—” 
 
    “That’s because we are,” Elder Bahjee chimed in. “It’s how bakeneko deal with pressure.” 
 
    Danzen approached the table and took a few things. He sat with the two, but didn’t say anything as Jelmay and Elder Bahjee discussed a technique that Danzen heard of before, one that taught someone to sense they were about to be struck by an opponent. 
 
    “So I just sit there on the ground?” Elder Bahjee asked as he motioned a paw toward the floor. 
 
    “You sit there, and I approach you from behind with the sword. Now, you don’t know when I’m coming, I’m very quiet. Let’s say you can’t hear me and you can’t use any of your cat senses. We’ll plug your nose, or put a blindfold on you. This works better against a human.” Jelmay licked his fingers. “Obviously.” 
 
    “Obviously. Humans only have good eyesight and good touch. The rest of their senses are garbage.” 
 
    “Agreed. Anyway, I approach you as carefully as I can, ready to crack the sword against the back of your head.” 
 
    “You would kill me?” 
 
    “This theoretical sword would be sheathed,” Jelmay assured the other bakeneko. “Now, it would all depend on your combat sense. Will you get out of the way or not before I hit you?” 
 
    “I certainly would.” 
 
    “That’s not the point, Bahj. You’re not paying attention. This is a test for us, it’s a theoretical test, but it is something that humans used to do. They still do that, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Children did that at the Diyu Brotherhood. And the swords didn’t have scabbards.” 
 
    With those grim words, Danzen popped a piece of meat into his mouth and left the table. He joined Nomin on the balcony, Sansar perched nearby. 
 
    “Had enough of their conversation?” Nomin asked. 
 
    “I just wanted some fresh air.” 
 
    “Are they still talking about ways to sneak up on someone?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Nomin slowly shook her head. “They are hopeless.” 
 
    For a moment, all Danzen could hear was the river, but then he heard something else. It sounded like a crowd, perhaps one that was distressed in some way. He turned to Nomin. “You hear that?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Danzen looked up to the rooftop. They were currently on the second floor and there was another floor above them, yet there was no balcony. It would be fairly easy to float to the top and cross over to see what was happening on the other side. He decided to do just that. Taking command over his power, Danzen rose into the air until he was at the level of the rooftop. He stepped out onto the tiles and carefully transferred to the other side as Sansar flew ahead. 
 
    There was some kind of night market beyond the hotel, one that people seemed to be fleeing from. Danzen moved further to the edge of the roof to see if he could get a better glimpse of what was happening, yet it was around the corner, and he didn’t have a full view of the market. 
 
    With this in mind, he prepared to move to another rooftop. Sansar landed just as Danzen was about to lift off. 
 
    “Do you remember what the two archers told you?” Sansar asked, his black eyes wide with surprise. “The masked woman in red?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “She’s there, Pilgrim. We must hurry.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen knew he shouldn’t go alone. This was why he dropped back to the balcony, where he joined Nomin. 
 
    “She’s here,” he told her hurriedly.  
 
    “The woman in red?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He entered the hotel room and retrieved his gauntleted blades, which he carefully strapped to his arms. He then equipped his Blade of Darkness across his back. There were shadows out. It would be helpful. He joined Nomin again in the main space. 
 
    “We’re going as well,” Jelmay said once Danzen returned. The bakeneko pushed himself away from the table. “Bahj, we’re up.” 
 
    “We’re up?”  
 
    Danzen turned to the balcony. “Maybe that’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “Pfft! It’s a great idea, Pilgrim. If the distraction is necessary, you have two of the best distractions in all of the Kishu Kingdom. Come on, Bahj.” 
 
    “Huh? Don’t volunteer me!” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this.” Danzen approached the balcony again. He hopped over the parapet and floated down to the flagstone streets below. He looked up to see Nomin making her way down as well. The blind assassin landed next to him. They exchanged glances, and started toward the market following Sansar. 
 
    Chaos came to them once they turned the corner. People were fleeing, Danzen not yet able to make out what exactly it was they were running from. The crowd was too dense. 
 
    Danzen shouldered through people as they continued to flee. Danzen and Nomin reached a small square where the crowd had whipped itself into a frenzy. It was time for Danzen to use his power. 
 
    “Move aside,” he said, dropping into his Demon Speak. Those that heard him began to part. Danzen said these words again every time he came to more people.  
 
    “Move aside!” 
 
    Danzen drew his Sunyatic blade as he neared the center of the square. There were masked men and women standing guard, and others attacking the crowd, dragging men and women away. In the center of it all was the woman in the red cloak. She currently had her back to Danzen and Nomin, yet she seemed to sense them as soon as they grew near. 
 
    She turned.  
 
    The woman floated, her red robes draped all the way to the ground. On her face was a white mask, one that had been cracked, with horns on it.  
 
    He knew who it was instantly. 
 
    Danzen’s body tensed. 
 
    One of the masked marauders charged at Danzen and Nomin. As fast as ever, Nomin cut the man down and tossed his body to the side. Nomin kept her sword at the ready as she prepared to engage the woman in red. 
 
    The wraith of an assassin floated closer to Danzen and Nomin—Soko, back from the dead.  
 
    “I was wondering if this would get your attention,” she said, the tendrils of her red cloak now lifting in the air behind her as if it too had come alive. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “What does it look like I’m doing?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I tried sending archers to get your attention, and that didn’t seem to work. You ignored me.” Soko drew a blackened blade, one rimmed in purple power. Danzen noticed something else about her hands as she held her sword at her side. Her nails were now claws, long and sharp, like the prosthetics she’d once taken from the Witch of Diyu.  
 
    There were only two possible explanations for her appearance. Either Danzen’s father or his twisted brother had given her permission to return to the mortal realm. 
 
    “Who sent you?” 
 
    “Does it matter, Danzen?” 
 
    “Who sent you?” 
 
    Soko rushed forward, Danzen barely able to get his blade up in time. 
 
    Klank!  
 
    He could feel her strike deep within his bones. It took everything he had to stop her next attack.  
 
    Klank!  
 
    Nomin tried to cut Soko down from the side, yet she was beaten back as well. 
 
    Danzen had to think. There were still people fleeing, and Soko had acolytes who were only going to complicate things. But the only thing that came to him was to fight. Their swords met again, and Danzen was shoved backward. He got his footing and tried for another attempt. He swung his blade with all his might, only for Soko to flit to safety at the very last second. This caused Danzen to stumble forward, where he reached the center of the square and hit his knee on the edge of a fountain. 
 
    He pushed himself away just as Soko came with her sword overhead. 
 
    Hoping to get some space, Danzen jumped into the air and used the power of his echo to leap to a nearby rooftop. From there, he loosed his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds at Soko. She blocked it, but by this point he had already sent his Astra kunai heading in her direction. 
 
    She batted these away as well. Her crimson robes swelling upward, Soko rushed into the air and landed on the rooftop. 
 
    “At least show me the courtesy of an actual fight, Danzen,” she seethed. “And be honest with me. You know what you would have done.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You were going to kill me, yet I saved you instead.” 
 
    Sansar, now in his largest form, tried to take Soko down. She slipped aside and nearly cut into the three-legged raven with her sword. 
 
    Soko tilted her head as she looked at Danzen. “Admit it, Danzen. Admit that you were going to betray me!” 
 
    The two collided again, Danzen’s arms starting to buckle under her strength. Not only was Soko much stronger in her new form, she was also faster. Soko appeared behind Danzen in a flash. He swiveled and blocked her next attempt.  
 
    If Danzen could only focus, he would be able to do something using his echo. Yet Soko was relentless; it was impossible to get a hit in, to get his bearings. 
 
    There were always his demons.  
 
    Danzen was prepared to cut his own hand when Soko flashed behind him again. She drove her sword into his back, the tip bursting out the front of his chest. She pulled her blade back and Danzen stumbled forward, sucking in air now, his lung punctured. 
 
    “When I’m finished with you, I will carve your heart out.” Soko floated down to him. As portals started opening up around Danzen, Soko pointed her sword at his neck. “It has been a pleasure.” 
 
    An incredibly strong gust of air rushed over the rooftop and hurled Soko to the side. 
 
    Loomi appeared. The Evil immediately surged into action to protect Danzen. She clashed with Soko, her bladed hand fan protecting her as she blocked strike after strike. 
 
    “Protect me!” Danzen told the demons that had appeared. They began to gather around him while he healed, his breath quickly returning to him. He didn’t want to owe Loomi a debt. He had to jump back into the fight. 
 
    Danzen pushed to his feet. He staggered forward, focusing on his echo. It was the one thing he wasn’t utilizing to its full potential. 
 
    A bolt of lightning struck an opposite rooftop, the sky darkening in the sky above. 
 
    Danzen watched in horror as Nomtoi’s form took shape, his redheaded half-brother now with a set of wings like that of a dragon. Nomtoi wore armor akin to what Danzen had seen his father in once before, the armor form-fitting and made of a dark purple metal. He held a large sword, one with spikes lifting from its cross-guard.  
 
    While Loomi continued to engage Soko, Danzen turned to his brother.  
 
    He spat blood, and prepared to launch himself onto the next rooftop to engage Nomtoi. 
 
    It was now, or never.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen reached his brother in a matter of seconds, the former assassin prepared to launch into his opening attack. Before he could even get his sword around, Nomtoi shot forward and grabbed Danzen by the throat. “You dare?” 
 
    “Fight me.” 
 
    “I’m not even here for you.” 
 
    “I will kill you.” 
 
    “No, no, you won’t.” Nomtoi hurled Danzen toward the ground, the former assassin going straight through the roof and into someone’s art studio. He fell through another floor, debris and other art supplies dropping on top of him, his wounds opening as old nails and the wooden floorboards scraped against his arms. As the dust settled a mist formed, Danzen’s portals taking shape.  
 
    “Go back to Diyu,” he told his hellspawns, Danzen now covered in multifarious paint and lacerations. There was no time to deal with the devils, but he didn’t want them running through the streets of Arsi. As quickly as they had appeared, Danzen’s demons began crawling back into their portals.  
 
    After he’d pushed some of the rubble off his legs, Danzen got to his feet. He looked back up at the hole his brother had created in the building. The rest of the structure leaned toward the opening, some of the floor above creaking, on the verge of collapsing. 
 
    It only took a moment. 
 
    Danzen closed his eyes, and focused his power as everything reformed around him, all of it outlined in purple Sunyatic power. The energy flowed through Danzen and it was time he used it. 
 
    He burst back into the air.  
 
    Danzen appeared directly behind his brother, who was watching Loomi and Soko fight. He brought his sword over his shoulder and swung it at the back of Nomtoi’s neck and the outer side of his wings. Danzen’s surprise attack knocked his brother to the side, Nomtoi hitting the parapet and falling to the streets below. 
 
    Had Danzen actually wounded Nomtoi? He arced down to the streets to find his demonic brother lying in a crater. 
 
    Nomtoi flashed in front of Danzen, yet again grabbing his brother by the throat before Danzen could block him. “With all this time to improve, you still are held back by the human nature of your blood.” 
 
    Danzen tried to drive his sword through Nomtoi’s torso but his brother’s armor prevented it.  
 
    “Would you like to see real power?” Nomtoi brought his arm back and shoved Danzen forward.  
 
    It was as if he had strapped himself to a comet.  
 
    The former assassin crashed through building after building, his body flipping over itself several times. By the time Danzen landed in a glass shop, just a few feet away from a glowing melting furnace, he was beaten pretty badly. He didn’t know how far he was from the fight, but he was certain that Nomtoi had tossed him several blocks. Not only that, his Blade of Darkness was gone.  
 
    Bleeding profusely, and still covered in paint, Danzen pressed himself up as even more portals formed. His demons crawled out and he commanded them to crawl back in.  
 
    They didn’t listen. 
 
    They sensed weakness in the battered assassin, who was still healing, blood dripping from mouth, his nose and his forehead, his robes shredded. Danzen reached for the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. He wrapped his fingers around its grip and got to his feet, both hands on his sword now. 
 
    The first demon came for him; Danzen sliced it in half.  
 
    He cut into another one, spun, and loosed one of his Astra kunai into the face of a deformed monstrosity, one bigger than his other demons. His throwing knife returned; Danzen stabbed it into the head of a demon that had just jumped for him. Swinging his sword with his right hand, Danzen beat back another of his hellspawns.  
 
    He kept up the momentum, the violence and movement giving Danzen a familiar adrenaline boost. Blackened blood sprayed into his face as he hacked at another of his demons. Danzen wiped his face and stomped his foot onto a hellspawn crawling away from him. He drove his sword into its back; after pulling his weapon out, he threw it into the chest of another of his demons.  
 
    Danzen had been whipped into such a blood frenzy that he hadn’t yet realized how many of his demons he’d brought down. A trail of dissolving bodies was now littered across the rubble. Danzen got his bearings as he scanned the area for any more of his hellspawns. They were all gone now. He found his Blade of Darkness, and turned back toward the main fight.  
 
    Sansar appeared before him, the raven flapping his wings wildly. “Quickly, Pilgrim. Nomin and Loomi need your help!” 
 
    “I’m ready.” Danzen flicked blood off his blade. “Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A couple of Soko’s acolytes rushed around a corner to meet Danzen head-on. He didn’t know what she’d promised them, but it was clear they were willing to sacrifice it all for the woman.  
 
    “Stop—!”  
 
    Danzen’s words were met by an attack from a swordsman, one whose mask dislodged itself once Danzen stepped right to avoid his swing. Danzen cut him down and tossed his sword into another masked assailant. After his blade returned to his hand, Danzen dropped in front of the big man to confirm his suspicion. Soko had not only removed their ears, she’d done something to their hearing.  
 
    Danzen let the man drop to the side.  
 
    He picked up his pace as he followed Sansar back to the fight, the three-legged raven his guide.  
 
    Danzen reached the square; he looked up to see Loomi still battling Soko, Nomtoi on the periphery. His brother took a few shots, but mostly let the two of them go at it. Danzen glanced around and found Nomin on the periphery, waiting for a chance to spring an attack. 
 
    “Tell Nomin to hold off,” he called to Sansar. Danzen was just about to move into action when he heard Jelmay’s voice. 
 
    “Pilgrim, wait!” 
 
    Danzen turned to find the bakeneko standing there, a wild look in his eyes. “Are you ready to do something insane?” 
 
    “Insane? Now isn’t the time, Jelmay.”  
 
    Soko struck Loomi overhead. She dropped to a rooftop and burst back into the air, the Evil bleeding profusely now, a pained expression on her face as she attempted to blow Soko back with a huge gust of wind. 
 
    Jelmay spoke again, desperation in his voice. “You want to even the fight, right? You want to stop your brother, yeah? You’re doing it all wrong. Your father. Let’s get your father here. Think about it, Pilgrim, think about it!” 
 
    Danzen turned away from Jelmay.  
 
    The bakeneko reached out and grabbed his arm. “You’re not hearing me out, Pilgrim. I’ll become your father, but I’m going to need a little smoke and fire, something to make me look powerful. I’ll tell Nomtoi to go back to Diyu, or I’ll punish him. He’ll do it. He’s a coward. He’s a half-witted yamachichi. You use this opportunity to deal with your ex. Perfect idea, right?” 
 
    Danzen looked from Jelmay back to the fight above. “Now?” 
 
    “Right now, Pilgrim. Here, watch!” Jelmay morphed into the spitting image of Danzen’s father. “Do something crazy,” he said in Tengir’s voice.  
 
    Danzen looked up at the fountain, which featured an orb seated in a large stone bowl. Water came out of the orb in the summer. Danzen was almost certain he’d once been to the very same fountain with Soko.  
 
    Summoning all the power he could muster, Danzen used his echo to lift the stone sphere into the air. He shattered it into several large pieces, his eyes now fixated on his brother.  
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked Jelmay. 
 
    “Ready,” Jelmay said in Tengir’s voice as he brought his shoulders back, now standing tall like Danzen’s father would.  
 
    Danzen looked back up at his brother and hurled the bits of stone at him. He turned his focus to Jelmay, immediately floating the bakeneko into the air. 
 
    “Nomtoi. You have disobeyed me.” 
 
    Soko and Loomi stopped fighting; Nomtoi turned to who he assumed was his father.  
 
    Danzen spiraled some of the stone around Jelmay as he kept him afloat. He remained far enough out of Nomtoi’s line of sight that his brother hadn’t spotted Danzen yet.  
 
    “Nomtoi. You have disobeyed me.” 
 
    “Have I, Father?” 
 
    Jelmay’s voice wavered. “You must return to Diyu now.” 
 
    “No, I think I’ll stay here.” Nomtoi dropped in front of Jelmay. He stopped inches away from the bakeneko and grinned. A rush of power sent Jelmay flying backward, directly into a building, the bakeneko breaking through several walls before finally being deposited on the other side. 
 
    Danzen loosed his sword in his brother’s direction, the blade crossing just in front of his face. He exploded into the air toward Nomtoi, caught his sword, and attempted to cleave one of his brother’s wings off.  
 
    “You remain incredibly weak here in the mortal realm, incredibly pathetic,” Nomtoi said as he blocked another of Danzen’s strikes. It didn’t matter how Danzen came at him, the demon never let him get a hit in.  
 
    Nomtoi quickly grew bored with Danzen and used his wing to bat him away, tossing Danzen onto a nearby rooftop. Rather than continue to engage his brother, Nomtoi turned back to Loomi and Soko. 
 
    He flashed over to Loomi and wrapped his muscled arm around her neck. Loomi went limp, the Evil trembling as the demonic man floated over to Danzen. Soko appeared as well, directly behind Nomtoi. 
 
    “Next time we meet, brother, it will end like this.” Nomtoi drove Loomi down onto the rooftop, and yanked the back of her hair toward him, tearing her head and the top portion of her spine out of her body. Her body fell limp. Nomtoi tossed the head at Danzen’s feet. His form started to fade away. “Do what you need to do,” he told Soko before disappearing entirely.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen turned toward Soko, who still hovered above him. He brought his sword to the ready, prepared to engage a woman he had fought so many times. She was stronger now, and much faster, but Danzen had improved as well since the last time they’d seen each other. 
 
    “I don’t want to fight you,” she said, surprising him. “I just want an answer.” 
 
    “There are no answers.” Danzen caught Nomin out of the corner of his eye, the blind assassin slinking onto the rooftop. He had back-up now, not to mention Sansar, who could always provide a distraction. He then thought of Jelmay. Danzen wasn’t in a position where he could glance to the streets below and see the bakeneko. He didn’t know if Jelmay was injured or not. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Soko floated closer to Danzen, the wraith of an assassin now holding her gleaming purple sword at the ready.  
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “An answer. Were you going to kill me or not?” 
 
    Danzen tensed. Nomin spoke for him. “Why would it matter? Assassins kill, Soko. That’s what we do. That’s what we’ve been trained to do. You would have done the same if you were in his shoes and had found something—” 
 
    “What did you find?” 
 
    Did Soko know about the Fatebricks? It really depended on who had revived her from the dead. Danzen was certain his father knew, but he didn’t know if Nomtoi was aware of the objects or not. 
 
    “Who sent you?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” Soko turned her focus back to Danzen. “You keep asking me that.” 
 
    “It was Nomtoi.” Danzen couldn’t be certain, but Nomtoi had appeared and he had given her orders. Yet there was the off chance that his father was colluding with Nomtoi as well. What if his father toyed with Danzen’s brother the same way he toyed with Danzen? It was entirely possible that he was pitting them against one another. 
 
    Soko flourished her blade. “It seems like you have your answer now. What about mine?” 
 
    “Yes, I was planning to kill you.” Danzen braced himself for her to swell toward him. “I was planning to use the distraction of facing the Butterflies of Arsi to kill you. It had to be done. You know I care for you. You know that I’ve cared for you my entire life, but what you had become, what you are an extension of now—it wasn’t going to work in the long run. It wouldn’t work, and you and I both know that. Your thirst for power and my thirst for power are at odds with one another.” 
 
    Rather than attack him, Soko sulked to some degree, her shoulders lowering. “They are different powers we seek, yet they are the same, Danzen. Ultimately, they are the same. And I liked being with you in the end. I liked feeling like a good guy, a hero. Whatever that is. I wasn’t planning to betray you.” 
 
    “You weren’t?” 
 
    “No. After we finished the Seven Evils, I was prepared to take this as far as I possibly could, all the way to the top. It was the challenge of my life. I knew your brother or your father would give us their worst, and I wanted to be there with you to handle it. It was respect, it was nostalgia for who we once were together, it was a chance for redemption.” Soko removed her horned mask to reveal a face free of the black veins that had once traced across them, evidence of remnant abuse. She looked exactly as she had when they were in their twenties, her face radiant, her lips a shade darker than Danzen had seen on other women.  
 
    Yet her face was entirely at odds with her body, Soko a floating, red-cloaked ghoul with demonic claws, the woman nothing like the girl he’d grown up with. 
 
    Danzen braced himself for her to attack, but it soon became clear that Soko had other plans. Rather than engage him, she returned her sword to its scabbard and floated a few paces back. “I need time to think about how I will respond to what you have done. Until then, be ready for anything.” And with those final words, red-cloaked Soko faded into the night, leaving Danzen on the rooftop, still ready to engage her. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen dropped down to the scattered debris surrounding the square. He saw a portly man trying desperately to move pieces of rubble to the side. At first, he thought it was Jelmay. Upon hearing the man’s voice, he knew it to be Elder Bahjee. 
 
    “He’s under here somewhere,” Bahjee said. “What are you waiting around for? Help! Use your power.” 
 
    Danzen began moving the rubble aside by floating stones and depositing them behind him. There were already people starting to gather, Nomin already pushing some of them back. Danzen could get to crowd control later. First, he had to find Jelmay. After removing a final slab of rock, Danzen spotted the bakeneko, who was curled off to the side in his cat form. 
 
    “Jelmay.” Danzen crouched before him as Jelmay finally started to blink. “Talk to me.” 
 
    Jelmay coughed, a bit of blood appearing on his lip. “P-Pilgrim? There’s… paint all over your face… glass in your robes…” 
 
    Elder Bahjee shouldered in next to Danzen. “No, no, no, no, no! You’re not dying on us today, Jelmay!” 
 
    “Dying?” Jelmay coughed again. “Not… dead… yet. Bards. Must sing. Asura Forest, Usagi. Take me to Usagi.” 
 
    “To Usagi?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Usagi.” Jelmay tried to sit up. “Carriage.” 
 
    Danzen turned to the crowd that Nomin was holding back, the blind assassin now with one of her blades drawn. He pointed at one of the men. “Bring a carriage, now. Everyone else: remain quiet and do not interfere.” 
 
    The man turned, immediately obeying Danzen’s command as he took off.  
 
    Sansar landed. “What about your things at the hotel? Your bags?” 
 
    “Can you get them?” Danzen asked. “We can deal with robes later.” 
 
    “Certainly.” Sansar took to the air.  
 
    “Usagi?” Elder Bahjee looked from Danzen to Nomin. “Who the hell is Usagi? Is he a yokai doctor?”

  

 
   
    Part Eight 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen, Nomin, and an increasingly uncomfortable Elder Bahjee sat across from Jelmay. The injured bakeneko was splayed on the bench, groaning every time their carriage hit a bump or shifted out of the wagon tracks practically baked into the mud. Their carriage cut through the overgrown copses and vast fields as fast as he could, which only made the bumps worse when they came. They had traveled like this for hours now, and it was clearly wearing on the two bakeneko. 
 
    “Just try to relax,” Nomin told Jelmay after he started whimpering. “We don’t have much longer now.” Her statement was about as motherly as he had ever heard from the blind assassin, Danzen surprised to see her take such an interest in Jelmay’s health. 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Jelmay told her on the tail end of a cough. “This could be it. This really could be it. Bahj, do you know how to deliver last rites?” 
 
    “Last rites? Pfft! What kind of bakeneko dies after a measly encounter with the son of the ruler of hell? You need to get it together. Do you need something to bite down on?” Elder Bahjee nudged Danzen. “I’m sure you have a strip of leather or something he can bite down on. Give him something, Pilgrim, something that will take his mind off the pain.” 
 
    Danzen was just about to reach into his bag when Jelmay gasped awake, the bakeneko’s eyes suddenly filled with concern. “The jewelry. What about the funeral jewelry? Did Sansar get it?” 
 
    “Jewelry? What is he going on about now?” asked Bahjee. “Is this another of your hallucinations?” 
 
    “The jewelry. It’s in the hotel. We left it in the hotel in Arsi.” Jelmay coughed. “It’s worth a bloody fortune. I don’t think Sansar knew where it was hidden. Most is in the dresser…” 
 
    “We can send Sansar back to get it,” Danzen said. He didn’t care about the jewelry, but he knew that it would give Jelmay something to look forward to, a reason to keep fighting. At least he assumed this was the case. 
 
    “Yes. Good call, Pilgrim. Send the bird.” 
 
    Danzen knocked on the carriage window. Once the driver had slowed the vehicle to the stop, Danzen opened the door, letting in a gust of cold air. He looked up to find the raven perched above him. Sansar quickly took to the air and landed on the ground in front of Danzen. “What is it?” 
 
    “Jelmay left the funeral jewelry at the hotel. I’m sorry to ask you this, but will you get it?” 
 
    “I will. Where shall I meet you?” 
 
    Danzen took a quick look around. He had no idea where they were at the moment. “I honestly don’t know how much longer until we reach the Tudan Outpost. It’s been ages since I traveled through this area.” 
 
    “I would estimate we are four hours away from Tudan, give or take. In that case, I will meet you there. I will probably be able to beat you to Tudan, depending on the wind.” 
 
    “Good. And thank you. It will give Jelmay something to look forward to.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure.” Sansar took to the air and the carriage started up again. 
 
    “Is he going to get it?” Jelmay asked Danzen, the bakeneko slightly dazed. Every now and then, he’d lift his hand to his mouth as if he were staring at something in horror. There were other times that he would drift off and suddenly come awake. Now, as he stared over at Danzen, Jelmay’s eyelids began to drop, as if he were fighting a deep sleep. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the jewels. Sansar will get them.” 
 
    “Don’t let Usagi know about the funeral jewelry. I’m serious, Pilgrim. Those jewels are our retirement plan. You never know when they’ll come,” he coughed, “in handy.” 
 
    “I thought Usagi was your friend,” said Bahjee. 
 
    Jelmay never responded. He did, however, fall asleep after the carriage ride smoothed out. It started as a troubled sleep, but soon Jelmay was completely out, his breaths short and shallow.  It wasn’t much longer before Bahjee fell asleep as well, leaving Danzen and Nomin alone. 
 
    At some point during their journey, the blind assassin turned to him and spoke: “What do you think Soko will do?” 
 
    “There’s truly no telling.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. We’re going to constantly be on alert.” 
 
    “Not with where we’re going.” 
 
    “You mean the Northern Passage?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “No, Diyu. After the Northern Passage. We have to find the final Fatebrick in the mortal realm. Then, we’ll go to Diyu and search for the three that are there. I can go alone as well. It will be a risk.” 
 
    “You will not go alone, you know that.” 
 
    “I just want to put that out there. I’m not asking anyone to come to Diyu.” 
 
    “Do you think Soko will come for you there?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” Danzen told her honestly. “I suppose Nomtoi will find out eventually. He could then bring her at that point.” 
 
    “He could.” 
 
    “But we’ll have other issues in Diyu.” 
 
    “You mean people you’ve killed?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Danzen said, an idea coming to him. “But perhaps there’s a way that will allow us to stay somewhat hidden. At least it’s worth exploring.” 
 
    “A way to stay hidden? Where? What do you mean?” 
 
    “Timbero’s brother. Olar said that he was guarding something, a gate, I believe. If it’s that far into the mountains it’s likely a gate into Diyu. It’s worth exploring.” 
 
    “And Olar would easily be able to lead us there.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “So first the Northern Passage and the Dukha People, then we see about Timbero’s brother.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “I suppose it’s better than simply going to the Diyu border and seeing what happens once we’ve reached the other side.” 
 
    “I agree,” Danzen told Nomin. “Having done that before, perhaps it’s best if we have another option.” 
 
    Silence settled over the cabin for the next several hours, a quiet occasionally peppered by Jelmay and Elder Bahjee’s snores. As the night pushed into morning, Danzen thought of his final encounter with Soko. He’d expected her to attack him, to come at him harder than she ever had before. 
 
    Yet she had ultimately retreated, which only reminded him of how much he’d hurt her. 
 
    Now, she could attack Danzen and his companions at any time. He’d been in this position before with Soko, but she was twice as powerful now. Not only that, but her new blade had Sunyatic qualities, which meant it could have other powers that he didn’t yet know about. 
 
    If it did come down to a fight, it would be an uphill battle with her. Danzen was certain of this. He was also ready. He had to be. 
 
    There was no other option. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    They arrived in Tudan, the outpost at the end of the Sakai River. The city was accessible by carriage, but to do so, the carriage had to circle around to the top of a small tributary, where a bridge allowed them to reach the other side and enter Tudan from the back. It was about this time that Sansar returned, the three-legged raven holding a large pouch of jewelry. 
 
    His arrival caused the carriage driver to stop along the side of the road. Danzen got out to greet the raven, and was soon joined by a sleepy Elder Bahjee and a consistently alert Nomin. 
 
    “Is that all of it?” Elder Bahjee asked, even though he had no way of actually knowing what Jelmay had taken from the kasha’s funeral stash. “You flew all the way back to Arsi for that? Bah, I tell you!” 
 
    Sansar dropped the pouch onto the ground. “Unless he had some jewelry hidden away in a different location, this was all I could find.” 
 
    “Of course, he had some hidden away. That’s what we bakeneko do.” Bahjee sighed. “Hopefully, whatever he’s suffering from will make him forget what jewelry he had with him. We’ll see. Where to now?” 
 
    “We could continue on to Chutham,” Danzen suggested after he’d retrieved the pouch of jewelry. “The Asura Forest is accessible from there.” 
 
    “And the other option?” 
 
    “Walk,” Nomin told Elder Bahjee. “A long walk if we start from here.” 
 
    “What? No, absolutely not. The less walking, the better. What about food?” 
 
    “You’ve had more than enough food over the last twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “But I’m hungry. And when I’m hungry—” 
 
    “Quiet,” Nomin told the bakeneko, her tone indicating that this was no longer up for discussion. “We’ll continue to Chutham and walk from there.” 
 
    “Bah, why did I agree to go with Jelmay? Why?” Elder Bahjee threw his hands up into the air, his whiskers sagging. “I’d be so nice and cozy at the nunnery right about now. The nuns are quiet too, except for their chanting in the morning. But you get used to that. I did, anyway. It’s kind of peaceful, as long as they don’t start banging their little drums. I hated that.” 
 
    Rather than listen to Elder Bahjee ramble, they filed back into the carriage and continued, the driver once again under Danzen’s spell and now with new instructions to take them to Chutham. The sun was approaching noon by the time they reached Chutham. Both bakeneko were asleep, Elder Bahjee mumbling occasionally about things he needed the villagers to do in Verba. 
 
    Nomin seemed glad to wake the bakeneko up, which she did with a sharp elbow. 
 
    “We’re here already?” Elder Bahjee asked, his stomach groaning. 
 
    “We are. Let’s leave.” 
 
    “Leave? Shouldn’t we at least go to the city and see what’s there?” Bahjee peeked out the window. A delighted smile formed on his face. “Shopping. Shopping. That sounds like a great idea. I don’t remember the last time I was in Chutham, let alone Genshin Valley. There must be good shopping there. I love shopping in human settlements.” 
 
    “We’re in… Chutham?” Jelmay asked. “That was fast.” 
 
    “No, it was long. And we are. You need to wake up,” Bahjee told him. “It’s time to find this Usagi friend of yours, and maybe do some shopping before then.” 
 
    “No shopping,” Nomin said. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Jelmay slowly pushed himself off the bench. There were no visible wounds on his coat. It was, however, clear something had happened to him internally. His color was off. Jelmay seemed much paler than normal and his breaths were incredibly shallow. “My jewelry? Did he get it?” 
 
    “Sansar got it.” Danzen showed him the pouch and returned it to his bag. 
 
    “What about my demon bear hide?” He squinted over at them. “Whew. That’s… at the nunnery. Whew. Did someone say shopping? I think I can walk. I might have enough energy for shopping. I know a fence in Tudan. We can sell some of this—” 
 
    “I’ll carry you. Can you morph into something more manageable?” Danzen asked him. “And no shopping. We don’t have time to shop in Chutham.” 
 
    Nomin shook her head. “I can’t believe we even have to tell the two of you that.” 
 
    “Bah,” Elder Bahjee muttered for the second time. 
 
    Jelmay spoke again, his words coming slowly: “I don’t know if morphing is something I should do right now. No, that’s a bad idea. When a bakeneko is injured—” 
 
    “What he’s saying is that it can cause more harm than good, morphing in this state. Someone is going to have to carry him. I’m definitely not carrying him,” Elder Bahjee announced. 
 
    Danzen slowly turned his head to the bakeneko. “Then you will carry our other things, including some of my weapons.” 
 
    “What!?” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Nomin said before Elder Bahjee could get another word in. 
 
    They distributed a few of their bags to Elder Bahjee. Danzen also gave him his Blade of Darkness, which the bakeneko begrudgingly looped over his shoulder using the sheath. His new form, one of a muscled farmer, made it easier for Bahjee to carry the items. Even with his complaining, Danzen was certain the irritable bakeneko would be fine. 
 
    Rather than enter Chutham, they headed east, directly into the Asura Forest, Jelmay now on Danzen’s back. The trees provided immediate coverage, yet they had to be careful with the snow on the ground. It was fresh, and some sections were nearly a foot thick, creating constant obstacles. 
 
    “Keep going this way,” Jelmay said as he blinked an eye open. “Just head straight from here. Get to a river. Pass the river. And maybe send the bird to Osul to announce our arrival.” 
 
    Sansar, who had been perched on Nomin’s shoulder, flapped his wings and lifted into the air. “I can certainly go ahead and let them know you are coming.” 
 
    “Thank you. If anyone knows what to do, it will be Usagi. Last I checked—” Jelmay coughed. “Last I checked, that squirrelly little rabbit—heh—owes us a favor. And if we owe him a favor, we will now owe him two. But that’s the cost of doing business with yokai. Usagi will help, he’ll know what to do. He’s not as heartless as he seems.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even with the added weight of Jelmay on his back, Danzen still placed his hand on the hilt of his weapon when Semya stepped out onto the path in front of them. The female bakeneko looked as mischievous as ever as she grinned at Danzen and the others. With fur that was mostly black amidst spatterings of white, Semya’s large eyelashes were what truly set her apart from the male bakeneko. They made her seem even more devious, like she was scheming up something fierce. 
 
    “Hello, assassins. Usagi sent me.” 
 
    “Semya,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Pilgrim. I see you’re as scary-looking as ever.” 
 
    “Heh. He’s looked the same ever since I met him, which is to say that your assessment is correct.” Elder Bahjee took a step closer, groaning as he did so about the weight of Danzen’s gear. “Make yourself useful,” he told Semya. “Take some of this stuff and help a human out.” 
 
    Her whiskers twitched. “Human? I know a bakeneko when I smell one.” 
 
    “We don’t have any particular scent, you useless—” 
 
    “Be nice to her, Bahj, she’s family.” Jelmay coughed. 
 
    “Family? Last I checked, we’re not related,” Semya told Jelmay. 
 
    “I always thought of you as my little sister.” 
 
    Semya laughed at Jelmay’s statement. “Oh, that’s rich. So, you’re telling me that you saw me as your little sister when you conned me out of an entire wagon full of grain? Or was it the time that you arranged for me to meet a fellow bakeneko and it turned out to be a waira? Or did you see me as a sister the time you convinced me that humans were switching to paper currency and I should let you cash in my kip?” 
 
    “The humans switched to paper currency. Sort of.” 
 
    Semya shook her head. “Then what was with the crazy exchange rate?” 
 
    “That was my fee!” Jelmay coughed. “In the name of Sunyata, can’t you see I’m dying over here? Is this really the time to air past grievances or try to collect on debts paid long ago?” 
 
    “Is there a better time?” asked Elder Bahjee. 
 
    Nomin looked up to the trees to see Sansar lowering toward them. The three-legged raven carefully lowered on her shoulder. “Are we continuing, or are the three of you bickering for the next hour?” 
 
    “I came to show them the shortcut. You didn’t say there was another bakeneko,” Semya told the raven. 
 
    “Does that detail matter?” 
 
    “Two bakeneko is company, three is a crowd,” Elder Bahjee told the three-legged raven, which drew grunts of agreement from both Jelmay and Semya. 
 
    Semya turned and flicked her black tail in the air. “Follow me. And while we’re walking, explain what happened, and why Jelmay looks like he’s just a few hours away from asking us to personally escort him to the border of Diyu.” 
 
    “We can just explain when we meet Usagi,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “You could, but then we’d have nothing to talk about.” 
 
    “How is Suja Village?” Danzen asked as he caught up with Semya in an effort to steer the conversation. 
 
    “Suja Village? How the hell would I know? The only time I go there is when I’m in need of human money, which usually involves me selling yokai parts.” 
 
    “Always scheming, bakeneko are,” Elder Bahjee said, which was ironic considering the long con he’d pulled on the outer village of Verba. 
 
    Semya found this amusing. “That’s what sets us apart from kitsune. We use our power for good and for profit. They hardly use theirs. Speaking of kitsune, where is the one that is always with you? The bossy one. You know the one I’m talking about. She’s so snappy. I’d leave her behind too, if that’s what you did. I’m not advocating for her death, but kitsune coats fetch a fortune, and I know a guy who knows a guy in Tudan that would pay at least forty percent more than you are expecting.” 
 
    “I think I know the same guy.” Jelmay tried to laugh but ended up wheezing instead. “I guess… no laughing for me. Our dear fox is in the Northern Passage. We’re going there next.” 
 
    “By the looks of it, you’re not going anywhere,” Semya told Jelmay. 
 
    “Bah, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Don’t bah me. I’ve never seen a bakeneko look as bad as you do right now aside from my grandfather, who is now dead,” she told him. “Usagi will be saddened.” 
 
    Weirdly enough, the statement caused Jelmay to laugh again. He let out a sigh of pain. “You’re too funny, Semya. And I agree… Usagi might even tear up.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so!” 
 
    For the next thirty minutes, Danzen listened to the three bakeneko exchange boisterous tales and caustic quips. Much of it seemed nonsensical. Oftentimes, it seemed like they each hated one another, yet they always ended up laughing in the end. 
 
    Danzen and his companions reached what he recognized to be the start of the yokai village of Osul. 
 
    As Danzen had noticed before, Osul was a collage of large rocks and enormous trees with trunks big enough for yokai to live in. There was a new cluster of structures off to his right, which looked like they’d been set up to provide a warm place for yokai to sleep without being covered in the snow. A wind blowing through rustled a few piles of leaves, sending stray leaves twisting into the air. 
 
    Usagi appeared. 
 
    “What’s happened?” Usagi scurried down from his hovel to meet Danzen and the others. “Put him over there. Hurry!” He gestured toward the covered area with his chin. 
 
    Danzen did as instructed, and Jelmay was soon lying on his back. After placing Danzen’s items under the covering, Elder Bahjee morphed into his bakeneko form and let out a deep breath. “Whew. I hate sucking in my gut like that.” 
 
    Semya laughed. “You’re fatter than I expected!” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment. A well-fed bakeneko is a happy bakeneko.” 
 
    “Three of you now?” Usagi asked, barely able to hide his disdain. “You have to be bloody kidding me.” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Elder Bahjee told him. “Three bakeneko is too many.” 
 
    “You are more than welcome to leave,” Semya told him. “Where did you come from again?” 
 
    “The Outer Regions, which, if I may add, is much nicer, much more comfortable, and much more bountiful than this region. No offense. I know I shouldn’t show up here and start picking the place apart, but this village could really use some work. It’s cluttered, dingy, and half of these hovels look like they once belonged to yamachichi. The Outer Regions are much better, much, much better.” 
 
    Danzen knew this to be a lie. From what he had seen of Bahjee’s homeland, it was sparse, very remote, dangerous, and the winters were bitterly cold. 
 
    “Usagi,” Jelmay said, the bakeneko coming alive with a cough. 
 
    The jade rabbit rushed to his side, his eyes widening. “What happened? What the hell happened? You idiot, how did you get injured like this?” 
 
    “Relax… Usagi… Pilgrim will explain.” Even though he was in pain, Jelmay managed to wink at Danzen. “Explain.” 
 
    Danzen gave the rabbit a truncated version of what had happened, which involved detailing Soko’s death and how she was back from Diyu, a fact Usagi clearly wasn’t excited to hear. 
 
    “And you seriously told him to bring you to me?” Usagi asked Jelmay after Danzen had finished. “What in the name of Diyu were you thinking? Don’t put a target on my back.” 
 
    “Yes. I figured you, of all yokai, would know what to do.” 
 
    “I’m both honored and annoyed.” Usagi shook his head. “I have much more important things to deal with at the moment, but then you show up, and I’m supposed to just drop whatever it is I’m doing and tend to your wounds? Why would you put me on the spot like this?” 
 
    “What did you have to do?” 
 
    Usagi scoffed at this question. “What do I have to do? Who do you think is protecting the remnants you keep delivering?” 
 
    “But you’re here,” Jelmay told him. “It’s winter. What else is there to do? Any schemes you may be planning won’t come until spring.” 
 
    “I know, I know, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have my eye on them, both the humans and your remnants.” Usagi groaned. “But you know what? I’ll stop. You don’t have much time.” 
 
    “I don’t?” Jelmay asked, his eyes watering. 
 
    Usagi laughed bitterly. “No, you do not, but luckily for us, I have a plan. We’re going to need to find an Asura seed. And by we I mean you,” he told Danzen.  “Here’s what needs to happen…” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen had never heard of the Asura seed. The seeds, which were the reason for the largest trees of the Asura Forest, were held inside certain volcanic rocks that existed near the border between the woods and the Panchen Mountains. These porous volcanic rocks created the perfect environment for the seed to grow while being sheltered from probing animals and nefarious yokai. 
 
    Apparently, they were also a delicacy. 
 
    “I’ll need at least two of them,” Usagi told Danzen. “And once you have the seeds, you’re going to want to send them via the yatagarasu. Certain yokai will try to get them if not. Like I said, they’re delicious, and if it weren’t for the rocks protecting them, yokai and maybe even humans would be doing everything they could to get to the seeds. Be forewarned: you may encounter a hihi,” he said, referring to the large, monkey-like yokai that Danzen had fought before. “Hihi have hands they can use to smash the rocks. This is one reason why they’re so strong, the Asura seed.” 
 
    “I did not know that.” 
 
    Usagi rolled his eyes at Danzen’s statement. “Of course you didn’t. I’m explaining it to you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Usagi,” said Jelmay, the bakeneko now with his paws over his chest. “Pilgrim, thank you too. If you see a demon bear, and feel like killing it—” 
 
    “What are you going on about?” Usagi glared at the bakeneko. 
 
    “My demon bear hide. It’s back at the nunnery. I want it. I’m cold. It’s warm. Sorry, I’m being needy.” 
 
    “Yes, you are. You’ll be lucky to survive and here you are with requests?” Usagi shook with anger. “What the hell is wrong with you? I’ll get some furs for you, if you want. We have no shortage here. But seriously, what the hell is wrong with you bringing up the onikuma again?” 
 
    “Don’t yell at him,” said Elder Bahjee, who stood near the pair. “He’s under duress.” 
 
    Semya nodded. “It’s true, Usagi. Bakeneko like to eat when they’re stressed, and they like to be warm. It’s a proven fact. Perhaps we can give him some food too.” 
 
    “Bakeneko like to eat at all hours, and all yokai like to be warm.” 
 
    “Food would be nice,” Jelmay told the jade rabbit. “Really nice, actually. Here’s what I’d like—” 
 
    “Now you have requests? I don’t want to hear it!” Usagi hopped out from under the snow covering. He squinted up at the sky. “It will be night soon. Someone is bound to be cooking. Listen, I would say we should all hang around here and have a feast, but Jelmay—and you should really hear me out here rather than make requests—you need help in your recovery. You might not make it if we don’t find the seeds. Internal injuries can sneak up on you; the sooner we get the Asura seed, the sooner you will be on the road to recovery.” 
 
    “In that case, we’ll continue on,” Danzen said. “We’ll get the seed, Sansar can deliver it, and you can meet us in the Northern Passage once you are better.” 
 
    “You mean I’d have to walk there to meet you all?” Jelmay frowned. “Alone? That’s so far.” 
 
    “No, I could take you,” Sansar offered. “After you are better, of course.” 
 
    “I also want to check on the Fatebricks along the way,” Danzen said. “Considering the seeds are near the mountains, the abandoned temple can’t be far.” 
 
    “You are right. Semya?” Usagi turned to the female bakeneko. 
 
    “Yes, Usagi?” 
 
    “I need you to take them to the Fatebricks, then take them to the area where there are Asura seeds.” 
 
    “How did I know you were going to ask me that?” Semya shrugged. “I guess there was nothing better to do tonight.” 
 
    “What about you, Bahj?” Jelmay asked the other bakeneko. 
 
    “Yes, what about me? Part of me wants to stick around for the feast; the other part of me wants to continue on to the Northern Passage so I can eventually get back to the nunnery. The Asura Forest is not to my liking. We’ll just call it that. Bah. I guess that means I’ll be coming along too.” Elder Bahjee smiled in Danzen and Nomin’s direction. “If you’ll have me.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen had to close his eyes to follow Semya, the former assassin putting his full faith in the bakeneko. It was clear that she knew her way around the Asura Forest. With cloud coverage overhead, and the darkness of her fur, it had grown increasingly hard to keep track of her with his eyes open. 
 
    Danzen pressed on through the snow and ignored the howling wind. They crossed another stream, where Bahjee stopped to drink. The bakeneko didn’t seem to be able to see very well in the dark, but his other senses were much stronger than Danzen’s, Elder Bahjee always able to keep up. 
 
    Nomin stayed toward the back of the group while Sansar maintained a distance by flying overhead, always looking to point out any obstacles that may be in their way. As they continued in a southeasterly direction, Danzen kept his head down and tried to leave his troubled thoughts behind. He realized that some of these thoughts were nostalgic in nature, Danzen remembering his time in the Valley, in these very woods. His monastery was gone now, destroyed by Shedrup and his men. Yet the ruins were still there on the hill, the monastery waiting to be rebuilt. 
 
    Danzen could always return, even if he knew he shouldn’t. 
 
    They traveled through a region where several of the trees had fallen, which created additional obstacles in their path. The trunks were big enough that Bahjee, Nomin, and Semya were forced to climb over them, Danzen merely floating to the top. “What happened here?” Nomin asked Semya. 
 
    “Giants, but it was years ago. There are giants in the mountains.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Danzen remembered one of the early battles he’d had with a giant, the former assassin on a quest to find Dalan at Kudzu’s request. That had been his first encounter with Kudzu, the kitsune with the glittering white coat showing up at his monastery unannounced. What an adventure, what a twist he wasn’t expecting. And to think where he was now… 
 
    It wasn’t often that Danzen got inspired by the past. Danzen spent so much time processing it, stewing in what he’d done wrong, that to think of what he’d done right felt foreign. But it also felt good. It felt good to know he was advancing, that he was seizing his destiny and taking control of his life’s trajectory. Even if what he planned to do bordered on the impossible. Heaven would be rebuilt, and Danzen would play an integral part in it. 
 
    Inspired by this thought, Danzen caught up with Semya, who seemed surprised to find him directly behind her. 
 
    She let out a little yelp before she spoke: “You snuck up on me there, Pilgrim!” 
 
    “My apologies.” 
 
    “But I guess that’s what makes you a good assassin. If I ever had someone to kill, I would hire you.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Bahjee. “He’s good at that.” 
 
    Semya yawned. “In case you’re wondering, we don’t have much further to go. I assure you, the remnants have been safely looked after. Usagi might be an irritable grumpy grump at times, but this is something he truly believes in. After all”—she looked up at the darkened sky—“what is a world without heaven? Nope! Best to rebuild it and restore balance. Careful, this area has vines.” The bakeneko motioned to the snow-covered ground. “Most of them shrink in the winter, but they can still trip you up.” 
 
    Danzen and Nomin had no problem navigating the vines, which dropped from stray limbs presenting horizontal and vertical obstacles. Bahjee, however, slipped several times, the bakeneko cursing himself and the recent choices he had made by the time they came to a terraced ridge, one that Danzen recognized. It was the start of an abandoned temple, which in the snow looked like a small hill. 
 
    Danzen took the steps to the top, careful not to slip. He reached a large stone door with a crack in it. Sansar landed, and slipped into the crack. 
 
    “Everything is here,” he called back to Danzen. 
 
    Even so, Danzen used his echo to open the crack just a little wider so he could see the remnants himself. They sat on a pedestal, all five of them. There was the rosary that Nova gave him; the jewelry box that Danzen had received from the echo challenge in the sea outside of Tachibana; the claw from Sainshand; the ring from the cistern not far from Odval; and the eye from the Outer Regions. 
 
    Stronger. 
 
    In looking at the five objects, Danzen got this sense that he would need to be so much stronger for what came next, especially once he entered Diyu. His eyes dropped to the ring, which was tucked away in a small pouch. Sansar had already told him his opponents would be much more powerful in Diyu. Perhaps the ring would help him, even if he usually felt the ill effects of Sunyatic power. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Pilgrim?” asked Sansar. 
 
    “I’m thinking the ring may help me in Diyu.” 
 
    Sansar considered this carefully. “Perhaps you are right. It would certainly amplify your power there. But, as you know, wearing it is not advised.” 
 
    “Here in the mortal realm it isn’t. I haven’t tested something like this there. Do you think I should ask Nova?” 
 
    “We’re here now. You can always ask him later and I can return it. Diyu is our next step, is it not?” 
 
    Danzen reached a decision. “Let’s just keep the ring here for now. We can always get it later.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were near the Panchen Mountains, yet Danzen couldn’t see the red sky of Diyu. It was too dark, the stars nonexistent. The former assassin had his eyes closed yet again so he could better track Semya, the bakeneko surprisingly spry compared to others he had encountered. It had been a long walk, but they were almost there. 
 
    A howling wolf drew his attention. Danzen waited for the sound to pass and moved on. Always ready. This had become his life’s motto. 
 
    It was another thirty minutes until they came to a field of scattered stone, one that sat before a crumbled cliff, a high butte beyond. A twisting wind caused a few of the rocks to clack and tumble away from their natural piles. Other than that, it seemed like a quiet place, an area sheltered from the rest of the mountains by towering rock walls. 
 
    Danzen was semi-familiar with this particular region of the Panchen Mountains. There were red and orange hoodoos not far from here, and if he headed due south, he’d come to the alcove where he had once encountered his father. 
 
    “These are the rocks.” Semya gestured toward the stones. “If there is an Asura seed, it will be in one of these rocks. See this?” She motioned to a spot filled with rock debris. “That’s where the hihi have smashed the stones looking for the seeds.” 
 
    “Bloody hihi. The last thing I was hoping to encounter,” Bahjee groaned. “The last thing.” 
 
    Danzen picked up one of the volcanic stones. It was porous, yet still heavy, the rock about the size of a loaf of bread. This was one of the smaller ones. There were numerous rocks that were much larger, huge piles of them. Finding the Asura seed would be quite the task. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Nomin asked after Danzen had shattered the rock into pieces using his echo. This was a test, Danzen glad to find the porous rock broke apart fairly easily. 
 
    “There are too many of them,” he said as he looked out over the stones again. “Do you get the sense that any have anything inside?” 
 
    “No, I do not. You?” 
 
    Danzen, who still had his eyes closed, shook his head. “Nothing. I suppose the best way to start is one-by-one. I will work near the place where the yokai have already smashed rocks.” 
 
    “And I’ll keep an eye out.” 
 
    “As will I,” said Sansar, the three-legged raven taking to the air. 
 
    “I guess that leaves me to rest.” Elder Bahjee yawned. He then frowned. “I’m not going to be able to sleep with you smashing rock after rock, am I?” 
 
    “Yep. Neither of us will be able to sleep,” Semya said. 
 
    “Which is, in itself, a tragedy. After the night I’ve had, I could use the rest. I can’t remember the last time I slept. Or ate, for that matter.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t feel like reminding the bakeneko that he’d slept on the carriage ride. He knew better than having a pointless argument. Rather than say anything, Danzen stepped over to the area where the hihi smashed rocks. He started up, one rock at a time. Semya soon joined him, the bakeneko double checking that no seeds had fallen out as Danzen continued shattering the volcanic stones. 
 
    “And you know what it’ll look like?” Bahjee asked her after Danzen had been at it for about thirty minutes. 
 
    “The seeds are large and white. They stay in these rocks for years until they decide to grow. I’ve actually seen one moving before.” 
 
    “The rocks move?” 
 
    She nodded. “They grow little legs and crawl toward the forest, where they plant themselves. Or at least they used to. It’s been decades since I saw one on the move. It used to be something that happened all the time.” 
 
    “Never heard of it,” Bahjee told her, “but I’m certain it is weird. This world and its magic. Bah! All of it is beyond me. That’s why I was so happy being the elder of Verba. Now that was a peaceful, rewarding life. Ever heard of Verba?” 
 
    “The village in the north? The one by the lake?” 
 
    Bahjee smiled proudly. “That’s the one, the village by the lake. Best village in the Kishu Kingdom, even if everyone there is stone now.” 
 
    “Stone?” 
 
    As the two talked about the fate of the Verba villagers, Danzen continued floating rocks and shattering them. He did this for another several hours before he finally started to feel some strain, enough that he was ready to call it a night. 
 
    But Danzen knew that now wasn’t the time for rest, not with Jelmay’s health on the line. 
 
    He pushed on, back to breaking rocks while Semya and Elder Bahjee took shifts searching the rubble he created. The sun was coming up when the female bakeneko told Danzen to stop. “Wait. Wait! I think we found one.” She crouched, her tail hooked in the air as she dug through the rubble. “This is it. This is the seed.” Semya came up with a seed that had white tendril-like roots hanging from it. It reminded Danzen of a small wild onion. 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “Definitely.” She smelled the seed. “Nothing. No scent whatsoever. Likely a defense mechanism. If yokai could smell these, we would be able to find them more easily.” 
 
    “Good.” Danzen took a deep breath. “One more to go.” 
 
    Elder Bahjee, who had been sleeping nearby, sat up and yawned. “Put it over here, I’ll keep an eye on it.” 
 
    Semya brought the seed to the other bakeneko and placed it before him. As Danzen turned back to the stones that still needed to be broken, Elder Bahjee and Semya quietly discussed the seed and the trees that it was able to create. 
 
    Danzen shattered another stone, and another. 
 
    There had been times that Danzen had pushed his echo to the limit. Yet relying on it for several hours straight, the constant strain, was leaving him feeling weak. As bits of rocks fell to the ground, Danzen lowered his shoulders and took a deep breath. 
 
    “We are almost there. Rest, if you must.” 
 
    This voice belonged to Nomin, who stood nearby, her back to them at the moment. 
 
    “I can keep going.” 
 
    “You’ve never used your echo for this long.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “How do you think?” 
 
    A rare grin took shape on Danzen’s face. “Just one more seed. Then we rest.” 
 
    “Better to rest now and then find the next seed in the daylight. We have one. You will find the other.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. He went back to using his power to raise volcanic stones into the air and then shatter them, Semya on the lookout for more Asura seeds. 
 
    Sansar landed at one point, the raven perched on Nomin’s shoulder as she continued to watch Danzen’s back. 
 
    He began to wonder how many rocks could be in the area. Danzen felt that he should be getting to the final volcanic stones by now, yet every time he shattered one, there seemed to be more. Hundreds upon hundreds of them, thousands, even. 
 
    Danzen knew that there were seeds—he had just found one—yet he continued to feel like he would be at this forever. But then he remembered how long he had been trapped in the cistern underground, how much worse that had been. There was an end to what he was doing at the moment. With the cistern, and Danzen’s subsequent imprisonment, things could have turned out differently. 
 
    He would find the seed, they would get back to Jelmay, and they would continue onward. 
 
    The morning sun brought warmth, the clouds overhead thin, wispy and gray. The sun’s rays crested the horizon, the golden light what Danzen imagined Sunyata would be like. 
 
    He kept listening for signs of hihi, the yokai with its demented, high-pitched cackle. Yet Danzen never heard them. It was likely a good thing for the creature. While they were strong, and while he had found them troublesome in the past, hihi were no match for his current power levels. 
 
    Even if he was growing increasingly exhausted. 
 
    “There,” Semya said as Danzen shattered yet another stone. The bakeneko scrambled forward and retrieved a small Asura seed with white roots hanging from it. “The second one. You did it, Pilgrim!” 
 
    “You really were going to push yourself to the limit for Jelmay, weren’t you?” Nomin asked after she approached. 
 
    Danzen, who was now bent forward with his hands on his knees, didn’t say anything. She was right, he would do anything for Jelmay. The bakeneko had become a friend, an integral part in what Danzen was trying to accomplish. If he needed some seeds to help him in his recovery, then so be it. 
 
    The sound reached Danzen just as he stood again, his hands on his back. 
 
    “Hi-hi-hi-hi-hi!” 
 
    The hihis had arrived, just as Usagi had warned, just as Danzen had hoped they wouldn’t. 
 
    Danzen drew his sword, but not before Sansar grabbed the two seeds they had uncovered and took to the air. He would deliver them to Jelmay and Usagi. That part of what they needed to do was now accounted for. 
 
    “I figured we would have company at some point.” Danzen now faced the direction that he had last heard the maniacal noise, his sword drawn. “But it seems they are a little too late. Any chance that we can do this without bloodshed?” he asked Semya. 
 
    “Without bloodshed? Bah!” 
 
    “No,” Semya told Danzen. “There’s a reason they are banned from Osul and any other yokai gatherings.” 
 
    “Can confirm,” Bahjee said. “Blasted hihi. The worst yokai.” 
 
    “And yamachichi,” Semya added. 
 
    “And kitsune.” 
 
    The two bakeneko laughed. 
 
    Danzen and Nomin glanced up to the cliff overhead just as a pair of hihi arrived, the hairy, monkey-like yokai wild and furious. One of them hurled a large stone at them. Danzen caught it in midair with his echo and sent it off to the side. This was something that Abbot Monpo would have done, and Danzen was surprised he still had the Sunyatic strength to actually do it. It wasn’t a fair fight, but the hihi had engaged him, and if they kept it up, someone could get injured. 
 
    “Hi-hi-hi-hi-hi—!” 
 
    His Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds struck the first hihi in the chest, instantly silencing the yokai. 
 
    In returning to Danzen’s hand it pulled the hihi with it, depositing the yokai’s body in the rubble that he had created overnight. The other hihi should have turned at that point and run off, but it didn’t. Enraged by what Danzen had done, the hihi grabbed an even larger stone and attempted to fling it at him. 
 
    “Hi-hi-hi-hi-hi!” 
 
    Yet again, Danzen caught the stone midair with his echo and deposited it off to the side. 
 
    He returned fire. His Sunyatic blade struck the second hihi in the chest and yanked it down to the ground as it returned to Danzen’s hand. The creature let out a final death rattle and expired. “I was hoping we wouldn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “They may be aggressive, but they aren’t smart. Let’s get out of this area, before more show up,” Semya said. “I know a place where we can rest for a little bit before we continue on.” She motioned for them to follow her toward the east. “This way.” 
 
    “You actually want to go to the Dukha People with us?” Danzen asked her. 
 
    “Sure, why not? Someone has to keep an eye on what you are doing.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The cave they found was even closer to Diyu than Danzen had expected. Even though he knew nothing had changed about the air, he could sense the presence of his father’s home, the former assassin aware of the fact that as soon as he found the final Fatebrick in the mortal realm, he would have to cross over. 
 
    “We have gone too long without eating,” Elder Bahjee said as he dropped onto his rear. The portly bakeneko let out a miserable sigh. “Someone needs to hunt something.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Semya told him. 
 
    “I’ll be fine? When was the last time you ate, deary? It has been at least a day since I ate. No, it has been ages. Ages! Pilgrim, aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    “I am,” Danzen said just to quiet him down, “but there isn’t a lot of food around here.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? There are goats about, and all sorts of edible things. I don’t know what is exactly out there, but there has to be something. This isn’t in my area of the world. All I know is that if we don’t get some food in us, there is no way we’re going to make it to the Northern Passage. No way.” 
 
    “I can go out for something.” After Danzen placed a few of his things down, he set off, leaving Nomin and the others behind to get a fire going. 
 
    Danzen yawned as he reached an overlook, where he was able to scan several of the slot canyons below. In doing so, he realized this created a natural chokepoint for animals to go through if they wanted to reach the other side. Perhaps a goat could climb up the side wall of the canyon, but it seemed smooth to the point that this wouldn’t be a possibility. 
 
    All he had to do now was wait. 
 
    In the morning, they would set out for the Northern Passage. Perhaps by then, they would know of how Jelmay was faring. Hopefully, they wouldn’t need to get more of the seeds. Once they reached the Dukha People, Danzen would need to have a serious conversation with Sotgonn. 
 
    And he had a feeling it wasn’t going to be a normal conversation. 
 
    Danzen was nearly certain now of where the final Fatebrick of the mortal realm was hidden. Getting it was going to be a different kind of challenge. This was one reason he needed rest. A younger version of him would perhaps continue onward, trusting his own power. Now, he knew it was better to recharge. Wake up later, bend his echo, and prepare for the worst. 
 
    As time passed, he fell into the meditation of a predator, one biding its time, waiting for its prey to finally appear. An hour passed, one in which Danzen never moved. The shadow cast onto him was currently making it harder for him to be discovered, but he knew that as the sun rose he would probably need to switch spots. 
 
    Luckily, it never came to that. 
 
    As Danzen sat there waiting, his eyes trained onto the natural exit point of a slot canyon below, he saw a pair of goats skitter by. He dropped, silent as ever as he crept to the edge, where he would get a better vantage point of the two goats. Were they siblings? Upon further examination, it appeared that one was either pregnant or nursing. 
 
    Danzen knew better than to kill a mother. 
 
    Instead, he sent his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds to the air, the blade instantly connecting with the back of the other goat’s head. It pressed out the bottom of its chin, the animal dead before it knew what hit it. 
 
    While the other goat bleated and fled, Danzen floated down to retrieve his kill. 
 
    He cleaned his blade on the goat’s thick fur. Once his Sunyatic weapon was back in its scabbard, Danzen hoisted the goat onto his shoulders. From there, he followed the slot canyon to its exit, and looped back around until he reached the cave, where he found a fire going, the smell of smoke reaching his nostrils. 
 
    “I’m going to need you to clean this.” He set the goat in front of Elder Bahjee and produced one of his Astra kunai. “And careful with the knife. If you drop it, it will return to you.” 
 
    A smirk formed on Nomin’s face as the former elder of Verba village looked at Danzen in horror. “You want me to clean it? You must be kidding.” 
 
    “You know how, don’t you?” 
 
    “Seriously?” A look of dismay formed on Bahjee’s face as he glanced from Danzen to Semya. “Do I know how? It has been ages since I cleaned an animal. Ages, I tell you. Bah. They are normally cleaned for me.” 
 
    “It’s not that hard,” Nomin said, which was likely the first time she had spoken since Danzen had gone. 
 
    “Not that hard? Then why don’t you help me?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” Semya said. “And you know what? I’ll help you. He caught it, we’ll take care of the rest. And the other assassin will stand guard. That seems fair to me. Get some rest, Pilgrim.” The female bakeneko approached the goat and squatted in front of it. “And let me borrow one of your knives too. I promise to be careful with it, and I promise to save you a goat leg.” 
 
    

  

 
 
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen slept for hours. He didn’t eat with the others, the former assassin only waking up later that night, at the point when the moon was already starting the set. The bakeneko were asleep now. 
 
    Danzen approached Nomin, who sat with her legs crossed beneath her near the entrance of the cave. 
 
    “Semya saved you some food.” Nomin gestured toward the fire, which was still glowing red. The goat leg was on a stone near the fire to keep it warm, one of its sides partly charred. Danzen went for it and returned to Nomin. 
 
    “Just a few more hours before dawn.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “How’s the meat?” 
 
    “Good enough.” He took another bite. 
 
    “And you have a plan for what will happen once we reach the Dukha People?” 
 
    “No, not exactly.” Danzen told her what he thought, his suspicions. Nomin didn’t question them. She’d had her suspicions about the people as well, particularly their leader. 
 
    “So it will be a challenge?” she asked. 
 
    “I would imagine so.” 
 
    “Then so be it.” 
 
    Danzen finished his goat leg and stepped away from Nomin. He found a secluded spot, a place where he would be able to bend his echo and warm up. He started by floating stones, gradually moving on to shattering them and reforming each piece, then dissolving each rock entirely. 
 
    How could he better use the skills? Danzen had been able to accomplish some rather remarkable things in a short amount of time, especially when he had been forced to use his powers on the fly. But there had to be more. There had to be set skills that he could practice. Even if he was creative, he would likely need to be shown how to do certain things. 
 
    Perhaps Abbot Monpo would be willing to teach Danzen more. 
 
    Once Danzen finished up, he waited alongside Nomin until the yokai woke up. They set off, Danzen and his companions traveling through a wild and rugged place full of deep canyons and buttes. The jagged peaks of the buttes rose out of the ground, their surfaces sculpted by time and wind. Everything about the area seemed uneven, the ground strewn with scree and scattered pumice rocks. 
 
    Eventually, they spotted Sansar lowering toward them. Danzen lifted his arm and Sansar took his perch, the raven then transferring to his shoulder. 
 
    “What about Jelmay?” Elder Bahjee asked, a hint of concern in his voice. “And what took you so bloody long?” 
 
    “I will check on him again tomorrow, but he will be fine. I’m certain of it. Usagi has already used the seeds to make the medicine necessary to treat Jelmay’s internal injuries. There has been progress. And to answer your second question, helping Usagi is what took me so long. There were a few other items I needed to fetch from the Asura Forest. But all is well, and Jelmay is on the road to recovery.” 
 
    “Did he ever get any food?” 
 
    “Of course he did,” Semya told Elder Bahjee. 
 
    “You should have brought some for us,” the bakeneko told Sansar, which elicited a laugh from Semya. 
 
    “You just had a goat.” 
 
    “And I could always use some more. It is important to stay well-fed. Anyway, I hope we don’t have to walk all day. I am so ready to get home.” 
 
    Danzen moved ahead once Sansar took to the air again, the consummate guide as they transferred from the mountains to the Northern Passage. 
 
    The horizon was now visible again, the mountains no longer obstructing their view. There was a fresh dusting of snow on the ground; Danzen noticed the tracks of animals both big and small. Trees lining the edges of the Northern Passage were weighted down by snow, their branches curving down toward the ground. It wasn’t as cold out as it should have been, yet the air was crisp. 
 
    He liked this kind of weather. Something about it matched his soul. 
 
    Hainu eventually came, the winged wolves touching down all around them to make sure that they were allowed to travel through the Northern Passage. 
 
    “I never did like those flying dogs,” Elder Bahjee complained after they had gone. “I suppose Galzo himself wasn’t so bad, but a pack of them? All that barking and yipping? Nope, not for me. It shouldn’t be for anyone.” 
 
    Danzen watched as the winged wolves flew away. It likely wouldn’t be long until they were greeted by one of the Dukha warriors. Things could get dicey from there, but at least he would see Kudzu again, and Yato. 
 
    That would make all of this worthwhile. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen expected to be greeted by Dukha warriors, and he was right. The two men appeared on decorated reindeer, the warriors wearing thick furs, their faces obscured by woolen scarves. Without a word, mostly because they didn’t speak the same language as Danzen and the others, the two warriors led them to the Dukha encampment. 
 
    Spread at the start of a field covered in snow, the Dukha camp seemed as if it had grown since the last time Danzen had visited. There were numerous tents now, both large and small. The tents were made of wooden frames and covered in canvas and patchwork felt. Stone chimneys sticking out of the tents and yurts added smoke to the air that smelled of wood and roasted meat. It was cozy, and the homes were clearly warm. 
 
    The camp swelled into action upon the arrival of Danzen and his companions. Kudzu slipped into one of the tents and reemerged now wearing furs, the excited kitsune in her human form. By this point, Yato had already met Danzen and Nomin, the young assassin curious as to what had happened since the last time they met. 
 
    Danzen started with the attack that Loomi orchestrated on the Diyu Brotherhood that saw the death of White and Nyamdor. But it was what he told Yato next that truly had her concerned. 
 
    Her face went pale after he told her what happened in Arsi. “Soko is back? She is the woman in red?” 
 
    “She is, and yes, she’s back. My brother revived her.” 
 
    “And where’s Jelmay?” 
 
    “Injured in the fight. He is recovering. He will be here tomorrow. Now…” Danzen scanned the crowd to see Sotgonn approach, the elder of the Dukha People with his gleaming purple teeth. “Just the man I was looking for.” 
 
    “Pilgrim, you have returned.” Sotgonn spread his arms wide as if he wanted to give Danzen a hug. He lowered them once he saw that the former assassin wasn’t exactly excited to see him. “Why, is something the matter?” 
 
    “I’m just going to come out and say it. You know exactly what I’m here for.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “The Fatebricks of Sunyata. Your teeth. They are needed, and you are very well aware of that by now.” 
 
    Surprised by what Danzen had just said, Yato stepped over to his side, immediately joining the former assassin. She brought her fists back, ready to summon her gauntleted blades. It was clear that she would fight alongside him, even if it meant going up against Dukha warriors armed with Sunyatic weapons. She wasn’t the only one prepared for battle. Nomin was also ready to engage, leaving Kudzu to wonder what was going on. Luckily, the bakeneko had joined the kitsune, and the three were able to push back into the crowd to some degree, where it would be safer. 
 
    “You are challenging me?” 
 
    “If that’s what it needs to be. I have a feeling that that is what needs to happen for your people.” Danzen could speak freely due to the fact that the Dukha People didn’t understand the common tongue, only Sotgonn. It made the conversation easier, even if a few had picked up on his body language. “You can’t just give them to me, can you?” 
 
    “No, I cannot. You’ll have to kill me if you want them.” 
 
    “Are you ready to die?” 
 
    The statement brought a sad grin to Sotgonn’s face. “Am I ready to die? That is a question I haven’t fully pondered, if we’re being honest. It is a difficult question to answer. Am I ready to die? How did you know?” 
 
    Now it was Danzen’s turn to be surprised. “How did I know what?” 
 
    “I am already dying, Pilgrim. There is a cancer growing within me. Only a few know about it, and they are treating me with remnants. But it will only get worse. To be honest with you, dying like this would be a death of dignity. I am months away from deteriorating in a way that will leave me with incredible shame. Because of this, I will agree to a challenge, but I will not put up an easy fight. You realize I cannot do that, right? In defeating me, you will essentially become the leader of the Dukha People.” 
 
    “I will?” 
 
    “You will.” He grinned, his teeth shining bright with purple energy. “Now, I will explain to them that they will be free to elect their own leader, but that you will hold the teeth if you defeat me. The person that holds the teeth is the true leader of the Dukha People, and all the tribes left in the Northern Passage. And maybe that’s a good thing with the war that you plan to wage once you have collected all the Fatebricks of Sunyata.” 
 
    “How would you like to do this?” 
 
    “Tonight will be a night of ritual.” Sotgonn smiled out over his people, who had no idea what he was saying. “Tomorrow morning, we will fight in the field near here to give us plenty of space. I suspect that we are going to need a lot of room. And to be clear, I will do my best to kill you, Pilgrim. I will not back down. This will not be an easy fight, but I have a feeling you came already knowing that.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. There would always be part of him that wished things didn’t have to go this way, trial by combat, yet it was part of his life, and had been since he was a child. It was a given, something he was accustomed to. “I agree with your stipulations.” 
 
    “Good, I will explain to my people what happens next. They will not engage you in any way. A warrior’s challenge is to be expected, and its outcome is to be honored, adhered to. I wish you luck tomorrow. For the rest of the night, we need not speak of what is to come. I would like to be with my people, to be merry, and for you all to catch up with your companions and do the same. I know you have been separated from your party for only a short amount of time, but that doesn’t diminish how deep that separation can feel.” 
 
    “It will be an honor then.” 
 
    “Yes, yes it will.” Sotgonn cleared his throat and turned to address his people. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t take part in the festivities. As the Dukha People chanted and danced late into the night, as they honored Sotgonn and feasted on wild game and stored grains, he found a place outside of camp to watch the proceedings. 
 
    It felt good to be away from the crowd. It felt even better when Kudzu joined him. 
 
    “How have you been?” she asked, even though they had already spoken earlier. Still in her human form, the kitsune sat next to Danzen after dusting away some of the snow, her body pressing into his. She now had a wool blanket draped over her shoulders, which she’d wrapped around her body once. 
 
    Kudzu shivered. Danzen placed his arm around her. 
 
    “Thanks. Humans don’t have enough fur.” 
 
    “They don’t. And to answer your question, I have been fine. I missed you,” Danzen said, the words coming to him before he could think about what he was saying. Why did it matter? Why did he always maintain a barrier between the two of them? 
 
    “I missed you as well. I wish I had been clever enough to disguise myself as a nun and go with you to Sainshand. Those bakeneko. That was a smart move on Jelmay’s part.” 
 
    “It was. And he risked a lot in the end.” Danzen remembered how it had been Jelmay’s idea to take the body of Tengir Gantulga, to try to help Loomi in her fight against Soko and Nomtoi. It was proof of the bakeneko’s willingness to sacrifice it all. This was why Danzen had worked tirelessly through the night to find the Asura seeds. It was the same reason he had asked Sansar to go back for the funeral jewelry, especially considering the fact that they didn’t technically need money. 
 
    “And you think he will be here tomorrow?” Kudzu shook her head. “Listen to me, concerned about that cat. I guess he truly is one of us.” 
 
    “He is. Sansar will fly to Osul later. If Jelmay is well enough to continue, he will return with him.” 
 
    The two grew silent as the Dukha People continued their celebration. Danzen could see Yato, the young assassin trying not to enjoy herself. He could also see Nomin on the periphery, constantly on guard, oblivious to the noise and the cold. He didn’t know where Elder Bahjee and Semya were, but he imagined it was wherever there was food to be had. And there was plenty of food. 
 
    “You think you can beat him?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Danzen looked out over the tribesmen. He spotted Sotgonn, who was seated on a platform made of wood and animal hides. There were banners hanging behind him, ones decorated with horned skulls. 
 
    “I do. I did not come this far to lose. I will make it quick.” 
 
    “That’s best. And after?” 
 
    “We regroup and go to Diyu. Or I do. You don’t have to come.” 
 
    Kudzu nudged him with her shoulder. “You know I’m coming. You know I will come wherever you go.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way. To Diyu, and one day to Sunyata, we will be together.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. It was an unexpected statement from her, one that he felt like cherishing for the time being. 
 
    Neither spoke for the next hour as the festivities wound to a close. It was bitterly cold now, and by the time Kudzu stood, she could barely walk. Even so, she pushed forward, the stubborn kitsune making prints in the snow that Danzen followed on the way back to the encampment. 
 
    They found a large tent that they would share with the others. It was warm, and Yato and the two bakeneko were already asleep. Nomin was seated near the door drinking hot liquid from a cup made of bone. She didn’t say anything as Danzen entered and found the furs he would be sleeping on. While her space had originally been on the other side of the tent, Kudzu moved her furs next to Danzen. 
 
    “I’m going to try sleeping as a human in this bitter cold.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “Sometimes it’s good to challenge yourself.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    He didn’t have any dreams that night, but he did drift off thinking of the steps of the Diyu Brotherhood. He used this as a mechanism to push himself into a deep sleep as he climbed the steps, mentally counting each one, Danzen never able to reach the top, which was always obscured. 
 
    He awoke the next morning to chanting and drumming, the scent of sage in the air. Danzen found Kudzu and the others already up and moving about. Once she noticed that Danzen was awake, Nomin joined him and offered Danzen her hand. “Are you ready?” 
 
    He took it and stood. “I am.” 
 
    “Make it quick. The longer he has, the more trickery is possible.” 
 
    “He said that the warriors wouldn’t retaliate. Be ready for when that happens,” Danzen told both Yato and Nomin. “The rest of you…” He glanced over to Semya and Elder Bahjee, who were already eating something. From there he looked up to Kudzu, who paced nervously back and forth. She stopped and looked at Danzen. “Be prepared to disappear.” 
 
    “Disappear?” she asked. 
 
    “Just in case. Be ready.” 
 
    “Bah, I’m not worried about them.” Elder Bahjee licked one of his claws and snorted. “They will do the honorable thing, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Danzen hoped this was the case. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The stage was set. 
 
    Danzen and Sotgonn stood in a snowy field about half a mile away from the Dukha encampment. The Dukha warriors surrounded them, as did Danzen’s companions. The challenge was set to begin. 
 
    Danzen had his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds and his Astra kunai. That was it. He had left his gauntleted blades, Nomin’s sword, and the Blade of Darkness back at the camp. It was best to go light. 
 
    The former assassin was just taking his position across from Sotgonn when the leader of the Dukha People squinted up at the gray sky. “I believe something is coming this way.” 
 
    Danzen turned to see a large bird moving in their direction, one that appeared to be carrying a man. It took Sansar another minute or so to reach them. Once he did, Jelmay immediately jumped to the ground and shook his arms out. 
 
    “Whew, that was rough!” said the bakeneko. He instantly morphed back to his cat body, which elicited whispers and chatter from a few of the Dukha People who knew him. Some of the children waved. 
 
    Kudzu approached the bakeneko. “Have you recovered?” 
 
    He scratched his belly. “I’ve been better. But I should be back to my normal self in another day or so. Why? Were you worried?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “The seeds worked, by the way, in case anyone else was worried.” His ears lowered. “Were none of you worried?” 
 
    None of his companions responded to his question. Bahjee, who was gnawing on a rib, tossed it over his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re lucky that Pilgrim was able to find the seeds.” 
 
    “That I am, Fox, that I am.” Jelmay took a look around and saw that everyone, aside from the children that were staring at him, seemed tense. “That’s right, a fight is about to begin. In that case, I think I’ll just take a few big steps back.” 
 
    Sotgonn rose into the air. “There is no need for that. We will engage each other away from the crowd. Come, Pilgrim.” 
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Sotgonn floated further to the east, Danzen joining him, albeit on foot. He didn’t want to waste any of his power. 
 
    Once the crowd was behind them, Danzen placed his hand on the hilt of the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. He drew it, and in doing so sparked his echo, power rippling around him. He focused on Sotgonn, who hovered about twenty feet away from him. 
 
    “I do hope you are ready for this,” said the older man, who now wore ceremonial robes that were purple with strips of green hanging from the hems. “It has been an honor.” 
 
    “That it has,” Danzen told him. 
 
    It troubled him that Sotgonn didn’t have a weapon. Danzen knew a cultivator at his level would be able to do incredible things, so he wasn’t surprised when he saw Sotgonn’s aura quadruple in size. It was the same thing that Abbot Monpo had done. 
 
    The purple energy replicant charged toward Danzen, the snow sizzling, the ground splitting with each blistering step. Danzen jumped into the air, just as the energy being tried to attack him with a bladed arm. 
 
    He landed on a patch of ice and slipped. Danzen used his echo to spring forward, avoiding another slash. 
 
    The replicant’s energy blade came too fast. Danzen brought his sword up and was able to block the Sunyatic attack. It was boiling hot. Danzen could feel the heat. Not only that, it was bright, Danzen no longer able to see. 
 
    Luckily, Danzen could still see with his eyes closed. 
 
    To give himself some distance, some thinking space, Danzen bolted away from Sotgonn, the former assassin leaving deep prints in the snow. 
 
    He jumped into the air, swiveled, and flung his blade toward the elderly man. Sotgonn managed to offset the sword’s trajectory through another blast of Sunyatic power. Danzen’s weapon flipped off to the side. It landed in the snow and immediately shot back to his hand, the grip cold and wet. 
 
    Sotgonn’s energy replica tried again. Danzen wasn’t going to be able to stop it, so he simply tried to get ahead of it. After his experience breaking the volcanic rock, Danzen knew that using one’s echo for an extended period of time was draining. He could outrun his assailant for now, and in doing so, Danzen could try to get closer to Sotgonn. 
 
    All that was going to take was one slip-up from the older man. 
 
    Danzen was thrown backward when a pillar of Sunyatic energy burst out of the ground. 
 
    He had instinctively cut at it, which was why he wasn’t completely ripped in half. 
 
    Now on one knee, gritting his teeth and glaring up at Sotgonn, Danzen realized it was time to try something else. He wasn’t going to be able to get close to him. Not with attacks like that, but he could keep up the pressure through his Astra kunai. 
 
    As he ran in the opposite direction of Sotgonn’s energy replicant, Danzen drew all three of his kunai. He hovered them in a halo above his head and turned to address the incoming energy replicant. 
 
    It slammed both bladed arms into the ground; Danzen took to the sky yet again. He zipped over it, his sword at the ready. 
 
    Another pillar of energy seared toward him. 
 
    Danzen blocked it, the flash blinding. At the same time, he used his Sunyatic power to send one of his kunai toward Sotgonn. 
 
    His throwing dagger connected. 
 
    Sotgonn pulled it out of his shoulder and tossed it away. Unbeknownst to the Dukha elder, Danzen’s kunai was still under his control. It came at him again as Danzen dodged another attack from Sotgonn’s replicant. This time, his blade cut across the side of Sotgonn’s other arm as he mistakenly batted it away. 
 
    It had been the first time that he’d been able to float an object at such an incredible distance. 
 
    Danzen was just reaching a point where he could send his other two kunai forward when the ground shifted beneath him. He fell into a crack caused by the energy replicant’s latest attack. Danzen managed to catch himself with one hand. He shot up into the air just as the replicant came in for a finishing maneuver, one that could have sent the former assassin to an early grave. 
 
    He looked back to Sotgonn, who was hunched over now, bleeding. He expected the older man to have an angry look on his face, to be filled with rage, yet he looked peaceful. His was the face of a man who had accepted his fate for what it was. 
 
    Danzen could learn something from that. 
 
    The last thing Danzen remembered as he charged toward Sotgonn was blood on the snow, the bright crimson a stark contrast to the glittering white. It was so jarring, so blatant, so unnecessary. 
 
    Another pillar lifted, yet Danzen was already beyond it, moving faster than he ever had, his movement propelled by his echo. He reached Sotgonn as whip-like Sunyatic appendages dropped from the older man’s arms. 
 
    These were harder to dodge, Danzen yet again backpedaling, trying to avoid the energy replicant and Sotgonn’s new whip attack. Danzen attempted to end the fight by firing his three Astra kunai at the Dukha leader all at once. 
 
    The older man was able to block them with his Sunyatic tendrils. 
 
    Danzen slid toward him, kicking up snow. He used his momentum to launch himself into the air and landed directly in front of Sotgonn. 
 
    A horizontal cross-slash brought the man to his knees. 
 
    With this insanely timed strike, Sotgonn’s tendrils ceased to exist. His energy replicant fell, creating a small crater. 
 
    Danzen had done it. As quickly as it had begun, it was now nearly finished. 
 
    Back on his feet, Danzen slipped behind the leader of the Dukha People, his kunai dropping to the snow around the pair. Danzen placed his hand under Sotgonn’s chin and brought his sword to his throat. 
 
    “Sunyata’s blessings,” Sotgonn whispered. 
 
    “Sunyata’s blessings.” Danzen finished the job as swiftly as possible, blood spritzing the snow in front of the two. 
 
    Rather than let Sotgonn’s body drop, he lowered it respectfully. Oblivious to his surroundings and the pool of crimson now forming around Sotgonn’s head, Danzen placed the older man on his back. He crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    The leader of the Dukha People turned his head to the side, and sighed deeply, releasing his Sunyatic teeth. 
 
    The teeth fell into the snow amidst grit and blood. 
 
    Danzen picked them up and placed the last Fatebrick of the mortal realm in the front pocket of his robes as the Dukha warriors cautiously approached. 
 
    The warriors had their weapons drawn; Danzen braced himself for an attack. 
 
    He saw Nomin and Yato already moving in to flank them.  They would have to act quickly. 
 
    Yet the Dukha warriors never engaged Danzen. 
 
    Instead, they each sheathed their weapons and dropped to their knees, the warriors bowing their heads to the former assassin. He looked around, and as he did the man that Sotgonn had chosen to be his replacement stepped forward. Like Sotgonn, he was an older fellow, yet shorter, with blazing blue eyes. Sansar was with the man, now perched on his shoulder. 
 
    “Pilgrim, meet Rimyo,” the three-legged raven announced. “The new voice of the Dukha People.” 
 
    Danzen stood. 
 
    He retrieved the set of Sunyatic teeth from his pocket and held them in the air, ignoring the pain, the power of the Fatebrick in his hands. 
 
    Danzen roared, and those around him stood and roared as well, all with their fists in the air. 
 
    It was a message to Diyu, to his father, and his nefarious brother. 
 
    Balance would be restored. 
 
    Danzen was coming. He would not yield. 
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