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    Pilgrim Recap 
 
    (Contains spoilers!) 
 
    Note: for recap of books 1-4, refer to the front matter in Pilgrim books 4-7. 
 
      
 
    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 Thulma. 
 
    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 had 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 sin 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. 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 Danzen’s ability 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 ruin deep within the forest. They leave the Fatebricks there, 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 monstrous 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. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Book Seven 
 
      
 
    To honor Soko, Danzen plans to bury the assassin at a cemetery used by people from the Diyu Brotherhood in Sainshand. While digging the hole, a yokai known as a kasha steals Soko’s sword. While pursuing the kasha, Danzen and his companions discovered the Fatebrick said to be in the mountains outside of Sainshand. Danzen and Yoko get the Fatebrick and later kill the kasha, who has a stash of funeral jewelry and remnants. 
 
    They head back to Sainshand, where Danzen does some investigation into White’s whereabouts. He learns that the final Butterfly of Arsi is named Loomi, and that she is also pursuing White and the Evil known as Nyamdor. Along the way to Bahlingar, Danzen and his group are ambushed by an assassin with Sunyatic arrows. Nomin recognizes her as one part of a trio of archer assassins. They reach Bahlingar to pursue the archer’s companions and are confronted by Loomi. She wants Danzen to join forces with her in pursuit of White and Nyamdor. Danzen declines, and a fight ensues. 
 
    At the conclusion of the fight, Loomi uses Yato as a shield to block Danzen’s sword. She leaves and Danzen calls upon his father’s help to heal Yato. Tengir Gantulga agrees to help if Danzen will handle something for him. He sends the former assassin after an oni in the nearby mountains, giving Danzen a deadline or Yato dies. Danzen completes the quest and his father allows Yato to live. 
 
    Danzen and his group journey outside of Odval to find another Fatebrick. Along the way, they encounter a group of hunters who lead them to abandoned ruins. Upon exploring the rooms, Danzen and Nomin discover an old cistern. Entering it, Danzen journeys deep into the ground where he fights a temple guardian and discovers another cistern, one that presents a challenge for the Fatebrick. For two days, Danzen is stuck in a void. If he falls asleep, he loses the challenge and will be stuck there for eternity. If he wins, he will receive the Fatebrick. Danzen manages to stay awake by reliving his past. For his efforts, he is given the Fatebrick and rejoins Nomin. They journey back to the others with plans to go to Odval to find the other two archers. 
 
    Once in Odval, Danzen, Nomin, and Yato kill the two archers, who have abused remnants to the point that Danzen’s power doesn’t work on them. Before they kill them, they learn that a woman in a horned mask wearing red is the one who sent them. None of them have heard of her before. They continue on to Danzen’s mother’s nunnery where they catch Abbot Monpo and Menya up on the Fatebrick by introducing them to Nova the fallen angel and Timbero, the large wolf known as a raiju. 
 
    Alongside Abbot Monpo, Danzen, Kudzu, and Sansar continue on to the Outer Regions, where they hope to break bread with the Sundiyu Sect. They fail in this regard and end up fighting Kanjen, the Sect’s leader, and killing him.  
 
    They reach another ruin, where they discover a hidden door that leads to a pocket realm where they find two glowing red suns, which Abbot Monpo says is reminiscent of Sunyata. They retrieve the Fatebrick and return to find yokai have surrounded them. They are greeted by the new leader of the Sundiyu Sect, Olar. He wants to make a truce. 
 
    They join Olar at a yokai village and explain what is happening. Danzen is visited yet again by his father, who gives them another assignment. Tengir Gantulga wants Danzen to kill a man named Raif and capture a bull. To help them, Sansar flies back to the nunnery and gets Nomin. Together, along with Olar, Kudzu, and Abbot Monpo, they’re able to complete the task for Danzen’s father. 
 
    After parting ways with Olar, Danzen and his companions return to the nunnery where they find that Loomi has taken everyone hostage. She demands Danzen go to Sainshand with her to kill White and Nyamdor. Danzen agrees, and they are joined by two young nuns who are actually Jelmay and Elder Bahjee in disguise. After learning more about Loomi’s troubled past, they assault the Diyu Brotherhood and are able to kill White and Nyamdor. In the subsequent fight, it appears as if Loomi has died as well. 
 
    Danzen and Nomin escape to Sainshand and meet up with Jelmay and Elder Bahjee. Together, the group heads to Arsi with the goal of going through the Asura Forest so they can get to the Northern Passage, where they can meet the others. Danzen also suspects that the Dukha People know where the final Fatebrick in the mortal realm is located.  
 
    In Arsi, they encounter Soko, who turns out to be the woman in red wearing a horned mask. Soko is now a demon, one rearing to fight. Nomtoi appears as well, as does Loomi, who has yet to die. Jelmay gets injured by taking Tengir Gantulga’s form and using it to distract Nomtoi. Loomi is then killed by Nomtoi, who leaves Soko to deal with Danzen.  
 
    Rather than attack them, Soko wants to know if it is true that Danzen planned to kill her. He admits that this was the case. She doesn’t know what to do, so she leaves, telling him that she will find him later. 
 
    With Jelmay injured, they rush to the Asura Forest where Usagi hatches a plan to heal the bakeneko. He asks for Danzen, Nomin, and Elder Bahjee to get a seed that grows in the Panchen Mountains. Usagi sends the female bakeneko named Semya as their guide. They are able to locate the seed, and once they send it off to Jelmay and Usagi, they continue on to the Northern Passage.  
 
    Danzen confronts Sotgonn, the leader of the Dukha People. The older man reveals that he is dying, but he can’t just give Danzen the final Fatebrick, which happens to be his Sunyatic teeth. Danzen must fight him. After an incredible battle, Danzen is able to finally kill Sotgonn and retrieves the fifth Fatebrick of Sunyata. There are three more in Diyu. Rather than head straight to the border, he plans to head to the north to meet Olar, who says that there is a raiju there guarding something, likely a passageway. This raiju happens to be Timbero’s brother. 
 
      
 
    The world 
 
      
 
    Most of Pilgrim takes place in Kishu Kingdom after heaven itself, known as Sunyata, has collapsed, leaving only the mortal world and hell, Diyu. When Sunyata fell three hundred years ago, its power was cast across the world in various remnants, and in every person alive at the time, which has extended to later generations. The remnants have since been used to forge weapons, as charms, and consumed by some to grant them incredible yet dangerous powers. Religious practices have sprung up around cultivating the Sunyata remnants inherent in every person, passed down through the generations. Doing so is known as ‘bending one’s echo.’ 
 
    The furthest city that is officially part of the kingdom is the eastern Suja Village, which is divided into three districts and tucked away in Genshin Valley, next to the Panchen Mountains, which separate the mortal world from Diyu. Moving west would lead one to Chutham, and then the Tudan outpost, the Door of the Valley, which is the gateway to Arsi and the rest of the world. Cut in half by the Sakai River, Arsi is arguably the most populous city of Kishu Kingdom due to the industries it has built upon trade. To the west of Arsi is Sainshand, which is where the Diyu Brotherhood’s main training academy is located, tucked into the Mount Laksh range. North of Arsi is Bahlingar, and further north is the village of Odval, followed by a famous nunnery that separates Kishu Kingdom from what is known as the Outer Regions.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Echo Cultivation System 
 
    [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 the 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. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Part One 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The finest snow Danzen Raja could remember seeing in ages fell in thick sheets, the Northern Passage completely white by sunset. He could hear its continued fall overnight as he slept in a cave that Jelmay had located, Danzen and his group in a space much too small for a party of their size. 
 
    They were heading somewhere remote, and while there were ways for Danzen and his companions to travel quickly—Sansar flying some of them, and a couple floating themselves—they had opted to take their time. There was something about heading somewhere on foot that Danzen liked, a chance to clear his head. 
 
    In the past, Danzen had used these opportunities to avoid the world. Rather than take the carriage from Arsi to Bahlingar, Danzen would often go by foot, which took several days. The roads between the cities were usually quiet, but sometimes there would be encounters along the way.  
 
    The bandits that recognized his power and assumed he was part of the Diyu Brotherhood fled when they caught sight of the former assassin. 
 
    Others weren’t so smart, and they paid for their lack of intelligence with their lives. 
 
    Danzen didn’t enjoy killing bandits and cutthroats.  
 
    It wasn’t really in his nature to go after someone who he wasn’t contracted to kill, but he had little time for highway robbery.  
 
    As he listened to the light sound of snowfall, Danzen remembered some of the bandits that he had killed, their bodies later buried. He wasn’t the type to just leave them to rot. If Danzen could bury them, he would. Others, he would drag deep into the forest to allow the animals—and yokai, though he was unaware that they actually existed at the time—to feast. 
 
    But most times, no one bothered him. Who in their right mind would? He was a formidable force to encounter on the road, Danzen dressed in dark robes, a boomerang sword at his side, often with just a single bag with him.  
 
    People knew. And he was glad that they did. 
 
    But all that seemed so far from where Danzen currently was, east of the middle of nowhere, surrounded by nothing but nature and on his way to the gates of hell itself. 
 
    There were other ways to enter Diyu to collect the final three Fatebricks.  
 
    Danzen could simply go through the mountain pass beyond Suja Village, past the Tavern at the Edge of the World. According to what Sansar had told them, these entrances were monitored, even if it didn’t seem like anyone was there. That was an issue, especially for Danzen and his companions. 
 
    The Fatebricks of Sunyata, the pieces created by Isoda Fatebrick and capable of rebuilding heaven, were still out there. Three of them, anyway. They had already collected the rosary, a jewelry box, a claw, a ring, an eye, and teeth, all of which were now hidden away in the Asura Forest. 
 
    The other three, according to the projection map, were in Diyu. Danzen didn’t want his half-brother to find out that he was coming for them. He knew his father would know, at least he assumed Tengir Gantulga would be aware of his son entering Diyu, but Danzen felt that he would be able to deal with that when the time came. 
 
    Nomtoi was different. Nomtoi would attack, and he would be stronger in Diyu. Danzen was certain of it. 
 
    Bending his echo, cultivating power, trying to push himself to the next level—this had been Danzen’s goal since learning more about the power of Sunyata, how it resided within him after the fall of heaven. He was aware that he could get stronger. Yet he had reached the Crystal Divinator rank, which meant that there were only three titles for him to advance—Diamond, Golden, and Soul. This was likely as close as Danzen would get to peak power; he felt time was running out even if there wasn’t a clock ticking in front of him. His father could live forever for all Danzen knew. Yet he had this notion that things were about to change quickly, that he needed to collect these three remaining Fatebricks now. 
 
    Going through the front gate wasn’t on the table. This left another option, one that Danzen understood came with certain risks. 
 
    Timbero had a brother who was rumored to have gone mad. Danzen could only imagine the kind of trouble a six-legged wolf that towered over anything in the vicinity would bring. But it was worth the effort. Timbero’s brother, who was named Rodekh, was also said to protect a hidden passage into Diyu. 
 
    And that was the plan. Find Timbero’s brother, which shouldn’t be hard considering his sheer size and presence, and use the hidden passageway from there to enter Diyu as clandestinely as possible. 
 
    But first, training. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Yato stood across from Danzen, her gauntleted blades at the ready. They both had bent their echo for about an hour, hovering stones and performing other feats. This was the warmup, to prepare them for whatever was about to play out. 
 
    Danzen had his Astra kunai with him. He also carried his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. His other weapons were back with the others, at the camp just over the ridge. 
 
    “Mind the snow,” he reminded Yato as she approached. 
 
    The younger assassin huffed a response. Her black hair was tied back, and she wore a leather cap she had picked up from the Dukha people, one lined in fur, which covered the tops of her ears. Her cheeks were red from the cold. Danzen’s were not. Even though he was clad in robes given to them by the Dukha people to keep warm, Danzen didn’t need them.  
 
    He could see his breath, he knew it was cold, yet he felt warm. This was due to his demon blood, the power that coursed and cursed through him. 
 
    Yato moved in.  
 
    Danzen sent his sword forward and she leapt into the air, floating from that point forward. He kept his blade out for just a moment, watching as Yato reached her foot down, pressed off the flat side of his sword, and flipped over Danzen. 
 
    He swiveled, and the two brought their weapons together—klank!—which created a sparking explosion of Sunyatic power. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to try that,” she said, referring to how she had stepped on his sword as he had extended it in front of his body. 
 
    “Mind the snow.” 
 
    Silence fell over the two as they moved through strikes, the sounds of their robes beating in the cold, their blades, their grunts, and their footwork creating a cadence Danzen was all too familiar with.  
 
    He leaped back and sent his Astra kunai forward, the three blades scissoring around Yato. 
 
     They pulled back like ravenous butterflies, hovering, awaiting instruction. 
 
    Yato let out a visible breath. Danzen’s daggers returned to him. 
 
    The clash started up again. This time Yato went for a series of swift kicks, ones that came within inches of landing. Danzen could feel her power. He could also feel his aura, the strength that he had worked so hard to cultivate. 
 
    It was invigorating.  
 
    Soon, Yato removed her fur hat. She spun into a fury of attacks, and attempted a strike that sailed right in front of Danzen’s face. He pressed back. Yato slipped and fell. 
 
    Danzen sheathed his sword and offered her his hand. 
 
    Yato took it, and swallowed the embarrassment on her face. 
 
    “Again,” Danzen told her. He stepped away from Yato and settled his breath. He could feel his power pulsing within. “Try it again.” 
 
    She picked up pace and went for the same spinning maneuver. This time, she didn’t slip upon landing or strike. Yato followed through, and actually used the snow to her advantage by kicking a clump of it at Danzen. The particles of snow stopped in the air and floated for a moment, Danzen concentrating so hard that he had to hunch forward just a bit, his teeth gritted. 
 
    He had controlled snow before. But to stop it the way that he had, with so many small grains, in the movement of a battle, was something entirely new. He released his control over the snow and it scattered to the ground. 
 
    Yato noticed this. “You continue to impress.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You have to be the best to do what you plan to do.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything.  
 
    Yato elaborated on her thoughts: “I know I’m the youngest one around here, but I understand the implications. I understand the sacrifice you are making. What you are up against, and what may happen if you succeed.” 
 
    “What we are up against.” Danzen brought his sword up. “Again, and focus on your echo.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and Yato returned to the camp to find Jelmay, Kudzu, and Semya seated around a fire. Nomin was still in her tent, and Sansar was currently scanning the area. 
 
    “About time,” Semya said, the female bakeneko with a big grin on her face. She leaned back, yawned, and drummed her paws on her belly. “I was getting ready for a second breakfast.” 
 
    “Leave some meat for the assassins,” Jelmay said as he went ahead and took a rib off a flat rock they were using as a plate.  
 
    Kudzu started to laugh. “You never surprise me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the bakeneko asked as he gnawed at the rib. 
 
    “If I have to explain it to you, it isn’t worth saying.” 
 
    “I had already planned to eat this rib.” Jelmay finished stripping the meat from the bone and tossed it to the ground. He shrugged, which forced the hood of his demon bear hide off his head. His ears perked up and settled. Like Semya, Jelmay was in his cat form, his fur looking extra fluffy at the moment. 
 
    Kudzu, who had been in her fox form ever since the snow had started up, turned to Danzen. “How was bending your echo?” 
 
    “It was good. She is getting better. Eat,” he told Yato. “We have a long journey ahead of us.” 
 
    Danzen prepared his things. He equipped his gauntleted blades and made sure he had everything, including the projection map. They set off, Danzen at the front and following Sansar, who continued to glide through the air above them, the three-legged raven always the lookout. Kudzu kept up with Danzen and Yato, followed by Nomin and the two bakeneko, who bickered incessantly.  
 
    “I wish they would shut up,” Kudzu told Danzen. 
 
    “They are just nervous.” 
 
    “What is there to be nervous about any longer? We have literally been to hell and back multiple times and are going there again. What else could there be?” 
 
    Danzen thought of some of the horrific things he’d seen over the years. “There could always be more.” 
 
    Being injured and dying was hell, but torture, torture was something else. Several scenarios Danzen had been part of flashed across his mind’s eye, his most recent being when he was forced to stay awake in the underground cistern. Most people would have broken, and it would have ultimately cost them their lives. 
 
    Somehow, he had persevered.  
 
    He never revealed what he was thinking to Kudzu. Danzen knew she was nervous herself. He could tell by the way that her ears kept flitting back, the kitsune jumpy. Instead of saying anything, he listened to her talk. She spoke of the past, of summers that had come and gone. She spoke to gloss over what she was truly feeling. 
 
    “And now I’m here,” Kudzu finally said. “Sometimes it’s still hard to come to grips with that.” 
 
    “You have been to hell and back,” he told her. “You’re strong.” 
 
    “No, you’re strong. But I play my part.” 
 
    “I remember when you first appeared at the monastery.” 
 
    “I remember that too.” 
 
    Danzen stopped as a bolt of lightning struck the ground a few miles ahead. He could see the mountains, and the red sky of Diyu on the horizon. They were close.  
 
    Jelmay caught up with them. “That is our wolf’s brother, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Send our wolf ahead,” Semya said. “If it’s his brother, he can deal with them. Seems to me like this could easily be a family affair.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you’re with us, no offense,” Jelmay told her. 
 
    “I was instructed by Usagi to accompany you to the border and make sure that you get to where you need to go. Will I be going to Diyu? Absolutely not. But I’ll at least make sure you all get there.” She yawned. “If we’re being honest, I think you’re close enough for me to confirm that you’ll get there one way or another.” 
 
    “We haven’t made it to the border yet, and those were Usagi’s orders according to you. Back me up, Blind Pilgrim,” Jelmay told Nomin. 
 
    “I don’t care what she does. We have a mission.” 
 
    Jelmay laughed at Nomin’s bluntness. “You really are my favorite of the group. No, Kudzu is when she gets angry. No, Pilgrim is. No, actually, Lady Pilgrim is. I like her the best.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Yato said as she approached Jelmay. “Why are we stopping exactly?” 
 
    “I stopped because Pilgrim stopped. He stopped because there was lightning.” 
 
    “It’s from a raiju,” Kudzu said. “It’s easy to see that.” 
 
    “Should we summon him?” Danzen asked, referring to Timbero. 
 
    Sansar swooped down close enough for them to hear him. “It’s not looking good up there.” 
 
    “You think?” Jelmay said, his whiskers suddenly on edge. “I have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “Don’t be a scaredy cat.” 
 
    He glared at Kudzu. “Being scared and being smart are two different things. A giant electric wolf cast down from heaven itself and entirely capable of swallowing you whole is not something to take lightly. Remember how scary Timbero was when we first found him?” 
 
    “Let’s bring him here now.” Danzen summoned the raiju. A low rumble was followed by the swift appearance of the towering wolf. Timbero stood before them now, his hair pressed back, sparks of lightning playing in his eyes. 
 
    Timbero’s lips curled back into a growl. “My brother is near.” 
 
    “We need to know how to get to Diyu undetected,” Danzen told the wolf. The others had pressed behind him aside from Nomin, the group clearly intimidated by Timbero’s dominating stature. “Your brother knows the way.” 
 
    “Where’s Nova?” Jelmay asked, referring to the fallen angel that often accompanied Timbero. 
 
    “He is with me. You do not see him.” Timbero turned his head to the horizon and his nostrils flared. “I will deal with Rodekh. I suggest you all stay here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen raced after Timbero, dead set on watching what was set to happen next. Yato was able to keep up with him using her hovering power and Sansar flew directly beside him, the rest trailing far behind. The three traveled over a few snow-covered hills and came to a complete stop, Danzen having to stick his arm out to prevent Yato from getting any closer. 
 
    Timbero and Rodekh stood across from one another, the wolves growling, lightning tracing up around their bodies and sparking at the tips of their tails. Timbero was strained to the point that pulsing veins had appeared on the side of his head near his eyes. His brother was no different, Rodekh even larger, more opposing, and seemingly angrier. 
 
    Sansar landed on Danzen’s shoulder. “I can get closer and see what they have to say.” 
 
    Danzen considered this. Sansar was often their guide, and while he could enlarge his form and use Sunyatic powers, Danzen knew that the raven could get caught in the crossfire if he wasn’t careful.  
 
    He didn’t want Sansar to get eaten. 
 
    “Stay here. Let them talk.” 
 
    The wolves approached one another, both baring their teeth, saliva dripping from Rodekh’s chin. Rodekh was a full head taller than Timbero, his fur a dark brown and matted. He looked dirty, especially next to Timbero, whose slick black hair was clean and rose in ridges off his body. 
 
    For a moment, it seemed like they had come to some sort of understanding. Rodekh even backed off. But then he produced his teeth again and gnashed them, his ears flitted back, eyes full of pent-up rage. 
 
    Timbero was the first to bite.  
 
    He came at his brother hard and managed to grab him by the neck. Rodekh scrambled out of his grip and bit back, his attack missing. Timbero struck Rodekh with a bolt of purple lightning. It was enough energy to kill even the largest opponent, yet Rodekh shrugged it off. 
 
    Rodekh conjured spheres of lightning that circled around his brother. They pulsed as the two went at it again. He managed to flip Timbero onto his back and the hovering electric spheres all released their power at once.  
 
    A swell of energy buzzed out over the landscape; Danzen could feel the aftershock as it passed. The strike seemed much stronger than the one Timbero had performed earlier. It caused the raiju to twitch and struggle for a moment to get to his feet. 
 
    Now on the attack, Rodekh seized this opportunity to latch on to his brother’s neck. He clamped down harder and began to twist his head. 
 
    The two kicked up snow as they struggled. Timbero managed to free himself and hit his brother with a bolt of lightning that sent Rodekh into a large boulder. 
 
    Danzen drew his sword. 
 
    “You aren’t serious,” Sansar said. 
 
    “He’ll kill him. We need Timbero—” 
 
    A flash of white and purple sent a mushroom cloud of power trailing over the landscape. It was strong enough for Danzen to feel it deep in his chest, causing him to stagger backward. He instinctively got in front of Yato and drew his sword as the dust cleared. 
 
    Nova now hovered above the two wolves, his wings draping low, the fallen angel seemingly relaxed. 
 
    Nova gestured toward Danzen and the others. He then spoke to Rodekh for a moment, the wolf finally easing up. The beast sat, bowed his head, and let out a large puff of air.  
 
    From the distance, it appeared as if Nova had momentarily tamed him. Danzen hoped this was the case.  
 
    The others reached the three assassins, Jelmay the only one sucking in deep breaths as if he had just run a marathon. 
 
    “Someone got that wolf under control. Good,” the bakeneko said as he continued to pant. “I was starting to think we were going to have to fight it.” 
 
    Kudzu laughed. “We?” 
 
    “I can turn into a raiju too, you know.” Jelmay tossed his demon bear hide off and dropped his bag and his weapon. His fur turned darker and his snout elongated as tufts of white hair grew from his ears. His transformation was certainly lycanthropic, but he also simply looked like a bipedal overweight wolf pup. 
 
    Semya shook her head incredulously. “You really had to go there, didn’t you?” 
 
    Jelmay snapped his teeth. “Someone did.” 
 
    “This is serious,” Kudzu said, who could barely hide the laughter in her voice. “Stop it!” 
 
    “Dare me to go down there like this?” He turned around, letting them see his little tail. 
 
    Rather than put up with any more of their antics, Danzen started off toward Nova and the two wolves. He truly enjoyed the company of his companions, and he thought Jelmay’s transformation looked humorous, but the former assassin knew that now wasn’t the time for jokes. He was quickly joined by Nomin and Yato. 
 
    “That Jelmay,” Yato said. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The three assassins came upon Nova, Timbero, and Rodekh, who were still deep in conversation. 
 
    “It was my duty,” Rodekh was saying, his voice low and booming like his brother’s, but with a bit of grit in it. “After the Fall of Sunyata… it was my fault… it was our fault…” 
 
    “It wasn’t our fault,” Timbero said. “I’ve had to accept this as well. But there is a solution and we are working on it. And for that, we need to enter Diyu.” 
 
    “The gate is sealed. When I first began protecting it—” 
 
    “Why were you protecting a gate to Diyu in the first place?” Jelmay asked as he walked up, the bakeneko still in his chubby wolf form. 
 
    “You mock us?” Timbero asked. 
 
    Rodekh growled at the bakeneko, the sound rumbling the ground beneath his feet. 
 
    Nova turned to the bakeneko and looked at him like he had lost his mind. 
 
    Jelmay shrugged off the fallen angel’s scrutinizing gaze. “Well?” he asked Rodekh. “If you’re from Sunyata, why are you protecting a gateway to hell? Did you already explain this?” 
 
    The wolf grunted. “The gateway is sealed and has been since the fall.” 
 
    “So you’re protecting a gateway that can’t easily be opened. Am I understanding this correctly?” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    “I mean, that sort of makes sense. But not really.” 
 
    “It is to prevent more contact between Diyu and the mortal realm,” Nova said. “The entrance beyond the Genshin Valley can only be crossed in a single direction. However, this gateway, once open, serves both sides unless it is closed. Because of this, it was sealed. And it makes sense that you would be protecting it,” he told Rodekh. “You have done well, old friend. Someone needed to guard it.” 
 
    “It was to prevent unnecessary crusades. We have already lost.” Rodekh lowered his head. “There is no Sunyata, and the only evidence of its former power are remnants scattered across the kingdom.” 
 
    “We have not lost yet. There are still the Fatebricks.” 
 
    “Isoda Fatebrick?” the wolf asked Nova. 
 
    “Precisely. He created these profound relics and scattered them. When brought together, their reunion will create the spark necessary for Sunyata to return. I suppose now that we have collected six, it is time to tell you all what to expect.” The fallen angel turned to Danzen. “I’ll admit, I’ve been holding back so we do not get our hopes up. The final three won’t be as easy to come by, and I suspect if you all survive Diyu and return, it will only get harder as you race to unite the three pieces with their counterparts. This is why I have been holding this information back. I knew it would be harder, and I didn’t want to put the pressure on. But it is time, I believe.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just bring them to us once we get the rest?” Semya asked. “We can send the raven to get them.” 
 
    Nova shook his head. “In the wrong hands, the power of these incredible objects will prove beyond troublesome. There is still a balance even if Sunyata is gone. Diyu, or those with the mindset of Diyu’s worst, would use these objects to completely ruin the mortal plane, creating one realm. If you brought them with you, that would increase the chance that the wrong people would be able to use them. It’s better to travel light.” 
 
    “What haven’t you been telling us?” Jelmay asked Nova, which was also a question at the back of Danzen’s mind. 
 
    “The person or yokai who unites these objects will become the ruler of Sunyata.” Noah waited a moment for his statement to sink in. “Once the Fatebricks are brought together, the objects will create a spark, a recharging event that must be protected for an entire day and night. This is the part that will certainly draw the attention of those wanting to use the Fatebricks for ill purposes. The person that—” 
 
    “Did you say ruler of Sunyata?” Jelmay asked. “Pilgrim, did you hear that? You’re going to become the opposite of your father!” 
 
    Danzen slowly shook his head. The last thing he wanted was to preside over anything, especially over a place that he felt he didn’t deserve to rule.  
 
    “It is true. Whoever unites the Fatebricks in the very last moment of their recharge, will become ruler of Sunyata. This is why it is such an incredible power. If someone from Diyu took the objects, they’d be able to use them to create a counterpart to hell. A world with two hells, and a mortal plane. Imagine something like that, a place surrounded by two separate evils. Or they’d simply combine it with Diyu and overtake the mortal plane, another horror. This is what is at stake. And this,” Nova said, turning to Rodekh, “is why you need to tell us where the key to unlock the seal is located. Where is the key? Where have you hidden it?” 
 
    “Hyosube are protecting it.” 
 
    “Goblins?” Semya asked. “I love the hyosube. They’re fun.” 
 
    “Fun?” Jelmay looked at her, his wolf ears flitting back. “They’re idiots.” 
 
    “They’re idiots if you don’t know how to deal with them. They love playing games.” Semya proudly placed her hands on her waist and looked up at Rodekh. “If goblins have the key, and they live in a cave, I’m guessing that cave is somewhere in these parts. Let us know how to get there, and in the meantime, you and your brother can catch up. Did you two already sniff each other’s rears? That’s what wolves do, right?” 
 
    Both Rodekh and Timbero scowled at Semya, who couldn’t stop laughing alongside Jelmay. 
 
    Danzen finally spoke, the seriousness in his voice silencing the others. “Tell us where to find these hyosube. We will return when we have the key.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They headed west. Jelmay remained in his wolf form, and had since colored himself to better resemble Timbero and his brother by adding a bit of white at the tip of his tail. 
 
    “You’re really going to get eaten by a raiju and I’m all for it,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure they both like me.” 
 
    Even Nomin scoffed at this remark. “If you get eaten by one of them, we’ll see you in Diyu.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will. But you have to get to the gate first.” 
 
    “And to do that, we need the hyosube to agree to share the key with us,” said Semya. “We may have a better chance asking a kobizuka for free passage.” 
 
    “A what?” Yato asked. 
 
    “You haven’t encountered one of those before?” 
 
    The younger assassin shook her head. 
 
    “They dress like monks and are incredibly stubborn, with long ears and moss-covered backs. Humans think that they are reincarnations of extremely obstinate people, but this isn’t the case. They are just stubborn bastards who can trap you in an endless loop of the same path making you walk circles until you die. Crazy, right?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they let us have the key?” Jelmay gave her an annoyed look. “You said you were friendly with these creatures.” 
 
    “Just because I’m friendly with them, doesn’t mean they’re friendly with me.” 
 
    Danzen remained at the back this time. Normally, he took to the front of the group, but he wanted to get a full view of where they were going, which would help him gauge what to expect. He didn’t want to kill the goblinoid creatures, but if that was what it came to, he would be ready. 
 
    Always ready. 
 
    Time and time again, Danzen had gone somewhere not expecting to wield his blade and found out very quickly that it was a necessity for survival. 
 
    Hopefully, this didn’t come to that.  
 
    Danzen half-listened to the yokai as they continued on, the group walking briskly for two hours before they reached a series of crumbled mudstone hills. There were caves here, and he also saw the signs that something lived in the area. 
 
    “Lot of bones,” Yato said. She hadn’t yet summoned her blades, but Danzen could tell she was close.  
 
    Jelmay picked up one of the bones, sniffed it, and frowned. “Hyosube teeth smell terrible.” 
 
    “You can smell their teeth?” Yato asked. 
 
    “I can. You see the indentations?” Jelmay showed them the bone. Sure enough, there were teeth marks. “Let me show Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen saw just how deep the teeth went into the bone. It looked like something had sucked out some of the bone marrow too.  
 
    “Hyosube have sharp teeth. I said that before, right?” Semya asked. 
 
    “You did not,” Kudzu said. She now had a foul look on her face, the kitsune clearly trying to refrain from breathing through her nostrils. “Anyway. Rodekh said it was one of these caves, and I’m going to go out on a limb here—” 
 
    Jelmay snorted at pun, even if it wasn’t intentional. 
 
    “—and say it is the one with animal skin drying outside of it. How deep it goes is anyone’s guess. How bad it smells is the price we’ll pay for entering.” 
 
    Danzen glanced at Nomin, who already had her hand on the hilt of her sword. “Is someone coming?” 
 
    “No, but they know we’re here.” 
 
    Danzen closed his eyes looking for any echo signatures. He saw none. He watched as Sansar landed on one of the crude wooden rods that they were using to dry animal hides. The three-legged raven looked at them and nodded toward the opening of the cave. “Shall we?” 
 
    Nomin took the lead, Danzen and Yato following behind her. The yokai at the back quieted down, after Nomin shushed them.  
 
    “We need to be ready for an ambush,” she said in a harsh whisper. “No more nonsense.” 
 
    They grumbled, but the yokai ultimately kept their mouths shut.  
 
    The cave soon opened up, the ceiling a good ten feet high. It reeked of dampness, with a hint of something rotten. Danzen couldn’t quite place the scent, but he didn’t like it. They came to another chamber, one with a lower ceiling, and then pressed into another large space, this chamber much wider than the entrance tunnel. 
 
    Danzen’s group found more bones here. As they approached a pile, some of the bones fell away revealing a human-like creature, with beige skin and a long, crooked nose. The hyosube goblin had yellow eyes, his face covered in scars and blisters, his head bald, his ears pointed and long. Like Jelmay had already noticed, the goblin had incredibly sharp teeth. 
 
    The goblin had been sleeping until they arrived. Now the creature struggled to stand, his girth and the scatter of bones preventing a quick getaway. He grabbed a femur, which he clearly planned to use as a club. 
 
    “We aren’t here to kill you,” Danzen said. “We were sent by Rodekh.” 
 
    “Rodekh?” The hyosube cocked his head for a moment as he looked at the three assassins. He lowered his club and stuck a finger in his nose. “Humans don’t come out this far,” he said as he flicked something at the ground. 
 
    “Yet they are here. We are as well,” Jelmay said as he shouldered his way to the front. “I know I might look like a wolf pup, and perhaps my bark is as bad as my bite, but I’m actually a bakeneko.” 
 
    “Obviously,” the goblin said. 
 
    “What’s so obvious about it?” 
 
    “Why would a raiju look like you? First of all, they are large, too large for us to kill and eat. You, we could kill and eat in no time. You are fat.” 
 
    Jelmay seemed offended by the statement. “You would kill me? You don’t even know why we are here! We might be set to offer you riches beyond your wildest dreams.” 
 
    The hyosube laughed. “Riches? You’re referring to human riches? Money means nothing to us. I know yokai like yourself tend to dabble in human affairs, but we do not.” 
 
    “We are here for the key,” Danzen said. “No confrontation is necessary. We need to go to Diyu.” 
 
    The goblin gave Danzen a funny look. “You need to go to Diyu?” His nostrils flared wide. “I suppose that makes sense on account of your demon blood. Did you all know he had demon blood?” 
 
    “We’re well-aware,” Kudzu said, the kitsune slipping between Nomin and Yato. “Now, the key.” 
 
    “The key?” The goblin shrugged. “In that case, follow me. But someone help me up first.” 
 
    Danzen offered the goblin his hand when no one else would. The goblin squeezed tight, his hand balmy.  Once he was on his feet and free from the bones, he dusted a bit of dirt off the stained leather tunic he wore and motioned for them to follow. The goblin led them down a long corridor, one which took fifteen minutes to go from end to end. 
 
    Danzen tried to get an idea of where they were. At this rate, they could possibly tunnel to Diyu. He imagined the mountains above them, their snowy peaks obscured by clouds. Danzen didn’t feel claustrophobic down here. He felt safe for the time being, the former assassin glad to be away from it all. 
 
    But he also didn’t like being this far down. 
 
    As they walked, the goblin introduced himself. “The name is Brashlung. Just in case anyone wants to know. Not all hyosube have names, but I do. I earned mine.” 
 
    “You’re forced to earn names?” Kudzu asked. “I’m sorry if that is a strange question. You’re the first I’ve met of your kind.” 
 
    “Yes, we are forced to earn names. We do so through fights. If we kill the person we are fighting, we get their name.” She gasped and the goblin laughed. “I’m joking. It’s not that bad. We aren’t savages like humans. But we do have to earn names, and generally these names are given to us by those we associate with. Not our parents.” 
 
    “So they are nicknames,” Yato said. 
 
    “No, they are names. We have nicknames as well. I have…” He stopped walking and counted out the nicknames on his fingers, the goblin whispering each one of them. They all seemed to rhyme with the name that he had already told them. “Getting close to a dozen. Maybe once I reach twelve, I will seek a new name from one of the elders. Anyway, not much longer now.” 
 
    “You should know that three of them are assassins,” Jelmay said. “Just in case you are planning to betray us.” 
 
    “Planning to betray you?” Brashlung seemed offended by this suggestion. “Hyosube live by a code, and that code extends to our guests. Even if we didn’t invite you, you are our guests now. We are almost there. The others will be surprised to see you, I’m sure. It has been decades since there was a human here.” 
 
    “And they will have the key?” Semya asked. “We didn’t come all the way down here without purpose.” 
 
    “You’ll get your key, I promise.” 
 
    They came to a new chamber, one that fanned out and had chairs, tables, and other things carved into the walls. It was here that they met the next batch of hyosube, who were all similar in size to Brashlung, some girthier, all equally short. 
 
    “Who have you brought?” a female goblin asked. The rings on her face were accented by the lanterns the goblins used, which Danzen recognized as remnants. This was why he felt a strange twist in his chest upon entering the chamber.  
 
    She was clearly their leader. 
 
    There was something else here, a presence, one that Danzen immediately noticed when he closed his eyes. Several of the goblins’ stomachs glowed purple, the most prominent one belonging to the female hyosube who had just spoken.  
 
    “We’re here for the key,” said Kudzu. 
 
    The female goblin scoffed at Kudzu’s remark. “You don’t just walk in here and get handed a key.” 
 
    “I was trying to tell them that,” said Brashlung. 
 
    “You didn’t say anything like that,” Kudzu told the goblin.  
 
    He merely shrugged. 
 
    Sansar, who was now perched on Danzen’s shoulder, spoke next: “We are not here to disturb you. We have urgent business, and we need to pass through the gate to Diyu. Rodekh sent us.” 
 
    “Rodekh owes us some games,” Brashlung said as he scratched the back of his neck. “He owes us three games. Three.” 
 
    “Then we will play your three games,” Danzen said. 
 
    Kudzu shook her head incredulously. “You don’t even know what their games are. They are probably demented.” 
 
    “They are most certainly demented,” Semya added. 
 
    “Or we can just kill all of you.” Everyone in the cavern turned to Nomin, who still had her hand on the hilt of her sword.  
 
    “If you kill us, you will not find your way out of here,” the female goblin said carefully. 
 
    “You don’t think we can figure our way out of a cave?” Kudzu asked her. 
 
    “Not a magical cave. That long corridor you passed through, it was enchanted by powers we were able to conjure in the decades before Sunyata fell. You won’t leave this cave system alive, not without us. We will guide you out now, if you’d like. Brashlung, please escort our guests to the entrance.” 
 
    “As you wish—” 
 
    “We need the key,” Danzen said calmly. “And we will play the games you would like.” 
 
    “You would really play our games?” The female goblin considered this for a moment. She stepped away from them and joined the others, the group whispering to one another. It took her longer than Danzen would have expected, but eventually she returned. “There are three games, and each of you can only compete once. The first game is a song challenge.” 
 
    “A song challenge? What kinds of songs?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “The kind that you can sing. We want to hear the songs that are popular now in the human world, the best the bards have to offer. If we like them, you will pass this challenge.” 
 
    “That’s all you,” Kudzu told Jelmay. 
 
    “Me? Since when am I the bard of the group?” He smirked at her, which looked a bit devious considering he was still in the form of a wolf. “Fine, but if I’m going to sing I need to make a quick change.” It took a moment, but soon Jelmay was back in his bakeneko form. “All right. Songs. That’s the first challenge, and I will be the challenger it seems. Unless you want to, Semya.” 
 
    “No, I’m not a singer,” she told him. 
 
    “The next challenge is a cooking contest. There are ingredients in these caves, and the hot springs where we will go next. Your job will be to cook us a meal.” 
 
    “How is this a game again?” Kudzu asked her. 
 
    “It’s a game because if you lose, you don’t get the key. If you win, you’re one step closer to the key,” the hyosube said with a toothy grin. 
 
    “Fine,” Danzen said before Kudzu could argue any further. “And the third game?” 
 
    “That is an interesting one. We like to call this game the Hot Spring Hop. Which one of you has the most tolerance for pain?” 
 
    The group all indicated that this person was likely Danzen in their own ways. Jelmay simply pointed, as did Semya. Kudzu nodded her chin toward the former assassin, Yato stepped back even further, Sansar tilted his beak, and Nomin slightly turned her head toward Danzen. 
 
    “That would be me,” he said. “And we accept your challenge.” 
 
    The goblins all cheered in their own ways, some of them rattling bone scepters with beads hanging from them. “This is going to be so fun,” the female goblin said once they quieted down. “And if you win all three challenges, you will get the key you seek. But only if you win all three.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The singing challenge would be the first of the three goblin games.  
 
    Once he was ready, and after grumbling about all the work he was having to do for a terrible key to a place no one wanted to go in the first place, Jelmay hopped onto a stone, cleared his throat, and began with a song about the years after the fall of Sunyata:  
 
    “From purity’s peak to shadow’s embrace, Sunyata’s beauty lost its place. The day it fell, a radiant sky, was all that remained of heaven’s demise. Ahhhhh, oooohhhh—” 
 
    It was a mournful song, one that had Jelmay’s eyes welling up with tears. Unfortunately, the goblins didn’t like the dirge. They booed, and Jelmay quickly shifted songs to a livelier one about a blacksmith from Suja Valley who lived through the weapons he created. 
 
    “From the heart of the mountains, a metal so fine, tempered with waters from Sunyatic shrines. His blades they shimmered, shimmered they did!” 
 
    This song stirred up a memory for Danzen. The last time he’d heard it, Danzen was hiding in the rafters above a nobleman’s party in Sainshand waiting for the perfect opportunity. The man was heavily guarded. It would have been normal for Danzen to deal with the noble’s guards, but they were all members of the Diyu Brotherhood, and he had been instructed not to kill them. 
 
    To get to the rafters hadn’t been easy.  
 
    Danzen had come to the place the previous night, and ended up having to use his Demon Speak power when a woman spotted him. The wait hadn’t been comfortable, but it wasn’t anything Danzen wasn’t used to. After all, he had stayed in a coffin before to deal with one of his marks. 
 
    His moment came, oddly enough, when the bard started singing the very same song that Jelmay now sung. They had dimmed the lanterns, allowing Danzen to drop down from the rafters and merge with the crowd.  
 
    Astra did the rest. 
 
    Danzen sent his boomerang sword twisting forward, where it passed over the shoulder of a server and struck the nobleman in the chest, right through the heart. The blade returned to his grip as people started to scream. Yet again the crowd worked to his advantage, the pandemonium allowing Danzen to slip away undetected. 
 
    Hearing that very same song in his current context, in a cave near the border of Diyu, certainly seemed strange. But at least it appeared to be working.  
 
    The goblins liked the song.  
 
    Some of them grunted along, others bobbed their heads left and right as if they were intoxicated. The female goblin, who they had since learned was named Prang, seemed pleased enough. 
 
    Taking all of them by surprise was Sansar, who joined in at the end, the raven screeching at percussive intervals between Jelmay’s words. It sounded terrible, but the hyosube goblins seemed to like this even more. 
 
    Once Jelmay finished, Prang offered him a satisfied nod. “We will accept that song as entertainment. You were close to losing, however.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me what kind of song you wanted,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “A game is a game.” 
 
    Kudzu rolled her eyes at the statement. “That was hardly a game,” she said under her breath. 
 
    Prang rubbed her hands together. “The cooking contests shall be next. Follow me.” She turned and the goblins all parted, allowing Danzen and his group to pass. 
 
    “You are taking us down another magical corridor, aren’t you?” Semya asked. 
 
    “Many of the tunnels down here are like this, so I suppose I am.” 
 
    Jelmay groaned at this revelation. “Meaning we are now further along in the maze. Wait.” The bakeneko stopped, causing Semya to run into him. 
 
    “Let me know next time you—” 
 
    Jelmay pointed a claw at Prang. “You never said what would happen if we lost the game.” 
 
    The goblin started to laugh. Some of the hyosube, who were behind them, joined her. 
 
    Brashlung answered for her. “You should have asked before you started.” 
 
    Danzen turned to Prang. “What happens if we lose?”  
 
    “If you lose, then you will be trapped down here with us.” 
 
    He exchanged glances with Yato, who looked like she was seconds away from summoning her blades. 
 
    “We are trapped down here with you?” Kudzu asked Prang. “Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “That’s right. Well, not fully trapped. You will be trapped down here until someone else comes to play the game. You should have asked the rules of the game before you agreed to play it.” 
 
    “We can always find a way out,” Sansar said. 
 
    “If you are thinking you’ll be able to just fly through the tunnels until you sense an exit, you are wrong,” she told him. “We’re in control now. You are in our territory.” 
 
    Nomin bristled, as if she were going to produce her sword. The goblin turned to her. “You can try it, assassin. You won’t get very far. You had a choice back there. You did not have to play the game. But if you want the key, the game must be played.” Her demeanor changed. “We’re close now. Come.” 
 
    They entered a new chamber, one with numerous bubbling hot springs. The air was humid in here, and the space smelled slightly sulfuric. 
 
    Kudzu sat next to Danzen, her ears flitted back, the kitsune clearly upset. 
 
    Prang motioned to one of the springs. “This will do. If you venture further into this chamber, you will find various plants in our garden.” 
 
    Danzen looked ahead and soon spotted an underground garden that consisted mostly of mushrooms and lichen. Some of them were almost bioluminescent, which made him wonder what kind of effect they would have if eaten. Was that why the goblins’ bellies glowed? He didn’t know how they got light down here, but it seemed to be working for the hyosube. 
 
    Perhaps it had something to do with Sunyatic energy… 
 
    “Collect what you can from our garden and use it to craft a meal. A meal for all of us.” Prang swept her hand toward the other goblins. There seemed to be more than there had been in the last chamber, which told Danzen that some had been in this room, perhaps gardening themselves.  
 
    “Is there meat here?” Semya asked Prang. 
 
    “If you hunt for it, yes.” 
 
    The bakeneko considered this, her whiskers lifting and lowering. “In that case, you are on the hunt,” she told Yato. “And you’re going to help me,” she said to Kudzu. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “We need to save the assassins for a further challenge. Take your human form.” 
 
    “I’m an assassin too, you know,” Yato said. 
 
    “Yes, but you’re young.” Semya puffed her cheeks out and sniffed the air. “Trust me on this, people. We’re not getting stuck down here!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen was familiar with the games that yokai played. He had been privy to similar situations before, and he knew that if he drew his sword, it could ruin the chances of escaping the underground caverns. 
 
    He also was well aware that there was something within the goblins’ bodies, Danzen yet again noticing the glow of their stomachs when he closed his eyes. He counted three of them with this unique glow, including Prang. It was unclear if this was from the food they ate. Yet it would be too risky to kill them and see for himself what was causing the glow. 
 
    While Kudzu and Semya gathered strange mushrooms, Danzen followed behind Yato, who was tasked with finding the meat. It certainly was expansive down here, Danzen not quite sure of how far they had already traveled.  
 
    “You should go with her,” Nomin had said earlier. “I can stay here just in case.” 
 
    Now with Yato, Danzen stayed far enough away that she would be the one that could claim the kill. The only problem was, he didn’t exactly know what they were hunting. Brashlung, the goblin from earlier, was also with them acting as some sort of referee and a guide. 
 
    “We’ll find something,” Brashlung assured them. He gestured toward an expansive darkness, his lantern only lighting an area about five feet ahead of them. 
 
    With his eyes closed, Danzen could see just how far it went. He looked up to the ceiling above, which was at least fifty feet up. The space reminded him of an amphitheater in Sainshand, one where he once watched a show with Soko. 
 
    Soko. 
 
    The thought of the now dead female assassin, and her recent revelation, caused a pang in his chest. She knew. Soko was aware that at that last moment, the moment when she saved Danzen, he was actually planning to betray her in the end. She had learned this recently, and he didn’t yet know how she would respond. 
 
    But at least she wouldn’t find them this far beneath the ground. They were safe for now. 
 
    Brashlung continued to rattle on as they moved deeper into the near endless chamber about the goblins and their history in the caverns. He grew quiet once the temperatures started to drop. “We probably shouldn’t speak any more at this point,” he said in a whisper. “There are certain creatures down here that we can’t eat.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t ask him to elaborate. He could tell by the look on Yato’s face that she was curious, but he knew better than to keep the goblin talking. It was best if they remained quiet. 
 
    The chill that followed felt familiar. Danzen remembered the yokai they had once encountered beyond the Dukha people, the one that could turn things to ice. The yuki-onna. It was like that.  
 
    Yato’s teeth started the chatter. She placed her hand over her mouth to keep her jaw in place. 
 
    Danzen was surprised that the hyosube normally came all this way for meat. It was no wonder that they gardened underground closer to where they lived. 
 
    The chill dissipated after a few minutes of walking. Brashlung let out a deep breath. “Good. That’s behind us.” 
 
    “What even was that?” Yato asked. 
 
    “You don’t want to know. And no, it isn’t a yokai. It is something else, a trapped spirit. We have some of those down here, you know. Some of them aren’t so bad.” 
 
    “You mean it’s a ghost?” 
 
    “Ghost, yes. And they can possess you too if you aren’t careful. But we’re being careful. No ghost possessions today.” Brashlung laughed nervously. “At least not for the time being. Now listen. We’re getting closer. You’ll hear them.” 
 
    “You still haven’t told us what we are hunting,” Yato said. 
 
    “Are both of you hunting or is just one of you hunting?” he asked her. 
 
    “Just me.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. You are hunting a unique type of oni that lives down here. A troll. That’s the kind of meat we like. I want you to kill a troll.” 
 
    “An oni troll?” Yato glanced at Danzen for assurance. 
 
    “You can do it. I am needed for the other challenge.” 
 
    “Challenge?” Brashlung asked. “We are playing a game.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    They reached a new chamber, one with terrain that resembled a small gully that had been scattered with scree. It was here that they found the oni troll, which was sleeping on its back and snoring loudly. The oni was twice the size of a man, with broad shoulders and a hairy chest. It had an underbite and sharp incisors. Its brow was connected, and its body was covered in dirt, grime, and curled white hairs. 
 
    The entire space smelled terrible, the scent radiating off its skin. 
 
    Yato turned to Danzen. “How?” she mouthed. 
 
    “While it is sleeping. You can do this,” he said, using his Demon Speak power.  
 
    He fully believed in her, and was glad she could take on this kind of challenge. Yato was more powerful than she thought, now was her chance to prove it to herself. 
 
    Brashlung took a step back, the goblin trying to hide behind Danzen to the point that Danzen could feel the goblin’s hot breath on the back of his neck. 
 
    Yato perched above the troll for a moment. She had yet to summon her gauntleted blades. That would make noise. She paused, watching as the creature’s stomach expanded and deflated. After a quick breath she jumped, and used her hovering power to force her higher into the air. 
 
    She summoned her blades. 
 
    Skrrict! Skrrict!  
 
    Yato dropped down hard on the troll’s stomach just as it came awake.  
 
    “Hragh!”  
 
    She brought her arms back, drove them in again, and was bucked off.  
 
    Danzen instinctively drew his sword. Brashlung placed his hand on his arms. “She has to kill it. That’s the game,” he said nervously. 
 
    Danzen begrudgingly returned his sword to its scabbard.  
 
    Yato, who was crouched before the troll, glared up at the towering creature. Danzen saw the spark that he had seen several times in her now, the spark that made her a good assassin, a strong combatant. It was fearlessness mixed with cunning and a hint of anger. The perfect yet volatile recipe. 
 
    The oni, who bled profusely from the gut, smashed its grizzled hands down on the ground. It didn’t seem to care if it would cut them through bits of stone. It was raging now, angered that it’d been woken up from its slumber through what could potentially be a mortal wound.  
 
    It lunged for Yato. She jumped back, her movement amplified by her echo. The young assassin pressed off the rock wall and speared into the oni, her body weight not enough to actually tackle it to the ground. She did manage to get another slice in, one that lopped off its nipple. 
 
    “Hragh!” 
 
    The beast bellowed in horror and fury. It lumbered toward her and grabbed the stone. The troll chucked the stone at Yato, who tried to jump out of the way. It grazed against the side of her foot, which disrupted her trajectory. She hit the ground, rolled into the scree, and twisted. 
 
    Danzen almost loosed his sword.  
 
    He was on the tips of his toes now, ready to end the creature, and sever its head, yet he knew that this was her fight. He had to wait for Yato in this challenge, this twisted game. 
 
    He only hoped he wouldn’t regret stepping aside. 
 
    Yato shifted right and pressed to her feet.  
 
    “Hragh!” The oni troll came in with a punch that she managed to cut away. She was unable to slice its wrist off but managed to get a finger, which flew off to the right. It tried to slap her and she did the same, cutting away two more sausage-like fingers with their dirty nails. 
 
    “Hragh! Hragh!” 
 
    Yato used its momentary daze to distract the beast even further. She hovered a rock behind it and tossed it at the back of its head. The attack wasn’t strong enough to actually kill the creature, but it did force it forward, where she was able to slice it again, another cut across its chest. 
 
    Danzen saw where she had miscalculated. Had she made her first incision a bit lower, Yato could have ripped its intestines out, completely gutting the troll. Even if it fought her after being disemboweled, it wouldn’t be able to do so for long. 
 
    Now, she would be forced to continue her fight. 
 
    Yato went up and over the troll. 
 
    She landed behind the beast and drove her blade into the small of its back where Danzen assumed its kidney would be. The monster threw its arms out wide and shrieked, its cry vibrating through the air. She brought her other fist back and did the same. 
 
    Yato was just pulling both fists out when the troll thrust itself forward. 
 
    Unable to get her fists out in time, Yato was flipped around, her back and legs cracking against the shoulders and head of the troll. It sounded painful. And her landing, which saw her unceremoniously dumped onto the ground, looked even worse. 
 
    The troll turned to her, the beast growling, smeared in blood by this point. 
 
    “You don’t want to lose the game,” Brashlung said again as Danzen’s hand went to the hilt of his famed blade.  
 
    All it would take was one strike. 
 
     The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds would kill the oni troll, especially if Danzen powered his shot using his echo. He could see it now, the blade striking the beast in the throat and returning to his palm before the creature could even realize what happened. It would be faster than an arrow, and it would certainly end the troll’s life. 
 
    Instead, Danzen would have to suffer through watching the person he had come to see as his student struggle and potentially die. And for what? For some insane hyosube game? How did he know that they weren’t bluffing, that they couldn’t actually find a way out? 
 
    Danzen drew his sword. 
 
    As he did, Yato rolled out of the way to avoid the troll’s next strike. She moved with one of her arms outstretched, which allowed her to slice her gauntleted blade against the troll’s ankle and feet.  
 
    “Hragh!” 
 
    This had it hopping backward, where it slipped and fell onto its back. 
 
    Yato exploded forward and landed on the troll’s chest with her knees. She drove her blade into both of its eye sockets, blood misting the air. The younger assassin bent forward, glaring in its face as she twisted her gauntleted weapons.  
 
    Danzen heard a sickening snap. The troll relaxed its body; a stench filled the air as it relieved its bowels for the final time. 
 
    “She got lucky,” Brashlung said, but he didn’t seem disappointed in what happened. He seemed hungry. The goblin produced some rope from a bag that hung from his shoulder. “You can drag the carcass back,” he told Danzen. “But do so quietly. Don’t forget the ghosts.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen dragged the enormous oni troll for a good thirty minutes before they finally reached the others. By this point, the dead troll was filthy, its bloody wounds splattered with mud. They soon came to a point where Danzen was going to have to lift it. He prepared to do so, but then the goblins came forward and helped him, the group carrying it over to one of the bubbling springs. 
 
    “Troll meat?” Semya asked with disgust. The bakeneko was seated before a crude cutting board, where she chopped up mushrooms and some other underground plant that Danzen didn’t recognize. Kudzu, now in human form, was next to her, also preparing something. 
 
    “You’ve never had oni meat before?” Prang asked. “It’s a delicacy. Go for the thigh meat. It’s the best part. The rest is…” She glanced up at the ceiling for a moment. “I suppose if you like fatty cuts—” 
 
    “I might need to sneak a bite.” 
 
    “What? We aren’t eating any of this,” Kudzu told Jelmay. “It is for the hyosube!” 
 
    “I can’t try some as well?” Jelmay seemed disappointed by this revelation. “But it smells good. Not the oni, it stinks, but whatever you all are cutting up. I’m assuming that combining them will hit the spot.” 
 
    “You aren’t serious.” 
 
    “I am serious. We walked a long way, and I did quite a bit of singing not long ago. A good meal is a good meal. It’s a good meal, right?” 
 
    Prang and Brashlung nodded. 
 
    Danzen turned to Nomin. “I’m not butchering that thing,” she said. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to.” 
 
    He drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds and handed it to Yato, who took it with reverence. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Good, good,” Prang said with excitement. “You’re starting to understand how to play this game.” 
 
    Danzen stepped aside to allow Prang to pass in front of them, where she was able to instruct Yato on where to find the best cuts. It wasn’t a pleasant experience, but Danzen didn’t expect it to be. It was also much bloodier than he had anticipated. At one point, it seemed like Kudzu was going to be sick. But she powered through, and focused on preparing the greens rather than watching them deal with the meat. 
 
    “That should do,” Jelmay said, who had since joined Prang. The bakeneko understood the rules. He knew that he couldn’t physically help her with the meat, but he could instruct her.  
 
    Like most meat, by the time Yato was finished, it looked nothing like the creature that it had come from. This was comforting to some degree, but Danzen was still glad that he wasn’t going to eat any of it.  
 
    After all, it came from an oni troll. 
 
    The goblins produced a large fryer, the rectangular pot covered in perforated holes. “Just put it all in there,” Brashlung said hurriedly. “That’s how we cook things.” 
 
    “All at the same time?” Semya asked. 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “Absolutely not. I want that meat to be nice and tender, so it should cook for less time. Vegetables first,” she told Kudzu. The kitsune gathered up all the vegetables that she had chopped and placed them in the fryer. “And spices?” 
 
    “We don’t use spices,” Prang said, the other goblins grunting in agreement. 
 
    “Dear. You all don’t know what you are missing. Do we have any spices?”  
 
    Jelmay considered this. “Actually, we do have a little salt that I used to season the meat last night. I got it from the Dukha people. How about some salt? The only problem is that it’s in a little block, so you will need to cut it yourselves.” 
 
    “Let me do that,” Kudzu said. 
 
    Once she had diced up the salt, Semya sprinkled it over the vegetables and then shook the fryer. “Unfortunately, much of the salt will disappear into the water. But at least it is on there. Actually, we will let it sit for a few minutes. Also, Kudzu, sprinkle some on the meat. Really beat it in there. Jelmay, another song please.” 
 
    “I’m not a bard.” 
 
    Sansar made a screeching sound, the three-legged raven going for the same rhythm that he had used earlier for Jelmay’s song. Soon, the bakeneko was singing along, begrudgingly, but at least it was entertaining the hyosube long enough for them to let the vegetables and meat marinate. 
 
    “The blacksmith of Suja, his legend does sing, his weapons so wondrous and fit for a king!” 
 
    Semya started by frying up the vegetables. She tasted them twice, making sure that they were nice and crisped. After, she placed the vegetables on a flat stone plate where they could cool down. She then went for the meat, blanching it to some degree. It sort of looked like steak, if steak had sat out for too long.  
 
    It certainly wasn’t appetizing, but Danzen wasn’t about to eat it anyway. 
 
    Many of the goblins began licking their lips, a few actually drooling as Semya removed the oni meat and placed it on a flat stone, one that appeared to be clean. She returned the vegetables to the fryer and put them in once again. 
 
    “Come on, come on,” Brashlung said. “It’s cooked.” 
 
    Semya winked at the hyosube. “Patience. Food always tastes better with patience.”  
 
    Some of the goblins groaned. Others stormed around, but they kept close to the area, anticipating the food that was to come. Once it was ready, Semya removed the vegetables. The goblins all pressed forward at once. 
 
    “Who will decide if the food is good or not?” she asked before they could dig in. 
 
    “We all will,” Prang said, a bit of drool now hanging from her skin. “We will vote.” 
 
    “This is a terrible game,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Are you saying that we have bad palates?” Prang asked the kitsune. 
 
    “No, I’m saying a game based on your opinions and not some professional, third-party judge is destined to be rigged.” 
 
    “We will look kindly on what you feed us, as long as it is good.” 
 
    “It will be delicious,” Semya assured the goblins. 
 
    “Wait!” Jelmay shouted as he pushed through the goblins. “Out of the way,” he told a particularly small hyosube, who was licking her lips. “I get first bite. As for the judges, if I deem it delicious, and you deem it disgusting, then we will have to have some type of runoff. I think.” 
 
    “A runoff?” Prang asked. 
 
    “Just let us eat the food already!” Brashlung growled. 
 
    “Plates,” Semya said. “If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it in a civilized fashion. You all use plates, do you not?” 
 
    “We have bowls,” one of the goblins said. 
 
    “Then bring your bowls. I will serve the food. And no one can eat, not even you, Jelmay, until all the food is served. The faster you bring me the bowls, and the faster you all shut your mouths, the faster we all eat. Or you all eat. There is no way I’m eating this.” 
 
    The goblins brought their bowls and Semya quickly scooped the vegetables out using a stone spoon. She then cut some of the meat and put slivers of it on top of the vegetables. Finally, she sprinkled just a bit of salt on each bowl.  
 
    “This is going to be so good,” Brashlung said as he received his bowl. The goblin shoveled food into his mouth with his hand, the others following suit. Jelmay ate in a similar way, oblivious to Kudzu’s scorn. 
 
    “Well?” Semya asked only after the goblins had been eating for a while. They certainly seemed to enjoy the food. 
 
    “What do you all think?” asked Prang as she wiped her mouth. 
 
    “I loved it,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “Not you.” 
 
    The hyosube all began giving positive responses. There were a few burps, a few sighs, a bit of gas, and even a couple requests for more food. 
 
    “It sounds like we won this game,” Semya said, the bakeneko trying to hide her delight and failing. She beamed at Danzen and the others, clearly proud of her concoction. “See? I’m not so bad of a chef myself.” 
 
    “No, you aren’t,” Kudzu told her. “Especially with the fact that you just cooked troll meat and underground vegetables.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have done it without my ladies,” she said, nodding to Kudzu and Yato. 
 
    Yato gave the bakeneko a grim smile. She still seemed a bit disturbed about butchering the oni troll, to the point that every time she happened to look over at its carcass the younger assassin shivered. 
 
    “Next challenge,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Not a challenge, a game,” Prang reminded him. “And this one should be fun.” The goblin burped. “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They came into a different chamber, one with dozens of boiling hot springs. The springs rose from the ground like little geysers, each private pools. They stretched all the way to the back of the space, the room easily large enough for a hundred people to gather if not more.  
 
    “This will be fun,” Prang told Danzen. “But first, you must remove your robes. And your weapons.” She smacked her lips. “You sure have a lot of those.” 
 
    Danzen exchanged glances with Nomin. He handed her his two swords and his Blade of Darkness. He gave his gauntleted blades and his Astra kunai to Yato. Danzen removed his robes, the former assassin now in the loose flowing pants he wore underneath. 
 
    “Look at you,” the goblin said, some of the others commenting on his chiseled physique and the numerous scars that stretched across his back, his chest, and his arms. “I suppose it makes sense with your demon blood. You would be picking fights.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    “And you need to take off more clothes than that. Take off everything.” 
 
    Danzen removed his boots and took off his pants and undergarments. He was now nude, his back to the others, but not to the hyosube, who continued to comment on his body. Danzen ignored them as he listened to Prang’s instructions: 
 
    “Hot Spring Hop. That’s what we call this game. You will start here,” she said, indicating a spring on the left. “Jump in, and get out. Run over to the next spring. Jump in, and get out. It’s that simple. Make it all the way to the end, and you have won this game.”  
 
    “And then we get the key,” Nomin said. 
 
    “Yes, you get the key. That is the prize, the key that opens the secret entrance to Diyu. Unless you would like another prize. Might I suggest another prize? Opening that gate will only lead to bad—” 
 
    “I’m ready.” Danzen approached the first hot spring. He could tell by the steam that the water was boiling hot. 
 
    “In that case, the floor is yours.” Prang stepped aside. “And be sure that you are jumping into the water, not just dipping yourself in. Take some pride in your work. If you just dip yourself in, you have to start over from the beginning. I suppose you could also forfeit if it becomes too much.” 
 
    “And how long do I need to be in each spring?” 
 
    “Normally, you’re supposed to be in them for two minutes. But one minute will suffice. After all, you are new at this. We can’t expect you to do as well as one of us.” 
 
    “He can do better than you,” Kudzu said. 
 
    Jelmay, who was picking something in his teeth, laughed. “You would say that.” 
 
    “He can.” 
 
    “Actually, I agree with you. There’s another thing I’d like to bring up now that we’re delaying the inevitable through conversation. Once Pilgrim finishes up here, before we leave, I say we have a second meal. What do you say?” Jelmay asked the goblins. 
 
    Many of the hyosube seemed to agree. 
 
    “Another meal? I’m certainly not cooking any more,” Semya said. “I can’t believe you are even suggesting—” 
 
    Splash! 
 
    Danzen hopped into the first spring. The water was piping hot, to the point that he felt that it was just a few degrees away from burning his flesh. If that happened, his demons would be unleashed. “Does it get any hotter than this?” Danzen asked Prang through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Why? Is it too hot?” 
 
    “Not exactly. Something happens if, ahem, something happens.” 
 
    Kudzu understood what Danzen was hinting at. “You mean if your skin burns off. It could summon your demons.” 
 
    “Demons?” Brashlung laughed. “If you summon any of your hellspawn down here, we will deal with the bastards. It won’t be the first time we’ve had to beat the demons back.” 
 
    “They have come down here before?” Yato asked. 
 
    A few of the goblins snorted in response. Brashlung spoke: “Just once in my lifetime. But the elders say that it has happened before, plenty of times.” 
 
    “And which of you are elders?” Kudzu asked as Danzen got out of the water. 
 
    “They are here. They don’t like the games.” Prang clapped her hands together. “Enough questions. To the next spring!” 
 
    Danzen jumped in, and tensed up immediately as he felt the icy cold water. He wasn’t expecting it. He almost pushed himself out, but hunkered down instead, grinding his teeth as his skin cooled. Once he got used to the temperature, it was doable. But he didn’t like how it felt coming in from the previous spring. 
 
    “That one always is trouble,” Prang said as she leaned in close, a semi-wicked smile on her face. “I’m surprised that you didn’t jump out. The first three or four times I jumped in, that was my first response. Too cold.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “I heard ice baths are good for you,” Jelmay said. “Anyone else ever hear that? Some sort of health benefit.” 
 
    “Would you be quiet?” Semya asked him. “The assassin is trying to concentrate.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Danzen said.  
 
    Prang laughed. “You still have several more springs to go.” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    Once his minute was up, he pressed out of the cold spring and moved on to the next, ignoring the fact that he was naked, and the way his skin tingled. He hopped in again, and this time he was met with an alluring scent. Danzen blinked a few times. What was the smell? The water was fine, the temperature perfect.  
 
    But the smell. 
 
    It reminded him of all the food that he enjoyed, of the flowers that bloomed at the Diyu Brotherhood, of some perfume that Soko once wore. The good scent memories. He took in a deep breath, enjoying it, basking in the way it made him feel. Nostalgia. Nostalgia was as toxic as it was intoxicating. 
 
    “This is nice,” he said. It was only once he finally looked over and saw Kudzu that he realized something was wrong. She said something to him, but he couldn’t quite make out the words. There was worry on her face; the desperation in her eyes brought Danzen forward again. 
 
    He pushed himself out of the water. 
 
    “You would have drowned in there,” Prang said matter-of-factly. “That’s one of the springs we don’t go in. But not the only one.” 
 
    Kudzu turned to her, anger flaring up in her eyes. “What else can we expect?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a game if you knew that. But you are almost there. Just a few more to go.” 
 
    Splash! 
 
    Danzen hopped to the next spring. This time he felt as if he were being stabbed from multiple directions, the lacerations trailing across his body. He looked at his arm in horror, but all he saw was silvery water. No cut marks, no blood. 
 
    It felt like hell. Danzen was certain that he was being wounded, that his eyes were deceiving him. But he knew what happened if he actually bled. There would be signs. As soon as the minute was up, which was announced by Prang, he rushed out of the spring and nearly tripped. 
 
    “That must have been hard.” 
 
    “Why?” Yato asked Prang. 
 
    “Put your hand in and find out.” 
 
    Yato did so and shrieked as she pulled her hand back, which had the goblins rolling on the ground with laughter. By this point, Danzen was already preparing to hop into the next spring. He hit the water, and as he did so, it felt as if he had jumped into quicksand. It was like the water was alive, pulling him down further. 
 
    Danzen resisted the urge to give in to the spring’s influence. He pushed against the water, and focused on staying afloat. He felt like it was going to get worse, but he knew not to fight back. He had to make it through this twisted game.  
 
    Once his minute was up, Danzen pressed out of the water. 
 
    “Strange,” he said as he came to the second to last spring.  
 
    Danzen hopped into this one. 
 
    As soon as he settled he found his brother sitting across from him. He bucked backward, intent on jumping out of the spring and grabbing his sword. It was only by sheer luck that he managed to stay submerged enough not to lose the game. 
 
    He closed his eyes and he could still see his brother sitting across from him, growling, Nomtoi baring his teeth in a mocking way.  
 
    Danzen knew that a confrontation was coming. It would be in the next few weeks, he was certain of it. There was a high probability that it would be the final confrontation, the one in which he killed Nomtoi, or Nomtoi killed him. They weren’t both going to be able to exist, Sunyata or no Sunyata. 
 
    He knew his brother would never quit hunting them. 
 
    This made him focus harder, Danzen aware that to get to that point, he would first need to reach Diyu. To do that he needed the key. 
 
    He got out of the water once his time was up. Danzen approached the final spring and ignored the goblins as they continued to comment on his body, his scars, his proof of manhood. He jumped in and felt a sense of relief. 
 
    The water was fine. There were no hallucinations, and he wasn’t experiencing any pain. 
 
    Prang approached. “You made it to the end,” she said. “That final one is always a reward. You can get out whenever you’d like. Or hang out for a moment. The key is yours. But it will take us some time to get them.” 
 
    “Them?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Actually, it won’t take very long. But relax for now, you’ve earned it." 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Once Danzen was dressed, he joined the goblins back in the large chamber where they gardened. Prang stepped over to one of the boiling pits and scooped some of the water out using a stone ladle. She transferred this into a bowl and set it on the ground. 
 
    “Now, we wait.” 
 
    “Why do we have to wait?” asked Semya. 
 
    “Because the elixir is boiling hot. Too hot to drink. We have to let it cool down before we can get the key.” 
 
    This confirmed something that Danzen had suspected after seeing their stomachs glow. The keys were inside three of them. The hyosube had swallowed them at some unknown point. 
 
    “Why don’t you sing that song for us again,” she said to Jelmay. “By the time you’re finished, the liquid should be cool enough to drink.” 
 
    “I am not a bard, although I maintain that the bards will sing about me one day. About all of us. Maybe even you. No more singing from me!” 
 
    Some of the goblins grumbled. 
 
    “Sing,” Brashlung said, a sudden seriousness to his voice. “It’ll make the time pass.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” Jelmay cleared his throat and started singing again. Sansar joined him, which seemed to bring the goblins joy. By the time he was finished with his song about a blacksmith from Suja Village, Danzen certain at this point that he was just making up lyrics, Prang had distributed the liquid in three small saucers.  
 
    She smelled it, and cringed. “This is going to be rough.” 
 
    “How so?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “You’ll see.” Prang threw the concoction back. She immediately started dry heaving. The goblin dropped to the ground, on hands and knees now as she vomited. She pushed herself back, bent over, and vomited again. This time Danzen heard the distinct sound of something metal touching stone. 
 
    Two of the other goblins did the same, the pair also producing the keys. 
 
    “I hate doing that,” Prang said as she wiped her mouth. “I really hate it.” 
 
    “You don’t expect us to pick them out of that, do you?” Kudzu asked as she scrutinized the vomit, which clearly had chunks of oni troll meat in it. 
 
    “Brashlung.” 
 
    The goblin they had first met came forward and grabbed each of the keys. He walked them over to one of the springs and washed them. He returned the keys to Prang. 
 
    “Good, good,” she said as she examined them, each of the keys made of a darkened brass material. “You will need all three to open the gate. I will send Brashlung with you to return them once you have opened the gate. You can get into Diyu this way, but it is our sworn duty to make sure that gate remains closed. You’ll need to find a different way out of Diyu, that’s what I’m trying to say here.” 
 
    “We know the way out,” Danzen said.  
 
    If they did this right, it would work out perfectly. They could exit south through the Panchen Mountains, and journey to the Asura Forest from there, where all the Fatebricks were currently being stored. 
 
    All they needed now was a little luck.

  

 
   
    Part Two 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They exited the hyosube caverns to find more snow blowing furiously past them. Danzen paused for a moment to watch the others walk ahead, all of whom had their heads ducked down now. He looked out over the horizon and noted a few dark clouds preventing starlight from reaching the Northern Passage. 
 
    It would have helped. It would have made things look more peaceful.  
 
    Still, he felt at ease. 
 
    Part of Danzen wished he could stay there for a moment alone, even with the snowstorm. Something about the scenery reminded him of the monastery beyond Suja Village, where he had lived and once put his life back together. Why couldn’t he have peace and quiet like that? Why couldn’t he have a place where no one would bother him? Not only had he been forced into all this, but it was increasingly clear that the future of the mortal realm rested on his shoulders.  
 
    At least it felt that way. But even if he was overthinking it, even if Nomtoi never gained control of Diyu, things were certainly going to change. And then there were the Fatebricks, which Danzen felt now that he had to protect. 
 
    As the others moved on, Kudzu slowed her pace. 
 
     She let them pass and turned back to Danzen. She had taken her human form back in the caverns to help Semya with the food. She had remained in this body.  
 
    “Are you coming?” she asked Danzen, who continued to gaze out at the troubled night sky. 
 
    Danzen shifted his gaze to the kitsune and for some reason saw her in the way he had when she first arrived at his monastery. It instantly warmed his heart. Any pressure he had just been feeling, any dread for the future or uncertainty, dissipated. 
 
    He approached Kudzu and had to suppress the sudden urge to embrace her. Ultimately, Danzen didn’t act on his urge. 
 
    “Is everything fine?” 
 
    “It is,” he finally said. 
 
    “Just thinking?” 
 
    “Just thinking.” 
 
    “Are you regretting not eating any of the oni troll meat back there?” 
 
    A wry smile. “Not exactly.” 
 
    “Jelmay might be sick later. I would say I feel sorry for him, but that would be a lie. He deserves it.” 
 
    “Likely so.” 
 
    Kudzu laughed to herself. “What better place than Diyu for a sick bakeneko? Come on, let’s keep going. We are almost there. Unless you want to turn around.” 
 
    “Back to the goblin caves?” 
 
    Kudzu shuddered. “Hopefully not.” 
 
    The two moved on, but they never quite caught up with the others. They stayed at the rear of the group, Danzen wishing he had more time to spend with her before they entered Diyu. 
 
    He knew what was coming. 
 
    Danzen wasn’t going to rule Diyu, and he certainly wasn’t going to rule Sunyata, no matter what Nova suggested. That wasn’t his role in all of this. And even if he didn’t want to say it out loud, he had a feeling his role would require the ultimate sacrifice. And then what? And then what would he do? 
 
    Danzen just wished there was a way to retire, start over again in Genshin Valley.  
 
    Away from it all.  
 
    Away from it all, Danzen would rebuild the monastery. Away from it all, he would bend his echo. He would watch the seasons change and enjoy the quiet, away from it all. Occasionally, he would go to the village and meet the people he had come to care for, those whom he felt he had betrayed with the demons that he’d unleashed on the village, Khamdo, Temur, their children, their wives, the older people of the village. All of them, betrayed. But mostly, he would remain alone, away from all the tragedy and the constant bloodshed, away from it all. 
 
    There was more to come. The thirst Danzen felt through his various blades was not yet quenched. He only hoped they would be satiated soon. 
 
    Her jokes and lightheartedness told Danzen that Kudzu sensed his mood. She spoke of the past, of humorous events, which all seem to involve yokai. Some of them seemed fantastical, as if she were making the stories up. 
 
    Perhaps she was. 
 
    Danzen never fully laughed, but he did appreciate her tales, the lighter side of the things that they had been through together. It didn’t make the years he had spent in the blood trade worth it, but at least it made them acceptable, a part of the story with changes that he could have never seen coming, a story that eventually led to a kind kitsune. 
 
    They traveled like this late into the night, the pair talking at the back of the group, Kudzu doing most of the talking. They finally came to Timbero and his brother, Rodekh. The two giant wolves were sleeping, Nova nowhere to be found. 
 
    Timbero was the first to notice them. He got to his feet, and nudged his brother awake. Not long after, they approached, Jelmay leading the way. 
 
    “If it isn’t my two favorite brothers,” he said, which caused Kudzu to groan. “Aren’t you two supposed to be guarding the gate? What’s with the sleeping?” 
 
    Rodekh looked like he was about to bite Jelmay’s head off. Then he made eye contact with his brother and stopped. “The gate is secure.” 
 
    “Not for long it won’t be,” Brashlung the goblin said. “We have the three keys.” 
 
    “That’s another thing. You didn’t tell us there were three,” Jelmay told Rodekh. 
 
    “Does it matter at this point?” 
 
    “What if the hyosube only had one of the keys?” 
 
    “But we have three,” Brashlung told Jelmay. 
 
    “It’s hypothetical. Things like that are good to know. Anyway, I’m going to go out on a limb here and say that we’re not going to Diyu tonight.” Jelmay turned to Danzen, the bakeneko now with a nervous smile on his face. “Please tell me we’re not going to Diyu tonight.” 
 
    “No, tomorrow. Tonight, we rest.” 
 
    “What about food?” Semya asked. “Most of us didn’t get to eat back there.” 
 
    “That’s your fault. You all could have had something,” Jelmay told her. “That troll really wasn’t half bad either. It sort of tasted like salmon. If salmon lived underground and ate rocks at every meal.” He yawned and plopped down onto the ground. “I guess I know where I’m sleeping.” 
 
    “In the snow?” Yato asked with a giggle. 
 
    “Where else is there to sleep around here?” 
 
    “That spot over there will be better for you.” Rodekh pointed his snout toward a large rock jutting out of the ground, one that Danzen had noticed earlier and reminded him of a claw. It was about a quarter mile away from their current location, the rock formation accented by a sliver of moonlight. 
 
    “Let’s go there,” Nomin said, the first words she had spoken in hours. 
 
    “Fine, fine.” Jelmay got back to his feet, yawned one more time, and followed the others toward the place where they would rest, smacking his lips as he did so.  
 
    Sure enough, the way the rock was positioned provided a barrier from the falling snow. There was no wood here which meant no fire. They would have to sleep close to one another for body warmth. The yokai relaxed around Yato while Danzen and Nomin maintained a perimeter. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    He stood across from Nomin for hours, the two silent, stoic as ever. At some point, the blind assassin turned him. “You should rest. We don’t know what tomorrow holds.” 
 
    “We never do.” 
 
    “That is why we never rest.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    In the end, Danzen was able to sleep a few hours in the early morning, just before the sun came up. He slipped away from the others before they could wake, his blood keeping him warm. He watched a bird fly overhead, some kind of predatory hawk. Perhaps a yokai. He then turned to the two wolves, who were having an early morning conversation with Brashlung the hyosube goblin. 
 
    Sansar landed on his shoulder. “Morning.” 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    “Are you ready for Diyu?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer. 
 
    “Your mother is there. Perhaps we should go to her once we have retrieved the first Fatebrick.” 
 
    “Go to her?” Danzen asked. “You actually know where she is?” 
 
    “I used to be able to sense her. We will need to check the projection map again, but once we’re there, she may be near one of the Fatebricks.” 
 
    “We have no way of knowing that.” 
 
    “You’re right. The projection map said that there was a Fatebrick not so far from where we’ll enter Diyu. We have already confirmed that, we just need to narrow down the location. Once we have retrieved that Fatebrick, a conversation with your mother is worth exploring. We will know more once we arrive, of course.” 
 
    “Do you really think that is a good idea?” 
 
    “She should know what is happening. She’s your mother.” 
 
    “She would have sacrificed me if she could have. She believed the Sunydiyu Sect’s prophecies of an ultimate sacrifice.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t normally voice his feelings about Shodren Ravja. It was more in Kudzu’s nature to be so bold as to challenge his mother’s legacy in front of the raven that had kept her company for so long.  
 
    Danzen trusted Sansar, but he didn’t know if there was a reunion in store for him and his mother.  
 
    “She may have, but she’s still your mother. There is still good in her. I’m certain of it. Think about it.” Sansar flapped his wings and flew off and joined the two wolves and the hyosube goblin.  
 
    Danzen proceeded to bend his echo. He did so for about an hour, allowing the others to sleep just a bit longer. He challenged himself this time by hovering his Blade of Darkness over his head. He worked with Sunyatic energy beneath it, and soon had the glaive spinning like the vanes of a windmill. He hovered stones, shattered them, reformed them, and then dissolved them. He also levitated clumps of snow. 
 
    Danzen felt powerful, he felt ready.  
 
    He also felt apprehensive. Soon, everything would come to a head. 
 
    Later, the group ate some rabbits Brashlung had somehow caught overnight. The goblin even managed a fire using a special type of root he found that always stayed dry. 
 
    “You should have mentioned these roots last night,” Jelmay told him as he gnawed on one of the rabbit legs. 
 
    “I didn’t know they were in the area. Once you all went to sleep, I did some searching around. Rodekh here helped catch the rabbits.” 
 
    The bakeneko looked up at the towering, six-legged wolf. “How?” 
 
    Rodekh smiled. 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    Semya laughed. She pushed herself to her feet and yawned. “Well, I suppose I should get going. There isn’t a chance you would give me a ride, is there?” she asked Sansar, whom she knew could change his size. “I’m kidding. I was planning to walk back anyway. To the Asura Forest. So far, so far. And hopefully, no encounters along the way.” 
 
    “There’s Galzo’s wolves,” Danzen reminded her. “They will escort you once you reach them.” 
 
    “That’s right, escorted by a group of winged mutts. I suppose there are worse fates. Fine. That works for me. Is anyone coming with me?” For some reason, she glanced at Yato. 
 
    “I’m going with them.” 
 
    Danzen considered this. Perhaps it was better for Yato to stay. He hadn’t really given it much thought up until this point, but the less people he had to keep track of in Diyu, the better. 
 
    “You aren’t serious, right?” Yato asked as she gauged the look on Danzen’s face. 
 
    “You don’t want to go to Diyu.” 
 
    “I do—” 
 
    “Yato. It is best if you—” 
 
    “I know what’s best for me,” she told Danzen. “You may need me there. If anyone shouldn’t come, it should be Jelmay. He was just injured.” 
 
    “Me? You’ve been injured too,” Jelmay said. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea. How about I go back to the Asura Forest with Semya and meet you all there? That works for me. Much safer there, and I’m sure I can get into a bit of good trouble with Usagi in the meantime. Who wants to go to Diyu anyway?” 
 
    “You are coming with us,” Kudzu said. “I hate to say this, but your morphing ability may come in handy. You’re not going back to the forest. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “You can morph as well. But I must admit that I am much better at it.” He laughed proudly. “You can only morph into your human form, whereas I can take any and all forms. I suppose that does make me quite useful to the group, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    “Nomin?” Danzen asked. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Leave it up to her.” 
 
    “I won’t get in the way,” Yato told Danzen. “I’m part of this too.” 
 
    “I don’t think you will get in the way. I never said that. I never thought that either. Where we’re going, what we’re about to do, has its risks. But it’s not like everything we’ve done up to this point didn’t have risks as well. It’s up to you.” 
 
    “I’m—” It seemed like Yato was about to say that she would go with them, but then she hesitated. “Maybe it’s best. Maybe it is best that I stay behind. At least that is what the logical side of me is saying.” 
 
    “It is best. Listen to that voice. We will need your skills here once we return,” Danzen told her. 
 
    Yato nodded in the same solemn way Danzen often did. 
 
    “You sure lucked out. Believe me, you don’t want to go to Diyu,” Jelmay told the young assassin. “It’s no fun. But you’re going to need to stay warm on your trip there so, I hate to do this. But take this.” He gave her his demon bear hide. “Take good care of it. Usagi knows a yokai who could possibly wash it, a harmless kawa-no-kami who probably owes him a favor.” 
 
    “And I will see you all back in the forest?” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. 
 
    “Jelmay!” 
 
    “What?” he asked Kudzu. “I can’t possibly know how this will play out. Theoretically, yes, she will see us there, but I can’t possibly know at the moment. We are literally about to break into hell to steal a trio of priceless artifacts with the goal of rebuilding heaven. At least with Yato alive, she can tell the bards the sacrifice we’ve all made. Don’t forget that, Lady Pilgrim.” 
 
    “I won’t?” She gave him a confused look. 
 
    “And remember, when talking to a bard, it is best to leave out any details that would make us look bad to future generations. I’m talking about things like Pilgrim’s constant murdering and—” 
 
    “That settles it,” Danzen said as he stepped in front of the bakeneko to address Semya and Yato. “We will return to the forest as soon as we have the Fatebricks.” 
 
    The bakeneko playfully kicked the snow. “I just wish there was someone that would make our trip easier. What am I supposed to do? Walk all that way with the young assassin?” 
 
    “I will take the two of you,” Timbero volunteered. “Like Nova, I cannot enter Diyu. Yes, I can fly you part of the way. But we will need to avoid human detection. So once we get closer to the forest, we’ll have to walk.” 
 
    Semya rubbed her paws together. “I cannot believe that I get to ride a raiju today.” 
 
    After a bit more conversation, it became time to leave. Rodekh bid farewell to his brother, who promised to return once he dropped Yato and Semya off. The towering wolf kept to the front, the goblin walking beside them as they led Danzen’s group to the gate. 
 
    The gate was massive, made of a blackened metal that was rimmed in light purple energy. It looked impenetrable. Danzen guessed it was easily one hundred feet tall. 
 
    “Three keys,” Brashlung said as he gave one to Danzen, kept one for himself, and gave the final one to Nomin. “We must insert them at the same time, turn right one click, then left two clicks. The gate will open, but only partially. You have a limited amount of time to pass through to the other side. That shouldn’t be a problem, however. At least for most of you.” 
 
    “What’s that look mean?” Jelmay asked the goblin. 
 
    “You might have to be a little faster than normal.” 
 
    “I’m plenty fast. And where is the gate going to open? Right down the middle? I can’t really tell. Looks like a solid wall of metal.” 
 
    “It will open on that side.” Brashlung gestured to the far right. The gate was blocked by thick rock walls, both sides featureless, meaning someone wouldn’t be able to use it to scale to the top of the gate and simply jump over to the other side. 
 
    Danzen took another look around.  
 
    In doing so, he noticed just how protected this area was. The mountains were incredibly steep, yet their surfaces were smooth. It wasn’t impossible, but would be very difficult to get through to the other side. 
 
    “Ready?” Brashlung asked. “The rest of you head over there to the future opening. Remember, one click to the right, two to the left.” 
 
    He waited until Danzen and Nomin were in position. Brashlung gave them the signal and they all stuck their keys in. They went right, and they went left two clicks.  
 
    Danzen heard a whirr of activity within the gate, gears grinding, something that sounded like a mallet thumping on a hard surface. 
 
    The towering gate began to move. 
 
    “Hurry,” Brashlung told them. “Just leave the keys in the locks. I’ll get them. Good luck.” 
 
    “My brother and I will be ready when you return,” Rodekh said as Danzen joined the others. “By Sunyata!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They passed into Diyu with little fanfare. There was no one there to greet them, and for a moment, it felt like Danzen and his companions truly had entered undetected. But Danzen knew not to trust this thought. 
 
    The sky above was now red, slightly overcast. The landscape beyond was similar to the area that they had just passed through, but it seemed rockier, a barren nothingness not unlike the Northern Passage. 
 
    All of them were on edge. 
 
    Danzen was entirely familiar with this sensation. He was also aware of the small part of himself that felt comfortable here, as if he were at home. 
 
    He didn’t like this feeling. 
 
    His group traveled in relative silence for a while until they came to a space that seemed like a natural resting point. There were even signs that someone had once camped here, running water as well. 
 
    “Should we drink it?” Jelmay asked as he peered down at the black water. 
 
    “You can eat and drink here,” Sansar told the bakeneko. “The food isn’t cursed, or anything of the sort.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Jelmay said. “And believe me, I was wondering about the food part. Actually, we might be presented with dishes we haven’t tried yet.” He licked his lips. “That sounds good. Could be interesting.” 
 
    “I’m not saying anything to you,” Kudzu said as she approached the silky-dark water. She was now back in her fox form, and she looked at it for a moment, at her own reflection. 
 
    “Just drink,” Jelmay told her. “Why would the raven lie to us?” 
 
    “You drink first.” 
 
    “Fine.” Jelmay dunked his head underwater and took a big gulp from it. He kept his head under there for a moment, and then began to struggle, as if something were pulling at him. The bakeneko yanked his head out of the water in a comical way. He now held a fish between his teeth. “Look what I found.”  
 
    He bit down on the fish. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    While the two of them bickered, and then later agreed to catch some fish together, Danzen produced a projection map. He discussed the nearest Fatebrick location with Sansar. “It seems like it is in the same place as Verba would be in our world,” he surmised. 
 
    “Verba,” Sansar said. “Let’s hope there’s not a Diyu version of Elder Bahjee.” The three-legged raven was joking, but Danzen agreed with him. No more bakeneko. While the cities might have similar locations, Danzen was aware from an earlier discussion that they would look quite different. He didn’t know what to expect once they got there, but at least they had a relatively close location to check. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Nomin asked Danzen.  
 
    “It looks like it could be more than a day away. It’s hard to gauge the scale of this map. I’m thinking we go in that direction. Ask any questions we can along the way if we encounter anyone, and rest in the open.” 
 
    “We are lucky it is not cold here,” Nomin said. 
 
    “Yato would have liked that.” 
 
    “It’s better that she stayed behind, Danzen. Just in case. You made the right call back there.” 
 
    He didn’t know whether this was the case. Yato was powerful, and having a third combatant, one that was trained, was always useful. But he didn’t know what they were going to get into, and he trusted Nomin with his life. 
 
    They would have to make it work. 
 
    Jelmay bagged up another fish after complaining to Kudzu that they didn’t have time to eat them.  
 
    The crew continued, now heading in a northeasterly direction. There were a few times when they paused to wait as something large like a dragon flew overhead. At least it looked like a dragon. Danzen didn’t know what the large winged beast was, and he was glad that the few they saw didn’t spiral to the ground and fight them. 
 
    As they walked, Jelmay and Kudzu collected sticks and twigs for a fire later. She carried them in her mouth and would give them to Jelmay when she had too many. He would stuff them in the same bag where he held the fish.  
 
    “It’s pretty quiet out here,” Jelmay said as they came over a ridge and down into a small valley. Danzen stopped at the top for a moment and stared off into the distance, to the other side of the valley. It seemed like there was a system of caves there that would allow them to pass through rather than take the slopes to the top. It could be a risk. It would also be a good place to camp. 
 
    “No one else thinks that?” Jelmay asked once he didn’t get a bite. 
 
    “It is too quiet.” 
 
    “You would say that,” he told Nomin.  
 
    “Would you rather it be loud?” 
 
    “I don’t know what I was expecting. Something a little more dynamic. But to see it so empty. Where are all the dead people?” 
 
     Kudzu laughed at the way he asked this. “I’m sure we are going to encounter plenty of them later on.” 
 
    “Yes, it is best if we remain like this for as long as possible,” Sansar said. He was now perched on Danzen’s shoulder as they headed down to the valley, the group aiming for the caves he had spotted. 
 
    “I know, anonymity is good. Especially for a half-blooded assassin in his father’s realm. No offense, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Kudzu scoffed at Jelmay’s remark, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    Danzen drew his Blade of Darkness once they came to the middle of the valley. A towering beast flew overhead, closer than any of the ones they’d seen previously. It had the head of a lion, and the body of some sort of enormous falcon, with a wingspan of at least thirty feet. It circled around and dipped just a bit closer to them. Danzen prepared to spear it. 
 
    The creature screeched and flew off. 
 
    “I don’t know how we would have killed that thing,” Kudzu said with a deep breath out. “But I’m glad it’s gone.” 
 
    “It could always come back.” 
 
    “Shut up, Jelmay.” 
 
    “If it comes back, chuck your glaive at it, Pilgrim. I’m going to guess you could put enough power behind it, especially using your echo, to pierce through its heart. If nothing else, you can cut off one of its wings, and when it hits the ground, I’ll go over and hack it to pieces.” 
 
    “I would like to see you try that,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Once I killed it, I would eat it. I already ate a troll!” 
 
    For some reason, this comment caused the group to laugh, all aside from Nomin, who maintained her stoic demeanor. They reached the opening before the cave and held a vote. They set up camp, Nomin the only one who felt they should move on. 
 
    As they settled, the group spoke about how difficult it was to gauge if it was day or night in Diyu. The sky was always red, but Danzen could tell that the others were getting tired and figured it would be a good time to rest. They could decide in the morning if they wanted to go through the cave or climb to the top of the ridge and continue from there. 
 
    There was also the option of Sansar flying them up, at least those who couldn’t hover. 
 
    Kudzu and Jelmay made a fire, where they were able to cook the fish. While they did this, Danzen stepped aside to bend his echo. He noticed as soon as the rocks floated into the air that he felt much stronger here. 
 
    It quickly reached a stage where it felt like his power was amplified here, his blood brimming with strength. 
 
    He began floating the rocks around him, feeling as if his control had much more precision than it normally did. He drew his sword and cut each of the stones down, shattering it with his echo just as his blade reached its target. 
 
    Something was certainly different.  
 
    He recalled the last time he had been in Diyu, which felt like so long ago. He certainly didn’t have the same control over his echo then as he did now. Danzen didn’t want to give too much thought to the sensation going through him at the moment, but he felt almost god-like; he felt like he could crush the stone in his hand if he wanted, that he could control reality. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    This wasn’t who he was. Maybe his father knew he was here now, and was impacting him in some way, augmenting his power just to please him, to show Danzen what he would be capable of in Diyu. 
 
    Danzen decided to stop bending his echo. He rejoined the others and sat. 
 
    “Just in time,” Kudzu said as she motioned toward the fish, which they were cooking on a hot stone. Danzen took a piece and ate it. It was good, so he ate more. 
 
    Later that night, Jelmay sang the same song about the blacksmith that he had sung for the hyosube. He did so quietly, which caused Kudzu to laugh until Sansar told them to keep quiet. 
 
    The yokai were the first to go to sleep while Danzen and Nomin stood guard. As she had the previous night, Nomin told Danzen to get some rest. 
 
    “You need rest as well,” he replied. 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. He knew that the blind assassin was stubborn, and there was no point in arguing with her. Besides, it was safer for one of them to be on the lookout. Occasionally, Sansar would make rounds, but having someone standing guard right there was just as good. 
 
    Once he was comfortable, Danzen drifted off to sleep. 
 
    He would be awoken a few hours later by a scream. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The scream belonged to Kudzu, who was closest to the cave opening. As soon as Danzen heard the kitsune he jumped up to his feet, his hand on the grip of his sword. Nomin had already turned to the source of Kudzu’s ire.  
 
    The horrific monster had the legs of a spider, but the upper torso of a woman, her skin pale, her head covered in numerous blackened eyes. Red saliva dripped from her distended jaw. 
 
    Danzen rushed forward and got in front of Kudzu just as the spider came down with her front claws. He batted them away. It was like hitting a sword, the sound loud and powerful. Jelmay awoke, the bakeneko stumbling backward and shrieking. 
 
    “Get a hold of yourself!” Nomin said.  
 
    By this point, Danzen had drawn the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. He sent it humming through the air, where it managed to jab into the creature’s shoulder. It got stuck there as she lurched forward, her spider legs kicking up stone. 
 
    Danzen loosed two Astra kunai. He managed to get one of the beast’s blackened eyes with his throwing knives. The second one went wide. He jumped and his blades returned to his hand, just as the spider surged backwards so she could fire a sticky blue web at him. The webbing hit the ground and started to sizzle.  
 
    “Careful!” he called to Jelmay, who was still getting his bearings. 
 
    Sansar flew in and distracted the spider. The woman, who also had arms, punched the three-legged raven hard enough to send Sansar flipping off to the side. 
 
    She fired more of the webbing, this time going for a wide arc. Danzen dove for Kudzu, grabbed the kitsune and rolled, the two barely avoiding the web. It hit more of the rocks, and part of their campfire as well, which caused a blue explosion that illuminated the area for a moment. 
 
    The woman pulled Danzen’s sword out of her shoulder. The spider creature was just starting to swing it toward him when his weapon naturally broke free from her hands. It returned to Danzen as her forward trajectory took her toward the ground. 
 
    Nomin jumped over some of her webbing, flung herself into the air, and landed on the woman’s back. Both hands on her sword, she was just about to bring it down onto the crown of the woman’s head when she managed to buck Nomin off. 
 
    The blind assassin flew off and hit a solid wall of rock. The spider jumped back, trying to pounce on Nomin. 
 
     Quick on his feet, Danzen was able to cast his echo forward and lift the spider. He tossed the spider to the side, giving Nomin time to get out of the way. 
 
    Danzen went for his Blade of Darkness, which he had propped up against a wall of rock.  
 
    He came forward with it and thrust the weapon at the spider as it rose up. The beast came down with her claws, Danzen able to bat them away. The kunai that was lodged in the spider’s face came loose and returned to his hand. He sent it forward again, this time able to draw a cut on her underbelly before it returned.  
 
    Danzen swung his Blade of Darkness just as the spider tried to fire more of its toxic webbing. He cut off one of her claws, forcing her to spill forward. Her own webbing boiled beneath her body, quickly spreading toward her human torso.  
 
    She shrieked.  
 
    The human spider went wild as she tried to stop the burn. She hit the rock wall causing rocks to fall from above. One cracked her on the side of the head and drew a deep gash, black blood pouring down her face. 
 
    “Kill that thing,” Jelmay said, “before she kills us with an avalanche or something!” 
 
    The spider was too erratic now, too hard to combat. It moved back and forth, losing power. Danzen had a feeling that if they just left the spider to her own devices, she would die. But that could take a while; he had to end this now. 
 
    He had to time his next attempt perfectly.  
 
    Danzen drew the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, and just as the spider threw her head back, he put all his strength and a bit of Sunyatic power into throwing his sword directly at her face. 
 
    His blade tore through her open mouth and out the back of her head. It dinged against the wall of rock and flipped back toward Danzen’s open hand. 
 
    He barely caught it. If he hadn’t practiced this maneuver a thousand times, Danzen would have certainly cut his arm off. 
 
    But his attempt had worked. 
 
    The spider let out one final breath, one final death rattle, if Danzen could call it that, and fell. The smell that filled the air was nearly as toxic as its webbing. 
 
    “Get your things,” Danzen told the others. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    The group quickly gathered what little they traveled with and moved away from the spider. 
 
    This turned out to be the right choice as well. As the spider expired, her body exploded into a mist of the webbing and viscera, the caustic material burning everything it touched and causing enough of the stone to melt away that it indeed caused an avalanche, just as Jelmay had said it would. 
 
    The cave was now closed. The only way over the ridge would be to climb to the top of it. 
 
    “Well?” Danzen asked the others. 
 
    “By Sunyata,” Kudzu said, haggard. “I am never sleeping near a cave again.” 
 
    “I would say let’s go back to sleep, but I’m not going to go to sleep after that,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “Neither can I,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “In that case, let’s continue,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Onward as always,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “We can find a way up the ridge, and to Diyu’s version of Verba from there. Focus on the Fatebrick.” Danzen caught a glimpse of Kudzu’s face. He knew she was still disturbed by the humanoid spider they had just fought. “Focus on the Fatebrick.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Day or night, it didn’t matter. The journey was on now that all of them were awake. They walked for hours. Sansar continually flew ahead and returned, letting them know what to expect. 
 
    While Danzen felt more powerful in Diyu, he also sensed this ominous force. Perhaps it had something to do with the red sky, the way it weighed down on him. He kept wondering if his father had seen them, or if his brother had noticed his presence. 
 
    Ominous, and on edge. 
 
    Always on edge. 
 
    This was the life of an assassin, one who had been born into the blood trade. Even the moments that seemed relaxing still carried an underbelly of razor wire and potential sabotage. Assassins slept with one eye up, the old saying went, and Danzen was no different. 
 
    He squinted up at the sky tracking Sansar’s return.  
 
    The three-legged raven landed on the ground in front of them. “I have found it. Not much further now.” 
 
    “What can we expect?” 
 
    “It is like Verba, but there is a castle built in the center of the lake. A large one.” 
 
    “So it’s a moat?” 
 
    “No,” Sansar told Jelmay. “It’s a lake.” 
 
    “I thought a castle surrounded by water is a moat. What do I know? I’ve only been alive for—” 
 
    “We will need to figure out where the Fatebrick is. But it is certainly in this location. Perhaps we will be able to ask around.” 
 
    “Who would we ask?” 
 
    “There are people there,” he told Jelmay. “And demons.” 
 
    “That’s right. Demons live here freely.” Jelmay’s teeth chattered. “I guess we’re going to have to be friendly with them.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can command them, or command my own,” Danzen said. 
 
    “You might not want to do that here. I feel like we have yet to draw the attention of your father or your brother. The further we prolong that, the better.” 
 
    “Then who would know about a Fatebrick?” 
 
    “Perhaps a local,” Nomin said. 
 
    “Wait, wait. I don’t like the way you’re looking at Pilgrim here,” Jelmay said as he backed away from the blind assassin. “You aren’t suggesting that you would attempt to kill someone for information, are you?” 
 
    “That is one option for extracting what we need.” 
 
    “What happens if you kill someone in Diyu? I’m not trying to get existential here, but we are already in hell. If you kill something in hell, where does it go?” 
 
    “They are reborn here. But I’ve heard that this isn’t a pleasant process,” Sansar told the bakeneko. “Maybe we won’t have to torture our way to the information we need after all. What kind of person would want a Fatebrick?” 
 
    “A person who wants power. Or a person who collects something.” 
 
    “Right,” Sansar told Danzen. “A person who wants power, or a person who collects something. Otherwise, what is the point of owning the object? Now, from what I’ve seen thus far, there are dozens of smaller homes and a few larger ones as well. Thousands upon thousands of people live there. Yet there is only one castle.” 
 
    “The Fatebrick is in the castle,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “It would be a good place to start, yes. Or at the very least, we can find out who lives in the castle and go from there. I will fly around it and see what I can uncover.” 
 
    “Works for me. Any morphing I could do to help out? I could take the form of one of Danzen’s demons. I’ve seen them plenty of times,” Jelmay said with a shudder. 
 
    “There are regular people there as well.” 
 
    “If it’s a regular person you’d like, then sure, that’s easy.” Soon, the bakeneko was in the form of a nondescript man with auburn hair. “How’s this?” 
 
    “You look fine.” 
 
    “Handsome?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “What about you?” he asked Kudzu. 
 
    “I’ll morph as well. Look away.” After Danzen gave her some clothing, Kudzu took her human form. He always found it endearing to see her this way, how uncomfortable she always looked at first before she got used to standing on two legs. She pressed her shoulders back, tried to fix her hair, and gave up. “It doesn’t matter,” she said as she rejoined the group. 
 
    “Looks absolutely do matter, well, maybe not in Diyu,” Jelmay told her. “But for what it’s worth, I think you look beautiful. What about you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen nodded.  
 
    They reached a clearing, and a forest from there, one where the trees all had red leaves. It was strange passing through the woods. Danzen couldn’t help but tense up every time he sensed something in his periphery. But they eventually came to the edge of the blackwood forest, where they were able to see the city beyond. 
 
    As Sansar had said, the outer village featured numerous quaint homes, none higher than two stories. Beyond, in the center of the lake, was an enormous castle. As they approached, Danzen’s group came upon merchants who appeared to live outside the city walls. 
 
    It was strange seeing demons interacting with humans. For so long, Danzen had been horrified by the creatures that spawned when he bled. To see them going about their lives, living in relative peace, was something he hadn’t expected. It all seemed so normal. 
 
    “Hello,” Jelmay said, interrupting the grim memories that were coming to Danzen all at once. The bakeneko now spoke to a man selling masks. 
 
    “May I help you?” the man asked, just a hint of suspicion in his voice. “Interested in a lich mask?” 
 
    “Not exactly. We’re new in town.” 
 
    “Clearly.”  
 
    “And we wanted to know who was in charge. Actually, I don’t care who’s in charge. Who lives in the castle in the center of the lake?” 
 
    “The castle?” 
 
    “You know, the one in the lake. The moat? You can’t miss it. The castle. Who lives in the castle?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Because we are new, and we’d like to get the lay of the land. I don’t know. Wouldn’t anyone be curious about something like that?” 
 
    “We are deciding where to settle,” Danzen said. 
 
    The man turned to him. “And you chose Crimson Verba?” 
 
    “Is that the name of this village?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Last I checked.” 
 
    “We are considering it,” Kudzu told the merchant. “Also, I should say, I like your work. I’ve seen masks like that before, but never with this much attention to detail.” 
 
    The masks were certainly exquisite, the pieces made of blackened wood. 
 
    “So, someone actually noticed,” the merchant said, the man clearly proud of his work. He relaxed a little as a smile took shape on his bearded face. Danzen noticed reptilian flesh trailing up the side of his neck. It almost looked like the flesh of his hellspawn. “It is about time someone noticed. I’ve been making these masks for almost a hundred years now.” 
 
    “And we would certainly like to buy one or four,” Jelmay said after he did a quick head count. “But we would like to get settled first in the city. And we want to know about the landmarks, things that we should be aware of. No, we are tourists. We just want to know about things.” 
 
    “Some of the landmarks, eh?” The man went over some of the sights, a bit of confusion on his face as he started from a popular fountain and ended at a place that was known for its sacrifices. Danzen didn’t like the sound of that. Finally, the merchant got to the question at hand. “As for the castle, that’s Raif’s castle.” 
 
    Danzen’s heart skipped a beat. “Did you say Raif?” 
 
    “I did. You know him?” 
 
    “No,” Danzen lied. “Sounded like someone else I know. I think that’s all the information we need.” 
 
    “Hey, aren’t you going to buy a mask?” the man asked as they turned away.  
 
    “Just let us find a hotel first,” Jelmay said. “I should probably ask as well, what kind of money do you take here?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without any shadow coins, Danzen’s companions weren’t going to be able to find lodging. There was always the option of taking a quest, doing something for someone that would net them some of these coins, but they really didn’t have time for something like that. 
 
    Danzen couldn’t help but feel he had a timeline. Once Nomtoi knew he was there, things would change rapidly. He could imagine his brother coming after them himself, even if it broke whatever agreement Nomtoi had with their father. They were now on his brother’s turf, and Danzen had a feeling that things wouldn’t play out in his favor here in a direct fight. 
 
    Or would they? It certainly seemed like he was stronger in Diyu. He felt like his echo was twice as powerful as it was in the mortal realm. Maybe Danzen would have a chance against his brother now. Maybe he could do something with his echo like he had done before, latching on to some organ in his body and exploding it.  
 
    But Nomtoi was whip-fast. In a clash, Danzen would likely be playing defense most of the time as he tried to get a strike in.  
 
    Again, his only solution, the only thing Danzen could think to do, was to grow stronger. Perhaps that would give him the split-second leg up he needed when that final bout came. He also realized something else as they moved closer to the lake, the former assassin lost in thought. That continued to be a solution to everything. Strength. What he really wanted was to find a different solution, one that Danzen hadn’t really relied upon before. 
 
    Cunning. 
 
    To rebuild heaven, to thwart his brother, and deny his father his ultimate wish would require extreme cunning. 
 
    But Danzen wasn’t ready to set this up just yet, nor did he know where to begin. He needed to know the pieces in play first, how his father would respond once he had all of the Fatebricks, Nomtoi’s ultimate intentions. And the revelation from Nova was another thing. If all of this worked, if they could actually rebuild Sunyata through these magical items, someone would have to lead heaven. 
 
    That final moment would be crucial. It would be the moment when Danzen needed to use his cunning and possibly strength as well. Because for the former assassin, these two things went hand in hand. 
 
    “Shadow coins, shadow coins, we really need some shadow coins. Does any of us have anything to trade?” Jelmay pretended to check his pockets. “Bah! I shouldn’t have given Yato my demon bear hide. That was a mistake on my part. That thing could be worth something here.” 
 
    “We don’t have much aside from clothing and some dried meats,” Kudzu reminded them. “And yes, you should have. She gets cold.” 
 
    “And her teeth chatter.” 
 
    “Yes, they do.” 
 
    “And it’s annoying.” 
 
    “You said it, not me.” 
 
    “Bah again. I could really use something to eat right about now.” Jelmay jammed his hand into his bag and produced some of the jerky. He took a bite out of it and stepped aside as a demon passed, the large creature dragging its clawed hands on the ground. “Hey, you,” Jelmay called to the demon. 
 
    The demon turned to him. “What, mortal?” 
 
    Jelmay laughed. “Why are you so angry? It’s not like you are in…” He took a look around. “Right. I keep forgetting we’re in hell. Anyway, where was I? That’s right, someone stole our shadow coins. Do you happen to have some we can borrow until the morning? We have been traveling all the way from, oh, wherever is east of here. South and east. No, west,” Jelmay said. “We’ll have more in the morning.” 
 
    “Dammit, Jelmay,” Kudzu hissed. 
 
    The demon took a step closer to Jelmay, as if he was sizing him up. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “We don’t have any money,” Jelmay told him, his eyes growing watery. “We died, and ended up in Diyu without a coin to our names. We could use a nice hotel to rest at for the evening. Or day. I don’t know what time it is.” 
 
    A look of something that resembled kindness traced across the demon’s jagged face. It almost seemed impossible, yet Danzen was certain it was a mask of pity. “You are new here?” 
 
    “As new as new can be,” Jelmay said. “Why? Do we look like we’re new here?” 
 
    “Some of you, yes. You, I don’t know,” the demon told Danzen as he sniffed the air.  
 
    “We are new,” Danzen said. “Why does that matter to you?” 
 
    “Because if you are new, and you are new to Crimson Verba, there’s a fund that you can request at a hotel while you get your bearings. Just tell them you would like to stay for the night and you just arrived, that you would like assistance from the New Arrivals fund. You should be the one that does it,” he told Jelmay. “You seem the newest of all of them.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll take that as a compliment, thanks. And let that be a lesson to all of you,” the bakeneko told anyone who would listen. “All compliments are compliments. So take them accordingly. And I’m so excited to see what, ahem, Crimson Verba has to offer. Aside from the sacrifices. I’m not interested in that.” 
 
    “The sacrifices, huh? They aren’t as bad as they sound.” The demon strolled away, still dragging its knuckles.  
 
    Once they had traveled through a couple more streets, Jelmay stopped in front of an absolutely enormous hotel made of stone, one with views of the lake. It was the same size as the other buildings, yet it took up an entire city block and was decorated with manicured foliage, all the leaves of which were red. 
 
    It was quite striking. 
 
    “That looks like the perfect place,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “You would choose that hotel,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “You wouldn’t? It has views of the lake, and we need to figure out how to get to this Raif’s castle. Also, Pilgrim, who is Raif? You seem to know him.” 
 
    “I’ll explain once we’re inside,” Danzen said. “And I suppose that you should do all the talking at the front desk.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re saying that,” Nomin said. 
 
    “I can’t believe it either.”  
 
    As they entered, Sansar landed on the roof of the hotel to keep watch. They would let him in later, if they could actually secure a room. 
 
    After slicking his hair back, Jelmay approached the front counter, where a demon stood next to a mortal. It was one of the stranger scenes Danzen had seen yet, considering that both of them wore nice silk robes. It was still something he would have to get used to. 
 
    “May I help you?” the demon asked, her voice indicating that she was female. Or so Danzen thought. 
 
    “So, we are all new here. We don’t have any shadow coins. We were told of a fund for newcomers.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that you have recently died. Unfortunately, this hotel doesn’t have that program available. If you would like to utilize that program, and I encourage you to do so, your best bet would be to try some of the inns and taverns on the outer edges of the city.” 
 
    Jelmay sighed. He went from looking like he was about to cry to a hint of desperation. “We did not travel all the way here to stay on the ‘outer edges of the city,’ as you call them. We would like to take advantage of this fund. If those hotels can use it, then yours can as well. Please, my good demon lady, I beg of you!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, that’s not how it works.” The demon woman was just starting to give them a smile that told Danzen and his group that it was time to leave when she stopped. Her eyes locked on to the former assassin. “You.” Her nostrils flared wide. She turned and spoke to the woman next to her. 
 
    “What about him?” Jelmay asked. “He’s just a dead guy, like all of us.” 
 
    The demon ignored him. “Son of Tengir Gantulga,” she said, bowing her head to Danzen. “Your father has already arranged a room.” 
 
    “He knows we’re here?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    The demon looked at her like she was stupid. “Of course he does. This is his realm. He rules over all of us, and he certainly knows who comes and goes. You aren’t going to have to worry about shadow coins while you are here,” she told Danzen. “Going forward, just tell anyone providing a service that you need that you are the son of Tengir Gantulga. They will not question you. Everyone knows better than to claim false lineage. Besides, he only has two sons. And the other one…” She stopped speaking and smiled. “I’ll show you to your suite.”  
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    “Well, in case anyone wasn’t paying attention there at the front, it looks like Pilgrim’s father knows we’re here,” Jelmay said as he plopped down onto a chair near the door. He let out a deep breath. “So there’s that. Joy. More importantly, I really need to rest my feet. We’ve been traveling for too long. Bah! And that spider. Yuck.” 
 
    Danzen placed some of his items on the table. The room took up one half of an entire floor. There were multiple bedrooms, and a long, connected balcony that overlooked the lake and the castle beyond. 
 
    “Do you think he will come?” Kudzu asked Danzen. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Well, if he comes here, we should probably order some food.” 
 
    Kudzu rolled her eyes. “Would you be serious for once?” 
 
    “What? Pilgrim is basically the prince of hell, half-blooded prince of hell, if we’re being technical. We should milk it for everything it’s worth. Remember where we are? I would say that this place is terrible, but aside from the spider lady, and the way the demon woman looked at me at the front desk, it hasn’t been that bad. Yet. I’m sure it will get worse.” He groaned. “I’m a hundred percent certain. But this is the price to be remembered by the bards.” 
 
    “Who is Raif?” Nomin asked Danzen. 
 
    “Raif is a mark who once tried to kill me, a former soldier. Remnants had driven him crazy. He actually attacked me in a crowd.” 
 
    “A crowd?” 
 
    “During the daytime, wielding two sickle swords.” Danzen touched one of the veins on his arms. “He had abused remnants to the point that all of his veins were glowing purple. He wasn’t easy to kill. And I got lucky that day.” 
 
    “You are the luckiest assassin I know.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he told Jelmay as Kudzu walked over to one of the balconies. She opened the door, letting Sansar in. 
 
    The bird landed on one of the chairs. “Nice place. How did you swing it?” 
 
    “Daddy Pilgrim,” Jelmay told the raven. “He knows we’re here and apparently he’s treating his son like the dark-blooded prince that he is.” 
 
    Sansar didn’t like the sound of this. The raven shook his head with dismay. “That isn’t good.” 
 
    “I also don’t see what’s wrong with it. If he wanted to do something, he would have done it by now. He clearly doesn’t like his other son, who would? So maybe he’s trying to see what we will do first. But the lady downstairs was pretty clear. He is aware of anyone that enters Diyu. I suppose that we should have assumed something like that considering, well, considering everything.” 
 
    Kudzu laughed. “We have been through so much together. You are right, we should have assumed this. I can’t believe I’m saying that.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with admitting that I do indeed know what I’m talking about,” Jelmay told her. “Nothing wrong with it at all. What about that food?” 
 
    There was a knock at the door, which caused Nomin to instinctively place her hand on the hilt of her sword. 
 
    “Room service,” a man called from the other side. 
 
    Jelmay licked his lips. “Let them in.” 
 
    Danzen opened the door. A man brought in a tray full of finger foods, mostly pastries and slices of meat. “The main service will be served in two hours.” The man bowed at them, and left. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie,” Jelmay said as he grabbed one of the pastries off the tray. “I could get used to service like this. Are you sure you don’t want to be ruler of Diyu? I’m kidding. Everyone try not to scowl at me all at the same time.” 
 
    “Back to Raif. You killed him that day? Of course you did,” Nomin said. “He wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t killed him.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And he now lives in the castle at the center of the lake. Are we certain that the Fatebrick is there?” 
 
    “We can check the projection map.” 
 
    While Danzen, Nomin, and Sansar checked the projection map, Kudzu and Jelmay ate.  
 
    “It looks to be the right location,” Sansar surmised. “It isn’t very precise, but I think it’s a safe bet. If it’s not there, it would be a good starting point. I will take a flight around the castle and see what I can find. I am assuming that the two of you want a way in undetected.” 
 
    “That would be ideal,” Danzen said. 
 
    “It will be harder without the darkness of night,” Jelmay said with his mouth full. “Maybe you can do something like you’ve done in the past, sneaking in as part of the waitstaff or something. You’ve done that, right? I think you told me a story like that. Well, actually, your speaking power probably doesn’t work here.” 
 
    “No, I don’t believe it does. Or does it?” Danzen asked. 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “I don’t know, try it on someone downstairs.” 
 
    Danzen considered this. He’d already noticed a change in his overall strength here. Did this extend to his other powers as well? 
 
    “I’ll be back.” 
 
    Danzen headed downstairs. He stopped in front of the reception desk. “Do you know Raif?” 
 
    “The ruler of Crimson Verba?” the demon woman from earlier asked. 
 
    “Yes. Tell me everything you know about him.” 
 
    Danzen saw the familiar click in her dark eyes, the reaction he couldn’t quite describe. He knew that it meant that she was now under his control, that she would obey his every command. 
 
    “He rarely leaves his home. They say that he is a collector, that he collects rare warriors and objects. I’ve only seen him once. He is an enormous man, one that walks with a big chain around his neck.” 
 
    “A big chain?” 
 
    “I believe it was given to him by your father.” 
 
    “Is it a weapon?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “Describe the chain.” 
 
    “Maybe she knows,” the demonic woman said, referring to her colleague who had just joined them. 
 
    Danzen used his Demon Speak power again. “Tell me everything you know about Raif.” 
 
    “He has never been to this hotel. But he occasionally comes back to town. There are some taverns near the water, a few blocks away. I’ve seen him there.” 
 
    “And the chain around his neck? Do you think it is jewelry, or is it a weapon?” Danzen asked, wondering if it could be the Fatebrick. 
 
    “It is a weapon. Your father gave it to him. Raif was boasting proudly about this one night. Someone questioned him and he quickly removed the chain and beat the demon to death with it. No, he didn’t beat him to death,” the woman said, her lips quivering. “He used the chain to drag him back to his castle. We can’t technically die here, but it can hurt until we reach that threshold.” 
 
    “But if he doesn’t let the person die, he can continue to torture them.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” the other woman told her counterpart. 
 
    She nodded and continued. “That chain around his neck, he can wield it like a chain and he can also wield it like a club.” 
 
    “I see,” Danzen said. He was about to ask if either of them had heard of the Fatebrick, but decided against it. It was best that he keep things like this quiet for now. “Anything else I should know?” 
 
    “You are planning on going there, aren’t you?” the demon woman asked. 
 
    “No, and forget we ever had this conversation.” 
 
    With their heads rewired, Danzen returned to the others in the room upstairs. 
 
    “Did it work?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “It did.” 
 
    “And what did you learn?” 
 
    “We will need to be careful.” 
 
    She laughed nervously. “That’s all you learned?” 
 
    Danzen glanced over to Nomin. “Raif wields a chain now, one apparently given to him by my father. He is a collector of sorts. If the Fatebrick is anywhere, it will be in his collection. Later, we will retrieve it.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you mean just you and Blind Pilgrim,” Jelmay asked as he licked his fingers. “Or are you going to need our services as well?” 
 
    “That really depends on what Sansar tells us.” 
 
    “In that case, I guess we will wait until the bird returns.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Sansar’s discovery took Pilgrim and the others off guard. The three-legged raven had arrived just a few moments ago, Sansar now perched on the railing outside of the hotel, his wings pressed back and slick as always. 
 
    “So not one guard, eh? Not a single one?” Jelmay asked. “Raif is all alone. Poor guy. Bah! Curse him.” 
 
    “Yes, he is alone.” 
 
    “Do you know if he is there?” Kudzu asked Sansar. 
 
    “I have no way of knowing that. I did see an open window on one of the towers facing away from the city. It was a lower window, perhaps even a basement. But I didn’t fly closer to it. I could go back.” 
 
    “No, that isn’t necessary. We’ll probably have to deal with him,” Danzen surmised. “Raif may be waiting, or we may get lucky. We only want the Fatebrick. As sad as it is to hear how he behaves, it is not my job to deal with him,” he said, referring to what sounded like kidnapping and torture from the remnant-crazed former soldier. “If the chain itself is the Fatebrick, that will change how we approach this.” 
 
    “So you just want to go through the front door?” Jelmay looked out toward the castle. Danzen was doing the same now, noticing the way that it had been built onto the rock. It looked like they would be able to approach the front and slip around the back, where they could enter through this open window that Sansar had seen. 
 
    It would probably be better than simply flying over there. 
 
    “I think that is best. You and Kudzu stay here. Nomin and I will handle this.” 
 
    “It’s not worth it,” Jelmay told Kudzu before she could protest. “You know how these assassins get. And this is, after all, what they have trained to do. How many times do I have to remind you of that?”  
 
    Kudzu crossed her arms over her chest, but she ultimately didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Go with Sunyata at your backs and the grace of the future carrying you forward, or something like that,” Jelmay told Danzen and Nomin. “I can’t remember how the old saying goes. We’ll be here when you return. And I will keep an eye on everyone’s favorite fox,” he told Danzen quietly. 
 
    Danzen went inside and prepared his things. He grabbed his Blade of Darkness, and checked his gauntlets. His Astra kunai went over his chest and he sheathed his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds at his side, Nomin’s replicable blade at the other. 
 
    He joined the blind assassin on the balcony. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Rather than leave through the front, they leaped down to the rocks below.  
 
    The pair moved from there to the shoreline, where Danzen used his Demon Speak power to borrow a man’s boat. They reached the castle and docked it with the other boats, Danzen once again retrieving his weapons. 
 
    He didn’t like that there weren’t any guards. If there were guards, he would know more of what he should expect. But the absence of any protection put him on that familiar edge where he had been countless times before. 
 
    Danzen was fine with that. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen stepped into the shadowy cover created by the wall of Raif’s castle. There was no way to know if the brute had seen them, so Danzen decided to operate as if he had. This meant that he needed to move fast, get what they came for, and be prepared for the bull of a man to charge them swinging a chain. 
 
    They circled around the castle, Danzen and Nomin forced to be very careful on some of the thinner ledges. Whoever had built the place hadn’t actually built it for defense. This told Danzen that it had been built for opulence, to show off power and prestige. 
 
    The two reached the back and found the window. Danzen jumped up to it, the former assassin able to leap twenty feet with little effort. Nomin would have likely scaled the walls, yet Sansar helped her in the end, the raven able to carry her up. 
 
    They were in. 
 
    The two assassins communicated almost telepathically, words never exchanged as they quickly moved to the first room. There was little here, only some objects that have been covered by blankets and animal hides cast over a gaudy carpet. 
 
    They didn’t investigate. It wasn’t what they were here for. There was no Sunyatic pull. 
 
    They moved into a hallway. Danzen reached out for Nomin to stop her. He closed his eyes and focused, hoping to see the glow that he had come to associate with one of the Fatebricks.  
 
    Danzen got lucky. 
 
    Jelmay said this may be the case, but the bakeneko probably didn’t realize right he would turn out to be. Now, as he stood in the hallway, his power amplified because he was in Diyu, Danzen actually was able to see the outline of what he assumed was the Fatebrick. It was in a room below, its glow stronger than any of the other items in the vicinity. 
 
    It didn’t seem to be moving. Perhaps it wasn’t Raif’s chain. Then again, the brute could be asleep at the moment. 
 
    Danzen slowly ran his thumb down Nomin’s arm, moving it just an inch to indicate what he had noticed. She moved into action immediately, heading right toward the stairwell. She was light on her feet, and Danzen was the same. They reached the base of the stairs and stopped once they heard voices.  
 
    It sounded like a low moan, an angry one. Danzen couldn’t be certain. 
 
    But he was certain they needed to find another way. Nomin nodded her chin to the opposite end of the hallway. She moved in that direction, keeping close to the wall. Danzen did the same on the other side of the room. They paused at every open doorway they came to, covering each other before moving on. 
 
    They reached the second stairwell. 
 
    Danzen moved down first. He paused at the bottom, waiting for Nomin to join him. They both stepped on the floor together, swords drawn. Danzen closed his eyes yet again and saw that what he thought was the Fatebrick was in a room in the center, behind another set of doors. 
 
    The glow was brighter now. It certainly didn’t look like a chain.  
 
    The doors ahead were closed, the source of the sound beyond. 
 
    There were two ways they could go about this. They could try to find another way in. Perhaps they could go back upstairs and through the window, and see if there was another entrance that they would be able to pry open, a different way to get into the castle. 
 
    The other option was to burst through the door, slay whatever lay on the other side, grab the Fatebrick, and exit through the window. Danzen could fly, and he knew that Sansar was waiting, and would be able to catch Nomin in time. 
 
    He decided on this second option. Danzen exchanged glances with Nomin, nodded, and moved forward. He took a step back and slammed into the door, the former assassin moving in quickly with his sword ready to slash. 
 
    Nomin came in next. 
 
    She stopped in the middle of the room next to Danzen. There was nothing here aside from relics and other collected items. Danzen assumed they were antiquities, but he couldn’t be certain. Some seemed grotesque, from shrunken heads to instruments made of human body parts. Others were what he expected in a collection, jewelry and golden objects.  
 
    Danzen closed his eyes and saw the object he had noticed earlier. 
 
    It was the chalice at the forefront of the room. 
 
    It had to be the Fatebrick and they had discovered it seemingly without conflict. 
 
    “By Sunyata,” Nomin whispered as she spotted it too. 
 
    “Let’s grab it and go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen approached the chalice, nearly certain that it was the item they sought. It had the same glow as a remnant and the other Fatebricks. It had to be it. He was just reaching out for it when he heard something off to his right.  
 
    Danzen swiveled to face the sound. 
 
    A dark green gourd slinked toward the door they had just broken through. 
 
    Danzen sent an Astra kunai trailing after the animated gourd. His dagger struck the gourd and it quivered.  
 
    For a moment, he thought he had killed what he assumed was a strange yokai. 
 
    But then the gourd released one of the loudest sounds Danzen could ever remember hearing. The ear-splitting noise caused Danzen to nearly drop the kunai that had just returned to him. He covered his ears and it only grew louder. 
 
    Nomin launched toward the gourd and tried to cut it down. But the sound threw her off as well, confirming something Danzen had recognized before—her power to see was entirely augmented through her hearing.  
 
    She missed the magical gourd and the sound grew louder.  
 
    The windows shattered.  
 
    Anything in the castle was certainly alerted now, including Raif. Danzen glanced from the chalice to Nomin, who was closer to the gourd. She was struggling to move, the blind assassin with a trickle of blood coming from her ears. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” 
 
    Using his echo, Danzen seized the gourd, whipped the object into the air, and exploded it. He gasped, his ears ringing, the sound still echoing in his head.  
 
    “Are you—?” 
 
    Nomin staggered to her feet. “Danzen?” 
 
    “I’m here, Nomin, I’m here.” 
 
    She turned to what was left of the gourd, anger tracing across her face. “The sound won’t leave my head.” Nomin kicked a piece of the gourd away. “Blasted yokai!” 
 
    “It’s still ringing in my head as well. But it’s getting better.” Danzen heard the distinct ring of chains in the hallway. It could only mean one thing. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Should we leave?” 
 
    “We could.” 
 
    “But we have unfinished business.” 
 
    “Not really, yet it feels that way.” 
 
    “Raif is certainly awake now. He will be stronger than he was in our realm.” 
 
    Danzen closed his eyes. In doing so he saw the towering man in the hallway and heading toward them. His chains. They glowed with so much power that they looked white-hot. Were the chains the Fatebrick? He looked back at the chalice. Danzen could have sworn it was the chalice, but now seeing the bricks… 
 
    Danzen approached Nomin, who was still wiping some of the blood away from her cheeks. She turned to the door, sensing it as well. “We should bring both objects.” 
 
    “We should.” 
 
    “Just in case.” 
 
    “Just in case.” 
 
    “Do you want help?” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Danzen removed his Blade of Darkness and handed it to Nomin. 
 
    “Make it swift.” 
 
    “I always do.” He stepped past the blind assassin and into the long hallway.  
 
    Raif stood ten feet away, the man so large that he had to duck his head forward a bit. He was a hulking mass of muscles and purple veins, his body taped up beneath a set of silk robes. His dark eyes were a pit of rage beneath a set of vertical scars that traced over his head. What looked like living tattoos traced up Raif’s neck, the demonic snakes and terrifying deities spooling toward his cheeks.  
 
    His eyes turned even darker, Raif possessed. 
 
    “I remember you—!” he bellowed. Raif grabbed his chain and lumbered forward.  
 
    Danzen dodged the first strike, which cratered a small portion of the stone floor.  
 
    Danzen struck Raif’s with a quick jab chain. The force caused him to backpedal, right into a wall. Raif swept his chain at Danzen’s head as he tried to follow up with a slash from his sword. Both missed. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    Yet Raif’s chain followed through and hit the wall, brick crumbling to the ground.  
 
    Raif roared with displeasure as Danzen stopped his next attack using his echo. Danzen managed to hold the big man’s arm back for just a moment, but ultimately lost control.  
 
    Raif shouldered forward.  
 
    Danzen caught him and dropped his sword in the process. He slammed Raif to the ground. 
 
    Danzen opened his hand and his sword returned like there was a magnet lodged in his palm.  
 
    He was seconds away from driving it into the back of Raif’s head when the chain looped around Danzen’s leg, almost of its own accord. The chains yanked Danzen backward and tossed him up to the ceiling. He hit the ceiling and slapped against the floor. Dust fell as Danzen tried to get his bearings. 
 
    Raif pushed to his feet and managed to strike Danzen with the chain before he could get up.  
 
    Danzen’s thick winter robes helped protect him from bleeding, but they barely dampened the intense blow.  
 
    Thwack! 
 
    Raif struck him again.  
 
    The pain bloomed; Danzen rolled out of the way to avoid another strike.  
 
    He didn’t know how much he could take. If Raif hadn’t been staggered himself, he could have crushed Danzen’s spine. 
 
    Wanting to end this as quickly as possible, Danzen threw his sword at Raif. The big man pushed it away with his bare hand and ignored the trail of blood that followed. He swung his chain before Danzen could retrieve his sword. 
 
    Danzen stepped into his swing and summoned one of his gauntleted blades. 
 
    Schnickt! 
 
    He drove this into the bottom of Raif’s chin, the blades pressing out of the top of his thick skull. 
 
    Danzen held him there like this, suspending the brute with one arm as blood poured from the exit wound and trailed down Danzen’s arm. What little light there was left in Raif’s dark eyes flickered and faded. He slouched forward, his weight forcing Danzen to step back. 
 
    Danzen lowered the brute to the ground. 
 
    He cleaned his blades on Raif’s robes, sent them away, and grabbed the chain. He was just stepping away when Raif raised up onto his knees. Danzen turned back to the brute. He looped the chain under his chin, swiveled, and pulled back, snapping Raif’s neck. 
 
    Crack!  
 
    He was certain the man was dead now. 
 
    “How did it go?” Nomin asked once he returned to the treasure room. 
 
    “My ears are still ringing.” 
 
    “Mine too.” 
 
    “But I did it.” 
 
    “It sounded like it.” 
 
    Danzen grabbed the Blade of Darkness. He placed the chain around his neck, aware that it could have some ill effect. It felt powerful, but it didn’t do anything, not like remnants had in the past.  
 
    It was a weapon, apparently one gifted to Raif by Danzen’s father. This made Danzen wonder if his father knew he’d get it all along. How far into the future could Tengir actually see?  
 
    “Back to the hotel?” Nomin asked. 
 
    Danzen nodded just as Sansar flew into the room. “I see you have two relics.” The raven landed on the table. 
 
    “We don’t know which one is the Fatebrick,” Danzen said. “I think it’s the chalice, but it could be the chain as well.” 
 
    “Let me see it.”  
 
    Sansar hopped to Nomin’s shoulder, allowing him to get a better look at the chalice. He asked her to turn it upside down. She brought it closer to his face, his head twitching as he looked it over. 
 
    “Well?” Danzen asked. While he knew Raif was dead, he was aware that there could be other things in his castle, sentient parts of his collection that could present an issue if they didn’t hurry. 
 
    “Isoda Fatebrick. That’s his seal. I’m certain of it.” 
 
    Nomin showed Danzen the mark that Sansar was referring to. It was small and square, with a crosshatch running through it and a single circle on top of it.  
 
    “So the chains are weapons.” 
 
    “Your weapons, now,” Nomin said. “Unless you want to leave them behind.” 
 
    Danzen had seen what they could do, the way they had acted on their own to protect their owner. They might prove useful. Danzen examined the golden chains yet again. They looked and felt heavy, but for some reason, they didn’t feel heavy around his neck.  
 
    “I will keep them.” 
 
    “That is probably wise,” said the raven. “An item like that could come in handy.” 
 
    “Sansar, you take Nomin and the chalice. I’ll fly after the two of you.” 
 
    “In that case, let me head out first.” Sansar left through the window. Danzen turned to Nomin. The two didn’t say anything. Nomin went first, her sword at her side, the Fatebrick chalice clutched under an arm. She approached the shattered window and jumped out.  
 
    Danzen saw Sansar rise in the air, now carrying the blind assassin.  
 
    The former assassin went next. Danzen took a running leap out the window, dropped a few feet, and then zipped ahead, his levitation power taking over from there. He spotted Sansar and Nomin and caught up with them. 
 
    Below, a castle. Below, glimmering water reflecting the red sky of Diyu. Below, a boat dock, evidence that someone had been there. Below, his father’s realm. Ahead was Crimson Verba, their hotel, relative safety. But Danzen knew they’d never be safe in Diyu, especially now that his father was actively interested in what he was planning. 
 
    At least he assumed this was the case. After all, Tengir Gantulga was certainly tracking him. 
 
    This was why Danzen took the chain. There was a reason for it to suddenly appear in his life. Even stranger was the fact that Raif was the one guarding the Fatebrick. Danzen needed to speak to the demon woman at the hotel again. How long had Raif had it? She likely didn’t know that, but maybe she knew when Tengir gave Raif the chains. 
 
    Something wasn’t adding up. The timeline was off. 
 
    Danzen moved ahead of Sansar. He slowed as he neared their balcony. Danzen touched down and looked back to see that Sansar and Nomin were near. He all but expected Kudzu and Jelmay to be waiting for him. 
 
    When they didn’t come out, Danzen stepped into the room and found Kudzu seated next to Jelmay, both trying to hide the fear in their eyes.  
 
    “She’s here,” Kudzu said, the kitsune barely able to keep her human form. 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. 
 
    “No, no,” Soko said, the wraith pressing out of the shadows.  
 
    Danzen felt his pulse quicken. 
 
    The horns on Soko’s mask seemed larger now. Her shoulders were slumped forward and her blackened robes hung loosely from her form. She drew her claws from her robes, revealing a sheathed sword as she did so. “Danzen.” 
 
    Nomin landed. She was inside in a matter of seconds, her sword drawn. 
 
    “Nomin.” 
 
    “Soko.” 
 
    “I’m so glad all of you could make it,” Soko said. “So very glad. I’ve been thinking a lot since we last spoke, and then I had a little conversation with your father, who has quickly become quite the lover.” 
 
    Danzen blinked twice. He had no way of knowing at that moment if this was true or not. Everything Soko did was done with maximum manipulation in mind.  
 
    “What do we need to talk about?” he finally asked. 
 
    “The next Fatebrick. It’s southeast, at a temple outside of Maulinghar. That should be easy enough. But the final Fatebrick will prove more challenging. Your mother has it, and she refuses to give it up.” 
 
    “Shodren?” Sansar asked.  
 
    “I guess that is my fault to some degree. She’s not happy to see Tengir with me, which is understandable. But she’s still his concubine, and it’s not like the bitch has to live in squalor like some of the recent arrivals, not with her thousand guards.” The sourness left her voice, replaced by something that was almost sweet. “Sit with me, Danzen. Let’s chat.” She motioned a clawed hand toward a chair. “And if you’re concerned about the fact that you betrayed me, that you were going to kill me after I came to your aid, don’t be. I’m over it now. You should be too.”

  

 
   
    Part Three 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen summoned his gauntleted blades.  
 
    Schnickt! Schnickt! 
 
    He remained in his position across from Soko, trembling slightly. This wasn’t like him, he didn’t normally get any sort of jitters. But that wasn’t what these were. While he may have appeared frightened, Danzen was actually worried for the safety of his companions. 
 
     Kudzu and Jelmay were seated within striking distance of Soko. She could easily cleave through them and he wouldn’t be close enough to stop her. 
 
    A bead of sweat appeared on the side of his head. 
 
    “What happens if I kill a mortal here?” Soko turned toward Kudzu. “I should have asked Tengir that. I suppose I can ask him the next time I see him. I know what happens if I kill a demon or denizen. They return, but it is excruciatingly painful. But that begs the question. What about a mortal that is here illegally? What happens to them if they die in Diyu? I wonder if there’s special purgatory for them. Do they get trapped in some in-between place for all eternity? That would be an interesting development.” 
 
    “You aren’t serious.” 
 
    “I’m very serious, Danzen. Time moves differently here than it does in your realm. Which has allowed for what I’m about to tell you next, a revelation that I’m sure you’ll be delighted to hear. Your father and I have had a long, drawn-out romance by now, even if it seems like it hasn’t been very long since you and I last saw each other. The longer you are here, the faster time passes in your realm. While you were toiling away looking for a Fatebrick, we were getting to know each other better.” She laughed in a cruel way. “Who am I kidding? It has all been lust. Violent lust. The kind you and I—” 
 
    “Ahem.” Jelmay’s whiskers twitched. 
 
    “You have something to say, cat?” 
 
    “I didn’t think you had a lower half. How are you—?” His eyes went wide as Soko leaned in toward him. “Maybe I shouldn’t say anything else.” 
 
    “I have legs.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    A pair of legs stretched out of the bottom of her robes. Soko wore black tights that covered her feet, which lightly touched down onto the floor of the room. Soko’s form shrank, her robes seemingly deflating as she took a step closer to Danzen. 
 
    “I am whole here.” She turned back to Danzen and removed her mask. “Remember when I looked like this?” The black veins faded and her skin lightened, her cheeks flushed with color. She almost looked youthful. “Your father likes this form, but he finds the other enticing as well.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Danzen asked. It couldn’t be true, but what she was saying was so outlandish that he knew it had to be fact. 
 
    “Stop,” Soko told Nomin, who had taken a step closer to her. “And if that bird flies at me, I’m taking a wing for my troubles. Let this be a warning to all of you.” 
 
    “Allow us to speak,” Danzen told the others. 
 
    “Remain on the couch,” Soko told Kudzu and Jelmay without turning back to them. “We do not want to test the physics of Diyu today. And by we, I mean you. Besides, there are two Fatebricks remaining, and your mother has one. Surely you’d like to get it from her.” 
 
    This was the part that baffled Danzen. Why did Soko care about the Fatebricks? If she truly was in a relationship with his father, then this meant Tengir knew about the famed relics as well. He would know that they could be used to rebuild Sunyata. It made no sense.  
 
    It was rare for Danzen to feel as baffled as he did at that moment. 
 
    Nothing added up. None of it. 
 
    Soko’s face spasmed. The black veins formed again, her eye sockets sank, and her skin paled. She placed the white mask she usually wore back on her face. 
 
    “You’re wondering why I, we, would help you. I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Jelmay spoke again: “I’m wondering why Pilgrim’s daddy won’t just give us the Fatebricks if he wants us to have them, why he’d send you to be his crazed messenger?” 
 
    Soko turned back to the bakeneko and was just about to say something when Danzen answered him: 
 
    “My father often challenges me. If he has given us the location of the next Fatebrick. And if he is asking us to get the final Fatebrick from my mother, there must be some reason he cannot do it himself. Or he can, and he’d rather see it affect me emotionally. Why?” Danzen asked, an edge to his voice now. “I will tell you why. Because he is a cruel, manipulative fool, and you’d be an idiot to associate with him, Soko.” 
 
    She rose into the air at the comment, her legs disappearing. Soko rushed toward Danzen, but ultimately didn’t draw her weapon. “I’m not here to fight you.”  
 
    “Then what are you here for?” 
 
    “To guide you.” 
 
    “Guide me where?” 
 
    “To the next Fatebrick, and to your mother from there.” 
 
    “Why do you care about the Fatebricks? Why would my father care?” 
 
    “Because of Nomtoi.” 
 
    “My brother.” 
 
    “Your half-brother. He’s only half of what you could ever be, and that’s being generous. I can say that having met both of you. Nomtoi will destroy what little balance there is. Your father sees this now, and maybe, just maybe, I’m the one that helped him see it.  Maybe I am actually in your corner here. Have you thought of that? Putting you in place restores this balance, and I don’t mean in place here in Diyu. It’s clear you don’t have the gumption to rule hell. You don’t have the cruelty necessary.” 
 
    “There is no balance. What would putting me in place restore anyway?” 
 
    “There can be balance with the Fatebricks.” 
 
    “Why would my father want Sunyata to be rebuilt? Wouldn’t it take from his power?” 
 
    “It is time,” was all Soko said in reply. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You don’t need to understand. You need a few more Fatebricks. I will take you to the first Fatebrick, and then I will lead you to your mother in Golden Sainshand. If you do not agree to go with me, I will deal with the little fox first. If that doesn’t convince you, perhaps I will handle the cat. But the fox first. You love her, right?” 
 
    Danzen dipped his chin.  
 
    “It would make sense. She’s everything I can’t be.” Soko tilted toward the kitsune, menacing as always. “She’s alive, for one. She is magical. She’s a lot older than me, I think. I don’t know about the way kitsunes age. She can change into a fox. I don’t remember that being your thing back when we were together. Perhaps if I wore a little fox hide over my shoulders and had a hood with ears—” 
 
    “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “You love her. Your face screams it every time you look at her. I’ve known you longer than anyone, Danzen. We grew up together; we were practically brother and sister. How incestuous, the things we’ve done!” Soko laughed in her cruel fashion again.  
 
    “Get to the point. The next Fatebrick, and the final Fatebrick with my mother.” 
 
    “Your bitch of a mother has built herself quite a little enclave of followers. They are holding one of the Fatebricks. We will pry it from her cold, dead hands. Ha! They are already dead. That one will be easier, I think, than the other one. But only because it is more of an unknown.” 
 
    “None of this makes sense to me.” 
 
    “And it shouldn’t. Your father was right, you’d be confused, you’d be angry, and you’d be protective. You are so predictable, so predictable for this role. It is why you are perfect for it.” 
 
    “Which role?” 
 
    “The ruler of Sunyata. Either way, Tengir wins. Either his son rules Diyu, or he rules Sunyata. Your father’s bloodline remains intact. It’s why I have joined him. I see the winning side in all of this, and it isn’t you, it isn’t him, it’s your shared bloodline. I’ve come too far to turn back now, and I’m certainly not going to wither away in Diyu and eventually become some lesser being. So with that in mind, what will it be? Do I need to convince you, or will you be ready to go in the morning?” She tsk-tsked. “I’m aware mortals such as yourselves need rest.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen recognized the look of fear and uncertainty in his companions’ eyes. Yet there was little he could do. Soko had made it clear that she would do them great harm if any of them attempted something. While he didn’t expect Jelmay or Kudzu to do anything, he wouldn’t put it past Nomin. She had proven in the past to be cutting when it came to situations like this. 
 
    The awkwardness. 
 
    Even with the food that came and the way that the tension between the group all seemed to die down, it was still there. How could it not be? Soko’s presence consumed all of them. She didn’t have to say anything to make the group feel uneasy, she merely watched as they picked at their plates. 
 
    “Eat something,” Kudzu told Jelmay, a statement that felt like it was meant for herself. 
 
    “Not hungry.” The bakeneko used a spoon to shift a meaty rib in his stew to the side. 
 
    “All of us should eat.” Danzen took a bite to illustrate his point. It was hard to swallow. Still, he wasn’t going to let Soko intimidate him, even if it didn’t seem on the surface like that was what she was trying to do. Part of Danzen felt that the wraith of an assassin was actually happy to be in their company. Now maskless, she smiled at each of them whenever they made eye contact with her. 
 
    But it wasn’t genuine. Or was it? 
 
    It couldn’t be. This was the game that she played constantly. 
 
    Danzen pressed away from the table once an idea came to him. “Join me,” he told Soko. 
 
    He stepped out onto the balcony and looked out to the lake beyond. 
 
    She spoke before he could: “Your friends said earlier that you were out getting one of the Fatebricks. Where is it?” 
 
    “I have it,” was all Danzen said. The chalice was tucked away in his bag, which was in the hotel room. He was certain that Soko could find it if she looked around. Danzen wasn’t just going to give it to her. 
 
    “You really are clever, you know.” Her feet dropped from her robes and she approached the railing. She leaned with her back against the rail and looked at Danzen. Color returned to her face, Soko looking the same as she did so many years ago. “Remember when I was like this?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    “I remember what you were like. Before all the scars and all the muscles. You were scrawny, you know. Just a scrawny boy who was deathly afraid of bleeding. Do you remember how you were at the sight of blood? I seem to remember you getting sick a few times. I think it was an instinctual response, that you were worried that the blood was somehow yours and you knew what would happen. Come on, talk to me.” 
 
    “You are threatening the people I care for. What is there to say?” 
 
    “They aren’t people. They are glorified pets that you treat like people. One is already dead.” 
 
    Danzen knew she was telling him this just to be cruel, to get a rise out of him. He wasn’t going to give her that pleasure. Instead, he decided to press her on his father. “How did it happen between you and him? Did he come to you?” 
 
    “There’s the jealous boy I was looking for. No, he didn’t come to me. I came to him. I simply cut through several of his guards at the castle he lives in. They could have stopped me, he could have stopped me, they could have done terrible things to me, but he didn’t let them. Once I was in the courtyard, your father finally made an appearance. He is quite handsome, you know. Just like his son. But he is more confident than you, and he holds himself in a different way. I like it. I find it attractive. I never was one for older men, but I am now.” 
 
    Danzen felt disgusted at the lengths she would go to for power. 
 
    “You know, you might be the silent assassin type, but your face is a dead giveaway how you are feeling. You would be a terrible gambler. Has the little cat in there told you that yet?” 
 
    “I try not to gamble.” 
 
    “Yet you are here. You have gambled with not only your life, but the lives of people you care for to come here to get the Fatebricks. And I happen to know where both of them are. Imagine that, your worst enemy becoming your most useful ally. We do have that dynamic between us, though. I suppose it is nothing you and I haven’t gone through before. We weren’t always at each other’s throats.” 
 
    Danzen suppressed the urge to draw his sword. At the same time he wanted to cut her down, he also wanted to plead with Soko to stop whatever it was she was planning. He knew that his father would only use her to get to him. Tengir didn’t care about Soko, about her feelings, as long as he was able to win in the end. Then again, Soko was, in her own way, cut from the same tree. 
 
    Soko also didn’t care about others’ opinions as long as she got what she wanted. And he already knew what she would do for power, to the point that she had ruined her body with the abuse of remnants. She would do anything to trick someone, to befriend someone to the point that they couldn’t fathom a betrayal coming. 
 
    And that was when she would pounce. 
 
    So maybe they were more alike than Danzen had originally considered, Soko and his father. But he still couldn’t swallow the lingering distaste in his mouth in knowing that his father was actively trying to use her against him. He didn’t even want to think about whatever carnal relations they may have had. 
 
    “You’re so quiet. I always like that about you. Your father is less quiet. He talks quite a bit of his two sons, one of whom he hates.” 
 
    “Nomtoi?” 
 
    “What a lucky guess. See? Even though your father didn’t raise you and left you for your whore mother to drop off at the Diyu Brotherhood, he still cared, or should I say he still cares. He wouldn’t offer you heaven itself if this wasn’t the case. What else could a son want? Tengir is trying to gift you Sunyata. Think about that, Danzen.” 
 
    “You still haven’t told me where the other Fatebrick is.” 
 
    “One is with your mother, like I told you, and the other is in a temple. Simple, right? You have been to a temple before. If I recall, you used to live in one, yes? That must have been a dreary place to stay. Even with the work you did on it, it still was shoddy. Was it haunted? I recall it looking haunted. It was nothing like some of the hotels and resorts that we enjoyed. I loved you, you know.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    “And now, I’m learning to love your father. It is a learning process.” 
 
    “It will end poorly for you if you remain with him.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. But I suspect as much.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They left the hotel early that next morning heading toward the southeast. Soko walked among them, and was even friendly with Jelmay and Kudzu, like she hadn’t threatened their lives numerous times the previous night. 
 
    Danzen and Nomin stayed at the back, always aware that Soko could change her mind at any moment. He still wanted to talk to her. Their conversation last night hadn’t ended in a satisfactory way. She didn’t believe him, that his father would use her. Of course she didn’t. 
 
    But she wasn’t a victim. Soko was also trying to play her cards correctly as well. That was another thing that concerned Danzen. What was her ulterior motive? Was it simply a power grab? Could it really be that simple? Or was she trying to foolishly get back at him just because she knew it could work? 
 
    Perhaps it was something else… 
 
    They reached the edge of the village and took a carriage from there, one driven by demonic horses with sharpened bones protruding from their spines. Danzen all but expected the horses to snort fire, but they didn’t. The beasts kept a steady pace. 
 
    “Why don’t we just portal there?” Jelmay asked Soko. “Can’t your new boyfriend do something like that?” 
 
    “He reserves that power for himself, which is rather unfortunate. It would be easier to teleport where we’re going. No, we will continue until we reach Maulinghar. Hopefully, it won’t be too long of a trip.” 
 
    “What was that name again?” Kudzu asked. “You must be joking.” 
 
    “Have I ever been comedic to you?” 
 
    “The cities have peculiar names here, I get it.” Jelmay relaxed onto the bench.  
 
    He was seated next to Danzen and Kudzu, Soko and Nomin across from them. Sansar was outside, perched on the carriage. The carriage seemed to be an extension of the demon horses’ bodies, some sort of carapace. There was no driver, and the horses seemed to know where to go. 
 
    The strange nature of the horses fit the overall aesthetic of some of the things Danzen had seen in the city prior, the bizarre and possibly macabre items created by demons. Many of them seem to be formed from bones and other discarded body parts. He didn’t quite understand what the demons were. He was clear on the humans, and how they had passed from the mortal realm to Diyu. But what were the demons? 
 
    Danzen decided to ask Soko just to make small talk. It was better than having her sit there in silence and go from glaring to smiling at the three of them. 
 
    Her answer: “The demons are what all denizens of Diyu eventually become without intervention.” 
 
    “You mean like lotions?” Jelmay couldn’t help but laugh at his own joke. “I’m saying they have bad skin, people, catch up!” 
 
    “No, not like applying creams and lotions. I really wish there was a way to cast a spell of silence on you. I should have poisoned you back when I had the Witch of Diyu’s claws. Danzen asked the question, and I answered. The longer one is here in Diyu, the closer they move toward the complete change from human to demon. They say there are certain remedies and remnants—” 
 
    “There are remnants here as well?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “When Sunyata fell, it fell over everything, the mortal realm and Diyu. More of the remnants are there in my former realm. But there are still some here, and they say that they can prevent you from becoming a demon.” 
 
    Danzen almost groaned. He was aware of what Soko might do with information like this. She registered the look on his face. 
 
    “You really should wear a mask like I do. It would help you keep your thoughts to yourself. No, I’m not planning on using the remnants here. I’m already powerful. What I did in our world, that power is transferred here, at least according to your father. Obviously, I have seen and experienced it as well, but he says it is even stronger than originally thought.” 
 
    “And yokai, they become demons?” 
 
    “Everything that dies and goes to Diyu eventually becomes a demon. That includes kitsune and bakeneko, and all other pets that have somehow learned to talk like you,” she told Jelmay. 
 
    “I’ve never been someone’s pet. Actually, come to think of it, I did once turn myself into someone’s pet pig so I could steal from them. They let their pig come into their house. Can you believe that? It was the easiest way to get inside. So I guess in that sense I have been someone’s pet,” Jelmay told Soko. 
 
    “I don’t know if that is something you should be proud of, but I really don’t care for your stories. Are there any more questions, Danzen? Perhaps a little bit of silence would do us all good. We have a big day ahead of us.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Jelmay said with a casual yawn. “But I always have a story ready to go when you need one.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Soko burst out laughing at some point during their trip. Her laughter disturbed the others, most notably Kudzu, who nearly hopped out of her seat. 
 
    “What?” Danzen asked once his companions had all shifted away from the strange woman. 
 
    “I was just thinking about bandits. There aren’t bandits here, and I was just thinking how funny it would be if there were, and they attacked us along the road. There are roaming demon hordes, but no bandits. Either way, we would certainly deal with them now in our current forms. Do you remember years ago when those bandits would prove troublesome? No more. Ha! We are closer to gods than we think, Danzen.” 
 
    “And would these demons attack?” asked Jelmay. “These roaming hordes that you refer to?” 
 
    “Not with Tengir’s seal, they won’t. You have it and so do I. It’s above our heads. Others can see it.” 
 
    Jelmay leaned forward toward Soko. As he did so, the carriage hit a bump in the road that caused him to spill forward. He would have landed in her lap had it not been for Danzen, who caught him in time. 
 
    “Thanks, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Soko laughed again, her laugh awkward and out of place in the group. It was the laugh of an outsider, and it made Kudzu clench her fists at her sides. 
 
    “The tension in here is wonderful, isn’t it? But in a way, we were meant to be, all of us.” Soko patted Nomin on the knee. “All of us.” 
 
    Nomin didn’t respond.  
 
    “Some entertainment would be nice,” Soko said after another few minutes of silence. “Cat. Aren’t you the bard of the group?” 
 
    “Why does everyone think I’m the bard?” 
 
    “Because you are the most comical and stupid. Danzen and Nomin have about as much personality as a pair of praying mantises, and the fox can’t get over her hatred for me. She’s lucky I’m letting her stay with Danzen. There’s an early version of myself that would have been offended by their relationship.” 
 
    Danzen knew it wasn’t worth arguing with her, but he hated to see Kudzu squirm in her seat. Something snapped in him. “One more word about her, and I’ll deal with you myself.” 
 
    Soko pretended to recoil. “The half-blood prince threatens his father’s new bride—” 
 
    “Bride?” Kudzu scoffed. “You’re delusional.” 
 
    “I’ll handle this.” Danzen pointed at Soko. It was hard to be intimidating within the confines of the carriage, but his voice carried a grit to it that nearly resembled the way it sounded when he called upon his Demon Speak power. “I meant what I said. Another word to her, and you will regret it. For some reason, you want to help us get the Fatebricks. We are likely walking straight into a trap, and we’re aware of this. The fact we are even entertaining you is insulting enough.” 
 
    Jelmay’s lips parted like he was going to add something but he ultimately didn’t, especially as their carriage slowed to a stop.  
 
    “What now?” Soko asked.  
 
    Danzen opened the door just as Sansar spoke from his perch just above the door. “The road is blocked.” 
 
    “Blocked?” Soko asked. “How would a road here be blocked?” 
 
    She floated out and was followed by Danzen and Nomin. Surrounding them were skeletal trees with black bark, the red sky of Diyu foreboding as ever. Ahead was a wall of fire, one that seemed concentrated, meant to block their advance. 
 
    Danzen could feel the heat now. The woods hadn’t yet caught fire, but it was clear this would happen sooner rather than later. The blaze would spread, and they needed to be out of the area before it did so. 
 
    “We’ll have to go around it,” Kudzu said as she joined them. 
 
    Soko’s head lowered, her eyes filling with fury. “Someone did this to us. Sabotage.” 
 
    “We don’t know that,” Jelmay said. “But we do know that we’re going to have to abandon this weird horror horse and carriage. Which I’m fine with. Not excited about walking, but that’s par for the course with this group.” 
 
    The branches closest to the road caught fire. The purple flames seemed to spread much faster than fire in the mortal realm.  
 
    “If we’re going to do this, we should do it now,” Soko said over the crackle of wood. “I’ll see you on the other side.” 
 
    She floated up and over the flames.  
 
    “I’ll take Jelmay,” Sansar said. He proceeded to grow in size. Nomin had already begun moving through the woods, making a wide circle around the fire.  
 
    “I could do that too if I was in my fox form. My human form—” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Danzen told Kudzu. “I’ll take you.” 
 
    After he got his Blade of Darkness off the top of the carriage, Danzen approached Kudzu with his arms open. “I know this is humiliating.” 
 
    “Being carried by you?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “It’s not. We save each other. That’s how we work together. By this point, it doesn’t matter who saves who, as long as we are both safe.” 
 
    He lifted her into his arms. “I’m sorry about Soko.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” she said as the flames grew closer. “We have to be ready for anything.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “This could be a trap.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “But why would your father feel the need to set a trap? Your brother, I get, but not your father.” 
 
    Sansar and Jelmay disappeared over the fire. Danzen was fairly certain the bakeneko had called down to them before leaving, something about hurrying up. 
 
    “And the fire could be part of that trap,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “It looks Sunyatic.” 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    “It makes me want to try something.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Let’s get to the other side first.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for something as well.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That Soko is using me as leverage.” 
 
    “Not your fault.” 
 
    “She thinks I love you and…” Kudzu stopped speaking. Danzen waited a beat. She never finished her sentence. 
 
    He took to the sky without a word, Kudzu in his arms. Danzen landed on the other side of the fire to find Soko with her arms crossed over her chest. “Took you two long enough.” 
 
    Jelmay, who stood behind the assassin, quietly morphed into a chubby version of Soko. He crossed his arms over his chest as well. 
 
    Kudzu stared at him incredulously, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Nomin came out of the woods just as Danzen turned back to the fire. He approached it and cast his hand out to the flames. Tendrils pooled toward his fingertips. Soon, he had taken over the fire in the same way that he would float a clump of snow or spin one of his Astra kunai around his head as he practiced. 
 
    “It’s just as I thought,” he said as Kudzu joined him. 
 
    “Sunyatic power?” 
 
    “I can’t normally control fire.” 
 
    “Have you tried?” 
 
    Danzen thought about this. He had encountered the Evil known as Nyamdor several times and had never actively tried to take control over his flames, but he was certain it wasn’t part of his powerset. Danzen couldn’t control the wind, and he couldn’t control water, at least not in its liquid state.  
 
    He curled his hands toward one another and produced a ball of purple flames. “I wish I had a way to store this.” 
 
    Kudzu turned back to Soko, who had just made a noise indicating she was ready to move on. “Maybe there is more you can do here, Pilgrim,” she said so only he could hear her. “Anything to get a leg up.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They walked for hours. Danzen was aware that he could have perhaps moved the fire somewhere else, but he hadn’t realized that until they were far enough away that it wasn’t worth turning back. Playing with fire and not getting burned was certainly a new development. 
 
    Danzen was reminded that he felt stronger here, that his blood felt more alive than it did in the mortal realm. This would be the only way for him to describe it, for him to verbalize the change in power that he was experiencing. It was uncanny. 
 
    What other things could he control? Now at the back of the group, Danzen ran his hand in front of them, hoping to take control over the wind. Nothing happened. They came to a stream of blackened water that according to Soko was drinkable. 
 
    While the yokai debated this, Danzen again tried to use his power to move the water. This was doable, but thinking back, Danzen realized that it had a weight to it, similar to the snow. That made sense. To stop the yokai from arguing with Soko, Danzen took a drink of the black water. 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know that?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Just drink it,” Jelmay said. “I already did back there near the spider lady’s lair. I am fine. Fine. Look at me. As strapping as a bakeneko can be.” 
 
    “There’s something off about it and there’s something off about you.” 
 
    “There’s something off about this entire place, myself included. You’ve already had things to drink back at the hotel.” 
 
    “If I recall, you ate the flesh of a troll not so long ago. You might have an iron gut of sorts.” 
 
    “I was only trying to understand the hyosube cultural customs and traditions. We were trapped underground. It was best that we get along with the goblins holding us captive.” 
 
    “You asked for more after.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged. “I can’t argue there. It was good.” 
 
    “Drink or don’t drink. I do not care,” Nomin said as she turned back to the path they had been following.  
 
    Soko floated after her. “There you are, grumpy as always.” 
 
    Like Danzen, Nomin didn’t reply. At least Soko had stopped pestering Kudzu. 
 
    Signs of civilization told Danzen that they were close to the village. According to Soko, it was Odval, or Diyu’s equivalent. 
 
    “Does it have a funny name?” Jelmay had asked at the time. 
 
    “No, just Odval.” 
 
    “Well if there’s a Golden Knuckle, that means I can do a little gambling—” 
 
    This drew groans from Kudzu, Sansar, and Nomin. As they neared the city, the bakeneko spoke of gambling yet again: “What else is there to do in Diyu? Really, though. What could I possibly lose?” 
 
    “You’d be gambling your service,” Soko said. 
 
    “My service?” 
 
    “They bet on various things, not just shadow coins. If you lose you will become someone’s blood slave, as an example. Or they may just want your paw. I would caution against it.” 
 
    Kudzu shouldered up next to Jelmay. “No betting. We aren’t in Diyu to start betting our lives away.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be your life, it would be mine,” he told her. 
 
    “Jelmay.” 
 
    “Fox.” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head and stopped walking, so she could join Danzen. “Don’t let him,” she said under her breath. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Odval was a lot smaller than its real world counterpart, and it was certainly smaller than Crimson Verba. The citizens looked similar, however, a mixture of humans and demons. Danzen also noticed a few of the humans were on their way to becoming demons. Now that Soko had explained how this worked, it made sense. The longer they were there, the further along they would find themselves in the transformation. 
 
    He noticed a particular man who had started to grow ridges on his shoulders that had pressed out of his clothing, his brow also turning to sharp ridges. He was hunched forward now, his face bony and sharp. He was still human, he still had human flesh. It was clear from looking at the demon that joined him what the final transformation would look like. 
 
    For so long. 
 
    For so long, these creatures had terrified Danzen, not the way they looked, but what happened when they were summoned. But he had finally overcome this terrible experience, and while his blood would never be pure, Danzen was now able to use these demons to his advantage. This reminded him of what he was, of who he was—the son of Tengir Gantulga, his blood tainted with power and royalty. 
 
    It was an important distinction. 
 
    They reached the tavern. Soko looked it over and turned to Danzen and his group. “This will do for the night. Mortals need to sleep.” 
 
    “I have other things I need to do,” Jelmay told her. 
 
    “If you aren’t with us in the morning, we will leave you here.” 
 
    His teeth chattered for a moment as he looked around, his eyes bulging. “Maybe I will just stay with you all.” 
 
    Sansar landed on the roof above. “I’ve scouted the area. Nothing seems to be out of the ordinary.” 
 
    This caused Jelmay and Kudzu to laugh. The bakeneko spoke: “Everything is out of the ordinary.” 
 
    “You are aware of what I mean.” 
 
    “In that case, get a room.” Soko motioned to the tavern. “And a meal. Your father will cover everything.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was impossible to sleep. The fact that Soko was there and could act at any moment kept Danzen up that night. He was fine with this. He had done this numerous times before, tasked with keeping guard over those that he cared for.  
 
    And not just recently. 
 
    Staying up late had been something he was good at, the nature of his blood providing him stamina and energy whether he got rest or not. It was one of his superpowers, if it could be called such a thing.  
 
    Danzen remembered when he first noticed this as a child. It was a night that they were all staying awake to watch some celestial event. Comets had appeared in the sky for several nights on end, and Danzen had stayed up watching them. 
 
    The others eventually fell asleep, but Danzen never found himself tired. Never yawning, never blinking sleepily.  
 
    He decided to see how long he could last.  
 
    Danzen was able to stay awake for a week and not notice any signs of sleep deprivation. 
 
    Ironically, it had been Soko who had discovered what he was doing. Seeing her floating on the balcony now reminded him of the girl that he grew up with, how she was always curious, always hyper observant. Even now, she had her eyes on the streets of the village, the humans and demons hosting some celebration. 
 
    Danzen didn’t know what she was looking for, but he remembered her finding him so many years ago seated on the rooftop.  
 
    His window had opened up to a space where he could sit and stare out at the Diyu Brotherhood. That’s what he did those seven nights, Danzen not wanting to wake his roommate, even with the fact that it was spring and the breeze was nice. 
 
    Years later and he still remembered that breeze, just a bit of chill to it, a breeze fighting against an oppressive summer on the horizon. 
 
    “How long have you been out here?” 
 
    Danzen had ignored her voice at first. He was in a trance, staring up at the moon, wondering about a comet that had just passed, one with a purple hue to it not unlike Sunyatic power. 
 
    “Danzen. How long have you been out here?” 
 
    “Several hours.” 
 
    “You were out here last night, and the night before.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I know. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Testing myself.” 
 
    “Testing yourself for what?” 
 
    It was at this point that Danzen turned to her to see the beautiful young girl who would become such a terrifying woman later on. Soko’s hair was swept back and she wore her robes loose, Danzen able to make out the glint of her collarbone in the new light. How far she had fallen. 
 
    “I want to see how long I can stay up.” 
 
    “How long has it been?” 
 
    “This is the seventh day.” 
 
    “You should rest, Danzen.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    This had been the moment that sparked their future relationship as well. Soko moved closer to Danzen and slowly lowered his head so he could lie in her lap. He stared out at the night sky and was finally able to sleep, Soko stroking his hair. 
 
    Now, they were in hell. 
 
    Now, she stood before a red sky, Soko a pawn of Danzen’s father.  
 
    Danzen would have never considered his childhood simpler times. He had been trained to kill, and had learned to take life from an early age. He had never had anything resembling what he knew was normal for children, things like celebrations, the leisure that came with youth. Danzen was raised harshly, without much joy, but even that was easier to digest than where he now found himself. 
 
    Behind him, Jelmay and Kudzu slept in a large bed, the two facing away from one another. The happiness that they normally brought to the group was slowly waning with Soko’s presence. There had been a meal, but there hadn’t been a typical Jelmay-style feast. They were always snippy with each other, but even that had died down. 
 
    Soko’s forced presence was slowly depleting Danzen’s group of the joy that it brought him, the way the others were a counterweight to his darkness. 
 
    It was a terrible thing to be part of. 
 
    Danzen remained in his chair, Nomin standing near him, Soko out on the balcony and Sansar across the room. The tension never ceased, but like many things in Danzen’s life it appeared that it was going to be yet another necessary evil. 
 
    Soko finally floated into the room. “I’m bored.” 
 
    Neither Danzen nor Nomin responded. 
 
    “I know we will reach Maulinghar tomorrow, where you can get the Fatebrick. But I’m bored; we should have just gone tonight. You don’t need sleep.” She smiled at Danzen knowingly. He knew what she was referring to, that time on the rooftop. “You are a living zombie,” she told Nomin. “We could just leave the yokai here. They would be safer.” 
 
    Kudzu stirred. “Wherever you all go, I’m going as well,” she said as she pushed off the bed. 
 
    “I was hoping you wouldn’t hear that.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have said it so loudly.” 
 
    “It’s just something to keep in mind, your usefulness. You and the cat.” 
 
    Jelmay didn’t respond. Instead, he snored slightly louder, which told Danzen that he was actually listening and doing a poor job of covering this fact. 
 
    “We will leave in the morning,” Danzen told Soko with finality, “whenever that may be. I want to bend my echo.” 
 
    “Bending your echo in Diyu. I suppose there are stranger places to bend it. Or are there?” Soko turned back to the balcony. “Do what you want, all of you. I will be out here. But just know that we are wasting time. It won’t be long before Nomtoi pays a visit.” 
 
    “You seem so certain,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “It is inevitable, and it is also another reason Tengir wants me with your group. Just in case.” 
 
    “So you are our protector now?” 
 
    Soko shrugged. “Something like that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen could feel his power rippling through him as he bent his echo in the spare bedroom. There was certainly a difference in the energy that coursed through his veins, Danzen yet again feeling stronger than he did in the mortal realm.  
 
    It was uncanny, but he was highly suspicious of the sensation at the same time. It could very well be a result of his father, Tengir Gantulga, yet again toying with his life by making Danzen feel stronger than he naturally was. It could also be that he had naturally moved up in rank, but he doubted this was the case.  
 
    At one point, Danzen had the bed and dresser hovering while he delivered quick knife attacks using his Astra kunai. There was enough room for him to utilize a sword, but the throwing knives would work, and he had an affinity for them anyway considering they were once his favorite sword. With the furniture in the air, he continued deepening his practice, his focus.  
 
    It was the only way. 
 
    Danzen kept at it, cycling his power, feeling it return to him every time he moved his dagger through the air. He thought of Yato, and the way she fought so fluidly with her gauntleted blades, how she moved almost like a dancer, like one of the Butterflies of Arsi. Danzen hoped she was faring well. He knew that she wanted to join them in Diyu, yet he was glad that she wasn’t there.  
 
    It was too risky. 
 
    A knock at the door reminded him of this. It could be her.  
 
    Danzen paused.  
 
    He relaxed once he heard Kudzu’s voice on the other side. Danzen lowered the furniture as quietly as possible and returned his daggers to their sheaths. Once everything was in order, he approached the door and opened it to find the kitsune standing there in her human form, her white hair a bit messy. 
 
    “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “It is right enough.” 
 
    Kudzu tilted her chin in the opposite direction. “Soko is ready. She has a carriage waiting for us. I told her she can wait.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Danzen gathered his things. Soon he was inside yet another carriage with his companions, Soko seated across from him and Nomin next to her as they headed toward what he assumed was south. In their realm, that was the way from Odval to Bahlingar, but things were different here. 
 
    They traveled in silence for several hours. Even Jelmay, who was normally talkative, kept quiet, the bakeneko occasionally eating something from his satchel. The landscape outside rarely changed. It was mostly wooded and obscured by a thick mist, one punctured by the red sky above. 
 
    There was the occasional demon roadside, and they passed a horde at one point that seemed to steer clear of their carriage, but they never faced any trouble. They knew. As Soko had said, Danzen and his companions were marked. It would be a death wish to do anything to them. 
 
    “The Fatebrick is at a temple outside of Maulinghar in case anyone is wondering,” Soko said at some point during their journey, likely just to speak. She had already gone over this detail before. “That is what your father told me, anyway. We should be able to find it.” 
 
    “Why would there be a temple here?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “People worship the ruler of Diyu, or at least they have in the past. There are also shrines dedicated to old rulers. I believe this is one of those. It certainly is abandoned.” 
 
    Jelmay’s whiskers fluttered. “That sounds haunted.” 
 
    “Haunted? Hardly. And I don’t care if it’s haunted, as you say, or not. It’s not like you will be the one getting the Fatebrick, right?” 
 
    Jelmay didn’t respond. He stuffed his hand back into his bag instead to eat something. 
 
    They reached Maulinghar, and just like its real-world counterpart, Bahlingar, it was set in the middle of a thick forest. Everything here was made of the same dark timber Danzen had noticed on their trip over. He also saw something else as a carriage beside them pulled in more lumber. While the outer bark was black, the trees produced a red sap, one that almost looked like blood. 
 
    It fit the overall atmosphere of Diyu perfectly. 
 
    They found a tavern, where Jelmay and Kudzu would stay while Danzen, Nomin, and Soko went to the temple. The kitsune instantly protested. Danzen pulled her aside. 
 
    “It is safer this way,” he reminded her. But as the words left his lips he thought of the number of times he had told her something similar, how he recently said the same thing to Yato. He was always asking Kudzu to stay behind, always assuming that she wouldn’t be able to hold her own. He knew that this wasn’t the case. She wasn’t a trained assassin, but she knew how to use a blade, and she was helpful and brave. “Actually, I’m wrong.” 
 
    “Wrong?” 
 
    “Wrong. You should come. You can use Nomin’s replica sword. Yes, you should come. If you want to come, of course.” Danzen placed his hand on the hilt of his second weapon. 
 
    “I will come then,” Kudzu said. “And it’s not like you don’t have plenty of weapons anyway.” 
 
    At the moment, Danzen had the chains that he had taken from Raif, his Blade of Darkness, his Astra kunai, and his gauntleted blades. She had a point. 
 
    “You don’t want to stay here with me?” Jelmay asked the kitsune. Since a room had already been arranged, the bakeneko was seated at the bar in his nondescript human form. 
 
    “You’ll be fine. Without me.” 
 
    His eyes grew larger. “Who will keep me company?” 
 
    “Company? I’m sure you’ll find someone around here to talk to. Just try not to get in any trouble. No gambling,” Kudzu told him. “I mean that. We have enough going on without having to chase after you or cover your debts.” 
 
    “It just doesn’t seem fair.” Jelmay laughed at his own statement. “Sorry, Diyu is starting to get to me. It’s all fair. I’m better now. With food, I’ll be even better. Hopefully, it will come soon.” Jelmay said this loud enough for the bartender to hear him. He returned his gaze to his companions, and offered the two of them an uneasy grin. “Good luck. I suppose if things don’t go the way we would like, I can always head back through the border and do all this myself. I think. I’ve never actually tried that alone.” He shivered. “It’s strange being here.” 
 
    “Don’t think like that,” Kudzu said. “We will be back as soon as we have the Fatebrick and will continue on to Golden Sainshand. And you are seriously making plans for what happens if we die?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you?”  
 
    “And how would you get the rest of the Fatebricks anyway?” 
 
    He grinned. “Don’t look at me like that. But also, don’t worry about the bards. I’ll see to it that they sing your praises.” 
 
    After a bit more banter Kudzu exited with Danzen. The two found Nomin, Sansar, and Soko waiting for them. 
 
    “I thought we were leaving the fox girl behind,” Soko told Danzen with a sneer. 
 
    “She’s coming.” 
 
    “She will only get in the way.” 
 
    “End of discussion.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen certainly didn’t think that the temple would be hidden in plain sight. Just about two miles or so away from the city limits, the temple was just off the road and clearly abandoned, its stone steps cracked, roots from the nearby trees slowly taking over. Portions of the roof had fallen, yet the inner sanctum seemed to have held strong. 
 
    At least it appeared this way from the outside. 
 
    Sansar circled around and returned to Danzen. “Nothing seems out of place. But I will say that your best bet is through the front. The back is entirely rotted over, and there are huge stones there. It was as if a giant tossed them down.” 
 
    “Did you see any giants?” 
 
    “No enemies that I could see, no. And I’m certain I would’ve noticed something like that.” 
 
    Soko scoffed at this remark. “The entire temple is in disarray. Did you expect some monster to be lurking about such a shabby place?” 
 
    “I do not know what to expect when it comes to whatever you and Tengir Gantulga have devised.” 
 
    “Devised?” She motioned to the entrance of the temple. The door was stripped from its hinges and covered by a slab of solid stone. “This isn’t our doing. You want the Fatebrick, yes? According to your father, it is in there. So go get it. I will wait here with your lady friends.” While she wore a mask, it was clear that Soko was smirking at Nomin and Kudzu.  
 
    “Does he have to enter alone? Is it some sort of requirement?” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know?” Soko turned to Kudzu. “All I know is that the Fatebrick is in there. Go with him if you want, Fox. But you will probably only get in the way. I can’t believe I have to keep telling you this but here goes: it would have been smarter for you to stay back at the hotel with the cat. Now, it would be smarter for you to stay here with us. We will begrudgingly protect you, isn’t that right, Nomin?” 
 
    Nomin merely looked past Soko. 
 
    The way Soko spoke to Kudzu continued to get under Danzen’s skin. And he certainly didn’t want to leave Kudzu behind, even if Nomin was there. There was no telling what Soko would do, or how much she would pester her. 
 
    In the end, Danzen decided not to act. This was one of the best ways he’d found to deal with Soko. As soon as he let her get under his skin, she’d know how to twist the dagger in even deeper. With this in mind, Danzen took a step toward the temple and motioned for Kudzu to follow him. 
 
    “You are actually taking her?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. Instead, he focused on the task at hand. “We will get the Fatebrick and return. Sansar, maintain surveillance. Nomin, you’re in charge.” 
 
    Danzen couldn’t hide the grin on his face upon saying this. He knew it was the kind of statement that would rile Soko up. She didn’t like to be controlled, and she especially didn’t like being mocked. 
 
    He left her stewing with that statement as he approached the temple, Kudzu at his side. 
 
    Sansar landed on an exposed beam above. “Something I hoped to mention earlier before Soko decided to derail our conversation: it appears that you could theoretically move the door and head straight into the temple. I believe you are strong enough, and it looks like the frame will hold.” 
 
    Danzen examined the slab of stone that had fallen on top of the collapsed door. He approached it, slipped his hand under it to see if he could actually lift the piece, and gave it a try. Danzen was able to move the stone slab. It was possible. 
 
    He gave Kudzu his Blade of Darkness so it wouldn’t get in the way. Danzen got back into position and found a space where he could get halfway beneath the pillar. The chains hanging from his neck jingled as he put everything he had into his next movement. Danzen was able to hoist the pillar to the side and drop it, the impact causing the ground to shake. 
 
    Another stone pillar came tumbling down. It hit the door and broke the thick piece of wood in half. A cold wind gushed out of the opening that was created.  
 
    At least it was an entrance. 
 
    “By Sunyata,” Kudzu whispered. 
 
    Once the dust settled, it became clear that they would be able to enter the temple through the hole that had formed. But he’d have to shed one of his weapons. Danzen walked back to Nomin. He gave her his Blade of Darkness and then approached the temple again.  
 
    “Let’s go.” Danzen stepped forward and Kudzu followed him. He ducked into the opening and felt a sudden chill. 
 
    “How can it be so cold in here?” Kudzu asked a few moments later, her teeth chattering.  
 
    Danzen didn’t reply. They were now in a long hallway, one dimly lit by the red of Diyu. Everything around them was made of stone. The two moved ahead, his hand on the hilt of his famed blade. He expected a challenge. Danzen had yet to get a Fatebrick that didn’t come with a challenge. The anticipation was getting to him. 
 
    Everything was too quiet. 
 
    They came to the shrine room, which was entirely intact and bore no resemblance to the crumbled exterior of the temple. It was as if the space existed somewhere else entirely, all of it gilded in gold with polished statues and gold-paint murals.  
 
    Three beings sat in the room, their translucent bodies telling Danzen exactly what they were. The three wore flowing robes accented with threaded images of dragons and battle scenes. Their heads were shaved, and there were runes trailing down their cheeks. 
 
    “Goryo,” he said under his breath. Danzen had encountered these beings before back in Tachibana, in one of his earlier Fatebrick missions. In that challenge he had been forced to show everything he could do with his echo. 
 
    “Welcome,” the robed nun at the center of the group said. She tilted her head back and revealed a pair of golden eyes that shone as brightly as the decor. “You seek the Fatebrick?” 
 
    Danzen drew his sword. “I do.” 
 
    “You expect a challenge?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “And you are prepared to be tested?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    The goryo whispered quietly to one another in a language Danzen had never heard before. Their whispers carried a low rumble them that seemed to shake the floors.  
 
    “You expect a trial by combat?” the woman asked. 
 
    “I do not know what to expect.” 
 
    “Yet you draw your sword.” 
 
    Danzen tightened his grip around his weapon. 
 
    “A trial it will be then.”  
 
    The three goryo all looked at Danzen, their eyes glowing gold. Danzen felt as if he was swept away, the ground whisking him forward. Kudzu was no longer there. He now stood on a floating platform across from Norwin Dawa, the same assassin who had tried to kill Danzen on the eve of his retirement. 
 
    This would be his challenge. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Like the goryo, Norwin’s eyes had a distinct golden glow to them. As the assassin sized Danzen up, bandages dropped from the palms of his hands. Norwin bared a set of sharpened teeth. 
 
    He rushed forward, his bandages elongating, the tips forming into bladed edges. Norwin leaped into the air and brought both fabric blades forward.  
 
    Danzen bolted left.  
 
    Rather than go for Norwin with his sword, Danzen sent an Astra kunai trailing directly at his face.  
 
    Thwap! 
 
    Norwin’s bladed tendril struck the throwing knife out of the air.  
 
    The dagger returned to Danzen’s open palm as Norwin surged forward, his tendrils forming into a cluster of blades. They shot toward Danzen rapid-fire. He beat them back. Danzen cast his hand forward and stopped one of the incoming tendrils.  
 
    He flipped it back toward its caster. The tendril wrapped around Norwin’s throat and constricted. Danzen grabbed hold of another using his echo. He sent it around the other way, allowing him to tighten his grip around Norwin’s throat. 
 
    The two struggled for a moment, but then Norwin’s eyes bulged. Veins ran down his forehead as he gasped, and his golden eyes rolled back. 
 
    Norwin Dawa disappeared in a puff of smoke.  
 
    A monk in red robes burst out of the same cloud of smoke, Danzen now face to face with his former instructor Birin Yeshe. The older man reached Danzen and delivered a fist that had Danzen flying backward toward the edge of the platform. 
 
    Danzen nearly fell over the side. He righted himself, just as Birin came in with a sharp kick. Danzen reeled backward, closer to the edge. He used his echo to thrust himself back onto the platform and sent his sword away. 
 
    He raised his fists. 
 
    “You never were good at hand-to-hand combat,” Birin said. It was clear from the tone that this was a scenario that the goryo had constructed based on Danzen’s memories. He recalled being in the exact same position once, standing across from Birin with his fists drawn as the master assassin trained him, the two prepared to fight. 
 
    Danzen swung quickly. 
 
    Birin Yeshe blocked. He returned fire with a chop that struck Danzen in the shoulder. Danzen jumped back, removed his golden chains and sent them forward. He cracked Birin Yeshe across the cheek, causing the older man to stumble backward.  
 
    Danzen jumped over the man and sent the chains under his chin, Danzen able to pull Birin over his shoulders, and ultimately drive him into the platform with a loud thud! 
 
    He tossed his chains away and came down with his dagger, which he stabbed into Birin’s exposed throat.  
 
    A shadowy tendril lashed across Danzen’s back, creating a wound. He expected his demons to come, but they never did. As he got to his feet, he turned to find Jinkai and steeled himself. Jinkai wore several necklaces that featured Sunyata remnants, all of which glowed with energy. 
 
    Fwitt! Fwitt! Fwitt! 
 
    An array of shadowy bolts whistled through the air, Danzen having to dive to avoid them. He knew that he would be able to whip them away. But could he use his echo? 
 
    He turned to one of the bolts, and was able to grab hold of it. 
 
    Danzen sent it back the other way, where it grazed across Jinkai’s cheek. The shadow user summoned a few figures with bladed arms. They rushed toward Danzen, yet he was able to cut them down with his echo.  
 
    After a bit of back-and-forth, Danzen rolled, reached for his chains, and sent them toward Jinkai’s legs. He whipped the shadow user to the ground. Another shadowy bolt grazed across his back. Danzen ignored the pain as he ultimately killed Jinkai using his Astra kunai. 
 
    How many more? 
 
    His former instructor known as White appeared, his opal eyes shining bright. He snapped his fingers and triggered explosions behind Danzen, causing the edges of the platform to crumble. 
 
    Danzen jumped forward and was met by another explosion, which sent him back over the edge. He used his Sunyatic power to fly up and over White, where he was able to strike him across the back using his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. 
 
    Danzen followed this up with a blow that cut the man’s head off. 
 
    “How many do you want me to fight?” he asked as Thane appeared with Sonin and Tensei.  
 
    This was the man who had taught Yato and the two younger fighters were Yato’s former peers. Tensei raced toward Danzen with two short swords and was instantly cut away. Danzen sent one of his throwing daggers toward Tensei and was able to peg him in the center of his forehead. 
 
    Thane went for his gauntleted blades, but by this point, Danzen had already taken hold of them using his echo. He broke the blades off, hovered them in the air, and drove them into Thane’s shoulders. He disemboweled him next. 
 
    “How many more?” 
 
    Thulma appeared with her flail, the end igniting. Danzen chucked his sword at her, fast enough that she wasn’t able to block its advance. It slammed into her chest; he reached his hand out and the sword returned, Thulma still stuck on the end. Danzen pushed it in and drove a dagger in her back just to be sure. 
 
    She disappeared in the smoke, just like the others. 
 
    An arrow was fired from across the platform, Danzen spotting the assassin known as Nayaga. He was fast, but not fast enough. Danzen reached him moments later, grabbed him by the throat, and threw him off the platform. 
 
    A bolt of electricity from an assassin named Shunta brought Danzen to his knees. He spotted his chains near him, Danzen not certain when he had dropped them. He reached for the chains, grabbed the chains and spun around, where he was able to crack Shunta in the knee. Danzen flipped around, climbed on top of the man and grabbed his face, pressing his thumbs into his eyes. 
 
    He killed him and moved on.  
 
    Shedrup appeared, the former town drunk swelling with power as he rushed toward Danzen.  
 
    It had been Shedrup who had first recognized Danzen as demonborn, Elder Sonder’s nephew always suspicious of Danzen and his plight. Now, he was a golden-eyed fighter hell-bent on landing a punishing strike. Shedrup was once a Stone Divinator, and this was evident in the way that he attacked Danzen. There was an elevated skill here, a lightness underneath his constant precision. 
 
    He moved fast. Danzen sidestepped a fist only for Shedrup to whisk around with an elbow to his chin. The pain bloomed, but this didn’t stop Danzen from pushing him backward and sending his sword at Shedrup. 
 
    Shedrup caught Danzen’s blade and managed to wrestle it out of his hands. He brought it to the ready and charged. Danzen went for his chains again, and was able to crack them across Shedrup’s face.  
 
    Danzen’s sword plinked against the ground and immediately returned to his hand. His chains back over his neck, Danzen lunged for Shedrup with both hands on the grip of his famed blade, delivering a finishing blow followed by a final stab directly into the center of Shedrup’s chest. 
 
    His body dispersed into a cloud of liquid smoke. 
 
    “Enough of this!” 
 
    Danzen all but expected the Seven Evils to start appearing one at a time, but they never did.  
 
    Instead, he was attacked by a litany of people he had killed over the years, all of them marks. They ran toward him and he cut them down left and right, Danzen pushed to the point of rage now as he saw all the familiar faces. 
 
    How many people had he killed? How many people had met their demise at the end of his blade? 
 
    Their faces blurred together yet he kept hacking them away, one by one, man, woman, old and young. Danzen had never been a child killer, but there had been older teenagers, there had been the elderly, and then there had been innocent people. So many of them. 
 
    Each one turned to smoke, filtering past Danzen as he continued the slaughter. 
 
    He ignored the painful memories. He ignored things they said, the sounds of anguish as he took them down, the curses, the death rattles, the cries for revenge. 
 
    He reached the edge of the platform and turned around. 
 
    There were more. 
 
    They came charging toward Danzen and he ran them down with his gauntleted blades.  
 
    He stepped over some, drove his weapon into their backs, fought them all off no matter what angle they came from. Blood, splatter, gasps. Some tried to jump for his shoulders, others for his legs. Danzen flipped them around, cracked their necks, stomped them away, and cut more down. 
 
    They swelled toward him, Danzen now starting to panic.  
 
    It reminded Danzen of how he used to feel when accidentally summoning his hellspawns, all the portals opening, hands reaching for him, jaws open, sharp teeth, demonic horns, angry hordes, shock-face-terror. Overwhelming. An onslaught of the damned and depraved. 
 
    Danzen blinked. 
 
    He was now back in the temple, the three goryo seated before him, Kudzu with her hand on his shoulder. Danzen was also on the ground, on both knees. 
 
    “It was in my mind?” 
 
    “No, it was real,” the lead goryo said. “You killed them all, yet again you killed them all.” 
 
    “Are you all right?” Kudzu whispered. 
 
    Danzen nodded a reply. “What now?” he asked the goryo. “What now?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The goryo’s eyes fell out of their heads. They melted together and formed into a floating brick as their bodies faded away entirely.  
 
    Kudzu stepped away from Danzen, yet he could still feel where her hand had been on his shoulder. It lingered in a strange way as he looked up to her. 
 
    “Is that it?” she asked. 
 
    “Likely.” 
 
    “You should get it then,” Kudzu told him. “One more Fatebrick to go.” 
 
    Danzen returned his focus to the golden brick. Aside from its magical nature, it seemed like any other brick he’d seen, small, and with a textured surface. “One more, and my mother has it.” 
 
    “I never thought that getting the Fatebricks would require such a deep dive into your past, into your psyche. But here we are. That was intense. You did well, but that was intense.” 
 
    “You saw what happened? The people I fought?” 
 
    Anguish trailed across Kudzu’s eyes. “I could see it, yes.” 
 
    “Former assassins, marks, enemies…” Danzen let out a deep breath. “That was hard.” 
 
    “It was like I was there behind you the entire time. I don’t know what would have happened if you had lost.” 
 
    “Or if I had fallen over the edge of the platform.” 
 
    “Or that.” 
 
    “Not great.” 
 
    “I don’t know what would have happened. But you have it now.” She gave him a confused look. “You did it. Why aren’t you getting the Fatebrick?” 
 
    “We are safe, for now.” 
 
    “In here?” Kudzu looked around at the golden statues. 
 
    “I feel that way. Do you?” 
 
    She turned to him. “Strangely enough, I do.” 
 
    “And we are alone.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    Danzen reached his hand out to her. He did this before he could really think about what he was doing, or what would come of it. Rather than take it, Kudzu dropped into his arms, the kitsune now seated in his lap. She didn’t say anything, and neither did he. 
 
    They remained like this for a moment, hugging each other, Danzen letting it all go with an exasperated sigh that sent a wave of much needed relief down his shoulders. Kudzu ran her hand over his cheek.  
 
    Still, no words. 
 
    He brought his hand to her cheek, her skin warm. 
 
    His eyes locked on to her lips. Danzen slowly shifted his neck forward and the two kissed. A spark. By the time he pulled away, his entire body tingling, Danzen felt like years of trauma had faded away. What they had just done felt so natural, like it was something that should have happened long ago. Now, he couldn’t tell. 
 
    “You wanted that?” 
 
    “I did,” he whispered. “Did you?” 
 
    “Of course. I don’t normally go around kissing humans.” 
 
    “I feel like I can’t do this without you.” 
 
    “I feel like you shouldn’t.” 
 
    “I’m glad you came.” 
 
    “To Diyu?” 
 
    “That first time that we met, I’m glad it was you. I’m glad you came to me at my monastery and… and I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “We shouldn’t—” 
 
    “We already have.” 
 
    “You don’t deserve what is to come. You shouldn’t have come, even though I’m glad you’re here. I don’t deserve—” 
 
    “Danzen.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re too hard on yourself.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You are. We will bear this weight together, all of us, and we will rebuild Sunyata together with that damn cat.” She tried to laugh but it didn’t land. Her tone changed. “I was here when it fell.” 
 
    “You saw it fall.” 
 
    “With my own two eyes. And I believe we can fix it, I believe that is why we were brought together. So let’s do that. We’re too close to turn back now and I’m glad I’m here.” 
 
    “By Sunyata.” 
 
    “By Sunyata.” 
 
    “Because of my bloodline, my mother’s actions, my retirement.” 
 
    “Fate was never meant to be an easy path.” They kissed again. Kudzu spoke: “You tried to disappear but fate wouldn’t let you. Think about that.” 
 
    “I was happy then.” 
 
    “Are you happy now?” 
 
    Danzen looked around. He refocused on Kudzu, who remained in his lap, her arm draped over his shoulder. “I’m beyond happy. But I know that will change soon.” 
 
    “Once we leave this temple.” 
 
    “Soko.” 
 
    “Your father, Nomtoi, Soko, your mother—I know, I know. But what choice do we have?” 
 
    “My father is probably watching us now, delighting in whatever way he plans to sabotage this. That is why I didn’t want this to happen between us.” 
 
    “You resisted for longer than you should have. I thought you’d never—” 
 
    “I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    “This might be the last time we are alone. Forever.” She choked up. “I don’t want to say that. I can’t think of it like that.” 
 
    “Forever. I don’t want to live in a world where happiness isn’t an option.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. You choose to, and you’ve also chosen to restore a piece of happiness through Sunyata. I was alive, I know what it was like then.” 
 
    “The people. All the people I killed.” 
 
    “You killed them and some deserved it and some didn’t. Yet you are doing something for people as well, for everyone that is currently alive and everyone that is to come. Ours is a realm of color, not just black and white.” 
 
    “There’s nuance.” 
 
    “Forgive yourself, Danzen. Be happy. That’s what I want. Even if…” A tear rolled down her cheek. “Even if you have to make the ultimate sacrifice, do it from a place of happiness. Think of what is to come, and don’t let the past drag you through the muck.” 
 
    “I am happy now.” 
 
    “I am as well.” 
 
    “I want to lie down next to you.” 
 
    “Lie down next to me, then.” 
 
    They repositioned themselves, Danzen now lying next to Kudzu on the marble floor of the temple. She found the perfect place in the crook of his shoulder. Kudzu moved her head forward to kiss him. Then she settled into the space and looked up at the fresco on the ceiling. 
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t it?” she asked. “I don’t know what it’s depicting, and it’s probably in honor of some demon king, but it still is a work of art.” 
 
    He pulled Kudzu in closer. At some point, he bent his head forward and kissed her head. “I don’t want to leave.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “What will you do at the end, once you have all the Fatebricks?” 
 
    Danzen’s eyes traced over the fresco again. The painting featured an army of demons being forced away by what looked like a group of angels, all wielding purple Sunyatic energy. “My only goal is to rebuild Sunyata. I do not want to rule it. I also do not want my brother or my father to rule it.” 
 
    “Your father. I hate that he could be listening to us now.” 
 
    “He could.” 
 
    “What are his intentions in sending Soko? I still don’t understand why he’d want Sunyata to be rebuilt.” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I will not rule it, if that is what he intends for me to do. Nova said we have to keep the Fatebricks together for twenty-four hours. The person to touch them last will rule over Sunyata. That will not be me, I assure you,” Danzen said loud enough that he was sure his father, who could very well be listening, heard it.  
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    “Jelmay.” 
 
    Kudzu roared with laughter. “You do have a sense of humor buried under that gritty assassin exterior, don’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know about that.” 
 
    “You do.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “The next week, the next few weeks—I have no idea how much longer we have—are going to be incredibly tough. You know this, I know this. So let’s get through it, and no more suffering. And I’m not talking about the fights to come. Those will be hard, there will be suffering even if we win them all. I’m talking about you, Danzen. You deserve happiness.” 
 
    Danzen pulled her even closer. 
 
    “You do. You deserve to be happy even with your past. Yours is a story of ultimate redemption. You have done terrible things, you’ve said this yourself, but you are set to change our world in ways we cannot yet fathom. Forgive yourself. Those you’ve hurt will not forgive you. Accept this. And accept that you have changed. I’ve seen it.” 
 
    “I know you have.” 
 
    “I’ve seen the work you’ve put in. This isn’t over, but when it is, you will come out on top. We will survive, and the world will be a better place through our actions.” 
 
    Danzen couldn’t find the same optimism in his heart, but it felt nice hearing these things.  
 
    “So if you don’t want to rule Sunyata, and you certainly don’t want to live here in Diyu, what do you want to do? Your blood will keep you alive much longer than a normal human, perhaps as long as a yokai. What do you want?” 
 
    “Honestly?” 
 
    “Honestly.” 
 
    “My monastery.” 
 
    “Your monastery?” Kudzu almost laughed. Then she looked up and saw just how serious Danzen was. “You really mean it? The same one?” 
 
    “The same one. Near the forest. Near Suja Village. On a hill. Away from it all but close enough to see others and have an ale every now and then. That is what I want. That was when I was at my happiest, well, aside from meeting you all.”  
 
    “It will need to be rebuilt.” 
 
    “I’m capable of doing that.” 
 
    “Then make that your goal, a monastery at the edge of the world. One where people don’t worship.” 
 
    “They can worship there if they’d like. What about you?” 
 
    “I’ll be there with you until the end, even if it means living in a monastery where we may have visitors. But promise me one thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Promise me we’ll travel some to other cities, and I’m not talking about Suja Village. Don’t you dare tell Jelmay this, but I have started to like the comforts of the mortal world. We don’t have to travel all the time. But during the nice seasons.” 
 
    “I can make that work.” 
 
    “Good. Now, let’s lie here a bit longer before we head out there and face the inevitable.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen and Kudzu stepped out of the temple, the red of Diyu looming beyond as always. They found Nomin and Soko waiting for them. Sansar was there as well, perched on the mangled branch of a tree that hung over the two assassins. Even though she now wore her mask, Danzen could tell that Soko was annoyed with how long they had taken. 
 
    “You are supposed to be better than that. Especially by now.” 
 
    “Better than what?” 
 
    “I assumed it would only take an hour. You have been in there more than half a day. Did you fall asleep or something?” Soko asked Danzen. “I was about to send the bird in after you.” 
 
    Kudzu stepped up next to Danzen. She took his hand in hers, which certainly drew Soko’s attention. “Getting Fatebricks is a time intensive process. It could take days on end. You’re lucky it was only twelve hours or so. You’re lucky you weren’t stuck here waiting a week. Now, let’s get back to Maulinghar. I’m assuming that’s where you intend for us to go.” 
 
    “You are lucky,” was all Soko said before she turned away.  
 
    Nomin joined Danzen and Kudzu, Sansar on her shoulder. “How did it go?” the raven asked Danzen. 
 
    “Difficult, but not the toughest challenge. Goryo again. They had me fight.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “They had me fight many of the people I killed, from marks to assassins. I have the Fatebrick now, however. It is a brick.” 
 
    “An actual brick?” Nomin asked. 
 
    Kudzu placed her hand on her bag. “A golden one at that.” 
 
    “A golden brick?” Sansar cocked his head to the right. “Interesting. I was wondering if there would ever be a brick. It would make sense, in a way. That also makes me wonder what the final relic will be.” 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “How was she?” Danzen asked Nomin as they moved on, Soko about two hundred feet ahead. 
 
    “She was Soko.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Do you actually believe her? About Pilgrim’s father?” 
 
    “I do,” Nomin told Kudzu. “It is exactly the kind of power grab she would be interested in. What I don’t understand is your father’s intentions. At first, I assumed that he was merely trying to toy with you. But there are other ways he could have done that. He could have taken the Fatebricks himself, kidnapped one of us. I can think of a number of ways.” 
 
    “As can I,” Danzen said in a low voice. 
 
    “It is all baffling to me. I pressed her on it.” 
 
    “You did?” Kudzu asked Nomin. “That doesn’t seem like you.” 
 
    “The pieces aren’t adding up. The only conclusion I can come to is that he wants you to rule Sunyata. And even saying that, it makes no sense to me.” 
 
    “My father really seems to be that power-hungry. He will do anything to grow the power of his bloodline. That part is actually logical to me. I don’t see how bringing Soko into this helps him. If he needed to give us a guide, he could have chosen anyone.” 
 
    “It will all make sense soon,” said Kudzu. “And when that happens, I’m sure I’ll be confused again. We only have one Fatebrick now. Once we get it, this will all be over.” 
 
    “Then, we have to get to the Asura Forest.” 
 
    Danzen nodded at Nomin’s statement. “Which may prove the ultimate challenge.” 
 
    “I do feel like it is too quiet though. That’s not the right word for it.” They reached a stream of black water and Kudzu was the first to jump over it. “Maybe my intuition is off. We are, after all, in Diyu.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    As they grew closer to the tavern, Soko joined them. She pretended as if nothing had happened, and held her head up high as they navigated the town. 
 
    “It really doesn’t seem all that different from Bahlingar.” 
 
    “That’s because it isn’t,” Soko told Kudzu. “There are areas of Diyu, closer to Golden Sainshand, where you’ll see the true effects of hell. The wicked live closer to Tengir’s seat. It is dangerous, especially with all the demons vying for attention and power. Fighting my way through that mess nearly killed me again. It was smart for you to not go there first, not without someone like me to hold your hand.” 
 
    Kudzu scoffed at this statement. 
 
    “But Tengir handles them well with his guard and the councils that advise him. There are a lot of people vying for power and Diyu, as you can imagine, is a cutthroat place.” She laughed to herself. “It certainly fits your personality over some savior type,” she told Danzen. “But that is how you see yourself, right? The only one who can rebuild heaven? Tengir and I have spoken a lot about that.” 
 
    Danzen wanted to ask her when they’d had time to do this. It hadn’t been that long since he had last seen Soko. Yet he didn’t push her. He was aware that time moved differently here. He also knew that there was jealousy behind her words, especially with what Kudzu had done earlier. While he wasn’t fully aware of her angle with his father, he agreed with Nomin that Soko’s current endeavor was a power grab. 
 
    Now, the best way to handle Soko was to use her to their advantage. To flip the narrative and get the guidance they needed from her that would lead them to Shodren, or perhaps for Sansar to find Shodren later on, once they were closer to Golden Sainshand. He did claim to have a connection with her. 
 
    But would Danzen’s mother simply give them the Fatebrick? After all the challenges Danzen had already faced, would the final relic be any different? 
 
    All that remained to be seen. 
 
    They reached the tavern, where they found Jelmay downstairs playing a game of cards with several demons. There were chips on the table as well, the lion’s share in front of the bakeneko. He looked up at his companions and grinned. “Just in time. I figured it would be a good time to call it a night, even though it still might be day. I have no idea with the sky here. Gentledemons,” Jelmay tipped a hat he didn’t wear at the two demons seated before him, “it has been a pleasure.” 
 
    “You cheat,” the demon on the left hissed. 
 
    “I’ve never cheated once in my life. Not once,” Jelmay said. “Isn’t that right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Move along,” Soko told the demons. The two started to growl at her until they saw the golden seal that was hovering above her hand, which proved what she had said earlier, that they had a sigil from Tengir Gantulga. 
 
    The demons begrudgingly moved on. 
 
    “Good, I didn’t want to have to fight them off myself.” Jelmay leaned back in the booth, his hands behind his head. “Food is on the way. I am assuming you are hungry.” 
 
    “I don’t need to eat,” Soko said. “I will be upstairs.” 
 
    She floated away. 
 
    “What’s gotten into her?” Jelmay couldn’t help but laugh at his own statement. “Just kidding, she has always been like that. And good riddance. One of these days I’m going to seriously tell her off.” 
 
    “You wish.” Kudzu sat down next to him.  
 
    “It will happen, Fox, mark my words.” 
 
    “We got the Fatebrick, by the way.” 
 
    “I was assuming that would be the case.” 
 
    “It is a brick, a golden one.” 
 
    Jelmay nodded, impressed. “I’ve had a few gold bricks myself. Always a good thing to find, and an even better thing to steal. All of you, sit,” he said to Nomin and Danzen. “Tell me what happened. Let’s figure out a way to cash in these chips. We won’t have to rely on your father anymore now that I have some real money. Sit, sit. We will enjoy whatever meal we can before we continue on this harrowing little journey of ours.” 
 
    Danzen and Kudzu sat across from Jelmay. While the bakeneko was in his human form, the little mustache he had twitched like his whiskers often did when he sensed something. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You devilish little fox,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Something is different about the two of you. You finally confessed your love for one another, didn’t you?” 
 
    “And what if we did?” 
 
    Jelmay clapped his hands together. “I knew it! This is wonderful news, simply wonderful. I’ve been waiting for ages for the two of you to finally see the truth. You are meant for each other. Admit that. One is broken, the other is too stubborn to realize she’s broken as well, just in a different way.” He laughed. “I’m just kidding, you’re not broken, Fox, but you do have a much larger heart than a kitsune should have. Which makes you perfect for a guy like Pilgrim over here.” 
 
    “Sometimes things happen.” 
 
    Jelmay roared with laughter at Danzen’s statement. “That is your response to all of this? Sometimes things happen?” 
 
    Danzen shrugged. “Sometimes, they do.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After their meal, the group gathered outside, where there was a carriage already waiting for them, Soko hovering beside it. 
 
    “I hope you all enjoyed your meal,” she said. 
 
    Jelmay plopped down onto the bench and drummed his fingers over his belly. “I certainly did. The food isn’t half bad here in Diyu. Something I look forward to I guess if we don’t rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    Once they were all inside, Danzen’s Blade of Darkness on the top, the carriage started up. 
 
    “We will take the same path as we normally would to get to Sainshand, correct?” Nomin asked. 
 
    “I already told you that this was the case. First to Darksi. From there, we will take a riverboat to Golden Sainshand.” 
 
    “I still find it baffling how everything matches our realm, but is skewed in some way.” 
 
    “It is strange,” Soko told Jelmay. “You get used to it. And it is safer to take a boat, in case you were wondering. I wasn’t kidding when I said things get rougher the further east we travel. But we will be fine, your dear father is looking out for us. As long as we avoid an aetherstorm, we’ll be fine.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “What? He is? And he is looking out for you too, you know. He wants you to get the final Fatebrick from your mother. She has been so hard to deal with, and she has her own opinions on how things should play out here in Diyu. Imagine that. I think she is a bitch, but he seems to enjoy letting Shodren think that she has power. She doesn’t.” 
 
    “And she just has the Fatebrick?” Jelmay asked. “Just lying around?” 
 
    “I do not know if it is lying around or not. But Shodren has it, yes. How do I know this? The same reason I knew where to get the Fatebrick that you just retrieved from the abandoned temple. Your father gave it to her like jewelry.” This seemed to annoy Soko. “And your mother has her people here, you know, people from the Sundiyu Sect who have banded together with her. I consider them a rebel group, but your father sees things differently. There are a lot of them.” 
 
    “I wonder if that means Kanjen and Midori will be with her,” Jelmay said, referring to the two members of the Sundiyu Sect whom they had had the most interactions with. “Kanjen wasn’t exactly a pushover.” 
 
    “He is certainly there,” Soko said. “I already had a run-in with him. If you would like to know what happened, I’ll tell you.” 
 
    “We have nothing better to do but listen to you.” 
 
    Soko sneered at Kudzu. “I was actually going to deliver the Fatebrick to you. See? I care. I want your father to be happy, after all,” she told Danzen. “So I went to visit your mother and, as you can tell, that didn’t go according to plan.” 
 
    “This is all so stupid,” Kudzu said as she sat further back in her seat. “We are being forced to run around for absolutely no reason. He is the ruler of Diyu. He controls everything.” 
 
    “That’s what you do not understand about him. He has grown bored, and men that grow bored find other ways to play. Your man here is no different.” Soko nodded at Danzen. “He grew bored with what he was literally raised to do. Then he ran off to some faraway valley on the edge of the world and got interested in other things, including a grumpy little fox girl. She knows,” Soko said, nodding to Nomin. 
 
    “People should be allowed to change.” 
 
    “That makes no sense coming from you,” Soko told the blind assassin. “You haven’t changed a bit. Well, aside from the fact that you no longer care for a challenge. It was always your thing, your quest for the ultimate challenge. And your vulgar tongue. What happened to that? I haven’t heard you say anything terrible since we were first reintroduced to one another.” 
 
    “People change. Is this not a challenge?” Nomin leaned forward, the assassin now with a hint of anger in her voice that Danzen wasn’t used to hearing. “Am I not challenging myself by doing what I’m doing now?” 
 
    “Riding in a carriage in Diyu on your way to have a Fatebrick hand delivered to you? Ha!” 
 
    “If it was so easy to get, you would have it,” Kudzu told Soko. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right, maybe I would. But I decided to let Shodren’s child deal with her. You will have to fight her, you know. She won’t give it away, Danzen. Your mother will know that you have two of the Fatebricks with you. That raven of yours out there isn’t going to help. They are friendly, are they not? Shodren and the bird? I seem to recall that being the case.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” he asked. 
 
    “What does it sound like I’m suggesting? Send your bird back to the mortal realm with the Fatebricks. If you arrive at your mother’s doorstep with them, she will have instant bargaining chips. She will know.” Soko said this in a low enough voice that Danzen was certain that Sansar hadn’t heard it. “Send him back.” 
 
    Danzen and Nomin exchanged glances. The blind assassin knocked on the ceiling and the carriage came to a stop. 
 
    Kudzu got out first, followed by Danzen.  
 
    “What is it?” Sansar asked Danzen as he landed on the roof.  
 
    Kudzu spoke: “We think it would be best for you to take the Fatebricks we already have to Usagi.”  
 
    “But we do not have all three.” 
 
    “Shodren might use the fact that we are in possession of them against us.” 
 
    Sansar shook his head in disagreement. “She wouldn’t.” 
 
    “She would,” Soko called from inside the carriage. “You’re as blind as Nomin if you think otherwise. I have seen her. She is not a happy woman down here, even with everything that Danzen’s father has provided her. You would think she would be happy with an enormous palace and thousands of servants. Well, they are demonic servants, but they are servants nonetheless.” 
 
    “Thousands of servants?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Servants, soldiers, call them what you will. She has quite the little army that you’re going to have to fight your way through if you want to reach her. She won’t come to the gate.” 
 
    “She speak to me,” Sansar said. 
 
    “You are a delusional bird. You might be some yokai that is said to signify great change, but you’ve lost your mind if you think a woman who was hell-bent on sacrificing her own son to rebuild heaven will care if he has to fight his way through a thousand demons to see her again. Tengir told me everything, you know. He also told me how he wanted to see you, but she forbade it.” 
 
    This part Danzen most certainly didn’t believe. But he didn’t say anything. “I want you to take the Fatebricks back,” he told Sansar with finality. “You can pass through the barrier freely. If my mother is hospitable, then you can visit her once we reach Golden Sainshand. She may not be. We’ve come too far to make a mistake now.” 
 
    Sansar lowered his head. “Perhaps you are right. In that case, prepare them for me, and I will take them now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Four 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The carriage was just reaching the edge of the city when it was struck by an incredible force. It sent the carriage tumbling to the side, where it rolled and crashed into a tree.  
 
    Wham! 
 
    The carriage was struck again. 
 
    By this point, Danzen had wrapped his arms around Kudzu to protect her.  
 
    “Who dares?” Soko rushed toward the door and burst out of the side. Everything seemed to stop, the dust settling, Danzen’s heart thrumming in his chest. He snapped out of it and helped Kudzu up. Grumbling, Jelmay was able to roll to the side and climb out. This left Nomin on the other side of the toppled carriage, where the blind assassin was able to finally pull herself up. 
 
    After he was able to get his footing, Danzen exploded up into the air, Kudzu in his arms. He landed and set her down near a wooden fence. 
 
    “Get to safety.” 
 
    “I have to help Jelmay first.” 
 
    Danzen looked from the carriage to Kudzu. He then turned to the man who had rammed into their carriage, Ginza. Danzen remembered his two previous encounters with the hulking monster, how he had nearly broken Danzen. This wouldn’t be easy, yet he had a feeling deep in his gut that this encounter was inevitable. Danzen just wished there was more time to prepare. 
 
    More activity. The wind picked up, and several of the Butterflies of Arsi landed, Loomi nowhere in sight. They were now led by Kitazawa. Like the demonic yokai, the Butterflies too had wings.  
 
    Soko hovered closer to the ground. Danzen and Nomin joined her as Soko glared Ginza down. “Tengir Gantulga will be most pleased to see what you have done. I would suggest running off to the woods now. It is your only hope for survival.” 
 
    The three red eyes on Ginza’s face all blinked at once. “Danzen.” 
 
    Danzen drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. “Must I slay you again?” Danzen didn’t generally voice his confidence, but he felt powerful here in Diyu, and he was much stronger than he had been during their last encounter. 
 
    “If you’ll handle the big demon, we’ll handle the others,” Soko said. “And I suppose we will have to find another carriage.” 
 
    The creature that had carried them earlier was clearly dead. Behind them, the rest of Maulinghar had certainly taken notice of the attack, humans and demons now moving away from the area. Danzen and his companions were lucky to have hit a tree. There were buildings close by, which might have caused more trouble with roofs collapsing and foundations giving way. 
 
    At least Kudzu and the bakeneko were now safe, and the Fatebricks were on their way back to the Asura Forest courtesy of Sansar. The Butterflies, the enraged Kitazawa who couldn’t stop trembling, and the calm and calculated mountain of a monster, Ginza, all seemed to be there for one man, and one man only. 
 
    Danzen. 
 
    And he wasn’t about to let that happen, especially now that he was as close as he was to gathering all the Fatebricks.  
 
    Rather than let Ginza advance, Danzen rushed the half-blooded brute.  
 
    Ginza batted Danzen’s first strike away with his claws. By this point Danzen had already moved in for his follow-up. He summoned the gauntleted blade of his left hand and tried to send his fist directly beneath Ginza’s chin. His strike went wide, but he managed to cut into the man’s thick, gray skin. 
 
    Ginza threw a punch. 
 
    Danzen stopped the fist with his echo. He held it there for a moment, and then channeled his Sunyatic power into Ginza’s fist. 
 
    Ginza roared with pain and he jumped backward, his hand now a fleshy bag of shattered bone. He looked up at Danzen, shock in his three red eyes. 
 
    Kitazawa swooped in; Danzen cut her away with his sword. He wasted no time in grabbing on to one of her clawed feet and whipping her to the ground. Danzen channeled his power into his foot and stomped her throat, killing her before she could do anything else. 
 
    Danzen took to the air, speared by a blast of wind from one of the Butterflies. It whipped Danzen backward, where he collided with the bottom of the toppled carriage. 
 
    On his feet again, Danzen was blindsided by Ginza, who grabbed him by the shoulder and hurled him toward one of the buildings.  
 
    Danzen crashed through the stone and landed on a wooden floor. He hit a table, bounced, and smashed through a bookshelf. He grabbed his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds just as Ginza came charging through a wall.  
 
    Danzen tried to run his blade through the monster, but was backhanded instead. Danzen went through another table, the splintered wood drawing wounds. 
 
    His demons appeared, all under Danzen’s control. The group instantly turned on Ginza even though Danzen hadn’t yet commanded them. 
 
    The brute beat back the demons as Danzen got his bearings. He caught a glimpse through the hole in the wall to see Soko and Nomin still dealing with the Butterflies, who still seemed to be giving them a hard time. 
 
    His focus returned to Ginza, Danzen now getting something akin to a second wind. 
 
    Danzen’s demons all jumped to the side as he burst forward, where he drove his sword just beneath Ginza’s clavicle. Both hands on the grip, Danzen pulled up and yanked his sword out, cutting away a portion of Ginza’s face and his throat in the process. He followed this up with a horizontal slash that took the demon’s head off. 
 
    The flames came.  
 
    The fires grew in an instant, Danzen barely able to get out of the building in time before it was completely engulfed. Another of the Evils had appeared, Nyamdor, the arsonist with his charred black skin, fire lifting from his shoulders as he advanced toward Danzen. 
 
    Nyamdor unsheathed two blades. He was a whirlwind of fire and metal, Danzen feeling the heat instantly. He cut into Danzen’s shoulder, the wound instantly cauterized. Another attack ripped away some of Danzen’s clothing.  
 
    Danzen could smell his own burning flesh, hear the crackle of everything around him, feel the intense heat. 
 
    He had to keep fighting. 
 
    Danzen jumped backward and loosed three of his Astra kunai. Two of them struck Nyamdor, staggering him. The third went wide and hit a wall behind the arsonist. It returned to Danzen’s hand just as he reached Nyamdor. He cut away one of the arsonist’s swords. 
 
    Danzen let his kunai go. He put his Sunyatic power behind it, and was able to drive it into the center of Nyamdor’s forehead. 
 
    Another Evil down. 
 
    Danzen turned to the Butterflies. He expected some of the other Evils, perhaps Mayji and her daughter Onuma. What he found instead was Shimo, the shadowy demon advancing so quickly that Danzen couldn’t stop him. Shimo rushed into Danzen’s open mouth, completely possessing the former assassin. 
 
    Danzen was paralyzed. 
 
    Soon, the Butterflies of Arsi had surrounded him; one grabbed Danzen with her talons and carried him into the air, Danzen limp, arms flailing. He couldn’t fight back. Shimo controlled him completely, and he did so from Danzen’s mind. 
 
    Danzen was a puppet. There was no telling where the Butterfly would drop him. 
 
    He watched the world beneath him spin away.  
 
    Gone were his companions, the city of Maulinghar, and soon the woods. They were replaced by mountains and a great body of water, rushing in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Release me!” Danzen thought, the only way to communicate with Shimo. 
 
    “You’re not going to escape from this,” came Shimo’s voice. The world before him suddenly was shrouded in darkness. Danzen squinted and saw the outline of the Evil, the cloaked figure watching Danzen suffer. 
 
    “Free me!” 
 
    “Not until the time is right. I’m surprised you made it this far, but you have crossed over into a realm where we are in control. It was a mistake to come here.” 
 
    A thought rippled through Danzen’s mind.  
 
    He could call out for his father.  
 
    Tengir Gantulga was certainly watching what was happening. But Danzen was also stubborn, and he knew that bringing his father into this in such a forthright way would backfire. They were already stuck with Soko for however long she decided to stay part of their group. Tengir was operating through her. 
 
    He knew what was happening. 
 
    Danzen had to handle this on his own. 
 
    The last time Danzen had encountered Shimo, he had fought him in some faraway place, their shared minds. He would have to do the same here. 
 
    As he continued to stare off into the darkness, Danzen mentally went through the process of bending his echo. He felt the Sunyatic energy in his soul churn. His veins pulsed. At least he imagined them doing so. 
 
    He pictured himself reaching forward, and as he did Shimo rushed toward his hand.  
 
    Danzen punched through the cloaked monster’s chest and grabbed on to Shimo’s core. The blistering purple orb burned Danzen’s hands as he squeezed the core, all of the faces on Shimo’s grotesque robes crying in agony. 
 
    Danzen squeezed harder, and Shimo’s core shattered. A red orb passed right in front of Danzen’s face, it flashed, he swore he heard a whispered voice, and then suddenly, he was falling. 
 
    The ground rushed toward Danzen. He was still paralyzed, unable to summon his echo. 
 
    The impact. 
 
    The impact should have killed him, yet it didn’t. Danzen managed to roll at the very last moment and land on his back. He lay there, winded, bruised and broken. 
 
    One of the Butterflies of Arsi hovered above him.  
 
    She shot down toward him and he grabbed on to her shoulders.  
 
    Danzen threw his head forward and cracked his forehead against the front of her nose. This flung her off his body and to the side. She landed with a huff. 
 
    Danzen waited for his wounds to heal. He could hear the Butterfly twitching, starting to recover. 
 
    He had his swords, his gauntleted blades, his kunai, and his chain. He didn’t have his Blade of Darkness, but somehow, he had managed to hold on to the other instruments of death. 
 
    He just needed the strength to move on the Butterfly.  
 
    “You will die here,” she said. 
 
    “Where’s Loomi?” 
 
    The Butterfly let out a bitter laugh. “She betrayed us all, betrayed our master.” 
 
    “Nomtoi is your master?” 
 
    It was a moment before she replied. In that time, Danzen continued to stare up at the sky, anticipating more of the Butterflies. None came. 
 
    “Nomtoi will unite us all.” 
 
    “Nomtoi cares nothing for you.” 
 
    “He cared enough to free us. Unlike your father.” 
 
    “He freed you to kill me.” 
 
    “We will submit to him. You will submit to them soon. It doesn’t matter what happens to us.” 
 
    “I killed you all before, and I will kill you all again.” 
 
    “Nomtoi will be here soon.” 
 
    Danzen finally looked over to her. “I will be ready.” 
 
    “In your current state?” She laughed. It sounded like it hurt. He didn’t know which Butterfly she was, but she had dark hair that was braided with bits of green in it. Her hair matched the way her mask had been designed, a mask that was now crooked. 
 
    Her eyes were bleeding. 
 
    Danzen didn’t know why and he didn’t care. He felt the strength necessary to finish her off so he went for it. He rolled over, drawing his dagger as he did so. He pressed his knees into her chest and brought the blade to her throat. 
 
    “I will just be back.” 
 
    “Then I will kill you—” 
 
    “You are predictable.” 
 
    “You know nothing about me.” 
 
    “I know that Nomtoi will crush you. I know that Nomtoi will reign supreme and a new Diyu will come from it. The realm will be divided up, the portions given to those bloodthirsty enough to maintain order. This will be a true hell, and I will be at the top of the food chain. Me and my sisters. The other Evils.” 
 
    Danzen slit her throat. She let out a final laugh before he did so, one that he knew would have haunted him had he not already experienced so much in a single day.  
 
    Darkness spread over Danzen’s surroundings. He hadn’t gotten a good look at them anyway, but he knew he was in the mountains, on a plateau. Wherever it was, it was far away from Maulinghar.  
 
    He could only hope that the others were still safe. 
 
    Danzen heard a grunt behind him. He turned, expecting to find Nomtoi.  
 
    What he found instead was a towering, ethereal figure shrouded in swirling shadows. A myriad of tendril-like arms extended from its back, each ending in a razor-sharp talon. The beast had the horns of a ram, yet the face of a man, the bottom portion of its jaw missing. Blood dripped from its exposed teeth. 
 
    Danzen stood. He turned to the monster, preparing for what was to come by summoning his two gauntleted blades.  
 
    Schnickt! Schnickt! 
 
    He still had one of his daggers in his hand, and he went ahead and grabbed the other. This allowed him to cut forward in a way that would fend off the demonic yokai’s tendrils. 
 
    They came fast, Danzen scissoring through them. He still didn’t feel strong enough, yet he had to push forward, he had to get through whatever challenge this was, whatever his brother had thrown at him now. 
 
    Danzen continued with his four weapons, daggers gripped in his hands, gauntleted blades keeping the tendrils at bay. He loosed his two kunai. They struck the beast, but did little damage. The throwing knives returned one at a time, Danzen able to quickly sheathe them.  
 
    Danzen grabbed the chain around his neck and struck the monstrosity with it. 
 
    It hadn’t had legs before. Like Soko, it just hovered, yet now as it staggered backwards, talons appeared.  
 
    The monster came at Danzen like a hawk and brought him to the ground, causing Danzen to lose his chains. He reached his hand out to it; just like one of his throwing knives, the chain returned and wrapped itself around the creature’s talon. 
 
    A sizzling sound met Danzen’s ears. The monster jumped off. Danzen hopped back to his feet, sent his gauntleted blades away, and drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. 
 
    Chain in one hand, sword in the other, Danzen swung into action. 
 
    He tossed his sword as a distraction. As it sailed through the air, Danzen used his echo to grab hold of one of the beast’s horns. He yanked it to the ground. Danzen shot into the air and landed on its back. He caught his sword with one hand and quickly cut its head off. 
 
    “What more do you have?” 
 
    His Demon Speak power came to him even more naturally now, Danzen enraged. He watched shadowy blood pool around the monster as he got back to his feet. 
 
    Danzen took another look around. Where was he? He didn’t know which direction he had come from, only that he had fallen. 
 
    He saw the crater from his landing. It was amazing he hadn’t splattered completely. 
 
    Danzen sent his sword away and placed his chain over his neck. He grabbed one of his daggers and cut his own arm. Portals appeared, his hellspawns summoned. “Find out where I am,” he told his demons as they all gathered around him.  
 
    They bowed, a few of his demons with a hint of concern in their eyes. It was like they knew that Danzen had been pushed to his very limits, his wits’ end, and that he was more volatile than he had ever been before. 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen’s demons fanned out. He continued healing and mentally preparing himself for what was likely to come, crouched now, yet still gripping his sword. Ready for the inevitable. Always ready. 
 
    When would it come? The Butterfly had mentioned this was Nomtoi’s doing, this treacherous kidnapping. Would his half-brother arrive soon? Was this their final encounter? 
 
    Danzen looked around as he remembered something he had thought back in Crimson Verba. He wasn’t going to be able to beat his brother with strength, which meant he would need to use something else. At the time, he had settled on cunning. But he still didn’t know how he would go about doing this.  
 
    It wasn’t like he could set a trap for Nomtoi… 
 
    Even if he could, what kind of trap would he set? Could he really devise some way to keep Nomtoi down while Danzen pummeled his brother until he finally gave in? Was he actually capable of giving in? Could Nomtoi be seriously injured to the point of death in Diyu? Obviously, Nomtoi couldn’t die. Then what? 
 
    There had to be something he could do. Perhaps it wasn’t a trap. Perhaps it was something that went deeper, something psychological, something that Nomtoi wouldn’t be able to forget. 
 
    An idea came to Danzen. 
 
     If used correctly, a psychological attack might give him the upper hand. But he would have to be calculated about it. Deployed too early, and it might not land in the same way. It would also have to be delivered in a convincing way, which wasn’t exactly Danzen’s strong suit. 
 
    He looked around again and let out a deep breath. 
 
    Danzen floated into the air in an attempt to see if there was water nearby, perhaps a village. Someplace to get his bearings. Instead, he saw a long chain of mountains, jagged black peaks framed in red. The range loomed like a serrated scar against the horizon, a seemingly endless succession of shadowed valleys and daggered peaks. Many of their summits were shrouded in mist, cloaked in dense clouds with maroon undertones. 
 
    Far away from everywhere. 
 
    Danzen looked for something like a trail, perhaps a long-abandoned way for him to return to civilization. There were none, a testament to the countless souls who knew better than to come wherever the Butterfly had left him. 
 
    Winds howled through the canyons and gorges, mocking him. There was a sun in Diyu, yet it was nearly the same color as the sky. It never moved from what he could tell. But he hadn’t been watching it closely enough. Perhaps there was a way to discern night from day. 
 
    Danzen sat again. He focused on a space just beneath the sun and waited. 
 
    Hours passed this way. 
 
    He maintained his intense focus throughout, always aware of his surroundings, always aware that everything could change in a matter of moments. The Butterfly he had killed would be reanimated. The same could happen to the other Evils he’d battled and the nasty yokai Danzen had recently killed. 
 
    Sungazing seemed like a fruitless endeavor until Danzen noticed the movement. It was subtle, but there was a drift, the sun changing directions. But now he would need to figure out which way to follow. He also wondered why his demons hadn’t returned to him. 
 
    “Return,” he said using his Demon Speak power, his voice echoing over the long-abandoned hills and canyons beyond just as he thought it would. Yet again, Danzen was reminded of his power. He was reminded of how strong he was, especially when he tapped into this part of his bloodline. 
 
    Something Soko said came to him as he waited for one of his demons to respond, her interest seeming to lie in the bloodline itself. He thought about that now, he thought about their past and the way that his father was clearly using her. 
 
    Without a shadow of a doubt. 
 
    He despised Tengir Gantulga for that. Even if Soko had been a thorn in Danzen’s side for quite a while now, she had given her life for him in the end. He hated that his father had stooped so low. And for what? To make a point? To show Danzen just how much sway he held over his life? What was the point of what his father was doing? 
 
    It only made matters worse that he would be equally challenged by his mother soon, whatever that challenge may be. Still, even with the clout of the future looming overhead, Danzen felt like he would survive this. He would reach the others, wherever they were. His current banishment was some sort of test. Even if Nomtoi came, it was a test. He had to think of it that way. He had to believe that he would see this to the end.  
 
    Danzen had collected most of the Fatebricks now. Just one more. He was closer than he had ever been. 
 
    “Just one more,” he said, a mantra, a way forward. 
 
    But there was always one more.  
 
    There was always the next horizon, a mountain to scale, an enemy to slay. Danzen’s life was like blood dripping from the tip of the sword, each drop staining a frayed parchment with a tale of elusive redemption. Yet the blood never stopped, the wound never healed. 
 
    “Just one more.” 
 
    Danzen watched as a demon approached, his hellspawn beaten within an inch of whatever life it still had in Diyu. 
 
    “The challenger,” was all it said. It pointed a broken finger in the direction it had come from and collapsed. 
 
    Was it Nomtoi? 
 
    Danzen checked all of his weapons were intact, steeled himself, and moved on. Soon, he came to a cratered area, one that made the mountain look as if it had been struck by a meteor. 
 
    A dragon nested in the crater, the immense, serpentine creature unfurling as soon as Danzen arrived. Its scales shimmered with a kaleidoscope of colors all reflecting the red of Diyu, its eyes two yellow voids that sparkled. It was large; the dragon could have easily wrapped itself around the peak of the mountain. 
 
    Danzen drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, unafraid. 
 
    He had taken on creatures of similar size before, but there were still plenty of unknowns here. Danzen didn’t know if the dragon was naturally roosted here, or if it had been put in the mountains for him to encounter. Nor did he know the true extent of its power. And he didn’t care.  
 
    Danzen would respond accordingly. 
 
    The dragon swooped up, creating a turbulent roar of the wind that tossed Danzen to the side. He rolled, and was getting back to his feet when the dragon came in hard with its tail. It swatted Danzen as if he were a fly and sent him hurtling into the air, the former assassin eventually arcing down toward one of the lower peaks.  
 
    He slammed into the rock and landed in a bit of gravel. There should have been snow, something softer, but there wasn’t. Not in Diyu. The scrapes on his arms, the result of his fall, summoned more of his demons. As his hellspawns arrived, clawing out of their portals, Danzen commanded them to go for the dragon just as it reached him. 
 
    The dragon responded by rearing its neck back and releasing several bolts of purple-laced fire, all of which ignited his demons. They scattered, their flesh sizzling as they tried to put out the flames. 
 
    Danzen took to the air with an outstretched hand.  
 
    He grabbed the dragon by one of its claws and used it to flip himself around, up toward its snout. What followed was a midair battle of swings, dodges and close calls. Danzen was never able to get a direct strike with his sword. Things changed once he was able to shift around to the backside of the dragon and climb its scaled neck. 
 
    Danzen held on as the dragon tried to buck him off. They moved up and down, cutting through the crevasses and sailing over peaks, the dragon driving Danzen’s body as close as it could to the stone in an effort to pry him off. 
 
    Danzen was able to avoid some of the rock, but then the dragon shifted under a natural sandstone arch, which left Danzen completely exposed. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    He collided with the stone, and hunkered down, ignoring the pain of the shattering rock all around him. 
 
    More demons. These appeared in the air and instantly plummeted to their deaths. 
 
    The monster swooped up and back, now flying upside down as it yet again tried to scrape Danzen off the only way it knew how.  
 
    Danzen let go. He free fell for a moment, and then caught himself with his echo just as the dragon turned back to him and released a bolt of purple fire. Danzen stopped the fire midair, the flames forming into a perfect orb that he quickly hovered off to the side. 
 
    The dragon tried for another. 
 
    Danzen responded the same, stopping the fire so that he now had two orbs. 
 
    He brought the first one back and aimed it at the dragon’s vulnerable underbelly. He didn’t know if it would work. There was no telling if the dragon would burn in its own fire, yet that was exactly what happened as the beast ignited. It roared in pain, and Danzen sent the second fireball after it. 
 
    Desperate now, the dragon shifted into a wild and chaotic flight pattern to put out the fire. This worked to some degree. It also seemed to trigger something else. 
 
    As the dragon righted itself, barbs pressed out of its flesh and hardened. They had been there before, the barbs an extension of its skeleton, some last-ditch effort to throw Danzen off. The dragon moved in swiftly, its skin still smoldering as it tried to reach Danzen. 
 
    His response was sudden. Danzen drew his sword and plunged his famed blade into its chest, pushing it forward with all the strength he had. 
 
    Yet the dragon wasn’t done. The beast wrapped the end of its tail around Danzen. And even as he twisted his blade, even as he tried to get as close to the creature’s heart as he could with his blade, the dragon managed to pull Danzen toward the ground. They came crashing down onto a plateau, the dragon taking the brunt of their fall. 
 
    Danzen somehow got to his feet, bleeding profusely now, portals opening up around him. 
 
    “Kill it!” he told his demons as they all jumped for the dragon at once.  
 
    The dragon managed to rip some of them in half, but Danzen was bleeding so profusely now that the demons kept coming until they overwhelmed the beast. He used their madness, the pandemonium, and their combined carnage to surge forward where he was able to deliver the killstrike. 
 
    The beast died. 
 
    Danzen’s demons feasted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen let out a haggard breath. He didn’t know how long he had been walking. It felt like days, but it could have been minutes. While his energy levels weren’t as low as they should have been, he was certainly starting to feel the effects of all the fighting he had done. 
 
    That hadn’t been the first dragon. Over the course of a day, maybe longer, Danzen had slain several of them, all of the fights challenging in their own ways. Not all of the dragons used fire. There had been some that came at him with shadow summons, others that tried ice. 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    Danzen did what he did best. Killed them all. 
 
    “Kill them all,” he mumbled. It had become his mantra over that time. First dragons, then oni trolls three times the size of the one Yato had killed in the cave. It was as if his brother was throwing everything he had at Danzen. And why? Why not just show himself? Why be such a coward? 
 
    He’d screamed this at some point in the middle of the night. Or day. He didn’t know what time it was. Danzen only knew that he needed to find civilization so he could locate the others. Every time he used his demons to try to figure out where he was, he came up empty-handed. 
 
    Something would kill them. And then Danzen would have to kill it back. 
 
    Still, Danzen never lost hope. He should have lost hope. A voice at the back of his head told him that they were all dead, that he would never see them again in their mortal forms. 
 
    Danzen did the same thing to this voice as he did to the dragons and other monsters he had faced off against. Danzen killed it. 
 
    This wasn’t how it ended. Danzen had made it too far. And even if he had to walk or fly for hundreds of miles, he would see this journey to completion. 
 
    Heaven would be restored. He would persevere until that time. 
 
    There were points when Danzen felt as if he were walking in a circle. The mountain started to look the same. He kept feeling like he had come to the same stream of black water.  
 
    This reminded him of Jelmay, how he had so readily drunk the water. The thought of the bakeneko caused Danzen to smile. He remembered him singing for the hyosube goblins, how stupid all of that was, and eating troll meat. 
 
    Danzen imagined that Jelmay was there. He blinked twice and he actually saw the portly cat standing next to him, Jelmay’s demon bear hide over his head. 
 
    “We can’t give up now, even if we’re hungry,” Jelmay said, his whiskers drooping. “You’re hungry, right?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t know what he was. He shook his head. 
 
    “You’re lost. You wouldn’t be lost if you hadn’t sent the bird back to our world. He would probably have followed you.” 
 
    “Sansar.” 
 
    “At least he has delivered the Fatebricks by now.” 
 
    “Then he would be coming back here.” 
 
    Jelmay squinted up at the sky. “I don’t see him.” 
 
    “If he comes back here, he will look for me. He said that he could communicate with my mother. Do you think he can communicate with me?” 
 
    “How did he communicate with your mother?” 
 
    “I never saw him do it. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Caw! Caw!” Jelmay laughed at his own joke. Soon, he had morphed into his version of Sansar, yet he kept his rotund body and overall shape.  
 
    “You aren’t real.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    Danzen stopped walking. He turned to what he knew was an apparition, drew his sword, and cut through it. 
 
    After watching it fizzle away, he sheathed his blade. Danzen cracked himself in the side of the head, angered that he was starting to vividly hallucinate. 
 
    “Get it together,” he said, even though he knew that this likely wouldn’t help. “Get it together.” 
 
    Soon, it became apparent that things were better when shadow Jelmay was around. At least he had someone to talk to. Danzen wished now that he hadn’t cut him down with his sword. 
 
    Of course he had. 
 
    Of course that had been his natural response. 
 
    Danzen suddenly felt alone. He had been alone for a long time now, so focused on moving forward, on fighting off the monsters that his brother threw at him, that he hadn’t really thought about where he was or what would happen to him. 
 
    But now, he felt it. Lost and alone. 
 
    Was he hungry? Maybe Jelmay was right. Maybe he should eat. 
 
    Danzen turned back to the stream that he had passed earlier. It took him thirty minutes to reach it. Once he did, he crouched by the dark water and looked for fish. There were no large ones, but he did see a few smaller fish, their scales shimmering as they trailed along the riverbank. 
 
     He used his echo to pull one out of the darkened water and straight into the palm of his hand. 
 
    Danzen swallowed the tiny fish whole. 
 
    It was slimy, but he did it again. He caught several dozen of the small fish and swallowed them all. Danzen continued, and sometime later he started to feel a little better. 
 
    Not fully rejuvenated, but Jelmay was right. He needed to eat. 
 
    How much longer would he have to go this way? Where would he end up? How far away was he from his companions? 
 
    There was no telling, but Danzen pressed on anyway. It was what he did. 
 
    He had come too far to turn back now. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen paused several hours later. He sensed someone behind him. He recognized the presence of his half-brother even without seeing him. 
 
    He turned to find Nomtoi with a wicked grin on his face. 
 
    At first, he thought it was a hallucination. 
 
    He had already seen Jelmay’s apparition. This was likely no different. 
 
    But then his brother stepped forward, and in doing so, Nomtoi kicked a rock to the side.  
 
    “Did you like my little surprise?” he asked as a bit of wind rippled through his long red hair. Any injuries Nomtoi had from their last encounters were now completely healed, and he was stronger than ever. A dark cloud hung over his head, one that seemed to blot out the red of Diyu. 
 
    Thinking back now, Danzen was certain that he had seen this cloud before. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “You should be thanking me for not already killing you.” 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” Nomtoi sneered. There was a hint of menace in the way that he held himself, the demonic man primed and ready to strike as soon as Danzen made his first move. 
 
    It was clear they were going to fight. There was no way around it. Nomtoi had brought Danzen here. He had softened him up to make victory easier.  
 
    Danzen wished he had more time to plan something that was cunning, something that his brother wouldn’t see coming. It would be the only way to beat him. Danzen was sure of his own strength, but he knew what Nomtoi was capable of, and that was without taking his large wolf form. 
 
    There really was a difference between a full-blooded demon and the power Danzen currently had coursing through him. 
 
    But there was also anger, unadulterated rage. And Danzen had plenty of that at the moment, anger mixed with fear for what may have happened to the others.  
 
    He drew his sword. 
 
    “You really are going to try, aren’t you?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Nomtoi lifted his hands and brought them to the ready, his claws growing in size. “Even though you will lose.” 
 
    Danzen’s eyes darted to a large stone just behind Nomtoi. He returned his focus to his brother, who continued his monologue as he always did: “I don’t know why you are here, and I don’t care. My spies tell me you are looking for something, some object. But that doesn’t matter to me. And it is not like finding this object will help you in any way. No, no, brother. There’s nothing you can do. But it does sadden me to find that you are as stupid as you are weak.” 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The stone struck Nomtoi in the back of the head. Danzen rushed forward, ready for a vertical slash. At the same time, he controlled the stone that had hit Nomtoi. He swung his sword. Nomtoi managed to block it with his claws.  
 
    Danzen came in hard with the stone and struck his brother a second time. 
 
    This time, the stone shattered, which only seemed to infuriate Nomtoi even further. He blocked Danzen’s next several attempts. Nomtoi delivered a solid kick that sent Danzen flying backward nearly thirty feet. 
 
    He struck a wall of rock. Danzen would have been crushed by Nomtoi had he not shifted to the left seconds before impact. His brother cratered the stone, which caused a few chunks to fall as the two got out of the way. 
 
    Danzen sent his sword flying through the air. Nomtoi swatted it to the side and Danzen’s weapon returned to his hand. 
 
    “Your blades are nothing to me.” 
 
    Danzen sheathed his sword and went for the big chain around his neck. This turned out to be the right move as Nomtoi shouldered forward and Danzen was able to strike him with the chain, once, twice, his brother wailing with anger. 
 
    His chain burnt through Nomtoi’s white robes, and sizzled as it struck his skin. 
 
    Enraged, Nomtoi was on Danzen faster than he’d ever seen him move before. 
 
    They hit the ground. Nomtoi punched Danzen in the face several times, Danzen feeling like he was being struck by granite pillars. Again and again, each one stronger. He felt his teeth give way, break, his cheeks, his skull— 
 
    Nomtoi flew off him as Danzen released a bolt of Sunyatic energy, the likes of which he had never conjured before. 
 
    As powerful as it was, it drained him.  
 
    Danzen could no longer see. He was dizzy; running his tongue along his teeth told him that many of them were broken. He tried to move but couldn’t. Instead, he turned his head to the side and spat blood. Wheezing, Danzen tried yet again to get to his feet. 
 
    When this didn’t work, he grabbed one of the kunai from his chest and held it at his side, awaiting the inevitable. 
 
    He had been so close. Danzen had been so very close to fulfilling the destiny he had given himself. 
 
    He heard his brother moan in pain. It sounded like he was trying to get up as well. Somehow, Danzen had beaten him back with his Sunyatic swell. 
 
    Blood dripped out of Danzen’s mouth. He realized then that his jaw was broken as well, that his bottom lip was hanging off to the side. 
 
    An attempt at a deep breath in through his nostrils told Danzen that his nose was broken as well, at least one side of it. It was amazing that he was still alive. 
 
    He heard his brother finally get to his feet. Danzen kept his Astra kunai at his side, and tucked the blade back, hiding it to some degree. He wasn’t going to be able to move for a moment. It was then that he heard the sound of his demons. They gathered around in hordes and moved on Nomtoi, who slaughtered them left and right. 
 
    At least they were loyal. At least they gave Danzen a moment, a little time to repair his wounds. His vision was the one that worried him. Everything was still black until it wasn’t, the outlines appearing. 
 
    Sunyatic energy.  
 
    Even here in Diyu, it showed everything. 
 
    Danzen had been in such shock earlier from the pain that he hadn’t paid attention to it. Now, he was able to slightly turn his head and see his brother ripping through Danzen’s last line of defense.  
 
    Danzen had to push forward. And to do that, he had to get away. 
 
    Danzen managed to turn over onto his belly. He dragged himself forward, his chain scraping against the ground, sword at his side and his dagger still clutched in his hand. 
 
    He saw more of his demons rush past him. Danzen continued on, until he could get to his feet. He moved forward, faster now. He wished that he could float, but he wanted to preserve as much energy as he had. He had to heal. 
 
    For some reason, Nomtoi wasn’t chasing after him.  
 
    Danzen didn’t know why.  
 
    All he knew was that he needed to move as far away from his brother as possible. 
 
    He kept on.  
 
    He flinched a few times when it sounded like Nomtoi was approaching. Danzen had never felt so vulnerable in his life. This was what it meant to be the prey, this was what some of his victims felt as he stalked after them. 
 
    There had been times when his skills hadn’t been as smooth as he would have liked. He preferred ending things quickly, but it didn’t always work that way. There were times when Danzen had to follow after his future victims, times when he had to chase them. 
 
    This was what they must have felt, this helplessness, this knowledge that they were doomed if he caught up with them. 
 
    Danzen knew this was the case now. His brother had yet to even take his wolf form, a testament to how much damage he could do just with his fists. Danzen imagined what it could have been like had Nomtoi morphed, now suddenly six times larger than Danzen, with the long maw full of savage teeth. 
 
    He still wasn’t strong enough. 
 
    That thought came to him as well as he came to a ridge. Danzen still hadn’t reached a level necessary to stop his brother.  
 
    He’d started the fight knowing that. Perhaps that was where his mistake had been, to immediately doubt himself and his capabilities. 
 
    Danzen didn’t know. 
 
    He spat blood and a piece of tooth. 
 
    His jaw ached. It had healed, and he could feel that his teeth were starting to regrow. The pain was causing a headache, and the teeth created more blood, which spawned more demons. 
 
    All of them seemed to know what to do.  
 
    His hellspawns rushed toward Nomtoi, the hierarchy solidified. They knew better than to attack Danzen. He was forever their leader. 
 
    He reached the ridge and collapsed.  
 
    Safety. Soon. 
 
    Danzen pushed himself back to his feet and felt a gust of wind. He still couldn’t see, but he did notice the outline of everything around him. The canyon below. 
 
    Safety through pain. 
 
    Danzen continued on, and a minute later he came to the edge. He wanted to jump, but he fell instead, with the plan that he would catch himself using his echo. 
 
    It didn’t trigger as fast as it normally would have, leaving Danzen plummeting toward a river below. He stopped just before hitting the dark water. He used everything he had left to force himself over to the shore, the water rushing beyond. Danzen landed, and finally, he relaxed. 
 
     Deep breaths in, haggard breaths out. 
 
    A new presence appeared just as Danzen was able to open his eyes, finally able to see clearly. His father stood before the water in his black armor, a scowl on his face. 
 
    “You have failed me,” he said. 
 
    A portal opened up beneath Danzen and he fell again. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Wherever he was, it was subterranean. Danzen didn’t recognize his surroundings. How could he? He had no idea of the locations in Diyu, aside from the names that paralleled the cities in his world. 
 
    But he knew he was deep underground. 
 
    Lava moved off to his right, far enough away that he couldn’t actually feel the heat. Which was nonsensical. Of course he should feel the heat. 
 
    Certainly underground. Certainly somewhere he didn’t want to be. The last thing he remembered seeing was his father, which happened to be the second thing Danzen saw now. Tengir Gantulga stood about fifty yards away from him directly in the lava, which rushed over his armored feet but didn’t seem to affect him. 
 
    Danzen removed his chain. He pulled his sword out of its sheath. He still wasn’t at full power, but there was nothing he could do about that now.  
 
    He approached his father, armed and ready. It was stupid, and he knew that. But if this was what it came to… 
 
    Tengir Gantulga laughed. “You plan to fight me?” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    Tengir Gantulga’s eyes blazed with blinding purple energy. “I would watch the tone you take with me, son. You clearly don’t have what it takes to defeat your brother. You have proven that yet again. I was hoping that by now you would have reached that plateau. But no, no. You disappoint me. You truly, truly disappoint me. You are not ready for the role that you must take in the coming days. For those reasons, we are here.” He gestured toward the walls. “For those reasons, you suffer.” 
 
    As he had last time Danzen had seen him, Tengir Gantulga wore a black armor that had a magical sheen to it. He had changed his features yet again, no longer with the thick white beard. He looked younger than Danzen, and if it wasn’t for his physique, and the power that radiated off of him, Tengir would look almost human. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “As to where we are. You will like this, my son. Do you recall what you have learned about the Seven Evils, how they were banished to the Depths of Diyu to be tortured for their sins? Ring a bell? Then take another look around. We are in those very Depths, forged thousands of years ago by ancient demons. You cannot get out of here. I suppose it is similar, but very different from when you were beneath the border mountains with the hyosube goblins. Similar, but very different. It is here that you will grow stronger. And you will do that by executing an order from me.” 
 
    “Why must you constantly put yourself in my life?” 
 
    “You are my son, are you not?” 
 
    “And Soko? She was already unstable. Why would you do that to her? Why would you lead her on like that? Is all of this really just to get me? Does playing with my emotions bring you some sort of sick joy?” 
 
    “You are very selfish, Danzen. Very, very selfish. But you aren’t as selfish or as foolish as your half-brother, who continues to operate behind the scenes in an attempt to overthrow what I’ve spent my life building. No, you aren’t that selfish. And maybe it’s my fault. The selfishness runs in your blood. Then again, it could be something from Shodren. Although your brother has no relation to her. Hmmm.” His sinister smile grew in size. “Actually, that is why we are here, your brother and his maternal relations. But now that you have mentioned Soko. Ask your questions.” 
 
    “I asked them. You are ignoring me?” Danzen spat blood. He hated his father’s derisive tone, the way he spoke so casually in such a terrible place. If he was truly in the Depths of Diyu, then it meant Danzen was doomed. 
 
    Unless his father’s challenge was something that he could complete. 
 
    “What is wrong with being in love? Are you not in love with the kitsune?” 
 
    “That has nothing to do with this.” 
 
    “You asked me your questions, and now I ask you mine. What is wrong with being in love?” 
 
    “In love with Soko?” 
 
    “You have been before, have you not? Years ago. In a way, being close to her reminds me of being close to you. I feel like I know you better, which makes me appreciate her more.” 
 
    “You’re sick.” 
 
    “No, my son, I’m lonely. Do you not feel pity for me?” 
 
    “Hardly.” 
 
    “You don’t know what it’s like to have everything at your disposal. You are strong, you are capable of incredible feats. At least in your realm. You have likely grown accustomed to that. But you don’t know what having my kind of power and reach is like. They fawn over me. All of Diyu. I am a god, and it isn’t often that someone shows up at one of my many castles challenging me. A newcomer at that. The audacity! What a woman! Maybe that’s why you like, or should I say liked, Soko as well. Her tenacity. Her ruthlessness. Her beauty. I do not know, but she is mine now.” 
 
    Danzen recalled Soko saying that she had shown up and demanded a meeting with Tengir Gantulga. So maybe she hadn’t been lying about that. Or they were coordinating their lie. This was also a possibility. 
 
    The final thing his father said played in his head again. “Yours? You’re sick. It’s not the same.” 
 
    “What’s not the same? What I feel and what you feel for Kudzu? Why is it not the same?” 
 
    “It is a convenience, a lust made of convenience.” 
 
    “It is much more than that, our appreciation for each other. Soko is feisty. She speaks her mind. And she is violent. Beautifully violent. All traits I appreciate in a woman.” 
 
    “Then what of my mother?” 
 
    “Your mother then, or now? If we’re talking about then, when she had you, I appreciated her innocence, her naivety, how young she was. Now, I appreciate the same thing about her that I appreciate about Soko. She has a tenacity, a daring nature, if you will.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “You asked. That is my answer.” 
 
    “And what of the plans you have laid out for me? I do not want to rule Sunyata. I do not want to rule Diyu. I want to be left alone. Why can no one understand that? I want to be left alone!” 
 
    “You don’t get a choice in the matter. And I’m tired of you thinking that you do. No, son, that is not how this is going to work for you. No choice in the matter, I’m afraid. Well, you do have a choice to make in the relatively near future. And that choice involves if you would like to get out of the Depths of Diyu or not. I’m assuming that this is something that you desire.” 
 
    “Are they—?” 
 
    “The yokai are fine. Soko is angry that you all were ambushed; I believe she knew that this was a possibility. Perhaps I told her, maybe not. Sometimes it can be good to keep your significant other guessing. You often do that with Kudzu, do you not?” 
 
    Danzen tensed.  
 
    “Relax. What I want you to do is relatively simple.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Not far from here is someone that I need you to kill. Of course, this person is already dead. I just wanted to give them a hard time, a bit of insult to injury. There is one stipulation that comes with being in the Depths of Diyu, however. If this person I have tasked you to kill dies here, they will be imprisoned for a thousand years before being reborn. They will not like that.” 
 
    “Imprisoned for a thousand years? Aren’t they already in a prison?” Danzen looked around incredulously. “They are in the Depths.” 
 
    “Yes and no. This is a unique type of imprisonment. Imagine a thousand years of falling in an endless chamber, never reaching the end, but never being sated and always, always being torn to shreds by the wind. Gloriously brutal, yes? It is a torture beyond belief.” His smile widened. “Just imagine it with me, son, the anguish one would feel. Falling for a thousand years. Your body never grows used to it, you know, not the way that you think it will. No, Nomtoi’s mother will not enjoy it. Of that, I’m certain.” 
 
    Danzen nearly gasped. He stopped himself. “His mother?” 
 
    “There’s a reason she’s down here, you know. I figured what better way to get back at your brother than to re-kill his mother? And don’t worry, I’m not attached to her or anything. That was ages ago. But it should be a warning of the fate that awaits those who cross me too many times. People like your mother.” 
 
    “You would do this to her?” 
 
    “Shodren is certainly asking for it.” 
 
    “And Soko?” 
 
    “She hasn’t reached that level of annoyance yet. Neither has Shodren. Don’t worry. You will deal with your own mother soon enough. Or perhaps your brother will do so after he hears what you’ve done to his mother. But that’s what I want you to do, that is your task. Find Nomtoi’s mother, and kill her. She should be easy to find. After all, she’s a scaled woman who can turn into a scaled wolf-like creature, not unlike your dear half-brother. He didn’t inherit the scales though. Too bad for him. They create quite the armor.” 
 
    “You want me to kill his mother? Have you gone mad?”  
 
    “She’s already dead. I just want to make sure she remembers why she’s down here. And a thousand years of falling in an endless void is a great way to learn that lesson. So, that is it, my son. Find her. Find Nomtoi’s mother, and deal with her. If you do so, I will return you to the others, and you can continue on your merry little journey in pursuit of the final Fatebrick.” Tengir turned away from Danzen. He stepped into the flowing lava. “Good luck, my son.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What now? What would Danzen do now? 
 
    He thought about this as he gazed out at the lava-water, which still hadn’t produced any discernible heat. Danzen knew that he was trapped, yet again thrust into some difficult request forced on him by his father with the only chance of escaping being to follow his father’s orders.  
 
    Yet he couldn’t help but wonder if there was something he was missing, a piece of the puzzle that he hadn’t quite seen. 
 
    Danzen approached the flowing lava and reached his hand out. It was cool to the touch, even though it glowed orange and red.  
 
    After careful consideration, Danzen tossed a stone in. It plinked like water.  
 
    After observing it for just a little longer, and deciding that he wasn’t going to drink it, Danzen continued in the only direction possible. He followed along the stream of lava, keeping close enough to it that he could observe any temperature changes.  
 
    Something swelled beneath the lava-water. It burst forward, a demon-fish hybrid with numerous eyes. Danzen cut the monster in half before it could reach its claws out to him. He examined the creature after he was sure it was dead. The demon-fish was scaled, with slimy red eyes and protruding teeth, some of which were broken. 
 
    He decided not to eat it. 
 
    Danzen stepped a bit farther away from the shoreline. He crouched, and as he continued examining the demon-fish, a thought came to him. Danzen would cut himself to summon some of his hellspawns. Perhaps they could help him locate Nomtoi’s mother. 
 
    Danzen still didn’t know what he would do when that time came, the inevitable encounter. He wasn’t that kind of murderer. But he also was that kind of murderer, and what his father had tasked him to do wasn’t unlike any of the assignments he’d had in the past through the Diyu Brotherhood. 
 
    But he still didn’t like it. Who would? Who would like being ordered to murder their half-brother’s mother, knowing that it would likely spark Nomtoi’s ire even further? 
 
    Danzen grimaced at some of the things his father had said. He was used to Tengir calling him weak. That bothered him less, especially because everyone was weak compared to the ruler of Diyu. It was something else. Danzen couldn’t stop thinking about the way his father framed his relationship with Soko, which only made him wish he could warn her further, that his words would actually have an impact. 
 
    But he knew they wouldn’t. He knew she wouldn’t listen to him, and he knew that in the end, Soko had her own motives for the relationship. Theirs was a tragedy not yet written, and Nomtoi’s mother, the way she had been banished, was proof of that. 
 
    What had she done? Why had she been sent to the Depths of Diyu to rot, and why did she deserve being tortured for a thousand years? 
 
    Yet another thing on his soul, another thing weighing him down. But there was something else here, a method to his father’s madness that he hated to admit, even if he was starting to see it. Tengir Gantulga forced Danzen here because he didn’t think Danzen was strong enough. It was a misguided effort to help him. It wasn’t unlike his father to test Danzen, to push him to his limits, but there was something different about this. 
 
    As always, his father knew more than he was letting on. Danzen was certain of that. Which meant that Danzen might learn something down here in the cavernous Depths. There was the assassin mission, and of course Danzen wouldn’t like that, but there had to be a bigger meaning, a bigger lesson to be had. 
 
    He thought about this as he crouched away from the lava-water, as he healed up even further. Every time he thought that nothing was alive down here, Danzen heard terrifying screams in the chambers beyond, bellowing demons from some faraway place. He heard violence, the clash of blades, horrific cries for help. It seemed to echo through the cavernous hallways. 
 
    Danzen drew one of his daggers. He was just about to cut himself when an idea came to him. Why wouldn’t it work? Why did he think it would work? 
 
    Both of these questions came to him at the same time. He could conjure demons through his blood. Why couldn’t he conjure them of his own accord by extending his Sunyatic power forward? Why couldn’t he simply demand they join him? 
 
    As he looked at his blade, he thought deeply about this, about his past traumas when summoning his hellspawns. There was something here that he was missing. 
 
    Danzen put his blade away.  
 
    He stretched his hand out and focused intently. A portal began to form without Danzen cutting himself. It bubbled at the edges. Soon, he saw what he was looking for, a once terrifying image now made normal. A hand reached out of the portal, clawed fingers curling in the air. This was followed by another hand. 
 
    A single one of Danzen’s demons pulled itself out of the portal. It stood hunched over, seething, yet obedient. 
 
    “How did you get down here, master?” it asked, the demon’s voice barely audible as it pressed out of the hellspawn’s sharpened teeth. 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer. Instead, he raised his hand and summoned another demon, again without cutting himself. The portal opened and the second demon pulled itself out. This one was short and stout, with protrusions trailing down its spine. 
 
    “I’m looking for…” Danzen wanted to say a way out.  
 
    For a very brief moment, he truly thought that he would be able to find a way out of the depths of Diyu and make his way to the others from there. But he instantly shot this notion down. It would be impossible. Even if he looked for years, even if he did actually find an exit, he still didn’t know where he was, and he still wouldn’t know where his father had left them. Danzen assumed that the yokai were with Soko, and he assumed that his father hadn’t done something devious. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    But it was better not to press his buttons any further.  
 
    “I’m looking for a woman. All I know is that she is scaled like a lizard, that she can turn into a giant wolf. Find her, do not approach, report back to me. I still need to recover.” 
 
    “As you wish,” one of the demons said. The two took off, and Danzen watched them go. 
 
    He was feeling better, stronger, but he still needed time to heal. Especially his face. It had restructured to some degree, but his brother had nearly smashed his skull in. A few more punches and Danzen would have died. 
 
    But in a way, he was already dead considering he was in Diyu. He knew this wasn’t the exact case, and having heard what Tengir Gantulga planned to do to Nomtoi’s mother, Danzen knew there were worse fates, far worse. 
 
    Even so, he got lucky. And for now, he needed to heal and wait. 
 
    Then Danzen would be back to doing what he had done so many times before. 
 
    It was in his blood. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen drifted off. Of all places to do so, he fell into a deep sleep in the Depths of Diyu. It was the best sleep he’d had in what felt like months. Danzen simply couldn’t fight the exhaustion. It was uncharacteristic of him, but he had also been through hell and back, and the small amount of rest was much needed.  
 
    It was his demon who woke him, the same that had spoken earlier. “Master, I have found her.” 
 
    Danzen stirred. He was on his feet in a matter of seconds, energized. “Where is your counterpart?” 
 
    “She ate him.” 
 
    He squinted at the hellspawn, who limped now. “Ate him?” 
 
    “She was hungry.” 
 
    “What should I know about her? She’s a demon, yes?” 
 
    “She is. An ancient demon, the kind that no longer exists. Not like me.” 
 
    “Ancient demon. I haven’t heard of that.” 
 
    “The original rulers of Diyu. A long line of demons and their offspring. When your father took Diyu, he killed off most of them.” The demon licked his lips. “And took one as his prize. But she is no longer his prize.” 
 
    “And she eats other demons?” 
 
    “She almost ate me.” The demon turned to show Danzen the gaping wound on its back.  
 
    “What kind of defenses does she have? Any weapons?” 
 
    “Her scaled armor. It happens naturally. You won’t see it when she approaches. She can trigger it in less than a second. She’s that fast. And her armor is strong. Your weapons might not do it.” 
 
    Danzen considered this. Perhaps the best approach would be an attack that she didn’t see coming. But maybe there was something else he could do with his weapons. The demon didn’t know the extent of what Danzen could do. Perhaps Danzen could actually pierce her armor with his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds.  
 
    “And her wolf form?” 
 
    “Terrifying. A wolf-dragon hybrid. An enormous wolf with a lizard head. That’s how she did this.” The demon turned again. “It hurts. In case you were wondering.” 
 
    “You did well.” 
 
    “Head that way.” The demon pointed toward the end of the chamber. “Left, and then keep left. You’ll find her. It’s a twenty minute walk from here.” 
 
    Danzen cast his hand to the ground and a portal opened up. It was only after the demon disappeared that an idea came to him. His portals. Where did they go, and how could he use them to his advantage? 
 
    It was something he had never considered before. 
 
    After pacing for a moment, Danzen approached the lava-water. He walked along it until one of the demon-fish tried for him. Danzen let it hit the shoreline and then swatted it with his chain, killing the fish.  
 
    Danzen grabbed it by the tail and stepped away from the lava-water. He conjured a portal, and before one of his demons could climb out, Danzen tossed the demon fish in while still holding its tail. What happened next was akin to tossing a lamb into a wolf pen. Danzen held on tight as his hellspawns tore into the other end of the fish, shredding it. 
 
    He let the portal close up and noticed the way that it lopped off what was left of the demon-fish’s body.  
 
    After thinking about this for a moment, Danzen tested his theory again. He grabbed another demon-fish, this one even larger than the last two. He conjured a portal, sent it in, and let his demons shred the fish until the portal lopped off what was left of its body. 
 
    This was how he would deal with Nomtoi’s mother. It would be brutal, but if he did it right, it would be fast. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen hesitated. He could hear what he assumed was Nomtoi’s mother up ahead, the woman chomping on bone and ripping away what was left of his demon’s flesh. Was there another way? Was the only way forward to kill her? Even though Danzen knew there wasn’t, he had to pause a final time to consider this.  
 
    If anything, this pause was tied to what he had been throughout most of his adult life, killing on command. He didn’t like doing it, especially now. But he couldn’t think of another solution aside from… 
 
    Danzen opened up a portal and one of his hellspawns crawled out, this one small and missing both of its eyes, with charred skin and irregular teeth jutting out between its lips. “Yes, master?” it asked. 
 
    When had they started calling him master? Danzen shook his head and focused on his hellspawn. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” he whispered. 
 
    The demon looked around, its eyes bulging once it realized where it was. “We’re in the Depths?” 
 
    “We are. Where did you come from? Did you come from the Depths?” 
 
    “I did not.” 
 
    “Then where?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “And when you return to the portal, where?” 
 
    “With the others.” 
 
    “The others like you?” 
 
    “Yes, we are all in a holding cell.” 
 
    “You are a prisoner?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “But not in the Depths.” 
 
    “No, it’s an open-air space, near the Great Palace.” 
 
    “Whose palace?” 
 
    “Your father.” 
 
    Danzen’s eyebrows lifted. “You are all my father’s… slaves?” 
 
    “We are. You are as well. Everyone in Diyu is. I thought that was clear.” 
 
    “I never knew where you all came from.” 
 
    “From him. We are held there by him, summoned at your bidding.” 
 
    Danzen had to pause for a moment as he considered the implications. It was quite a revelation. After all this time, he had finally learned that the summoning of his demons was directly tied to his father. This meant his father had managed it from the beginning, all that torment, the cost of having demon blood, the anguish it had cost him over the years. 
 
    “You seem surprised.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to process this. Describe your location.” 
 
    “Outside, in a large cage that is impossible to escape from.” 
 
    Danzen looked down at the demon’s claws. “Tell me about this cage.” 
 
    “The cage is impenetrable, and the metal is Sunyatic in nature. We can’t touch it.” 
 
    “You were once people.” 
 
    “And yokai, yes. People and yokai.” 
 
    “And all of you await my summoning?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “And some come back.” 
 
    “Some, yes. Others never come back once they’re summoned.” 
 
    “The portals open up, and you volunteer to go in?” 
 
    “We do. We often fight to go in. Anything to free ourselves from confinement. The boredom.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “And then portals appear, and we are free.” 
 
    “Some want to go back, it seems,” Danzen said. 
 
    “It can be overwhelming after being confined for so long.” 
 
    “I never thought of it that way.” 
 
    “Cage a tiger long enough, free it, and watch it come back to its cage to rest and refuel.” 
 
    “Not all tigers. How many are you?” 
 
    “Thousands, master.” 
 
    “Thousands?” 
 
    “Not a lot of room in the cage.” 
 
    “It’s not comfortable, it seems.” 
 
    “Not in the least.” 
 
    “And all of you are awaiting my bidding? I didn’t know.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have imagined this was where you came from, that this was my father’s doing.” Yet again, Danzen felt a unique sense of hatred for Tengir Gantulga. Always the master manipulator, always controlling aspects of Danzen’s life in ways that he couldn’t have fathomed. 
 
    “Now you know.” 
 
    “It makes me angry. But that’s beside the point. If I jumped into one of the portals—” 
 
    “You would join us. You could command all of us. We are here to do your bidding, master.” 
 
    “Do you think we could force our way out of the cage?” 
 
    “Some would die doing so. It would be mutiny, and dangerous.” 
 
    “How close is it to my father’s palace?” 
 
    “Behind it.” 
 
    “Are you aware of my mother, Shodren Ravja? Would you know if she lives in the vicinity?” 
 
    “I would not.” 
 
    “And you are near Golden Sainshand?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    Another option. Danzen had a way to get to a known place right now, one that would mean he didn’t have to kill Nomtoi’s mother. But how would he find the others? Were they outside of Mauhlingar? Had they moved on to Darksi? Perhaps Sansar would have returned by that point, and would be able to find Danzen.  
 
    Ultimately, Danzen didn’t have any time to consider this. While he’d been busy talking with his hellspawn, Nomtoi’s mother had taken notice. She was now in the same chamber as him, a long, serpentine tongue hanging out of her mouth.  
 
    It was going to be a harder fight than Danzen had anticipated, especially with the fact that Nomtoi’s ancient demon of a mother clung to the ceiling, defying gravity. 
 
    Danzen drew his blade. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Nomtoi’s mother paused. Her eyes shifted back slightly as she observed Danzen. It was clear that she was used to walking in an inverted way. He saw her nostrils flare as she inhaled his scent. “Why are you here?” 
 
     Danzen didn’t reply. He didn’t know what to tell her, but he knew better than to warn her about what was coming. 
 
    “You are his son.” 
 
    An option. Danzen knew he would have to take it. “I am.” 
 
    “And you are mortal?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And you have come here to kill me?” 
 
    His options evaporated. Danzen was hoping to get on her good side, to reason with her to get her to come down so he could do what needed to happen next. Now, things wouldn’t be so simple. 
 
    “You never answered me.” 
 
    “I have no control over him.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer. My son. Is he still alive?” Nomtoi’s mother choked up at this statement. While she was a full-fledged monster, Danzen could hear in her voice that she was genuine, that she actually meant this question.  
 
    He wondered if Shodren would ask the same thing. He seriously doubted it. It also reminded him of what was to come, the eventual confrontation with her. Soko and his father had alluded to the fact that she wouldn’t simply give him the Fatebrick. 
 
    Yet again, Danzen was a puppet. His father had all the power in the world, literally. He could take the Fatebrick from her and hand it to Danzen, return it and Danzen and his companions to the border. Tengir could easily make it so Danzen could do what needed to happen next. But he wouldn’t.  
 
    Instead, he would banish him to the Depths of Diyu, and give him the absolutely insane assignment of killing his half-brother’s mother while at the same time knowing that she wouldn’t actually die, her torture would just become worse for the next thousand years. That kind of cruelty. Then, once he was reunited with the others, Danzen would have to fight his own mother for the Fatebrick. If he completed that task, Nomtoi would certainly be waiting in the wings, especially after he found out what Danzen did to Nomtoi’s mother. 
 
    Danzen was truly a pawn. 
 
    “Do you know my son, your half-brother?” she asked after a long pause. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Is he nice to you?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. 
 
    “He can be a little standoffish. But once you get to know him, he is a good boy. I miss him so dearly. Such a sweet, innocent boy. Nomtoirundeh. My little Nomtoirundeh.” 
 
    Danzen blinked. He’d never heard Nomtoi’s full name before.  
 
    “Perhaps you will pass the message on for me.” 
 
    “If I see him again, I will.” 
 
    “Tell him that his mother loves him.” 
 
    A grimace formed on Danzen’s face. He knew that telling Nomtoi this would come off as insulting. And if his brother didn’t know at that point of what Danzen had done, he would certainly know afterward. It was a barbed request. Yet he also felt compelled by Nomtoi’s mother to do it. 
 
    “We’re going to fight now,” she told him. “But you already knew that.” 
 
    “I assumed that was the case.” 
 
    “I won’t go easy on you. I would prefer not to face whatever your father has to throw at me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No apologies necessary. Tengir will get what is coming to him one day. You can only maintain control over a place like Diyu for so long. I was close.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was close to taking power myself. It lies in the center of his chest, the Ruler’s Heart, as it is known. All of the previous rulers had it. It can be inherited, but that still involves sacrifice. Most often, it is taken brutally. I was planning to do it, but he discovered me. Nomtoi was too young to understand what was happening. I was also unable to tell him about the Heart. Is he studious?” 
 
    “Nomtoi? I do not know.” 
 
    “The information is out there. Hidden away in archives protected by people that your father trusts. The Ruler’s Heart. Attack there, and if you succeed, you will receive the ultimate reward. If Nomtoi were more studious, he would be able to discover it. I suppose that is information you’ll likely be willing to pass on to him.” 
 
    “I do not know if that is possible. We are not close. He’s part of the reason I’m here as well,” Danzen said, not wanting to go into detail. 
 
    “I’m sad to hear that. It would be better if the two of you got along. There’s nothing sadder than a pair of brothers at each other’s throats. Nothing sadder.” 
 
    “Is there no other way out of here?” Danzen knew that there wasn’t. Why would there be? Yet he thought that it was important to ask now. Especially before whatever happened happened. 
 
    “No, if Tengir has sent you here, you are here until he says otherwise. There are worse levels. Even if you could get through to another, and I have attempted that in the past, you’d still have to move through the next level. And there are worse demons than me.” She laughed sadly at this. “Much worse.” 
 
    “So I guess this is what must happen.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    She dropped to the ground, Nomtoi’s mother several heads taller than Danzen even if she was on all fours. He could see just how impenetrable her scales were, how they protected her entire canine body. Her long tongue was lethal in its own way, not to mention her rows of jagged teeth.  
 
    It would have been an incredible fight, he was certain of it. But Danzen wasn’t in the mood to test himself. Not any longer, not with everything that had happened leading up to this point. 
 
    He also felt for Nomtoi’s mother. She didn’t deserve this. She certainly didn’t deserve what was about to happen next. 
 
    Danzen conjured a portal beneath her front paw. She fell in instantly and he released it, severing her leg.  
 
    She cried out in pain, a shocked look tracing across her face. 
 
    He conjured another, this one much larger. The portal away a good portion of her body, Danzen able to hear his ravenous demons on the other side as a portal sealed up. 
 
    She laughed bitterly as she bled out. Her laughing soon became sobbing, but it wasn’t the kind of crying the Danzen associated with pain. It was the kind of crying he associated with the knowledge of what was to come. 
 
    He hated to hear it. Danzen felt like a coward for how he had done it.  
 
    Danzen turned away, and as he did he saw his father standing next to a portal, a big smile on his face. His hands were pressed together, as if he planned on clapping for him. Danzen could see Kudzu and his companions on the other side of the portal. None of them seem to be looking in his direction at the moment, the group not privy to this side of the portal. 
 
    “Good work,” Tengir Gantulga said as Danzen approached. “You remain my most obedient son. What a devious way to kill her. I always knew you had it in you.” 
 
    Danzen glared at his father. Tengir laughed in his face.

  

 
   
    Part Five 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The words. 
 
    The final words his father said would stick with Danzen over the coming days. They would simmer, and bounce around inside his head. They would enrage him, but he knew not to give the words too much power. Especially with what he was planning. 
 
    Upon stepping through the portal, Danzen found himself in a tavern with his companions. It was as if nothing had happened at all, as if he hadn’t been sentenced to the Depths of Diyu after fighting the Evils, tasked with killing Nomtoi’s mother. 
 
    Kudzu was the first to approach. She hugged him. As she did, Danzen ignored the chatter from demons who were also in the tavern, none of whom seemed surprised by his sudden appearance. “You survived,” she whispered after a sigh of relief. “You survived the Depths.” 
 
    “You knew what happened?” 
 
    “We did,” Jelmay said as he also got to his feet. He approached Danzen, the bakeneko in yet another of his human forms. “Your father told us. It was brief, and everyone in here freaked out, but at least we knew you were away for a spell, tasked with doing your father’s bidding. It didn’t make us worry about you less, but it was something. I’m glad that spell didn’t turn out to be too long.” 
 
    “And Soko?” 
 
    “Upstairs, they went up there earlier,” Kudzu said with disgust. 
 
    “How long ago?” 
 
    “We’ve been down here for an hour.” 
 
    “Before that. How long was I gone?” 
 
    “Not long. I would estimate that it has been a day, but it is hard to tell.” She let out a breath of relief. “A very hard day.” 
 
    Danzen took a seat across from Jelmay. Nomin was next to Danzen, the blind assassin quiet as always as a plate of food came. 
 
    “I told them to keep it warm.” Jelmay motioned to the food, the plate filled with meat and some root vegetable Danzen didn’t recognize. “I figured you would show up at some point.” 
 
    “I’m honored you had that much faith in me.” 
 
    “Pfft, of course we did. Some challenge after an attack by your brother? If anyone can handle something like that, it’s you, Pilgrim. No offense, but you were practically raised to handle things like that.” 
 
    Kudzu, who sat next to the window, opened it. Sansar landed, relief in his voice as he spoke: “I was wondering how long it would take. But I’m glad to see that you are back.” 
 
    “And the Fatebricks are secure?” 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    “How is Yato?” Danzen took a bite of what tasted like chicken. He wasn’t certain what kind of meat it was, but he ate it nonetheless. 
 
    “Doing well. She is there with Semya and Usagi, training. She asked about you all, and of course I told her that you will be back soon. Little did I know what had happened. Perhaps it is best that I didn’t know. I don’t think I could have hidden that from her.” 
 
    “And where are we?” 
 
    “We are still in Maulinghar,” Nomin said. “We will head to Darksi next.” 
 
    “And my Blade of Darkness?” 
 
    “It is secure upstairs. Tell us what happened.” 
 
    Danzen explained how he had been transported by the Evils, and some of the fights that he had before being sent to the Depths of Diyu. The challenge presented to him by his father caused Jelmay to push back from the table. 
 
    “He asked you to kill Nomtoi’s mother? Seriously?” 
 
    “He did, and I did.” 
 
    “By Sunyata,” Kudzu said after Danzen explained that she couldn’t technically die, that Nomtoi’s mother would be tortured for the next one thousand years. 
 
    “Well if he wasn’t interested before, and he clearly was, Nomtoi will have even more reason to come for you now. Bah. All of this is worse and somehow more annoying than I expected it to be.” 
 
    Danzen took another bite of his food. “I have a few things in store for him when he does.” 
 
    He wasn’t just referring to the new technique he had learned using his portals. Danzen was also referring to something else, a way to really cause Nomtoi to lose his situational awareness. Nomtoi was driven by anger. From the past, Danzen had learned that this was a powerful tool when dealing with an enemy. 
 
    Anger caused people to do things that they normally wouldn’t, to react impulsively, and ultimately, to make decisions that would come back to haunt them. 
 
    Danzen would never forget one of the earliest lessons he had learned in the field, when he was still under the guidance of Birin Yeshe. His instructor wasn’t afraid of killing in cold blood. He wasn’t afraid of anything related to assassin work. But he also liked his kills to be clean, for there to be no way for them to be traced back to the Diyu Brotherhood, and if he could pull it off, no way for the person to know that it was an assassin to begin with. 
 
    Once, there had been a grain baron out of Sainshand, a man named Althorpe. Althorpe was known to have an explosive temper, to the point of notoriety. Those around him quickly realized that the quickest way to ensure their safety was to never disagree with the grain baron.  
 
    Althorpe had been a frequent patron of the Diyu Brotherhood, but he had worn out his welcome over the years after having people killed for minor indiscretions, from spilling wine to whispering outside his bedroom at night. The man’s obsessive, controlling behavior had turned him into a monster. 
 
    It had been Althorpe’s own family who had ordered his execution, and they had paid handsomely for it. They had one stipulation: Althorpe’s family didn’t want it to look like foul play. The family was close to closing a deal with a supplier out of Arsi; they didn’t want it to seem like they ran their business in this manner. 
 
    Thus, Birin Yeshe’s idea to use Althorpe’s own anger against him. He started by planting false documents. He then used informants, a group led by Danzen, to spread rumors about various ways that Althorpe had been secretly stealing money from his family.  
 
    Then, they introduced the heirloom. The object was of little importance, simply a brooch that Danzen had picked up at an antique dealer. The fabricated backstory created quite the stir, all Birin Yeshe’s invention, a story that involved adultery and more lies to Althorpe’s immediate family. 
 
    It all came to a head during a family gathering, where it was announced at the table that they had found where Althorpe stashed the heirloom, thus proving his lies and the adultery. Althorpe denied it. He denied it until he was red in the face, sword drawn, swinging at his own family members and having to be restrained. 
 
    The two guards that took him down happened to be Danzen and Birin Yeshe, who both drew their blades after Althorpe charged at them, madness in his eyes. 
 
    There were easier ways that they could have done it.  
 
    Danzen remembered thinking that at the time.  
 
    There were numerous options for a quiet assassination, options like poison or kidnapping. But the family wanted Althorpe’s rage to be on public display. They wanted other members of the family to see, and they wanted their guest of honor, the traders from Arsi, to know that they were more loyal to the business than they were their own blood. 
 
    Because that was part of Birin Yeshe’s plan as well. A normal family would have restrained the guards. It would have dealt with Althorpe, and having seen him brutally cut down, they likely would have acted. Yet his family did none of that. They thanked Birin and Danzen, and honored the two ‘guards’ with a toast. Afterwards, Althorpe’s cousin gave a quick speech about the importance of maintaining a business structure even with family, and not letting emotions run rampant. 
 
    Now, as he sat with his companions finishing his food, Danzen realized that this was part of the cunning that he would need to stop Nomtoi. The portals were an easy option, and an easy way out. But he had fought his brother enough times now that he wasn’t ashamed to use them. 
 
    Yet he knew that it likely wouldn’t be as easy as that, just to get Nomtoi to fall into one. Nomtoi was quick to fly, able to jump incredible heights, incredibly strong, and he could take a towering wolf form, which he had apparently inherited from his mother. 
 
    Blind rage would be his brother’s undoing. Danzen was certain of this. Yet he would still be the toughest opponent Danzen had faced yet. Danzen would need to practice opening and closing his portals, perhaps even using them like guillotines. This was something he could do the next time he bent his echo. 
 
    Portal opens, portal closes. How fast he could make this happen would be key in taking on Nomtoi. From that point, all Danzen needed was to sever one of Nomtoi’s limbs, conjure another portal to restrain him further, and use his sword however necessary. 
 
    Thinking of this now brought Danzen a spark of joy, one that he didn’t like. He wasn’t a vengeful soul. Danzen wasn’t the type to hold a grudge indefinitely, nor did he like to let his inner thoughts influence how he reacted during a fight. 
 
    But Nomtoi had it coming. Danzen was going to give it to him, but not until he let Nomtoi know that his mother loved him. Those would be the last words he spoke to his half-brother. 
 
    Soko came down the stairs, and the chatter in the tavern died down. Even in Diyu, even in a place filled with demons, her presence was felt. It made people uncomfortable. 
 
    “Good, you’re back,” she said, her face hidden by her featureless white mask. “It took you long enough.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t often get a moment to himself. But there was an issue with the carriage, meaning they had several hours to kill. During this time, he left the tavern and headed into the woods. He came to the strange black trees with their red sap, some of them dripping. He passed taps that had been set up, the spouts guiding some of the thick sap into buckets. 
 
    Danzen moved a little further out, and found a small meadow to work on his new skill. It was always there, this feeling that his brother could come at any moment, yet Danzen ignored this as he conjured and closed his portals. 
 
    He needed to work faster. To open a portal, he cast his hand out. To close it, he balled his hand into a fist. He hovered a few logs he found, and practiced using his portal to sever hunks of the wood. Again and again, Danzen opened portals, sent the wood in, and practiced closing them. He also worked with something else. Danzen maintained a portal much longer than he normally would have, instructing his demons to get back inside as they came out. 
 
    After a bit more practice, Danzen stopped. He opened a portal and held it open long enough for yet another hellspawn to crawl its way out, this one with a blackened hide covered in thorny spikes. 
 
    “What is happening on the other end?” 
 
    The demon looked around. “The other end?” 
 
    “Are logs falling from the sky?” 
 
    “No, they are popping out of the ground.” 
 
    Danzen considered this. When he opened the portal, it didn’t create an opening above the demons. That made sense. He created an opening on the ground, one which they could jump through. But why did it seem like they were always crawling out on his end? 
 
    The physics were off, but they also made sense to him in some strange, intuitive way. 
 
    “We appreciate the food.” 
 
    “The food?” 
 
    “The beast you sent over.” 
 
    Nomtoi’s mother. Danzen gritted his teeth for a moment at the gruesome thought of his demons feasting on her legs. 
 
    “You can always send food. That will make us happy.” 
 
    “I will keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Is there something you need, master?” 
 
    “Nothing for now. But I will call upon some of you soon. And I will send more food over.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ll sit here for a moment,” the demon told Danzen after he had opened up a portal. Danzen was aware that if the demons stayed with him for too long, they usually fizzled out of existence. But this didn’t seem to be the case in Diyu, which made sense. It was their home. 
 
    As his demon sat there, Danzen continued opening and shutting portals. The demon took notice of something in the woods beyond. “May I?” 
 
    Danzen noticed the movement as well. He closed his eyes, and saw the faint outline of some demonic woodland creature. 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    Danzen’s hellspawn took off, running on hands and legs as it bolted forward. Danzen heard the sound a few moments later as it lunged for the creature, the smack of flesh on flesh, the animal’s whimper. He heard the struggle, the garbled gasp from whatever his demon had hunted, and finally, the collapse. 
 
    Soon, his hellspawn returned, dragging an enormous deer-like creature with demon skin and blackened antlers. The beast was quite large, easily over three hundred pounds, yet his hellspawn pulled it with ease. 
 
    “Are you fed over there?” 
 
    “Not very often. That is why we can be so ravenous,” the demon told him, blood and viscera dripping from its chin. It seemed like he couldn’t take it any longer. The demon bent its head down and tore off a hunk of flesh, which it quickly gobbled up. 
 
    “That makes sense,” Danzen finally said. “Are you ready to return?” 
 
    “Just another bite. I will share the rest with the others.” 
 
    Danzen waited for his demon to finish. He opened a portal, and the creature disappeared with the deer carcass. As his portal sealed up, Danzen noticed the trail of blood, how thick it was. 
 
    He returned to his practice. Portal open, portal closed. He had to go faster. It had to be instant for him to truly utilize this power. 
 
    It was the only way. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They left in another one of the strange carriages, now heading toward Darksi. Danzen assumed it was south, but he could be wrong. Directions weren’t the same here, and he was used to that by now. 
 
    It was nice to be back with his companions, even with the overbearing presence of Soko, the wraith of an assassin as ominous as ever. She sat quietly across from them, Nomin next to her. Occasionally, she made a remark about the past, often going into gruesome detail about some kill she had been part of, laughing the whole way. 
 
    Danzen mostly ignored her. He felt like holding Kudzu’s hand, but refrained from doing so considering their proximity to Soko. She was stable enough for now, and there wasn’t much that they could do about her presence. Perhaps they would have privacy later. He truly hoped this was the case, especially with what was to come. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why we can’t just travel on a cloud or something over to Golden Sainshand,” Jelmay said. “I thought gods and members of their harem traveled on clouds.” 
 
    “A cloud? Is that how you think Tengir Gantulga travels? Did you accuse me of being part of his harem?” 
 
    “You are, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am not!” 
 
    “Clouds. It seems like a way a god would travel. I would travel that way. Just a warning to all of you, no one ever give me enough power that I suddenly find myself ruling a realm. You’ll see me traveling all over the place on a cloud.” 
 
    Kudzu couldn’t stop herself from shaking her head. “Would you still be scheming?” 
 
    “If I was ruler of Diyu? Of course I would. I will always be scheming. I would find the closest jade rabbit, and go into business. Even as ruler.” 
 
    She snorted. “Not another jade rabbit.” 
 
    Jelmay laughed as well. “Hey, if the sword sheathes—” 
 
    Nomin offered Jelmay a rare smirk. “You never cease to amaze me.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to amaze you, I’m trying to entertain you. This place is terrible,” he said as he peeked out the window. “I don’t like anything about it. And I’m starting to feel antsy with the constant red sky. I don’t know if it’s day, I don’t know if it’s night, all the cities have strange names, the demons are nice but they are ugly. Gambling is all right, I guess I can give the place that. And the demons are stupid and poor at it, but I can’t base my entire life off of a quick bag of coins.” 
 
    “Many people have,” Soko said. “Your Pilgrim over here was ruled by money his entire life up until the last year or so.” 
 
    “There were two years there as well that he didn’t care about money,” Kudzu said, coming to Danzen’s defense. 
 
    “Oh, you mean the time that he ran away from the people that had nurtured and raised him? People that had been there for them through thick and thin?” 
 
    “Nurturing? When was the Diyu Brotherhood ever there for him through thick and thin?” 
 
    “Not necessarily the Brotherhood, but me,” Soko said, her voice rising. “I was there, and he ran away from me. I would have helped him, you know. You know that,” she said, now looking directly at Danzen. “You never fully ran your plans by me.” 
 
    “I mentioned something about retiring.” 
 
    “Mention something of it? I don’t remember any of that. I don’t remember any of—” 
 
    “This doesn’t matter,” Nomin said. “What is done is done. And we all have pushed the boundaries of our morals to keep our bellies full.” 
 
    “That’s one way to say it,” Jelmay said. “And I agree. There’s nothing like testing the limits of one’s own morals. I would say that that makes someone human, even though I’m not human. But I can become human. You know, about forty-six, no forty-seven years ago, Usagi and I—” 
 
    “I can’t hear another of your exploits,” Kudzu said.  
 
    “But it’s a good one.” 
 
    The kitsune laughed. “In that case, I guess I have to hear it.” 
 
    “I’m glad you were able to see the light, Fox. Anyway, forty-six or forty-seven years ago, Usagi and I planned a banquet in Chutham. We invited all the richest people in the area, and some even came from as far as the Tudan Outpost. I disguised myself as a chef, and Usagi was able to get a root known for sleeping properties from the Panchen Mountains. It’s a hard root to find, but, as you all know, he has connections. Actually, thinking back now, Semya may have been the one who located it.” 
 
    “Wait,” Kudzu said. “How did you just get the richest people in the area to come?” 
 
    “That part was easy. I disguised myself as all of their friends, and invited them one by one. There was a little confusion when the party started, but then the alcohol came, and people more or less forgot about it. And then they all fell asleep. Once they were asleep, we took all of their money.” 
 
    “Why would they bring all of their money?” 
 
    “Well, they didn’t bring it all, but they did bring enough to spend at the pleasure houses and do some gambling. It was a good haul. Enough to get Usagi and me through the winter.” 
 
    “You have fur. It is easy for you to get through the winter,” Kudzu reminded him. 
 
    “I know, but I wanted to go through the winter in style, and a nice resort with a fire pit. Perhaps a beautiful maiden or two.” 
 
    “A beautiful maiden or two?” Soko burst out laughing. “I can’t imagine you with humans.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine you as a human.” 
 
    Silence spread over the cabin as Soko glared at Jelmay. 
 
    She wasn’t wearing her mask any longer, her eyes bearing the full hatred she was feeling at that moment. Soko likely would have said something, and she might have even acted, but she was interrupted by a sudden wind, one that howled outside of their carriage. 
 
    The demonic horses at the front reared up and came down, causing the five of them to all bounce in their seats.  
 
    “What now?” Soko asked as the demonic horses continued to buck, the carriage trembling to a stop. She shot out of the door. Danzen caught the look on her face as she glanced back at him. “An aetherstorm is coming,” she said, panic in her eyes. “Quick. Everyone out. We need to go, now!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The aetherstorm ripped through the forest, tearing up trees and large stones. Purple lightning oscillated around the twister-like center of the storm, which seemed to absorb everything around it aside from the crimson sky beyond.  
 
    “Where the hell did that thing come from?” Jelmay cried as he took off toward Soko, who was moved as quickly as she could toward the forest. “A storm? An actual storm?” 
 
    “Come on!” Kudzu yelled at him. She looked at Danzen in desperation. “Help Jelmay!” 
 
    Danzen, who was at the front with Kudzu and Nomin, turned back to the bakeneko. Sansar swooped down and grabbed Jelmay, but was struck by a great gust of wind that sent the two of them tumbling away and into the underbrush.  
 
    Danzen jumped.  
 
    As he hit the air, he noticed just how much stronger the wind was. He powered through it, landed, grabbed Jelmay, and reached an arm out for Sansar as well. 
 
    Together, the three caught up with the others, who had taken shelter behind an embankment as the tempest of powerful mana roared beyond. Danzen peeked his head up one last time and caught a final glimpse of it, the aetherstorm writhing as swirling torrents of shimmering energy shreded trees and foliage. 
 
    “This isn’t going to work,” he told Soko. “We need cover!” 
 
    “This is cover. And we can’t run, Danzen. Trust me, we can’t run.” 
 
    “We’ll be torn to shreds—” 
 
    “No. I’ve seen these things before,” she assured Danzen. “It will pass over us. We just have to stay out of its way.” 
 
    “Pass over us?” Jelmay looked at Soko with utter shock. “Have you lost your—” 
 
    “I know what I’m talking about. Go out there if you want, Cat. Or stay here. We’ll be protected. I know this for a fact.” 
 
    Kudzu gripped Danzen’s arm, the kitsune trembling. He didn’t blame her. The sound of the storm’s fury alone was enough to make him want to dive through one of his own portals and to relative safety. But he wasn’t ready to try that, not just yet. He exchanged glances with Nomin, who seemed calm as ever.  
 
    This relaxed Danzen to some degree. “You’re sure?”  
 
    “I’m sure,” Soko called over the storm. She pressed closer to the embankment. “Everyone get as close as you can. It will pass, but be ready for the eye of the storm.” 
 
    Eroded over time, the sides of the embankment formed a series of alcoves and overhangs that provided the perfect protection for Danzen and his companions. Moss and creeping vines draped over the recesses, and a few collapsed trees above provided what Danzen hoped was additional shelter. It wasn’t an ideal shelter, but it was the only place in the area from what Danzen could tell. 
 
    The location would have to do.  
 
    The storm grew closer. Branches and other objects flew through the air above them. Kudzu yelped once she heard the crack of a giant tree. It fell, hit the top of the embarkment, and was picked up into the storm.  
 
    Danzen steadied his breath as the wind grew stronger, his vision obscured, everything before him cast in shades of hazy gray. He closed his eyes once the projectile dust and grit became too much. Outlines took shape. Danzen watched as more detritus hurtled overhead, stones and mangled roots. It wasn’t just wood and rocks either. There were creatures in there, animals that had been swept up into the storm, and other items, like parts of a cart and large barrels. 
 
    “We’re going to make it,” Soko said. “Everyone remain calm!” 
 
    Danzen hated to trust her, but he also knew that she was in this with them, and if something happened to his companions, it would happen to her as well. Then again, Soko was already dead, as was Nomin. Perhaps it wouldn’t affect her in the same way. Still, he had to trust her. At least temporarily. 
 
    A newfound sense of quiet. Just as Soko had predicted, they were now in the eye of the storm, which crackled and flashed with Sunyatic power. What had caused this? If it hadn’t come from an enemy, which was always a possibility, how was a storm like this even possible?  
 
    Danzen, who now stood before Kudzu protecting her, didn’t have an answer. All he could do was wait it out. As Jelmay’s teeth chattered, and as Soko told him that it would be fine, that they would survive, all Danzen could do was hunker down and hope for the best. 
 
    The aetherstorm continued on, yet the group remained in their shelter for another thirty minutes or so as violent winds cut through the landscape. The final wave of the storm was as terrible as the initial onslaught, more trees uprooted, more furious gusts. Whirlwinds of frenzied fury shrieked through the air, chaotic and strained. 
 
    And as soon as it came, the storm died down. The landscape seemed to groan with relief. 
 
    “By Sunyata,” Kudzu said once she could finally relax. “That was terrible.” 
 
    “By Sunyata is right,” Jelmay muttered. 
 
    “That shouldn’t have happened.” Soko turned to Danzen. “That’s the sort of thing your father said he would prevent. He said there would be no storms. He mentioned that specifically.” 
 
    “Did he?” Danzen had yet to tell her what he had learned of Nomtoi’s mother. Hours later, when they were walking through the wasteland that had once been a forest, he was finally able to pull her aside and tell her what he knew was true without a shadow of a doubt: his father had caused the storm. 
 
    “It wasn’t him,” Soko said. 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Aetherstorms happen, Danzen. They are a possibility here in Diyu because of rampant Sunyatic power.” 
 
    “Rampant Sunyatic power?” 
 
    “Sunyata collapsed, and remnants went to your realm and here to Diyu. The ones here were immediately exploited. Some of this led to strange usages of Sunyatic power because, as you can tell, Diyu has its own mana, a dark Sunyatic energy.” 
 
    “A dark Sunyatic energy.” 
 
    “I overheard you say to Kudzu that you felt stronger here. That’s the reason why. If you use Sunyatic power here, it can react with latent energy of Diyu and create what is known as an aetherstorm. The other way to create one of the storms is by harnessing remnants, which never happens according to your father. These storms can’t fully die, they simply go dormant for a time. That storm there has likely been raging since the fall of Sunyata. They’re incredibly rare, but when they do kick up, they do so in a way that is massively destructive. Tengir had nothing to do with this. That’s what I’m trying to tell you here. This was out of his hands.” 
 
    “Out of his hands? You don’t understand what he is capable of.” 
 
    “I know very well what he is capable of.” 
 
    “Not just a storm, Soko. Psychologically, the way he toys with people. I met Nomtoi’s mother in the Depths of Diyu.” 
 
    “Is she as bad as yours?” 
 
    “She was banished there by Tengir.” 
 
    “I would banish Nomtoi’s mother as well. He’s a monster.” 
 
    “That’s not why she was banished.” Danzen hesitated. Tengir was always listening, or at least he operated as if this were the case. 
 
    “Then why?” 
 
    “Not here.” 
 
    “Not here?” 
 
    “Here might not be the best place to have this conversation.” 
 
    “Then where?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m trying to think. I’m trying to think of something we would both be familiar with, perhaps an old mark from our time at the Brotherhood.” 
 
    “An old mark? What are you going on about, Danzen?” 
 
    “Maybe now isn’t the best time.” 
 
    Soko gestured around to the trees that had been torn from their trunks, the debris piled high. Twisted limbs of venerable trees protruded awkwardly from mounds, shattered trunks and scattered foliage creating a chaotic tapestry. Beyond, the forest was thick again, this quadrant free from the aetherstorm’s wrath. “Now isn’t the best time? We’re several hours away from Darksi. We have all the time in the world.” 
 
    “Let me think about it.” 
 
    “Think about what?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t elaborate. There was no way he was going to let his father continue to manipulate him. By the time Danzen united the Fatebricks, he planned to be free from Nomtoi and his father. But for now, his father seemed to be on his side to some degree, even if he was helping Danzen for selfish reasons of furthering his bloodline.  
 
    “Danzen?” 
 
    “I just need to think a little longer.” 
 
    “You were always more of a brooder than a thinker.” 
 
    “Then I need to brood a little longer.” He offered Soko a rare smile. “I promise, once I figure this out, it will be worth it. Thank you for keeping us safe back there. I can’t believe that worked.” 
 
    She twisted a bit higher, the ends of her robes fluttering. “That’s what I was told to do if an aetherstorm came, get to some sort of cover so it can blow over. But I can’t believe it worked either.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Their walk toward Darksi continued, occasionally peppered by Jelmay’s grumblings. Danzen thought deeply about how he should proceed, if the idea that had come to him earlier was worth pursuing. 
 
    Maybe. But how would he relate it to Soko without his father finding out? 
 
    There was a certain mark that he’d had early on in his notorious career, one that Danzen had been tasked with robbing, not killing. He remembered now how strange the request had been. It wasn’t often that someone hired an assassin from the Diyu Brotherhood to get a jewel. And it was no ordinary jewel, according to the person that wanted it. 
 
    Danzen remembered the man now, and his strange claim. He had actually come to the steps of the Diyu Brotherhood with the request. Having heard it, Birin Yeshe thought it would be an interesting assignment for Danzen.  
 
    Danzen recalled the conversation he had later that day with Soko. At the time, Soko had only begun abusing remnants. 
 
    “So this Lord Eldrin, he wears his pendant around his neck under numerous layers of clothing, one with a jewel in it. A friend wants it. You are supposed to steal it, but not kill him.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Why is this pendant so important anyway?” 
 
    “The jewel is said to bring vast wealth,” he told her. “Birin doesn’t think this is the case. He thinks it is just a remnant, but he doesn’t mind taking the money from Eldrin’s friend.” 
 
    “Some friend. Then why don’t you use your speaking power? Just have him give it to you.” 
 
    “That doesn’t always work. And if he does have a relic, he might be beyond the influence.” 
 
    It dawned on Soko what Danzen was suggesting. “Birin wants you to challenge yourself.” 
 
    “He wants me to get the jewel, this pendant, without killing Lord Eldrin, without beating him, and only using my sword once.” 
 
    “Once?” 
 
    “One cut.” 
 
    Soko laughed. “Easy. Wait until he is sleeping.” 
 
    “He said I couldn’t do that either.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “I have to see this play out. I’m coming with you, Danzen.” 
 
    It wasn’t long after that that Danzen and Soko attended a banquet where Lord Eldrin was the guest of honor. To challenge himself, Danzen hadn’t used his power to get in, which made it difficult to conceal his blade. He’d come up with a solution, Danzen disguising himself as a crippled man, one who used something beneath his robes to allow him to walk more fluidly. Soko played her part as well, dressed as his doting sister.  
 
    The time had come. 
 
     Lord Eldrin stood by himself for a moment in a courtyard. Throughout the night, he had repeatedly touched his chest, as if he were seeking power from the hidden pendant. He wore thick clothing as well, concealing anything beneath. It was that gesture, every time he touched his chest, that made Danzen certain that he had found the object. 
 
    He rushed forward with his blade drawn, prepared to cut through the man’s thick clothing. It was a precision cut, yet it still brought some blood as his target stumbled backward. Danzen saw the glint of the jewel. He lunged for it, and grabbed the pendant, and he pried it from the man’s neck. The remnant burned, but by that point, Danzen was already fleeing toward the exit with Soko. 
 
    Later, he learned that this moment had driven Lord Eldrin mad, that the man had eventually killed himself because he thought his luck had run dry.  In a way, it had. Yet another tragedy.  
 
    The pendant itself didn’t have any of the properties that the man had associated with it, but it was a Sunyata relic, one that Danzen gladly gave to Birin Yeshe to be done with the object. 
 
    Now, as they approached Darksi, Danzen finalized a way to speak to Nomin and Soko about the Ruler’s Heart inside his father’s chest. But what if Nomtoi’s mother was lying to him? That was something Danzen had yet to really consider. Perhaps he could pull Sansar aside, talk to him about it. But wouldn’t his father know that as well? Wouldn’t he know if he sought consultation? 
 
    A solution came to Danzen. It seemed like his father knew more here in Diyu than he did in the mortal realm. Or did he? Maybe it would be a risk to talk about it later, once they had returned to Danzen’s world. 
 
    And Danzen still wasn’t clear if this was the strategy he wanted to pursue. It was a good idea. It would be a way to even the odds, and disrupt his father long-term. But there would be implications, some that he might end up regretting. 
 
    Every time he thought this, every time he reached this conclusion, he circled back to all the things that his father had done. And he thought of the things that his father would soon do, the constant manipulation that Tengir Gantulga was capable of. 
 
    It would be a decision that would have profound effects, Danzen was sure of that. 
 
    “And there’s a river as well,” Kudzu was saying, Danzen just now tuning back in to the kitsune.  
 
    They had followed the main road and could see the black water beyond. A dense, smoky haze obscured some of the outer reaches of Darksi beyond. If it was anything like the set-up of his world, Danzen knew that heading in that direction would eventually lead him to Diyu’s version of Tachibana, and perhaps an ocean beyond.  
 
    But from what he could see ahead, the fog would make that journey treacherous. This same black fog seemed to skip over the city itself, which was visible on both sides of the river. The city was much denser than Arsi in his world. And it was especially busy by the water. There were more bridges as well, which were made of a blackened bone that felt hard as rock beneath Danzen’s feet. Jelmay commented on this several times.  
 
    “What kind of animal would grow a spine long enough to make a bridge?” 
 
    Danzen knew the answer. The dragons he had faced in the mountains were quite large. Any larger and someone would easily be able to walk across their spine.  
 
    Jelmay swept his hand toward the other side of the city. “It’s busy here. Much busier than I expected. Bah.”  
 
    “Why bah?” 
 
    “Because, I’m in a poor mood after that storm, Fox. But I’ll perk up once we get some food.” 
 
    There was a peculiar market down by the water, one with glowing blue orbs. Soko stopped to point it out. “Those are souls that didn’t come to Diyu properly. They are bought and sold as slaves. See? Diyu isn’t so bad.” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. “Isn’t so bad? They are selling souls into slavery. What part about that is good?” 
 
    “It was a joke,” Soko told Kudzu as they moved on.  
 
    The group came into a crowded area at the base of a long set of stone steps, the port and the soul market just a couple hundred yards away now. Demons and humans alike parted, many speaking quietly amongst themselves as they noticed Danzen and his group.  
 
    “It’s the sigil,” Soko reminded them. “They can all see it. This would be a bad place to fight your brother. But that sort of thing is a very real possibility. Luckily, you have me as a bodyguard. Once we reach Golden Sainshand, the streets will be even more crowded.” 
 
    Jelmay now had an uncomfortable look on his face as he scanned the humans and demons alike. A few of the hellspawns appeared much stronger and more violent than they normally did, their bodies covered in sharp spines and their claws tipped with metal. Danzen hadn’t seen that before.  
 
    “Normally, I do all the talking when we reach something like a port,” Jelmay told Soko as he shouldered up next to the woman. Danzen couldn’t help but admire this trait, the way the bakeneko could seemingly play nice with anyone. It was one of the advantages of having him around. 
 
    “You do all the talking?”  
 
    “I most certainly do. The negotiating as well. I have a knack for it, but seeing as how your boyfriend is the god-king of hell itself, I think it would be best if you handle that part. But make it nice. We are used to a certain, ahem, standard of living. We’re not stowaways is what I’m trying to say here.” 
 
    Soko looked at Jelmay incredulously but moved on. She didn’t need to say anything as they approached one of the larger vessels heading toward Golden Sainshand. The demon woman running the ticketing line saw her, spotted their sigil, and quickly had all the guests move to the side to accomodate them. “This way,” she told Danzen’s group as she led them onto the ship. 
 
    The woman guided them to a stellar room that had sweeping views of both sides of the river. The entirety of the room was outfitted in the same black wood Danzen kept noticing, the furniture expertly crafted and many of the pieces with a gold inlay.  
 
    “A room dedicated to Tengir Gantulga,” the woman said with a slight bow. “To your father.” 
 
    Soko laughed haughtily. “Tengir would never travel in a room of this nature. It’s too small. I might need to speak to him about this vessel.” 
 
    “Or you could go somewhere else and keep your mouth shut. I am assuming food is coming,” Kudzu told the demon woman, who was instantly surprised by her tone and equally frightened by the way Soko had turned to the kitsune, hand on the hilt of her sword.  
 
    “Yes, food, milady. Our vessel is known for our seafood. It is being steamed now and will arrive shortly.” 
 
    “Good, good, good.” Jelmay rubbed his hands together. “I could use a meal. And make sure there is plenty of crab. There is crab, right?” 
 
    “We do have an assortment of—” 
 
    “Make sure there’s crab, or something shellfish related. Demon prawn?” Jelmay laughed nervously, clearly trying to smooth over the tension between Kudzu and Soko. “Demon king crab sounds delicious at the moment. I’m not the biggest fan of water bugs, but I’m not a picky eater—” 
 
    “Hardly,” Kudzu chimed in. 
 
    “—And I’d love to see what Diyu has to offer.” 
 
    “Right, my lord, I’ll let the chef know.” The woman left. 
 
    Soko drew her sword. “Do not test me, Fox.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you.” Kudzu stepped forward.  
 
    “Both of you, relax. We have enough to worry about,” Nomin said. 
 
    Sansar, who had flown in from a port window, nodded in agreement. “We are stuck together, it seems, until Tengir calls you back.” 
 
    “Calls me back?” Soko asked the raven. 
 
    “You are here on his behalf, are you not? In that case, he can call you back whenever he pleases. If he’s listening now, it would be nice if you called her back sometime sooner, rather than later.” 
 
    Soko seemed genuinely offended by Sansar’s remark. She looked to Danzen for support, and he gave her none.  
 
    Their vessel set sail later that day to little fanfare.  
 
    Things would have been uneventful had it not been for a red orb bursting into the cabin through an open window after they’d been on the water for a few hours.  
 
    Soko, Danzen, and Nomin had their blades drawn by the time the orb settled.  
 
    “What the hell is that?” Soko asked. She was pressed away from the table now, prepared to strike.  
 
    Jelmay, who seemed to have reached a point where he no longer cared, merely went back to eating his shellfish, the bakeneko stripping the meat away with his claw. 
 
    The red orb pulsed.  
 
    It exploded into a mist of blood that formed into the bodies of two beings Danzen had fought previously. Hovering before him were the mother and daughter duo, Onuma and Mayji, whom Danzen had once battled in darkened grain tunnels beneath the town of Odval. Both ghouls wore black and red robes, and both had long claws that draped down to the floorboards. 
 
    “We’re not here to fight you,” Mayji said. “We’re here to help.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It would be a terrible place to fight. Danzen didn’t know where the orb could come from, or how they had gotten into their cabin. He knew fighting Mayji and Onuma in such a confined space would certainly prove difficult, and it could do something to the ship. He also remembered how the two fought, how fast they were with their claws and how quickly the two disappeared into the darkness, seemingly able to wield shadows. It was almost as if their bodies were made of ink. 
 
    Back when he had first encountered them, the pair had been abducting children. Onuma was the first to go, followed by her mother, Mayji. That had been a tough fight, one in an entirely pitch black chamber. 
 
    It was something Danzen would never forget, something that came to him whenever he entered a dark room. 
 
    Now, as the two floated before him, Danzen was as curious as he was cautious. Why were they here? What did they want? 
 
    “We do not follow Nomtoi,” Mayji said, answering the first of his questions. She moved on to the other, as if she were intuiting what Danzen was thinking. “We want to help.” 
 
    Soko scoffed at the suggestion. “Help? You are both Evils.” She glanced over to Danzen. “These are the ones you told me about, yes?” 
 
    Danzen nodded, recalling the time he had detailed his encounter with Mayji and her daughter. 
 
    “That may be so, but Nomtoi will not rule Diyu,” Onuma said, her childish voice soft but with an edge to it.  
 
    “And you propose what?” Soko asked. 
 
    “First, you should leave this boat.” 
 
    “Why would we believe you?” she asked Mayji. 
 
    “Because another aetherstorm is coming.” 
 
    “That’s not possible. It would be like being struck twice by lightning.” 
 
    “You should believe us,” Onuma said, conviction in her voice. “We have risked our lives not joining Nomtoi.” 
 
    Her mother nodded. “We can get you closer to him. As close as you would like. We can help—” 
 
    “I don’t need to be close to Nomtoi,” Danzen told the two Evils. “We are going to Golden Sainshand for something else.” 
 
    “For what?” Mayji asked. 
 
    “That doesn’t concern you.” 
 
    “We can help you. We are more mobile than your group.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that.” Soko glanced over to Danzen. “We should just handle this now.” 
 
    Danzen gestured for her to wait. Something was off. Something was always off, and he expected things not to make complete sense in Diyu, especially when dealing with former enemies.  
 
    But he had partnered with one of the Evils before, Loomi. And he knew that they had free will, much to their detriment. If Mayji had brought her daughter here, then she would have known the risk. She would have known that Danzen and his companions wouldn’t simply join them, that they would likely attack the two. 
 
    Still, he didn’t quite believe her about the aetherstorm. It seemed like something that couldn’t be controlled. After what Danzen had witnessed, the wind rushing over him, the trees all beating back, the incredible power. He was certain of this.  
 
    It also made him think about something else. Yet again, his father. If there was someone capable of this, it would be Tengir Gantulga.  
 
    “The storm is coming,” Mayji assured them. “We have seen it gathering power. You have to believe us.” 
 
    “Why would we believe you?” 
 
    “Because we want order as well.” She turned to Danzen. “It is important, and Nomtoi will thwart everything.” 
 
    “Does he know you’re here? Wouldn’t he, or my father, just send you back to the Depths of Diyu? Couldn’t either of them do that now?” 
 
    “They could. We have agreed to help Nomtoi. He thinks that we have already engaged you. You might remember seeing our orb in the fight in Maulinghar.” 
 
    “Vaguely,” Danzen said. There’d been something like that, after he defeated Shimo. It’d been so fast and he had been in such a panic that he had paid little attention to it. “So you are double-crossing him?” 
 
    “We’re doing what we think is best.” Beside Mayji, Onuma nodded in agreement. Her mother continued: “We are doing what is right for all of Diyu.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. The last time he had encountered them… 
 
    “You are remembering what we did in your world,” Mayji said. 
 
    “It is hard to forget. You scarred those children for life. Or you would have, had I not been able to use my power to make them forget their terrible imprisonment. What you did is unforgivable.” 
 
    “We do not seek forgiveness. We merely want justice. Nomtoi has exploited us. He will destroy any balance that is left.” 
 
    “Why would you care about that?” Soko asked Mayji, her tone telling Danzen that she was growing bored with the conversation. “If you’re going to be banished anyway, why would you care?” 
 
    “We don’t. Or, I don’t. But I do not like Nomtoi. I do not like the way he dangled freedom over our heads. I didn’t think about going against his wishes, but hearing what Loomi did, and how she has suffered because of it. It made me angrier.” 
 
    “Where is she?” Danzen asked. “Where is Loomi?” 
 
    Kudzu spoke up for the first time: “We can’t,” she told him. “Wherever she is, we can’t try to help her.” 
 
    “Loomi? Is this one of the Butterflies?” asked Soko. “If so, then I will kill her again.” 
 
    Danzen locked eyes with Kudzu. She shook her head at him. He knew that she meant well. He also had to know what had happened to her. Loomi had helped them in the end, and she had paid the ultimate price for betraying Nomtoi. But her betrayal had led to more rebellion, if Mayji and Onuma were to be believed. 
 
    Mayji spoke again: “Loomi is in one of Nomtoi’s lesser fortresses, outside of your father’s main estate.” 
 
    “In Golden Sainshand?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “We still don’t see how you could help us,” Soko told the two Evils. “Even if you have somehow, and for some reason, seen the true error of your ways. That part, I don’t care about. I’m not here to worry about your redemption. And we possess the same powers as the two of you. More or less. Perhaps more.” 
 
    “A storm is coming,” Mayji warned them again. 
 
    Soko waved her hand toward the nearest port window. “Then let it come. Leave. We’ve enough annoying people in our group as it is.” 
 
    Mayji turned to Danzen. “When you are ready to accept our help, cast this on the ground.” A similar orb to the one they had traveled in appeared in the palm of Mayji’s hand. It glowed with color until it hardened into a red gemstone. She gave it to Danzen, floated back, and grabbed her daughter’s hand. The two vanished. 
 
    Danzen pocketed the gemstone. It felt warm. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about any of that, and I really don’t know what time of day it is, but I’m tired,” Jelmay said with a yawn. “I’m going to bed. And if an aetherstorm comes, someone wake me up. Until then? Nobody bother me.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wind was the first thing that Danzen heard. He didn’t know if it was night, but he assumed this was the case because the ship seemed quiet, and the yokai were asleep. The wind was followed by panic as the ship came alive. 
 
    Soko called Danzen and Nomin out onto the balcony. She was tense, but there seemed to be an underlying sick joy in the way she held herself, and what she was witnessing in the distance. 
 
    “They were right,” she said, her eyes reflecting the madness that was to come. “They were right.” 
 
    “Soko, get a hold of yourself. What are we doing here?” Danzen asked as he saw the raging storm beyond.  
 
    “They were right…” 
 
    He turned back to warn Kudzu and Jelmay.  
 
    “You’re too late,” Soko with a laugh. “This is going to be worse than I expected.” 
 
    “What’s funny about this?” 
 
    “Nothing at all.” As if she had conjured the storm herself, tendrils of wind tore past the assassin. They nearly swept Soko up, but she was able to grab on to the railing and keep from flying away. 
 
    Rather than deal with the insane woman, Danzen rushed inside, grabbed his weapons, and found Kudzu and Jelmay just as their ship was struck. It sounded like the ship had been hit by a battering ram. The vessel shook. The strike was followed by a great surge of water, one that crashed into the interior of the cabin and swept the three of them off their feet. Danzen hit a wall, pressed off it, and righted himself just as Jelmay collided with him. 
 
    “Sorry, Pilgrim!” 
 
    Jelmay reached his hand out and grabbed Kudzu before she could spin off into another hallway, where she would have likely slid into one of the rooms. Another bolt of wind was followed by a tidal wave. The three of them heard a loud cracking sound as more water rushed into the cabin.  
 
    Sansar burst inside, the three-legged raven tripling his size when the ship lurched sideways. The raven flew off to the right and into a painting on the wall, which brought it down on top of the bird. He managed to free himself just as Danzen, Kudzu, and Jelmay reached the exit onto the balcony. 
 
    A swell of wind tossed the three of them back into their cabin. Another cracking noise and the ground shifted. They were entirely vertical now, and along with the wind Danzen could feel the heat from a blazing fire. He had noticed earlier that they were close to the ship’s kitchen, perhaps on a floor above. Now, he heard the scatter of dishware, the cries of demons and humans, the crackle of fire that mixed with the roar of the wind, and the rush of the waves that were pouring into the room. 
 
    Sansar grabbed Jelmay, and flew toward an opening above.  
 
    Danzen held on to Kudzu, finally able to activate his hovering power. It wasn’t like he couldn’t use it before, but the aetherstorm’s arrival had all been so sudden and so powerful, that he hadn’t been able to utilize the skill. 
 
    Thunk! 
 
    A board struck Danzen in the head, everything going black for a moment.  
 
    He drifted off, not sure where he was going as what looked like ink swelled around him. 
 
    He was awoken by the sound of Kudzu, who tugged at Danzen, slapping his cheek repeatedly.  
 
    “I’m fine,” he said with a gasp. 
 
    They were half-submerged in water now, fiery debris falling toward them. Danzen kicked forward, rushing as more of the ship fell overhead. He dragged the kitsune under the water, the two avoiding the rest of the boat’s frame. 
 
    Danzen’s weapons were heavy, but it wasn’t anything that he couldn’t swim with as he moved away from the wreckage, bubbles cascading all around him. He could hold his breath for quite some time, yet he came up for air soon after for Kudzu to breathe. 
 
    She gasped.  
 
    “By Sunyata,” she whimpered as the two of them looked up and saw the dark nature of the sky around them, the winds circling, the air electric. They could now hear the howl of the storm, yet everything was momentarily calm. They were in the eye of the storm, which meant that it would pass by and likely strip more of the debris from the ship. 
 
    They had to get away. And they needed to do so quickly. 
 
    Danzen quickly glanced around for signs of the others. He didn’t see any. But there was a shoreline beyond. If he could reach it, they could seek shelter there.  
 
    Or… 
 
    “We’re going to go back under,” he told Kudzu. 
 
    “Are you crazy!?” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    Danzen sucked in a deep breath, and Kudzu did the same.  
 
    They went back under the water together just as the storm started to blow by again. Danzen continued in the direction of the shoreline, keeping under the water to stay clear of the wind, and what he knew would be the strongest part of the storm as it passed yet again. They came up for air once, mostly for Kudzu, the wind strong enough that Danzen was glad were able to duck beneath the surface of the water.  
 
    They could hear it; Danzen could see the way Sunyatic energy sparked, illuminating everything around them. The dark water had a purple hue to it every time there was a flash, allowing Danzen to better see where they were going.  
 
    It also revealed something else. 
 
    At first, Danzen thought he was imagining the tentacles, that they were a figment of his anxiety-driven imagination. The tentacles he’d seen shift in the depths of the river could have been anything, perhaps plant growth. But then he saw that they were indeed tentacles, large ones with sharpened points on their underside. 
 
    He grabbed Kudzu and swam faster, but he knew that it wasn’t going to be fast enough. The storm passed, but now they were being pursued. The tentacled monster was growing closer and closer, churning the waves.  
 
    Danzen had to reach the shoreline with Kudzu in time. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen didn’t feel the first strike from the tentacled monster. He was too busy trying to lead Kudzu ahead.  
 
    The two neared the shoreline, where they encountered even more debris that was starting to wash up behind them. This made navigating the wreckage difficult, especially with the waves and tentacled yokai that pursued them. 
 
    There was too much happening on the periphery for Danzen to get a good look at the creature, for him to fully engage with it. But as soon as he got his footing, and as soon as he was sure that the storm had passed, he lifted Kudzu and took to the air. 
 
    Danzen landed on the shoreline, in relative safety. 
 
    He looked back out over the water, at all the detritus, at the blades of wind that continued to churn the water. 
 
    “I wonder where the others are,” Kudzu said as she wrung the water from her robes.  
 
    “Maybe the other side.” 
 
    “This is so much easier as a fox.” 
 
    Danzen checked his belongings. He had his weapons, his clothing was wet and portions of it were tattered, but he was fine. 
 
    “Looks like Mayji and Onuma were right.” 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    Kudzu flicked more water to the ground. “We can’t team up with them.” 
 
    “We actually can.” 
 
    “You would use the jewel they gave you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But they tried to warn us.” 
 
    “Where’s Jelmay?” Kudzu approached the water and placed her hands on her hips. “Knowing our luck, he’s on the other side.” 
 
    “Sansar was the one that saved him. He will find us soon. We should just stay here.” 
 
    Both of them were quiet for a moment. Danzen recalled the thing that he saw beneath the water, the tentacled beast. He was glad they were away from it. 
 
    Danzen didn’t know what Kudzu was thinking about, but she seemed annoyed. He understood why. They had just survived a shipwreck. They were somewhere between Darksi and Golden Sainshand, and there was no telling how long it would take them to reach the city. 
 
    Kudzu turned to Danzen, her back to the water now. “All of this is crazy.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “I never thought I would survive something like that, but here we are.” She crossed her arms over her chest and laughed nervously. “At least it isn’t dark.” 
 
    While the storm had brought black clouds with it, they had since passed, the sky as red as ever. Later, Danzen would reflect on how lucky he was that it wasn’t dark, since he was able to see the gleam of the sharpened barbs on a tentacle as it broke from the water and tried for Kudzu. 
 
    The tentacle would have ensnared her. It would have possibly ripped her in half had Danzen not rushed forward and cut it back with his sword. He was unable to prevent the second tentacle from landing a strike, but he was able to take the brunt of it, the sharpened ends tearing into his clothing and cutting his skin. 
 
    The portals opened up; as soon as they could, Danzen’s demons rushed into the water. The monster made quick work of them as Danzen continued to cut at its tendrils.  
 
    “You’re bleeding!” 
 
    Danzen ignored her as he continued to fend off the monster’s razored tentacles. They came rapid-fire and there seem to be more and more of them. There was always the option of moving further up the shoreline, but he had seen some of the tentacles starting to pull whatever the beast was out of the water. 
 
    That would work. He could open up a portal, but he didn’t know exactly what its body looked like, or where it was in the water. The monster would need to be on the shore for him to actually try that. 
 
    An idea came to Danzen.  
 
    He stepped back, out of the tentacles’ reach as he focused on what he felt was the center mass of the monster. He lowered his sword, his arms at his side, head slightly bowed forward. 
 
    Once again, the waves lashed against the shoreline, some of Danzen’s demons scattering as the water itself seemed to tremble. Using his Sunyatic power, Danzen was able to lift the monster out of the water, revealing a squid-like creature with numerous humanoid heads. All of its jaws opened at once and it shrieked at him. It was hideous, and upon seeing it, Kudzu gasped and turned the other way. 
 
    Danzen slammed the monster onto the shore. He lifted it into the air and did so again, fully in control of the beast using his Sunyatic power. This time, he brought it down onto one of his portals, which he was able to open up beneath a portion of its body. Some of its tentacles went in and the portal sealed, severing a couple of the monster’s limbs. 
 
    The tentacled beast cried out in agony. Danzen did the same thing again, slamming it onto the ground, and then opening a portal up beneath it. This seemed to do the trick. 
 
    Soon, his demons were feasting as the dying monster let out a gurgling sound from its numerous heads. 
 
    Danzen opened several more portals. “Bring some to your brethren,” he commanded his demons. They began stripping the monster of its bits and jumping back into the portals. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Kudzu asked, slightly horrified. 
 
    “Feeding them. There will be a time when they come in handy. Trust me.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Trust me.” A new idea came to him, but before Danzen could try it, he would have to find the others. 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen and Kudzu decided it would be best for them to stay put. If they went looking, they would risk encountering more monsters and miss the chance to join the others.  
 
    The two now stood far enough away from the shoreline to see any potential predators. Danzen certainly didn’t want to chance another run-in with a tentacled creature, even if his attack had worked in the end.  
 
    Kudzu had been so occupied with getting to safety that she hadn’t really considered what Danzen had done, how he had just used the portal to finish off the monster. She finally realized what she had witnessed about an hour later. The kitsune turned to Danzen, shock on her face. “How did you do that earlier? Your portal. You summoned it without cutting yourself.” 
 
    “Ah, that. It is something I picked up in the Depths.” Danzen showed her exactly what he meant by conjuring another portal. He could see his demons beyond as he quickly sealed it back up. 
 
    “You can control them?” 
 
    “I can. It’s the same thing I used to kill Nomtoi’s mother.” 
 
    “Where does it go?” 
 
    “The cage outside of Golden Sainshand. At least according to one of my demons.” 
 
    “Have you tested that?” 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    It dawned on her. “That’s what you’re planning to do, isn’t it?” 
 
    “As soon as we can find the others, yes. If we can simply teleport to Golden Sainshand, it would keep us from having to travel long distances.” 
 
    “And it would keep us from having to deal with whatever we would inevitably deal with along the way. Perhaps more aetherstorms.” 
 
    “Or worse.” 
 
    “We still don’t know what is causing those.” 
 
    “I have a sneaking suspicion.” To Danzen’s knowledge, only one man could control one of the storms. At least if what Soko said about them was true, the storms had resulted from the fall of Sunyata and the way it stirred dark Sunyatic power; Tengir certainly had control over something like that considering the power he wielded in Diyu. As always, his father was toying with Danzen. And Danzen was fine with that, for now. As long as the people he cared for were safe. 
 
    Danzen would have his revenge. But it was too early now to unveil his plan, to set the pieces in motion. He still had to make sure it was the right way forward. 
 
    Kudzu sat on the ground and drew her legs up to her chest. “Sit with me. Sansar can spot us from here.” 
 
    Danzen did just that. “He will be here soon.” 
 
    “You sure seem confident.” 
 
    “Most of the ship is sunk now, and there’s a giant dead monster carcass on the shoreline. The winds are gone. We should be easy to spot.” 
 
    “I think their version of the Sakai River is larger than ours.” 
 
    “It does seem to be that way.” 
 
    “And filled with nastier things.” Kudzu shuddered. “One thing is for sure: I definitely don’t want to get on another boat again. If your portals don’t work, we will walk to Golden Sainshand.” 
 
    “That’s fair.” 
 
    Kudzu leaned back. “It’s rare we’re given a day off, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Insanely rare, yes.” 
 
    “But we are almost there, Danzen.” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “Hopefully, Shodren will play nice.” 
 
    “She won’t.” 
 
    “And you are prepared?” 
 
    “To deal with my mother? Yes. We need the Fatebrick. I don’t care about anything else. I don’t care about the Sundiyu Sect or what they were attempting to do, or past transgressions, for that matter. None of it. We are so close. That’s what has kept me going, you know, when I was separated from you all.” Danzen looked over at Kudzu. “The fact that we were so close. I had to keep going. Because of that, and because I wanted to see you again.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He didn’t remember thinking this at the time. He had been so exasperated by what was happening that all he could think of was dealing with his brother and reuniting his companions.  
 
    But when Danzen thought about his friends, he thought about Kudzu. And when he thought about Kudzu and his companions, he thought about all the things that they had done together, including their current mission. He thought about what they were trying to do together, and Kudzu was a very big part of that. Danzen placed his arm around her shoulder and she leaned against him.  
 
    She spoke softly: “Hopefully, it will take Sansar a little longer. Just a bit longer. I didn’t think we would find another quiet moment in Diyu, yet here we are. How romantic.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I would call it romantic, but it is rather unexpected.” 
 
    “But not unwarranted. Especially after everything.” Kudzu laughed. “Everything that you’ve been through since we were separated. It never stops.” 
 
    “It doesn’t.” 
 
    “And that makes these moments even better.” 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    Kudzu looked up at the red sky. She groaned. “I think that’s him.” 
 
    Danzen looked up as well to see the silhouette of the three-legged raven. Sansar came spiraling down to them and landed. 
 
    He fluttered his wings a bit as he settled. “I’m sorry it took so long. First I had to bring Jelmay to the others. He was, ahem, not so happy to be flying around above the wreckage. You killed that thing over there, didn’t you?” Sansar motioned his beak toward the shoreline. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “It’s quite large. How?” 
 
    “I will show you later. How far away are they?” 
 
    “Upstream, nearly a mile. I can lead you there.” 
 
    “A slow walk, perhaps?”  
 
    “I don’t see why not.” Sansar looked at Kudzu and nodded. Danzen stood and helped Kudzu to her feet. They followed Sansar along the shoreline, the two holding hands. 
 
    Every little bit of peace and quiet helped, especially when stranded somewhere in the middle of hell. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They took their time on their walk, Danzen and Kudzu staying clear of the shoreline. More debris washed up, portions of the ship and a few bodies that had already been picked over by whatever lived in the river. Ravaged bones. They bothered Kudzu; Danzen’s only thought at the time was that he was glad it wasn’t one of them. 
 
    More and more, he realized the reason he had chosen to live, to never give in no matter the odds. It was for the people around him. There was also Danzen’s hope to restore order, to use the troubles of his past to create hope for an uncertain future, and an act of redemption. But all of that came through them, those he cared for. 
 
    He realized that more and more the longer he was in Diyu.  
 
    He also considered a notion that had crossed his mind before: Danzen was destined for Diyu, especially with what he had done. But as he was starting to see, not all of Diyu was bad. The things that had tormented him over the course of this journey were mostly because of his father and his brother. Most of the creatures here got along just fine, humans and demons living their lives. 
 
    Humans and demons living their lives. 
 
    These words played out in Danzen’s mind as he spotted Soko and his companions ahead. Jelmay was seated, Nomin standing guard, and Soko simply floated there, the concern on her face quickly shifting to annoyance when she saw Danzen and Kudzu holding hands. 
 
    He didn’t let go. 
 
    “You should have just flown here,” Soko said. “We have been waiting forever.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining. That little storm woke me up.” Jelmay yawned bitterly. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to sleep again.” 
 
    Kudzu chuckled. “For some reason, I doubt that.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” 
 
    “A once-in-a-lifetime storm has now happened twice in our lifetimes.” Danzen turned to Soko. “I believe you and I both know who is causing them.” 
 
    “Why would you accuse him of something like that? It is clear to me that he’s trying to look out for you. Why would he send the storm? What would be the point in making your journey harder? It’s already going to be difficult.” Soko gestured toward what Danzen assumed was west. He had no real way of telling. 
 
    “You think Nomtoi can summon an aetherstorm?” 
 
    “By himself, no. But that doesn’t mean he didn’t have a hand in it. You know that there is more in the Depths of Diyu than just the Seven Evils, right?” 
 
    “I assumed that would be the case, yes.” 
 
    “He has likely freed some ancient demon that can control the weather.” 
 
    “If he can free demons from the catacombs, why didn’t he free his mother?” 
 
    Soko shrugged. “Why are you asking me? I’m not acquainted with your brother and his demented whims. I’m merely a victim, like everyone else here.” 
 
    “I’m just wondering if he has access to the entirety of the Depths.” 
 
    “Does it matter, Danzen? This was clearly Nomtoi’s doing.” 
 
    For some reason, Danzen didn’t agree. He wouldn’t put it past his brother to do something like this, but it seemed beyond Nomtoi’s scope, beyond the powers that he had shown Danzen in the past. He all but expected Nomtoi to come at him again, perhaps with even stronger versions of the Evils. But a mage capable of conjuring the storm? 
 
    Danzen didn’t press his point. With Soko, it was often futile. If Nomtoi could conjure a storm like that, he could do severe damage to Tengir Gantulga’s estates. He could wipe out entire cities, and he could destroy quite a lot before Tengir got to them. 
 
    Danzen slowly nodded. Now wasn’t the time to debate. “I want to try something,” he said as he looked over at Sansar, who was now perched on Nomin’s shoulder. “But only if you’re willing to take the risk.” 
 
    “What would you like me to do?” the raven asked. 
 
    “I have recently learned to open my portals without cutting myself,” Danzen said carefully, not ready to reveal to Soko the other trick he had picked up in doing so. “While I was in the Depths, I spoke in detail with one of the demons about where it was being held.” 
 
    “You mean on the other side?” 
 
    “I do. It turns out, my demons are being held in an enormous cage beyond one of my father’s estates. So my idea is simple. Rather than travel to Sainshand on foot, or perhaps find another carriage along the way, we try something different. How many days would it take us to get there?” 
 
    Soko shook her head. “I would say two days if we get moving now. The distances here seem farther than they do in the other realm. I also think, considering our circumstances, you could ask your father for a lift. If you are so inclined.” 
 
    “I’m not. My idea is this,” Danzen said as he returned his focus to Sansar. “We open a portal, and jump in.” 
 
    “And simply appear outside of Golden Sainshand?” 
 
    “Simply, yes. We appear outside of the city and go to where my mother is staying from there.” 
 
    “You said your demons were being held in a cage,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Yes, one protected by Sunyatic metal.” 
 
    Soko crossed her arms over her chest. “And how do you propose we break out of that cage? If this even works, do you think you could actually get us out of there?” 
 
    “I think I could, yes.” 
 
    “Or we could dig our way out,” Jelmay suggested. “I’m kidding, that obviously wouldn’t work. Well, maybe not. I guess you could command all your demons to dig for you. Put them to work. But I’m sure we can find a way out. How hard could it be?” 
 
    “The metal?” 
 
    “Yes, Fox, and no, I’m not referring to the hardness of the metal.” Jelmay winked at her. “I’m referring to getting out of a cage meant to keep demons from escaping. How hard could that be?” 
 
    “Probably not easy,” Nomin said. “But I might be able to do it with my sword.” 
 
    “Maybe my chains can do something,” Danzen said, recalling how they had a reaction to Nomtoi. He decided to give it a try. Danzen set his chains on the ground and drew his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. He touched the blade against one of the links, and it began to sizzle. He quickly moved his blade away before it could do any damage. 
 
    “That was unexpected,” Nomin said.  
 
    Soko shrugged. “Portalling would be better than walking. But neither are better than simply asking your father to take us there.” 
 
    Danzen looked at Sansar. “Are you willing to try it?” 
 
    “You want me to fly into the hole?” 
 
    “Fly in, and fly out. That’s all I’m asking. I can keep it open.” 
 
    “I suppose that this could be something that works. Sure,” Sansar finally said. “Sure. Open the portal. We are almost at the point where we have nothing to lose.” 
 
    “But we’re not there yet,” Jelmay told the raven. 
 
    “We are close enough. If you think this will work, Pilgrim, then I will give it a try.” 
 
    “Good.” Danzen returned his blade to its sheath and placed the chains back around his neck. “I’ll open it here, and you can fly in, and fly out. Once we confirm it’s possible, I guess we will all go in together.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Jumping in the hole caused by his portal was one of the stranger things Danzen had experienced recently. It felt like he was falling. But then, he was suddenly shot out the other end, where he was able to climb up over the edge. He helped Kudzu as Sansar settled with Jelmay. Nomin and Soko were the last ones out. 
 
    The important thing was that it had worked, Danzen’s portal idea had worked. They were now in an enormous cage, surrounded by thousands of his demons, which was intimidating, to say the least. Kudzu immediately moved closer to Danzen, as did Jelmay. 
 
    The bakeneko’s teeth chattered as the demons loomed all around them. They all began to bow to Danzen. Rows and rows of them, all of the demons showed Danzen their allegiance. 
 
    “Impressive,” Soko said, delight in her voice. “But what now? We are stuck in the cage with them.” 
 
    The demons had made room for Danzen and his companions, but there wasn’t much. They truly were packed in tight. The demons didn’t get close to the metal of the cage, which allowed Danzen and his group moved around them. They actually had more space here. 
 
    He looked up at the bars. They extended several stories high. Danzen noticed that there were spikes on the underside of the ceiling, which would prevent his hellspawns from climbing, or perhaps flying, to the top. He hadn’t seen them fly, but he wouldn’t put it past them. Especially if some used to be yokai. 
 
    “Master,” one of the demons said. “Thank you for feeding us. Those that could, ate.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    The demon smirked. “We all do.” 
 
    “Tell me what you know about the structure.” 
 
    Unfortunately, this particular hellspawn told him the same thing that the other one had, that the cage was made of a Sunyatic metal. Danzen suspected this would be the case. He was also starting to think that they operated as a hive.  
 
    He grabbed the golden chains he had taken from Raif, the ones gifted by his father. Danzen approached the metal. He pressed his chains into one of the bars. The metal sizzled. He held it there, watching as the bar turned red-hot and melted. 
 
    Danzen noticed that his demons were starting to swell around him and his companions. Soko had already drawn her sword, as had Nomin. 
 
    “You will stay here,” Danzen said after turning back to his demons. He stared each and every one of them down, glaring into their glowing eyes. “Once we are done, you will free yourself. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, master,” the demons said in unison. 
 
    “This is so creepy,” Kudzu whispered. She was close to Danzen now, but she had also turned back to the demons and brandished a blade.  
 
    “It’s more than that,” Jelmay said. 
 
    Danzen focused on the hole that he was making using his chains. He kept at it until all of them would be able to pass through. Once it was ready, he pushed the metal out. It felt with a clunk. He let Kudzu and Jelmay go first, followed by Nomin, Sansar, and Soko. 
 
    Danzen turned back to his demons. “All of you will soon be free. But I may need you for just a little longer. Your services have been appreciated.” He scanned the vile faces yet again, their maws wet with saliva. He saw their claws, their horns, other protrusions. They were hideous. But they were loyal to him, and Danzen knew that each and every one of them had once been a person or yokai. 
 
    In that way, they were no different from Danzen or the people he cared for. 
 
    “I’m sorry you have all been here for so long. But I promise, you will soon be free. Will you await your summoning? Will you await that day?” 
 
    “Yes, master!” they all screamed. 
 
    “Good. I will leave the exit open, then.” 
 
    Danzen turned toward the hole that he had formed in the cage. He stepped to the other side, joining the others. 
 
    “Where now?” Soko asked, a bit of hesitation in her voice. It was as if she had now fully understood Danzen’s power. 
 
    “My mother. Lead me to her.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Six 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Soko had warned the group that it wasn’t safe around Golden Sainshand, and she was right. As soon as they started up a road said to head around the city, which would bring them to the fortress where Danzen’s mother lived, they were confronted by a pair of towering demonic minotaurs, their legs bovine, their upper torsos human, and their heads monster in nature with long snouts, rows of sharp teeth, and reptilian demon skin. 
 
    “Told you,” was all Soko said before she drew her sword and whirred into action against the approaching monsters.  
 
    Like Danzen, she was much stronger in Diyu, fueled by dark Sunyatic power that had been augmented by the remnants she had abused over her lifetime. The assassin was able to quickly move on the creatures and make quick work of the one on the right as she whirled at it with her blades. She had completely butchered her opponent by the time Danzen lodged his sword in the second one’s chest.  
 
    His blade returned, blood trailing from the tip. As the minotaur stumbled forward, Danzen broke its leg bones with Sunyatic power. 
 
    Nomin put the creature out of its misery. 
 
    Jelmay, who stood behind the three of them, wiped his hands together. “Well, I guess you all handled it. Don’t need to get involved myself.” 
 
    “Please,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “I’m serious. And where did those things come from anyway? The road seemed clear just moments ago. You think you’d see them coming.” 
 
    “It’s like that here,” Soko said, “outside of Golden Sainshand.” 
 
    “Does it have to be? Couldn’t Pilgrim’s daddy easily keep his realm in order?” 
 
    “Everything he does, he does with a purpose.” 
 
    This statement caused Danzen to pause. Even if Soko hadn’t meant it to be, it was a reminder that his father was the mastermind of all of this, from the aetherstorm to things such as Nomtoi’s rage and jealousy. Their father had the power to build and destroy worlds. There was no reason for the road to his capital city to be treacherous, yet here they were. 
 
    Their next encounter wasn’t so easy.  
 
    Danzen tried to use Sunyatic power to destroy the golem that had formed out of a pile of roadside stones. He was taken off guard when it exploded into a mist of acid that reformed, one able to suck the bits of stone back to the golem’s body, making it difficult to combat. The acid golem brought both its fists down onto the ground, causing a chasm to open up that came trailing toward them. 
 
    Danzen dodged left, Soko and Nomin went right. Danzen ultimately used his chains, which sizzled every time he struck the golem. They fell into a pattern of Nomin and Soko distracting the stone monster while Danzen broke off parts of its body. This seemed to do the trick, and soon, what was left of the golem lay at their feet. 
 
    “We’re not going to Golden Sainshand, right?” Jelmay asked, which was something Soko had mentioned earlier. 
 
    “We don’t need to go there to get to her fortress, so no, we’re not.” 
 
    “But should we? Think of it like this—we survived a shipwreck, Pilgrim fought some sort of octopus thing, and you’re planning to just raid a fortress guarded by, what was it, one thousand guards? Bah! That’s the worst idea ever. Rest and recuperation would be nice. Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    Danzen turned to Jelmay, who remained in his cat form, his eyes bulging. “The Fox and I think it is important that you rest for the day, or night, or whatever this is. You might not think you need rest, and you likely don’t, but it is still better than charging into this without a bit of a recharge.” 
 
    “Recharge.” 
 
    “Yes, recharge. Come on, agree with me. And I’m not just saying this because I’m hungry. Of course, I’m hungry. I’m always hungry. But you need to rest, especially if you plan to slay a thousand people tomorrow. You aren’t planning to do that, are you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You might have to,” Soko said. “Personally, I’m looking forward to the challenge. Your father has promised me that every one of Shodren’s followers that die will be sent to the Depths. Think of all the souls you will condemn.” 
 
    “I try not to.” Danzen looked at her incredulously, but she didn’t seem to pick up on it. 
 
    “Again, and I can’t believe I have to point this out, but he could just kill them himself.” Jelmay threw his hands up in the air. “Am I the only one who sees how nonsensical all of this is? I can’t be the only one.” 
 
    “No, I’m right there with you.” 
 
    “For once, we agree,” he told Kudzu. 
 
    “For once.” 
 
    “I’ll fly ahead,” Sansar announced. “It will give us a better understanding of what we will need to fight before we reach the city. And for what it’s worth, Pilgrim, I’m in agreement with the others.” 
 
    “I don’t agree with them,” Soko added. 
 
    “Then I’m in agreement with Jelmay and Kudzu.” 
 
    “You think I should rest?” 
 
    “Rest,” he told Danzen. “I will let you know what to expect.” 
 
    “We will meet you halfway.” 
 
    Danzen and his group continued on. They were soon confronted by a dragon-demon hybrid, not unlike the ones that Danzen had encountered in the Diyu wilderness. The dragon fired bolts of lightning, which made killing it tricky because it was able to strike them before they could react. Luckily, its first attack hit Soko, who managed to slip to the side just in time for the lightning to merely catch her cloak on fire.  
 
    This infuriated the assassin, who moved on the dragon-demon like a bird of prey. She cut its head off, and butchered its wings as well. Soko returned to the others dragging the dragon’s head on the ground.  
 
    “You’re taking a trophy?” Nomin asked. 
 
    “A trophy? No. But I am showing this off. It isn’t often that one slays a dragon. Isn’t it great here?” 
 
    “Great?” Kudzu asked her. 
 
    “I’ve died, and I now have the kind of power I could have only dreamed about in our world. It isn’t all red skies and gloom here, you know. That is a part of it, yes. But the kind of power available to Tengir’s favored humans is a true blessing. A true blessing.” She dropped the severed head onto the ground and kicked at its maw. “A true blessing.” 
 
    Another round of minotaurs were easy to fend off, especially as they adjusted to the unorganized way that the monsters attacked. This was followed by demonic bandits wielding scimitars and crossbows, who surrounded Danzen’s group and came at them rapid-fire with weapons. There were two rounds of them, but Danzen and the assassins beat them back, Soko rooting out any of the archers that managed to get away.  
 
    Sansar returned. “We aren’t far from the city, but there are netherhounds ahead.” 
 
    “Netherhounds?” asked Jelmay. 
 
    “They used to exist in our world on the outskirts of the Northern Passage. Large demonic wolves.” 
 
    “Large demonic wolves, you say?” Jelmay morphed into his version of Timbero, the bakeneko now a pudgy lycanthropic being. “They don’t look anything like this, do they?” 
 
    Kudzu laughed. “I hate you.” 
 
    Jelmay winked at her. “I remain, and will always remain, your favorite bakeneko. And I asked you a serious question, Sansar.” 
 
    The raven slowly shook his head. “No, I didn’t see any like that. But you should take them seriously.” 
 
    The netherhounds descended upon Danzen and his group, the pack forming a tight circle around them. They had blackened fur, which was matted to their backs in ridges. Their skin looked diseased and their eyes glowed bright green as they howled and barked. 
 
    Sharp teeth met sharper blades, Danzen and the assassins able to keep the netherhounds at bay. He tossed his sword into one of the hellacious beasts. As it returned, Danzen summoned his gauntleted blade and punctured the throat of another. He used Sunyatic energy to whip some into the air and slam them onto the ground. 
 
    He cracked one across the skull with his chain in the second round of netherhounds, which came when the city was visible in the distance. Danzen kicked one back, the netherhound yelping as Nomin finished the job. Soko took joy in slaughtering the terrifying wolves, the assassin laughing as she whirred toward them and killing the beasts left and right. 
 
    There was always a case for using a portal to kill some of the netherhounds, but Danzen decided against this. He still didn’t want Soko to know what he was truly capable of. 
 
    “That about does it,” Nomin said once the netherhounds were all dead, their carcasses lying in piles around Danzen and his group.  
 
    A thought came to Danzen. “Let me feed my demons.”  
 
    “You’re such a gentleman,” Soko said in a mocking way as she floated ahead. 
 
    “I’ll catch up with you all,” he told Nomin and the others.  
 
    Danzen opened portals beneath the netherhound carcasses, watching as they fell in. He now wished that he had done the same with the other creatures they had encountered. His demons would have enjoyed them. He would have to make a note to feed them more often. 
 
    After he’d finished, Danzen used his powerful jumping ability to join the others.  
 
    They reached the outer walls of Golden Sainshand, the city a sprawling mess of enormous towers, large fortresses, and homes. It was much more crowded than the Sainshand of Danzen’s world, and the statues, some of which soared nearly a hundred feet into the air, were unlike anything he’d seen before. 
 
    “I know a place we can stay. And don’t worry,” she told Jelmay, “they have good food and comfortable beds.” 
 
    “I’m a simple yokai, and I have no shame about admitting that. Will there be gambling?” He winked at Kudzu. “I’m kidding. I’ve already gambled enough by just coming here. Let’s just get the Fatebrick, but rest first. And food. Wherever we stay better have good food.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The yokai were certainly impressed. The hotel that Soko led them to seemed to be carved out of an ancient manor, and took up the equivalent of several city blocks. It was a massive place, with a large interior courtyard with rows of manicured shrubbery and several private gazebos. 
 
    It would be a good place for Danzen to bend his echo. 
 
    Their suite, which came with one of the gazebos, spanned all three stories of the hotel. It also came with a private chef with a pair of assistants, who immediately began work on their meal. 
 
    “It seems as if your father spared no expense,” Soko said, pride in her voice as she trailed past Danzen. 
 
    He wanted to talk to her about his father’s unique weakness, but now wasn’t the right time. Especially with her gloating. Especially with the fact that he didn’t know if the plan that he had formulated would be the best way forward, a plan he certainly didn’t think he’d be able to execute in Diyu. 
 
    There were too many pieces now. 
 
    The meal that followed was elaborate, the yokai happy, Danzen satiated enough to decide that a little rest would do him some good. He took the bedroom on the top floor, Nomin volunteering to guard him while he slept. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Kudzu said as she joined Danzen. “I will be with him as well.” 
 
    Nomin didn’t say anything as she maintained a post outside the door, her hand resting on the hilt of her blade. 
 
    Once they were alone in their bedroom together, and Danzen had removed all of his weapons, the two collapsed onto the bed. They were both so full and it was so comfortable that they soon fell into a deep sleep, Danzen and Kudzu curled towards one another, their foreheads pressed together. 
 
    Danzen awoke at one point with a nightmare. In it, he was trapped in the Depths, pursued by some amalgamation, the tendrilled beast changing forms every time Danzen looked back at it. 
 
    No matter how many times he struck the monster, no matter how many times he tried to use his Sunyatic power to thwart its charge, the beast reached him. 
 
    The monster beat Danzen into the ground. It held his head up, forcing him to watch Kudzu’s death, and then slammed him down again. 
 
    Waking, and seeing her so close to him, the kitsune breathing softly, brought Danzen an instant joy, one that was quickly overwhelmed by the feeling of despair.  
 
    “Danzen?” she asked, stirring. 
 
    “Sorry. Go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Are you having a nightmare?” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “You’re sweating.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “What was it about?” 
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    “You don’t remember it?” 
 
    “I’m trying to forget it.” 
 
    “You can learn things from your dreams and nightmares. People don’t always realize that, they only look to their dreams.” 
 
    “All I can learn from my nightmares is what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    “True, but you can also learn what you need to overcome.” 
 
    A pause as Danzen considered this. “I never really thought of it that way.” 
 
    “Would you judge me if I told you that I first heard this concept in a human song?” 
 
    “I would not. Did you?” 
 
    “I don’t know how long ago it was, maybe not long after the fall. Things were different. People were distraught. The music changed, the bards sang about different things. I don’t know the exact lyrics. Maybe Jelmay remembers them.” 
 
    “I think he has done enough singing for one lifetime.” 
 
    A grin formed on her face. “Perhaps. But that was the meaning of one of the verses, learning from our nightmares. I try to think of them that way even if they are frightening. Dark lessons.” 
 
    “Dark lessons. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Tomorrow will be a hard day.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But you’ll do it. You will succeed, and then we will finally, finally, get out of Diyu. I don’t know about you, but I can’t wait to be back in our realm.” 
 
    Danzen imagined what it would be like leaving Diyu. He had a feeling it wasn’t going to be as easy as simply hopping in one of the demonic carriages and racing toward the border. They would likely be pursued. 
 
    He hadn’t yet planned for an exit. Perhaps that was when he would call upon his father, Danzen wondering if there was a way that he could falsely pledge his loyalty. Maybe then he could lean on Soko in some way. Maybe he would be able to trick his pursuers. 
 
    This was the problem with verbally discussing strategy. Anything that involved Tengir and manipulating his influence would certainly reach his father’s ears. Danzen also didn’t know how the forthcoming exodus would go down, if there was an off chance that he would actually need his father’s influence. 
 
    Likely, Danzen would be pushed to the limits, forced to use everything that he had. This was one of the reasons why he was enjoying the current moment as much as he could. It was why Danzen stayed awake and didn’t fall back asleep next to Kudzu.  
 
    This very well could be the last time, the final moment. 
 
    Hours passed in a blur. Danzen finally headed out to the gazebo. He bent his echo alone, preparing for the confrontation with his mother and her forces. He practiced all of his powers, and then focused on the portals. Danzen could open them up on the ground, but could he open them up in other locations? He had to compartmentalize it, similar to bending his echo.  
 
    Float the stone, shatter the stone, rebuild the stone, dissolve the stone. 
 
    Open the portal on the ground, open the portal on the ceiling, open the portal in the air, expand it. The ground was easiest. He was able to open one on the ceiling as well, but wasn’t able to close it in time before one of his demons fell out. 
 
    “Come with me,” he told the demon, which had charred red flesh and a crown of horns. They headed inside, where Danzen gathered all the leftover meat from the night’s feast. There was quite a bit of it. “Take it back to your brethren.” 
 
    “Yes, master.” 
 
    Danzen conjured a portal on the ground and the demon jumped in after funneling all the food through to the other side. 
 
    He returned to the gazebo to continue his practice. Danzen had to get better. Time was of the essence.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the end of his practice, Danzen now floated in the air with his legs crossed beneath his body, controlling his blades as they scissored through the air above his head. He was entirely focused, and he had come to a final decision. 
 
    Danzen reached his hand into his robes and removed the red gem that Mayji had given him. He examined it for a moment, and then tossed the gem onto the ground. 
 
    It shattered, and blood misted into the air as Mayji and her daughter, Onuma, took shape. The two ghouls crept forward, their shoulders dipped as they gathered in front of Danzen, obedience in their gait even if they seemed menacing. 
 
    “You truly want to help me?” he asked after a long pause. 
 
    “We do,” Mayji said. 
 
    “I need you and your daughter to free Loomi. I want to make sure she knows that it was me who freed her.” 
 
    “And after?” 
 
    “Are you able to find me?” 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    “Are you able to go wherever I am in Diyu?” 
 
    “To our knowledge, yes.” 
 
    “Find me. Today will not be easy.” 
 
    “What is it you plan to do?” 
 
    Danzen only elaborated on part of his plan: “Visit my mother. I believe it will be quite a challenge to reach her.” There was one Evil who had yet to make himself known, his name coming to Danzen as he looked the two ghoulish beings over. He remembered the blue skinned Evil, who was able to control the minds of the people of Suja Village through dark Sunyatic strings. “What has become of Uchi?” 
 
    “He has been banished to the Depths,” Mayji said. “Your father saw to that. After you killed us in the mortal realm, we all returned to Diyu. Uchi immediately worked to take over a territory using his powers, one near the border. He did so by controlling a lost mage rumored to have control over aetherstorms.” 
 
    “And that is how my father gained control?” 
 
    “In a way, Uchi was the first to protest your brother’s influence. But it is better that he is down there. He would have done terrible things had he been left to fester.” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it.” 
 
    A faint smile, one that Danzen knew would have forced Kudzu to turn away, appeared on Mayji’s face. “Free Loomi, and then join you. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “No, I believe that will be it.” 
 
    “Then we will do that, and join you.” Mayji exchanged glances with her daughter, who nodded. The two melted into a bloody mist of shadows and were gone. 
 
    Kudzu approached moments later. “I heard you talking to someone.” 
 
    “I was getting a backup plan in order. I will probably need several.” 
 
    “What if your mother just invites you in for tea and hands you the Fatebrick?” 
 
    “For some reason, I seriously doubt that.” 
 
    Kudzu crossed her arms over her chest. “I do as well.” She nodded to the hotel. “There is food, if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “Let me finish up here.” 
 
    The blades Danzen hovered above his head lowered. One by one, they returned themselves to his sheaths, Danzen focusing so hard that he was actually able to place them in their scabbards without using his hands. He felt primed, ready. Once everything was in order, he left the gazebo. 
 
    Their meal was good, Jelmay able to entertain the group with a story about a time in Tachibana when he replaced grain with sand and actually got away with it. Even Soko laughed a few times, mostly at how stupid some of the merchants had been for not checking what they bought before they walked away. The tension that continued to define their shaky partnership didn’t seem as bad at the moment, and Danzen was glad for that. 
 
    It was almost nice. 
 
    The group left, and to better blend in and avoid wasting energy along the way, Danzen and his companions took a guarded carriage heading out of the city. Oddly enough, the carriage was protected by the same minotaur demons that Danzen and his group had already faced off against, the beasts in scaled armor, ram-like helmets covering their demonic faces. 
 
    “I really hope we are going to be greeted with some sort of procession, the kind in which your mother spares no expense,” Jelmay said, Danzen recognizing the nervousness in his voice. “Why not? Why not be peaceful?” 
 
    “Because of the things she has done in the past. How about those?” 
 
    “Fox, you’re too quick to blame and too slow to forgive. Bah, I tell you! Pilgrim’s mother didn’t know any better. We now have the knowledge we need, a solution to the question of rebuilding heaven itself. Unfortunately for us, Pilgrim’s daddy decided to gift the Fatebrick to her, complicating the matter. But at least we haven’t been hit by another storm.” 
 
    “Not yet.” The group all turned to Nomin. “What? It could happen again.” 
 
    “Not this close to Golden Sainshand. Tengir’s fortresses are all here.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t tell Soko that this statement, along with what he had learned from Mayji, proved his point. It had been his father who had conjured the storms in the first place.   
 
    But Danzen didn’t say anything about it, and he was glad the others didn’t press it. For the challenge that potentially lay ahead, he needed Soko on his side. 
 
    This became abundantly clear once they reached the gate of Shodren’s fortress. Archers appeared at the top of the walls, all of them wearing white armor, their faces obscured. 
 
    “You’re going to love the show your mother’s about to put on,” Soko told Danzen as they got out of the carriage. 
 
    “What’s with the armor?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “According to Tengir, anyone that joins the Sundiyu Sect is seen as a paladin in Shodren’s eyes, a holy warrior. They all have that armor. I don’t know where she got it. But it is strong, and they put up quite a fight. It would have been so easy, just to get the Fatebrick then. If I had, we would be on our way to the border now. But here we are.” She gestured toward the gate. “Well, you are her son. Ask mommy for the toy.” 
 
    Soon, Danzen was stopped by a trio of soldiers wearing the same armor. They carried large shields and enormous swords. Flowing capes trailed down from their shoulders and bounced in the air of their own accord, which told Danzen that they would likely be able to fly. 
 
    “I’m here to see my mother, Shodren Ravja. Tell her.” 
 
    “She isn’t expecting any visitors,” the captain said. 
 
    “Tell her I am here.” 
 
    The three soldiers spoke to one another for a moment.  
 
    “Let me go to her,” Sansar said. “I was once her familiar.” 
 
    The captain examined Sansar, who was perched on Danzen’s shoulder. 
 
     “She has mentioned you.” 
 
    “Likely so. I will go to her and the others can wait out here until I return.” 
 
    “Please,” the captain said as he motioned toward the top of the wall. “Fly to the other side and head to her quarters from there.” He signaled something to the archers and they lowered their weapons.  
 
    “Very well.” Sansar flapped his wings, and was gone. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was twenty minutes later when the gate lurched open, Danzen now able to see what he could soon be up against. There was no way to know how many were in the courtyard of the fortress, or along the surrounding walls. Soko had mentioned a thousand. It looked to be at least that. 
 
    The guards broke apart and formed a line right down the center that led to Danzen’s mother. Shodren stood in her white robes, Sansar perched on her shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “You took the words right out of my mouth,” Kudzu told the bakeneko. 
 
    Danzen spotted Kanjen and Midori, the two yokai who were once the leading members of the Sundiyu Sect. Not long ago, Danzen had killed Kanjen, and Yato had taken care of Midori. The two stood near Shodren, with their hands behind their backs. They wore similar robes, but their hoods obscured their faces. “You may approach,” the captain said. 
 
    Danzen took a step forward, his companions doing the same. 
 
    “The rest of you will stay here.” 
 
    Danzen turned to the captain. “They will come with me.” 
 
    He blinked twice. “I believe it would be best if they joined you.” 
 
    The captain gestured for Danzen to proceed. 
 
     Danzen walked slowly, scanning the crowd that surrounded him. All of them were in the same white armor, and carried a variety of weapons. Danzen saw swords and pikes, but he also saw greataxes, scythes, hammers, and barbed whips.  
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Jelmay said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Danzen ignored the bakeneko. His focus now was on his mother, who stood at the front, her arms out wide, a broken grin on her face. She looked both terrifying with the red of Diyu behind her, and like a mother who missed her son. Yet he knew what was to come. 
 
    Danzen paused once he was almost there. He slowly turned to see his companions and found Nomin with her back to him at the moment as she kept guard at the rear of the group, Soko in the middle, floating just a bit higher than she normally did, hand on the hilt of her blade. Kudzu was ready, as was Jelmay, both locking eyes with Danzen. 
 
    “Whatever is about to happen, get the Fatebrick,” Kudzu said, her voice quivering. This wasn’t fear though, it was Kudzu holding back the urge to spring into action. Danzen could tell by now. 
 
    And Danzen agreed. He was here for one thing, and one thing only. Reconciliation with his mother could wait. 
 
    “The bards.” Jelmay laughed nervously. “Imagine what they will say about this moment, the moment you encountered your mother in Diyu, surrounded by a thousand armed guards. We will bump that number up to ten thousand for the legend. How does that sound?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything, yet Jelmay’s words did lighten his mood to some extent. They were out of place, as they often were. But Danzen needed to hear that, especially as he turned back to his mother. 
 
    He took another moment, scanned the paladins that surrounded him, and finally continued until he had joined Sansar and his mother. 
 
    “Danzen,” she said, her voice thin. “You should join me.” Shodren motioned toward the fortress beyond, to the second floor. “It is such a joy to have you here.” 
 
    Still with that cracked smile; Danzen didn’t know what it meant. 
 
    “I’m here for—” 
 
    “The Fatebrick, I know.” The smile faded, Shodren now with a pained expression. “We don’t have long to talk. I would like to talk. Please.” Yet again, she motioned for Danzen to follow. 
 
    “How long do we have?” 
 
    “Not long, Pilgrim,” Sansar said, and by the tone of his voice, Danzen knew that the three-legged raven was also giving him advice in the statement, that he should talk to his mother. That was important. 
 
    Danzen followed Shodren closer to one of the buildings. A table was already set, one covered by a white cloth. There was a fresh loaf of bread and a bottle of wine on the table. 
 
    Shodren sat, and she gestured for all of them to sit as well. Sansar remained on her shoulder. She called out to Danzen, who was just removing his Blade of Darkness to sit next to Kudzu, the kitsune directly across from his mother. “Please, next to me, son.” 
 
    Danzen did as she had requested, Kudzu now across from him, Soko to his right, Jelmay and Nomin to his left. The bakeneko reached for some of the bread, and pulled his paw back when Kudzu shot him a look. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Shodren said. “The bread is for all of us. I suggest you have some. It will soothe your soul.” 
 
    “Yes, it is good if all of you have bread,” Sansar said, echoing his former master.  
 
    “Don’t have to ask me twice.” Jelmay grabbed the loaf, took a bite out of it, and swallowed a piece of the bread. He began to convulse. The bakeneko dropped his head onto the table and started laughing. He pulled it back. “Just kidding. The bread is fine.”  
 
    “Jelmay!” Kudzu said. 
 
    Soko also glared at the bakeneko. Nomin, who sat next to Jelmay, lowered her head in her hand.  
 
    “See?” Shodren asked, a hint of joy in her voice. “I’m not going to poison you, son. You or your friends. Everyone eat the bread. You will need this.” 
 
    Kudzu took a piece of the bread and ate it. Danzen did as well. There was nothing remarkable about it, but it was fresh. Soko took a bite, followed by Nomin. 
 
    “Good. And the wine.” 
 
    Jelmay was the first to go again, the bakeneko sniffing at the wine. His bushy eyebrows lifted, Jelmay clearly impressed. He swirled it around, brought it to his face again, and took another sniff. 
 
    “Just drink it,” Kudzu said as she took her first sip.  
 
    “I will culture the kitsune yet.” Jelmay finally took a sip, after the others. 
 
    “Good. You will need all of that.” Shodren smiled at Danzen’s group before turning to him. “I’m sorry for what is about to happen.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I can just tell you now, now that you have broken bread with me and had wine. All these guards aren’t mine. They also aren’t under my control,” she said, referring to Kanjen and Midori, who stood at the entrance to the outdoor patio. “Your father did this. I am his prisoner.”  
 
    “Lies,” Soko said. 
 
    “No, it is the truth. I do not have the kind of influence here that it would take to recruit this many in such a short amount of time. The Sundiyu Sect was already holding on by a thread. After my death and the deaths of Kanjen and Midori, the sect was essentially disbanded. And it certainly wasn’t something that was still happening on this side, in Diyu, when I arrived. No, all of these warriors belong to your father.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Danzen asked again. 
 
    “You must defeat them all before you will be given the opportunity to get the Fatebrick. You must do it all today.” 
 
    “If I defeat them all, will you give me the Fatebrick?” 
 
    Now, a grim smile. “Yes, that is one way to look at it, son. But I want you to know that this is not my doing. These are not my soldiers. They do not report to me. They are your father’s, some of his best.” 
 
    “You said you came here,” Kudzu told Soko. 
 
    “I did. And I fought some of them. She’s lying.” 
 
    “I’m not lying,” Shodren told Soko. “And I feel sorry for you.” 
 
    “Sorry for me?” 
 
    “Tengir Gantulga will ruin your life as he has mine. You may feel powerful now, you may feel that you are important to him, that he would never hurt you, but this is false. He wants you to have the Fatebrick,” she said, turning back to Danzen, “but he doesn’t want to give it to you. If I had my choice, I would give it to you.” 
 
    Soko stood, and drew her sword. “Lies.” 
 
    “Sit.” 
 
    “Your power doesn’t work on me.” 
 
    “The evidence will be clear in the end. You came here expecting a challenge, did you not?” 
 
    “We did,” Danzen said for Soko, who merely nodded. 
 
    “You came expecting to fight a thousand soldiers. If you don’t believe me, then fight all thousand of them, kill them, and see what happens next. I assure you. By the end of today, if you all survive, and I hope you do, you will know that this is not my doing.” 
 
    “I believe her,” Sansar said. “Pilgrim, she has risked her life in delivering this message.” 
 
    “Risked her life?” 
 
    Tears rolled down Shodren’s face. “You’ll see in the end.” 
 
    “I should kill you myself.” 
 
    “Soko, no. I believe her.” 
 
    “You do?” she asked Danzen. “Why? She would have killed you to rebuild Sunyata. Now you’re siding with her?” 
 
    “This is similar to what my father did in the Depths. Everything is a game to him, an opportunity for him to watch people struggle, to see what they do in moments of extreme desperation. And that is why he gave you these thousand protectors.” 
 
    “They are my prison guards,” Shodren said bitterly. 
 
    Danzen reached out to his mother and took her hand. He squeezed it, and she squeezed his back. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she said, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault. None of it. I will handle this, and then you can tell us the rest. Will that work for you?” 
 
    “It will. I’m so glad you ate the food.” 
 
    “What is with the food?” Soko was still standing, but she had lowered her sword by this point. 
 
    Shodren glared up at the sky. “It will help you in the challenge that is to come. You might recall that I knew a thing or two about herbs,” she said, still gazing skyward, the woman now baring her fangs. “This knowledge transferred here to Diyu, where the herbs are much more powerful.” 
 
    “More powerful?” Soko looked down at her sword. 
 
    “You will see what I mean. Good luck. Kill them all,” Shodren told Danzen, “and then we will talk about the final Fatebrick.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen felt the effects of the food he’d eaten once he cleaved his way through the first wave of Shodren’s protectors. The surge in power was new to him, his stamina levels beyond anything he had experienced before. His speed was unmatched, Danzen able to smite opponents down before they could even get their weapons up, his attacks breaking through their armor. 
 
    He also saw the change in the way Jelmay and Kudzu fought. The bakeneko now wielded Danzen’s Blade of Darkness, which didn’t seem to pool shadows the same way in the fortress. It was still a good weapon to keep the paladins back, allowing Soko, Nomin, and Kudzu to cut them down. 
 
    These were not easy opponents. They were clearly experts, but the food Shodren gave them improved everything to an extent that made it seem like Danzen and his group were fighting children. One opponent after another, Danzen killed indiscriminately.  
 
    He used his chain to beat them back and his famed blade to cut them away. The archers proved to be a nuisance until Soko rushed up to them and tore through their ranks.  
 
    That was another thing about Shodren’s food: not only were Danzen and his companions faster than ever, they seemed to be impervious to the blades and arrows that came at them in waves. It was like they were wearing indestructible suits of armor. 
 
    The sheer number of combatants was intimidating, especially seeing them swell forward. There was always the chance they could be crushed, but Danzen pushed them back every time they came close using seismic Sunyatic attacks.  
 
    He worked himself into such a fury that he was able to conjure great gorges for them to fall into, Danzen tearing them limb by limb with a flick of his hand. And then there were his portals which he opened up all around him, feeding his demons. 
 
    A new wave came in from the sky, flying with their swords outstretched, their robes beating behind their bodies. Danzen hovered to address them. He cracked the first to reach him with his chain and sent his blade spiraling forward, where it passed through the chest of one of the paladins.  
 
    Soon, he noticed that his opponents were able to heal themselves and others. This produced an additional challenge as Danzen and his team continued to shred their way through their ranks.  
 
    “Circle back around and make sure they’re dead,” he told Nomin and Kudzu. “Keep fending them off!” he shouted to Jelmay, who bravely stood toward the front lines with Danzen’s glaive.  
 
    “Get back!” The bakeneko swiped at the paladins whenever they neared him. “Get back, demon!” 
 
    Danzen fell into a blurred sense of combat as he killed more and more of the paladins. He knew what his mother said was true, that his father had set this entire challenge up. She wouldn’t have boosted them with the food otherwise. He also had a feeling about where this was going, and what was to come after they killed all of them. 
 
    All Danzen could do was hope that he was wrong. 
 
    “Damn archers!” he heard Soko shout. Soon, archers came flying down into the courtyard, their bodies mangled on impact, limbs missing from Soko’s bladed rampage. She remained unsteady, doomed with what was likely to come once Danzen’s father dealt with Soko in the same way he had the other women in his life. 
 
    Danzen had a chance to do something there, to intervene, but he didn’t know how far he would go to help her yet. Then again, Soko had saved him in the end. Maybe he could do the same for her…. 
 
    Klank! 
 
    He swatted a shield away and cut down another paladin. 
 
    More opponents converged upon Danzen. They fell into portals where his demons picked them off. His demons had also started to crawl out of the portals and join the fray, which only increased the pandemonium.  
 
    At one point, Danzen began to keep count of the enemies he killed. They would come at him and he would deliver blow after blow, counting in his head as he did so. He would lose count and start again at one. 
 
    Danzen never broke a sweat. Every blade or bolt that neared his skin was repelled. Any blunt object never hit their target, never pushed him back or caused Danzen or his companions to falter. 
 
    How many people could he kill? How many would fall, and die another death? 
 
    He didn’t think about what might happen to them after, what Soko had said about these soldiers being banished to the Depths. He didn’t think about anything aside from the task at hand.  
 
    Extermination.  
 
    Obliteration.  
 
    Annihilation.  
 
    Danzen’s eternal dance with death and circumstance. 
 
    Dealing with so many powerful opponents would have been impossible without his mother’s food, without the stamina that it had given them and the sheer strength. Just now, Danzen managed to hit one of the paladins so hard that the man’s head exploded. He’d also done things with his echo that he’d never attempted before, precision control, Danzen able to manage a wide range of attacks that killed dozens at a time.  
 
    What had Shodren given him? And more importantly, did she have more? 
 
    The numbers never seemed to falter. This was alarming at first, but Danzen and his companions persevered, heads down, full-on slaughter until only a few were left, the bodies stacked so high that he could no longer see the outer walls of the fortress. 
 
    “We have to kill them all.” 
 
    “We will,” Jelmay told him. “We are.” 
 
    “We have to kill them all.” 
 
    Danzen took a powerful step forward and charged toward the last group, who were led by Kanjen and Midori. 
 
    There were no missteps, and every strike he delivered reached its target. He felt the beast within him and he harnessed it, Danzen able to plow through opponents left and right, the former assassin all focus, blessed and damned to be the executioner. Soko slayed Midori, Nomin gutted Kanjen, and Danzen handled the rest. 
 
    The final three fell. 
 
    Danzen looked out over the mass of bodies. There were hardly any moans. Nomin and Kudzu now saw to that. He glanced at the kitsune, who had a blank expression on her face as she put one of the guards out of their misery. Jelmay stood near her, the bakeneko with Danzen’s Blade of Darkness balanced over his shoulders, a disturbed look in his eyes. Then there was Soko, who came floating over to him. 
 
    “That was lovely.” She let out a deep, haggard breath. “I can’t believe we did that so quickly.” 
 
    “How long do you think it has been?” Danzen looked back to where his mother was seated with Sansar. He could no longer see them on account of the stacked bodies. He was glad for that. He was a butcher, and he didn’t want his mother to witness the truth even if she knew it to be so. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Soko now wore her mask, but he could tell by the look in her eyes that something was dawning on her. “That was insane.” 
 
    “Your father forced us to do it,” Jelmay said bitterly. “I don’t think we would have survived, Pilgrim. Not that you aren’t strong enough to take on however many soldiers this was. But the exhaustion. That food that your mother gave us.” 
 
    Soko lifted her chin to some degree, but she ultimately agreed with the bakeneko. “It helped. I’ve never felt so powerful.” 
 
    “It more than helped. She’s telling the truth, Pilgrim. Your mother is telling the truth.” 
 
    “I know she is,” he told Jelmay. 
 
    “Are you ready to go back over there?” Nomin asked. “And see what happens next?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Before approaching his mother, Danzen cleaned his weapons. He took one more look at the scattering of bodies and grimaced. It was a reminder of what he was capable of, especially with the help of his companions. 
 
    He joined the others and they made a trail through the bodies. They reached Shodren to find her smiling, her hands steepled together. 
 
    “It appears you have done it.” Shodren leaned back and Sansar moved from her shoulder to the table.  
 
    “We did, and thank you for the food.” Jelmay sat down at the table casually, but Danzen could tell by the way he held himself that he was nervous. “All in a day’s work, I guess.” The bakeneko laughed bitterly at his own comment. 
 
    “I suppose then it is time to give you the final Fatebrick.” 
 
    Danzen swallowed. “I would expect so, yes.” 
 
    Shodren looked like she was about to cry, yet she didn’t this time. She stared up at her son, a gleam in her eyes. “I’m so proud of you. I’m so proud of what you have done, and what you are about to do. This is the last Fatebrick. It is the one that will allow you to rebuild Sunyata, which is something I have dedicated my life to. I’m glad I could be a part, that you have solidified my legacy.” She gestured to the bread and wine that was left on the table. “The enchantment won’t last much longer, I’m afraid. But it lasted long enough for you to do what still needs to be done. And now, now I will face the repercussions.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “He warned me, he told me what would happen if I helped you. But I did so anyway. You hear that, Tengir?” she asked, coming alive. Shodren stood and stared defiantly up at the sky. “I did so anyway.” 
 
    “What did he say would happen?” Danzen asked carefully. 
 
    “Something about falling for a thousand years. That’s not the worst part of this. I am assuming you know what the worst part is by now.” 
 
    Danzen suddenly couldn’t look at his mother. He knew. He knew from the moment she said there would be more after he dealt with her protectors that this was coming, a final step to retrieve the Fatebrick. 
 
    “What?” Soko looked at Danzen with alarm as he drew his sword and readied it. 
 
    “I will make it quick.” 
 
    “I know you will, son.” 
 
    Shodren got down on her knees. She looked up at him one last time, love in her dark eyes. “I love you, Danzen. Good luck.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shodren’s head hit the ground, her body still balanced on her knees. Danzen lowered his sword, the former assassin overcome with disgust at what he had just done. By this point, Kudzu and Jelmay had turned away, and Sansar had let out a cry of remorse. 
 
    “He wanted you to kill your own mother?” Soko gasped, as if she hadn’t already known that this was what would happen when Danzen encountered Shodren. Danzen sensed an urgency to her question, one related to what would happen to her once Tengir grew bored with the assassin. Soko was finally seeing the light, but it was probably too late. 
 
    “I had to make sure he was ready,” Tengir Gantulga said, who now stood before the table as if he’d been there all along. He stepped past Shodren’s headless body and tapped his hand against her upper back, causing the body to fall forward. 
 
    Danzen looked at the center of his father’s chest, at the Ruler’s Gem. He clenched his eyes shut, to make it appear that he was mourning Shodren. Instead, he observed his father and confirmed what Nomtoi’s mother had said. 
 
    The Ruler’s Gem.  
 
    It was there, right where the jewel of a pendant would hang. 
 
    His father stepped back. “The final Fatebrick is yours.” Tengir Gantulga turned his palm around and a stone marble appeared. It floated over to Danzen. “Well? Don’t you want it?” 
 
    Danzen plucked it out of the air. The Fatebrick glowed with warmth. 
 
     “Not even a thank you?” 
 
    Danzen grunted a response. 
 
    “I assumed you wouldn’t be as appreciative as you should be, especially with what you have done. I’ll let that slide, for now. And I must commend you. What you did took guts. You have finally done it, you have finally reached that stage that I always knew you could reach, the one that would allow you to become a ruthless ruler. Return to the mortal realm and unite the Fatebricks. I would portal you there myself, but that would be cheating. I don’t play favorites with my sons.” 
 
    “I have a request.” 
 
    “Oh?”  
 
    “Nomtoi and I will fight.” 
 
    “You most certainly will. In the coming hours and days.” 
 
    “If I am able to kill him here, or in the mortal realm, I want you to send him to his mother.” 
 
    Tengir seemed shocked by Danzen’s suggestion. “You would ask that I curse my own son to falling for a thousand years in an endless void?” 
 
    “I would.” 
 
    “And you? If Nomtoi kills you, what of your fate?” 
 
    “Same as his.” 
 
    Kudzu came forward. “You can’t, Danzen.” 
 
    “Don’t ask for that,” Soko said. 
 
    Jelmay simply threw his hands up in the air, the bakeneko done with all the calamity. He grumbled something under his breath, and eventually muttered his favorite curse word, “Bah!” 
 
    Tengir remained intrigued by Danzen’s proposal. “If you are able to kill your brother, he plummets for a thousand years. If he kills you, you plummet. I don’t play favorites, even if I do not like your brother. But I like this. Are you sure this is what you truly desire?” 
 
    “It is. That is what I am proposing.” 
 
    “In that case, I will make it happen. And I will do you another favor. I won’t tell Nomtoi of this stipulation. I will leave that to you, if you want. But you aren’t going to be able to kill your brother. Well, I take that back. You have learned new ways to use your powers. So maybe you do have a chance after all, a slim one. But I will ask one more time: are you sure about this, son? You’re also damning yourself. If he manages to cut you down, the torture you will face will be unlike anything you’ve experienced before. That, I can assure you.” 
 
    “I’ve never been so sure of something in my life.” 
 
    “Bold words. We will see if you can back them up.” Tengir Gantulga picked up Shodren’s severed head. “You have done well here, even with Shodren’s cheating. I have no doubt you would have persevered against her protectors, but some of yours might not have survived. Now, you get to be with them longer. Congratulations. And good job with your mother as well. Personally, I was hoping that Shodren would fight back. She can fight, you know, but this is a satisfactory enough outcome. And I get to keep a trophy. Good luck.” 
 
    He turned away from them and vanished, still clutching Shodren by her hair. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” Sansar finally told the group, as if they were all looking to him for guidance. “I’ve never felt so distraught.” 
 
    “Cruelty for cruelty’s sake.” Nomin stepped forward. “This isn’t befitting for a ruler.”  
 
    Danzen looked down at his blade again. There was still blood on the tip. The fact that it was his mother’s blood made it even worse. 
 
    “I understand now,” Soko told Danzen in a soft voice.  
 
    “My father is a master at what he does. Since our first meeting, he has been manipulating me in some way, forcing me to do his bidding.” 
 
    “He had you kill your brother’s mother, and your own mother,” Jelmay said. The bakeneko sat down at the table and stared down at an empty plate. “What kind of crazy, sick person would do that?” 
 
    “One who is bored.” 
 
    “Bored?” Jelmay asked Danzen. 
 
    “He is an omnipotent being here and in our realm. There’s nothing that he can’t have, nothing that he can’t do or experience. Now, he finds joy in watching others suffer, seeing what they will do, how they will react when put in circumstances that he has had a hand in creating. It makes me think of everything that I’ve been through since starting my journey at the monastery. All of it.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that you didn’t benefit from something like bending your echo? Because I’ve seen improvement myself, Pilgrim. You are something entirely different than when I first met you.” 
 
    “I’m not suggesting that. I’m glad I learned to bend my echo and deal in Sunyatic power, even if it was my father’s doing.” 
 
    “He wanted you to grow stronger so you could defeat your brother,” Kudzu added. 
 
    “He did. But he also wanted to break me. He wanted me to take his throne, but then my father realized that I wasn’t going to do it, that he couldn’t force me to. A new plan was hatched, the current plan, to make me ruler of heaven. This will only amplify the power of his bloodline. Yet again, he thinks he will come out on top.” 
 
    Soko floated away from them. “I shouldn’t be privy to all of this.” 
 
    “You’re as deep in this as we are,” Jelmay reminded her. “Deeper, if we’re being honest.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything. Soko merely looked back at the bodies, all of the people that they had slain. 
 
    Kudzu turned to Danzen. “What now?” 
 
    “Now, we go to the border.” Danzen used the white tablecloth to wipe his sword. “But first, I bury her.” 
 
    “He took her head.” Jelmay sighed miserably. “I’m still trying to process that part.” 
 
    “The more you think about it, the worse it becomes.” 
 
    “I know, Fox. Bah, I tell you!”  
 
    “How are you holding up?” Nomin asked Sansar, who continued to stare down at Shodren’s body. 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “I know that was hard to see, especially with how close you were with her. We were also wrong to send you back with the Fatebricks. She didn’t actually want them. We’ve been misled from the start.” 
 
    “But we won’t be misled much longer.” Danzen locked eyes with Nomin. Even though she was blind, and maintained this handicap in Diyu, he could tell that she was looking right at him. He could also tell that she knew that Danzen had a plan. She nodded and returned to consoling Sansar, who remained distraught. 
 
    “I guess I’ll take what food is left,” Jelmay said. “Especially if it makes us stronger. There is still a little bread and a little wine.” 
 
    “Good.” Danzen eventually located a shed, where he found a shovel. He was still feeling the strength and stamina boost from his mother’s food, and used this additional boost to swiftly dig a hole large enough for her body.  
 
    He placed what was left of Shodren’s body inside, filled it with dark soil, and stood over the grave for a moment. “This isn’t over,” Danzen whispered.  
 
    It was a message meant for both his mother and his father, if he was listening. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Seven 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The wagon raced alongside Diyu’s replica of the Sakai River. They had chosen a wagon so they wouldn’t be trapped inside something like a carriage, the change of vessel allowing Danzen and his group to constantly scan the area. 
 
    Even if they had a better view of things, it was still maddening; the pervasive sense of imminent attack kept the group perpetually on edge, every shadow a potential threat. Even so, Danzen had the sneaking suspicion that Nomtoi’s next move would be closer to the border. 
 
    He was certain that Nomtoi was able to track him in some way. His half-brother must have known by now that Danzen was looking to exit Diyu and moving west quickly. There was the off chance that his brother would let him pass through freely, but Danzen highly doubted that. 
 
    He could feel the confrontation that was to follow. It was only a matter of when. 
 
    “How many days will it take to reach the border?” he asked Soko. Danzen had already asked her this question, but he had been so focused on scanning the area that he didn’t hear her answer. 
 
    “Several at this rate. We should just ask him to portal us.” 
 
    “Maybe we should. Maybe that is the best way to do this.” 
 
    “Your father?” Kudzu asked in disgust. 
 
    “We need his help,” Danzen said, the former assassin hoping that there was enough fake conviction in his voice to sound credible. He knew Tengir was always listening. 
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Several days is too long. Nomtoi will be able to attack us numerous times. I want him to only have one shot. Stop the wagon.” 
 
    The wagon, which was drawn by demons similar to the carriages in Diyu, came to a stop on its own. 
 
    “Eat what is left of the food and wine,” Danzen told Jelmay and Kudzu. 
 
    “You should have some as well.” Jelmay broke off a piece of the bread and handed it to Danzen. He ate a small bite, and washed it back with a sip of the wine, followed by water from a waterskin that he had taken back at the fortress. 
 
    Danzen hopped out of the wagon and glanced down at his gauntleted blades. He adjusted their straps. Once Jelmay was off the wagon, he handed the bakeneko his Blade of Darkness. To Kudzu, he gave Nomin’s replica sword. Danzen had all he needed in his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, his chains, Astra kunai, and gauntleted blades. Any one of those weapons alone gave him quite the edge. 
 
    Once he was ready, Danzen looked up at the red sky of Diyu. 
 
    “Father.” 
 
    “I thought you would never call.” Tengir Gantulga stood in front of Danzen, as if he had been with them all along. His father seemed relaxed, the muscular man in a fresh set of dark purple robes and sandals. “You’re asking for a portal to the border, yes?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “A portal to the border.” Tengir pretended to consider this. “It wouldn’t be fair for me to play favorites. But you could earn yourself a portal.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “I’ve done enough for you for today.” 
 
    “Are you referring to what happened back there with your mother?” His father shook his head in mock sadness. “Shodren shouldn’t have disobeyed me. I tried to warn her, son, I really did.” 
 
    “Everyone back in the wagon.” Danzen turned away from him, causing a change in Tengir’s voice once he spoke again: 
 
    “You would turn your back to me, knowing that I could easily ruin your little exodus? That is a bold move, son.” 
 
    “I cannot do anything else for you at this moment. I have one goal, and one goal only,” Danzen said. “You want me to rebuild heaven, yes?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Then I need to get to the border to do it. That is my goal, to unite the Fatebricks.” 
 
    “I love how dedicated you are. It’s one of your stronger traits. But remember, anything I do for you, I have to do for your brother. That is how I am playing this. We’ve already established that. If I portal you somewhere, I will have to do the same for him.” 
 
    “He can already portal himself.” 
 
    Tengir Gantulga stroked his beard. “That is true. In that case, I will get you closer and you can deal with Nomtoi when he inevitably comes. Because he will come.” 
 
    “Aware.” 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t answer. 
 
    “Are you mad about what happened to your mother? You shouldn’t be. As I said before, I warned her…” 
 
    Danzen shook his head, not able to maintain eye contact with his father now. He was so close to pulling off his plan. He had to control his temper. “I’m not mad, I’m just focused.” 
 
    “So you understand why I did what I did? Why it had to be done? Disobedience is something a leader cannot tolerate.” 
 
    Danzen held his head high. “I do.” 
 
    Danzen heard Kudzu make a noise with her throat behind him, but he ignored her. She didn’t yet understand his plan. He wasn’t going to be able to pull it off here in Diyu, not to his knowledge, not without speaking to the others first. 
 
    “In that case, the portal is all yours. You’ve made me very proud today. It isn’t often that a father watches his son slay a thousand of his best soldiers. I see good things in your future.” 
 
    A portal opened up near the carriage, startling the demonic horses. It was clear that the border of Diyu was on the other side. Even so, Sansar flew in first to check.  “It is the border,” the raven announced upon his return. He landed on Nomin’s shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not one to play games,” Tengir Gantulga assured them. “And a word to the wise: do be ready for Nomtoi. He is so very close to striking.” Danzen’s father laughed. By this point, Nomin and Soko had already moved through to the other side of the portal, Jelmay following them, Kudzu in tow.  
 
    All of them were done with Tengir’s manipulative madness. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They appeared near the border. Danzen could now see the red of Diyu’s sky meeting the blue of the mortal realm, the Panchen Mountains beyond. So close. 
 
    It was only a few moments later that Nomtoi’s forces appeared, just as his father had warned. He had the Butterflies of Arsi with him, Ginza, Nyamdor with his fire swords, and a host of armor-clad demons.  
 
    Danzen and his group were severely outnumbered. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” Nomtoi asked with a sneer.  
 
    As Danzen had assumed, Nomtoi was able to resurrect the Evils that Danzen had already killed. This meant that there was the potential for an attack from Shimo. His assumptions were proven correct a moment later as the ghost-like demon swarmed toward Danzen.  
 
    This time, Shimo didn’t stand a chance.  
 
    Danzen thrust his hand into the shroud of darkness, grabbed Shimo by the throat, and pulled him out. Beside him, Nomin finished the job, the blind assassin running her sword through Shimo’s stomach. Shimo’s body shriveled up and he vanished into dust. 
 
    “Look at you,” Nomtoi said, delight in his eyes. “You think you’re so strong now, that being here in Diyu somehow boosted your power. You think you have our father’s blessing. You think that you will survive this.” 
 
    “I killed your mother.” 
 
    These words startled Nomtoi, cutting short what would have certainly been a diatribe. They caused the forces behind Nomtoi, hundreds of demons, to all murmur amongst themselves as word spread of what Danzen had said. 
 
    It was several moments before Nomtoi finally spoke again: “…What did you say?” 
 
    “In the Depths. Our father sent me there to get stronger. He tasked me with killing your mother, an ancient demon. I killed her. She wanted me to give you a message.” 
 
    “A message? What message?” 
 
    Danzen shrugged. “I don’t remember it.” 
 
    Enraged, Nomtoi raced toward Danzen with his fists raised. The two traded blows, Danzen actually able to hold his own due to the boost that he had received from his mother’s food. Yet he could tell that it wouldn’t protect them for long. Nomtoi was much stronger than the soldiers back at the fortress. 
 
    As Danzen staggered backward from a strike from Nomtoi that would have put a hole through a solid wall of stone, Danzen grabbed his chains. He came back swinging and swatted Nomtoi across the face. 
 
    His flesh sizzled, Nomtoi shocked to actually receive damage.  
 
    Danzen was just seconds away from opening a portal beneath his brother’s feet when Nomtoi jumped into the air, seething with hate. Around them, Soko and Nomin moved into action, Jelmay and Kudzu hesitating. Sansar was already in his largest form, the three-legged raven flying to the air, grabbing some of the soldiers Nomtoi had brought with him, and hurling them into others. 
 
    Danzen opened up portals all around him. “All of you, come to the portals. Free yourselves now!” 
 
    He didn’t expect them to fight for him, but he knew that some would, and that they would be enough to push Nomtoi’s forces back. Fortunately for Danzen, all the feeding he had done recently seemed to have paid off. His demons climbed through the portals in droves. They took off toward Nomtoi’s forces, swarming them, even as their flesh was ignited by Nyamdor’s swords. 
 
    “Sansar!” The bird appeared moments later in the sky above Danzen. “Kudzu and Jelmay. Make sure they are safe.” 
 
    “Yes, Pilgrim! Good luck. For Shodren!” 
 
    The raven took off, and Danzen turned his attention to his brother.  
 
    Nomtoi landed in front of him, his skin still sizzling from Danzen’s chain attack, the demonic being seconds away from morphing into his large wolf form.  
 
    Clang! 
 
    Danzen struck him again with his chain. Nomtoi shrieked as Danzen beat him again and again, possessed with anger, glad to finally have the upper hand. 
 
    After all that Nomtoi had done, Danzen would triumph. 
 
    But then Nomtoi took his largest form. It only took a second for him to morph. Before Danzen could try for a portal attack, Nomtoi threw his entire body weight into his half-brother.  
 
    Danzen lost his chains. 
 
    Nomtoi tried to bite down on him. Danzen prevented him from doing so by using his hands to hold Nomtoi’s jaw back. He jumped out of the way at just as Nomtoi overpowered him. Danzen rolled, frantically looked for his chains, and loosed a pair of kunai instead.  
 
    The throwing knives whisked through the air, one going wide, the other connecting with one of Nomtoi’s eyes. 
 
    His brother howled. Danzen grabbed his kunai and opened a portal, but Nomtoi jumped out of the way, taking to the air in his wolf form. 
 
     Danzen jumped up to meet him, and was tackled by one of the Butterflies of Arsi, the same one he had battled back in the mountains. The two went spiraling toward the ground. Danzen scrambled on top of the Butterfly and drove one of his daggers into her back. 
 
    He drew his sword and finished the job, his eyes darting left and right as he scanned the ground for his chains. 
 
    Danzen glanced up to see his brother hovering above him, boiling with hatred. “I believe I remember her message,” he called up to Nomtoi. 
 
    Nomtoi appeared in front of Danzen in a flash. Danzen caught sight of his chains, just beyond his furious brother. If he could just reach them, he’d stand a chance… 
 
    Danzen just needed to distract him a little more.  
 
    “She wanted you to know—” Danzen paused. He couldn’t do it. It wasn’t in his nature to taunt an opponent like Soko might have done. He wanted to say something along the lines of your mother wanted you to know she always hated you. But this wasn’t who Danzen was, it wasn’t how he dealt with opponents. 
 
    “What?” Nomtoi asked, desperation in his voice. “What did she want me to know?” He approached Danzen, staggering now, as if his life was hanging on the balance of whatever Danzen was about to say. 
 
    “She wanted you to know that she loves you, and she looks forward to seeing you soon.” 
 
    Danzen opened up a portal directly beneath Nomtoi’s feet. His brother slipped in; Danzen closed the portal, and cut his brother’s leg off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen rushed forward as another portal opened. It missed Nomtoi, but the damage was done. His half-brother had lost his left leg up to his knee. 
 
    “What have you done!?” Nomtoi changed forms, yet the disability remained, his back leg missing. He stumbled to the side in shock; Danzen jumped, hand outstretched for his chain. He grabbed it and swiveled back toward Nomtoi.  
 
    Danzen reached his brother in two epic steps and lashed at him with his chain.  
 
    Clang!  
 
    He struck him again.  
 
    Clang!  
 
    Kitazawa, whom Danzen hadn’t spotted earlier, raced toward him in an effort to protect Nomtoi. She didn’t stand a chance as Danzen swatted her out of the air. The demonic yokai hit the ground, bounced, and met the end of Soko’s blade. 
 
    “Do it!” Soko cried to Danzen as Nomtoi’s demon soldiers rushed toward her. 
 
    Danzen turned back to Nomtoi and was immediately hit by a bolt of dark Sunyatic energy. Nomtoi had fired it from the back of his throat, yet it did little to stop Danzen’s charge. He reached his brother, struck him again, and opened another portal. 
 
    Thiish! 
 
    Nomtoi’s other front leg disappeared into the portal and was quickly severed. 
 
    “Now!” Danzen shouted to his demons, which turned away from Nomtoi’s forces and all converged on his brother at once. Nomtoi managed to beat some of them off, but Danzen’s forces kept coming in droves, his hellspawns swarming out of numerous portals now. Soon, they were stripping Nomtoi’s flesh from his bones, tearing out his eyes, ripping off his ears and devouring him whole. 
 
    Danzen could have put him out of his misery. He could have sent his sword flying forward to stop Nomtoi from suffering, but he didn’t. Instead, Danzen stepped aside and watched his demons finish the job, his hellspawns ravenous and mad. 
 
    Nomtoi’s forces evaporated the moment he fell. Ginza, who had been charging toward Danzen, crumbled into dust, and Nyamdor was engulfed by his own flames. The Butterflies plummeted from the sky and struck the ground, creating tiny mushroom clouds of dust.  
 
    Danzen turned back to his companions. 
 
    Nomin lowered her sword. Soko floated just a bit higher into the air, a celebratory tone to her voice. “You did it,” she said, overcome with joy. “You actually did it.” 
 
    Kudzu had a similar reaction. She approached Danzen and hugged him as he stared at what was left of his brother’s body, a blank expression on his face.  
 
    “Huh,” Jelmay said as he approached the two of them. He leaned his weight against his Blade of Darkness. “I’m not going to lie, that was much easier than I thought it was going to be. Well.” The bakeneko shrugged. “I guess we go back to our realm, then. First one there gets to choose tonight’s dinner!” 
 
    Jelmay took off toward the border, the bakeneko still holding his glaive. Once Danzen made sure he had all his things, he took off running as well. He easily caught the laughing bakeneko, but the two were soon beaten by Sansar, who came flying overhead gripping Kudzu by the shoulders. 
 
    They passed through the border and Danzen felt an immediate sense of exhaustion. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one.  
 
    Jelmay threw his paws into the air. “I’m so glad to be back.” His nostrils flared open. “Do you smell that, Pilgrim? It’s our world and it smells so good. I love it! I’d get down on my knees and kiss the ground, but I think I’m good standing.”  
 
    Kudzu joined them. “It feels so very good to be back.” 
 
    “Odd.” Danzen placed his hand over his heart as he noticed a change in his energy levels. 
 
    “You’re feeling that too?” Jelmay asked. “Maybe the reverse effect of the food your mother gave us.” 
 
    “Or it doesn’t work over here.” 
 
    “That too. I’m going to need you to take this thing back, if you don’t mind.” By the time Jelmay handed the Blade of Darkness over, Nomin and Soko had reached them.  
 
    Kudzu bent forward, her hands on her knees. “This is tough.” 
 
    “I feel strange as well,” Soko said. “Nomin?” 
 
    The blind assassin offered her a curt nod.  
 
    “Bird?” Jelmay asked Sansar, who had landed on Nomin’s shoulder. 
 
    “It’s the food. Shodren told me it would cause a reaction like this in the mortal realm.” 
 
    “Told you? She should have told us.” 
 
    “There wasn’t a lot of time.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” Jelmay plopped onto the ground and yawned. A smile took shape on his face. “I’ve got to admit, Pilgrim, that was inspiring, what you did to your brother back there. Cut those legs off and let your demons go to town. Ha! If you weren’t my hero before, you definitely are now. And the bards, I shouldn’t even mention the bards.” 
 
    “You really shouldn’t.” 
 
    “But I will, Fox. The bards are going to really like that final battle. I can’t wait to hear what they write about it. Of course, I’ll be there to correct them if they get any of the details wrong. And no dirges either, I want to hear something light and peppy, something that solidifies our legacy. Isn’t that right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. He continued gazing at the horizon, still surprised to see the dark blue of the night sky. 
 
    Jelmay continued as if Danzen had responded positively: “Light and peppy, perhaps a march. We all know Nomtoi had that coming. Brutal ending, sure, but well-deserved. And now, he falls, he falls for practically forever.” Jelmay made a noise as he spiraled a claw toward the ground. “Grim, actually. All of this is grim. What happened back there was grim.” He looked up at Danzen. “You have a plan though, right?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “What’s your plan?” asked Soko. 
 
    “We’ll discuss it later.” Danzen took a deep breath in. It felt like the first true breath he’d had in ages. He stared up at the mountains, which cast enormous shadows onto the path ahead. Danzen estimated that they were more than half a day away from the abandoned temple where the Fatebricks were stored.  
 
    “Should we rest a few hours before continuing?” Sansar asked. “It is best not to rush, and we will certainly reach there by morning.” 
 
    “Morning. Not a bad idea,” Danzen said as he finally noticed the bitter cold that trailed down the slopes ahead. There were bits of snow fluttering in the air as well, a reminder of the weather extremes of his realm. He hadn’t seen anything like snow in Diyu, where the temperature was always mild. But there had been the aetherstorm.  
 
    At least there weren’t things like that here. 
 
    Danzen stared down at the ground for a moment as he remembered his brother’s face seconds before Nomtoi was devoured. Seeing others in pain didn’t bring him joy, but he was glad that Nomtoi had suffered in the end. He was glad to have used his own demons to kill him. 
 
    And who knew, maybe he would find his mother falling in an endless void. 
 
    Now, Danzen had two more tasks left before he could truly call it a day. The first task was to rebuild Sunyata, whatever it took. The second task, the one that would likely turn out to be the most tricky, involved dealing with his father. 
 
    Danzen had been through enough.  
 
    Sansar took to the air. “I will find an adequate place to rest. I can also take the final Fatebrick to Usagi and the others, if you’d like.” 
 
    “No,” Danzen said. “I’ll hold on to it for now. We aren’t in the clear yet.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Once they found a place to rest for a few hours, Danzen opened a portal away from his companions. A demon crawled out, one smaller than the others. 
 
    “How many are left?” 
 
    “Not many.” 
 
    “You are all free; the cage is open.”  
 
    “We are willing to help, master.” 
 
    “I don’t know what kind of battles we will face next, but I know it won’t be easy.” 
 
    “We are willing to help, those of us that are left. It is our duty.” 
 
    “You are certain?” 
 
    “We are, master.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Later, once Kudzu and Jelmay were asleep, Danzen joined Nomin and Soko. The two stood guard at the entrance to a small cave they had found. A fire kept the yokai warm behind them and cast a soft glow onto the two assassins. 
 
    “Do you remember the pendant?” Danzen asked Soko.  
 
    She turned to him, confusion in her eyes. “The pendant? Which one?”  
 
    Over the next few minutes, he reminded her of Lord Eldrin and the remnant that he wore, the one Danzen had been tasked to get without killing him.   
 
    “That was one of the stranger assignments,” Soko said after he finished his explanation. “Why do you bring it up?” 
 
    “I was thinking about it recently. I was thinking about the ways Birin Yeshe would challenge me just because he could. I always looked up to him like a father, until, of course, he ordered my hit. Then I knew the truth. But not until then.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Soko asked. 
 
    “I’m saying anything, I’m just talking.” 
 
    “You sound tired, the ramblings of a tired assassin. I have known enough to recognize one.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Danzen peered down into a gorge beyond, one that had been carved with steps long ago by the people that once inhabited this region. Danzen had seen their glyphs before, people from so long ago. With a flick of his finger, he secretly used his Sunyatic power to toss a stone down into the gorge.  
 
    Soko perked up immediately and raced down to follow the sound. 
 
    Danzen turned to Nomin. “It probably would have been easier if I had distracted him, and Soko had gone for Lord Eldrin’s pendant.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “It would have been smarter,” Danzen said as he touched his chest, right where his father’s gem was located. The Ruler’s Gem. “Eldrin thought the source of all of his power came from that pendant. And in a way, it did. He died soon after.” 
 
    “Did he? Something like that would kill him?” 
 
    Danzen’s heart hitched momentarily. Nomin seemed to understand what he was hinting at. 
 
    He continued: “It would. I learned this bit from one of his mistresses. She said it was his secret, that she had tried to take the pendant before, and had been severely beaten for doing so.” 
 
    “It sounds like there is timing involved,” Nomin said softly. 
 
    “There was, but I made it work.” 
 
    “I think I understand.” 
 
    “I had this strange feeling that you would, that you would know all about timing a kill, or in this case, a theft.” 
 
    “And I’m sure that theft, the loss of his power, changed everyone around him. Did you ever hear about any of that? Lord Eldrin’s fate?” 
 
    “Aside from his death, no, I didn’t. But I’d be interested to know what happened next.” 
 
    Soko returned. “Just a rock. I thought I was going to be able to kill something for your pets to eat.” She laughed at her own cruel joke. “Come on, it’s funny.” 
 
    “Why don’t you rest just a little?” Nomin asked Danzen. “We can stand guard.” 
 
    “I agree with Nomin. We have no enemies now. Your brother is dead, and all we have to do now is unite the Fatebricks.” Soko gestured toward the mountains beyond. “Easy enough. Rest, Danzen. You’ve earned it. If anything comes, we will deal with it, and you can feed it to your demons.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Homecoming. Danzen was close enough to his monastery that he could sense it. He shouldn’t have been able to. The monastery was no longer there. It was burned down. Nothing remained but a pile of rubble. Yet he knew that if he turned the opposite direction, away from the Asura Forest, he would eventually end up there, back to where he’d first felt truly himself. 
 
    Away from it all.  
 
    Peaceful for a spell. 
 
    As they continued on, Sansar flew ahead to announce that Danzen and his companions would soon arrive. It was at that point that everything would change. Then, they would begin the next process, led by Nova.  
 
    But there was one more piece. 
 
    Danzen knew it would require timing, a kind of precision that only someone like him, a trained assassin, would be able to pull off. Even then, it might not go as planned. It would require distraction, and likely more conversation. But how was he supposed to talk to Nomin about his plan? It was too dangerous to delve into further detail aloud, too risky to explain the second part of his strategy, what he had reasoned out since his final encounter with his mother. 
 
    They would have to continue their conversation in a clandestine way. 
 
    Nomin seemed to pick up that he wanted to speak, the blind assassin slowing so the rest could push ahead into the forest. 
 
    “This Lord Eldrin,” she said. “He was a rich man, yes?” 
 
    “Inconceivably rich.” 
 
    “Do you know who took his place after his death?” 
 
    “No, I do not. But I remember learning that someone in his vicinity was qualified.” 
 
    “Did they want the role?” 
 
    “No, someone else did. But this first person would have been terrible for the role, too erratic. It was quite the enterprise. Eldrin needed someone that had a steady hand, someone not blinded by the day-to-day, able to see things that others couldn’t. And that’s what ended up happening.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    Soko, who had picked up on the conversation, drifted back. “Are you all still talking about Lord Eldrin?” 
 
    “We are,” Nomin said. “I find it fascinating.” 
 
    “Of the hundreds and hundreds of people Danzen has killed, I would say he was the least fascinating. Just a baron who put too much emphasis on a magical object.” 
 
    “Speaking of magical objects, I could really use some magical food,” Jelmay said. “We really should have eaten before we left. We have been walking for hours.” 
 
    “I can carry you,” Sansar called from above. 
 
    “No, no, I should carry myself. After all, who’s going to inspire Yato and Usagi once we arrive?” 
 
    Soko laughed. Soon, she was having a conversation with Jelmay about various yokai of the Asura Forest, her interest in the more notorious ones and their exploits. 
 
    Once again, Danzen and Nomin spoke quietly. He dropped as many hints as he could, and he was certain that she had picked up on a few of them. But he wasn’t certain if she was up to the task, the ultimate outcome that he was shooting for. 
 
    He couldn’t figure out a way to ask her, so he moved on. It would come, and he would ask in the moment. 
 
    They met Yato and several yokai deep in the forest, Danzen aware that they weren’t very far from the temple with the Fatebricks. The younger assassin, who was incredibly excited to see them, was joined by Abbot Monpo, Galzo the winged wolf, Semya the bakeneko, and of course, Usagi. But the most surprising member of the group that had joined Usagi came in the form of a human, Elder Sonders of Suja Village’s Third District. 
 
    “Pilgrim,” he said as he approached, the older man leaning his weight on his cane, the one that featured a Sunyatic jewel in the mouth of a silver wolf. “Khamdo and Temur tried to come, but I wouldn’t let them. They both have children, you know, and wives. I, on the other hand, do not. Shedrup was the last of my line.” 
 
    “And I’m the one that invited him,” Usagi said proudly as he puffed up his chest. “See, it pays to know yokai like me. A yokai like me has connections.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here,” Danzen told Elder Sonders. He was equally glad that Usagi had invited him, which would bring this full-circle if they succeeded. The true changes in Danzen’s life had begun in Genshin Valley, where Danzen had benefitted from Elder Sonders’ kindness. 
 
    Now, he would repay the man. 
 
    Danzen sensed movement in the brush beyond. He nearly pulled his sword out as Bahjee stumbled his way out, the heavyset bakeneko huffing. “You all move too quickly,” he groaned.  
 
    “Bahjee?” Kudzu asked. “Why did you come?” 
 
    “Why did I come? And save all the glory for yourself? Bah!” 
 
    “Bah!” Jelmay said, joining in. “Don’t be so selfish, Fox.” 
 
    “Bah!” Semya started laughing. “Just what we need, another bakeneko.” 
 
    Usagi hopped around, investigating Danzen. He looked up at him, whiskers twitching. “You have changed.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Danzen glanced ahead to Abbot Monpo, who came forward, the kitsune in his human form. His sparking white hair was tied off into seven long locks and his robes were freshly pressed. “By Sunyata, you made it.” 
 
    “Somehow,” Danzen said as he greeted the leader of the fox shrine with a short bow. “And now, the next step.” 
 
    “Yes, the next step. I suppose we should get to the top of the temple where the Fatebricks are stored and join Nova.” 
 
    “He is there?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “He is. And he promises to summon the raiju once it all begins.”  
 
    The thought of Timbero and his brother, Rodekh, patrolling the skies above did little to ease Danzen’s apprehension. He didn’t know why he was starting to feel this way, but was likely tied to what Jelmay had said at the border, that all of this had been too easy. He suspected there would be more challenges in the near future. 
 
    “Yato,” Danzen said as the younger assassin approached. 
 
    “What did I miss?” 
 
    “Not so much. But enough that you made the right choice in coming here instead of there.” 
 
    “Was it that bad?” 
 
    “Diyu itself is not as bad as people make it out to be, but we were constantly being toyed with. I’ll explain it all later, after we accomplish what it is we have come here to do.” 
 
    “Rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “I have been bending my echo with Abbot Monpo. He arrived a day or so after Semya and I got here.” 
 
    “Your student is very talented,” Abbot Monpo told Danzen. “I don’t remember ever encountering a human that could do as much as she can at such a young age.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear she stayed active. And I’m equally glad that you decided to come. I had a feeling you would.” 
 
    “Galzo’s pack told us what was happening. We came immediately after that.” 
 
    Danzen glanced over to the wolf, who was speaking to Jelmay and Bahjee. “I’m happy all of you came, and I hope everyone understands what could happen next. This will not be easy.” 
 
    “We are all here for a reason, Pilgrim,” Abbot Monpo said. “Let’s begin.” 
 
    Together, the group turned toward the temple. After navigating the forest for half an hour, they took the old stone steps to the top.  
 
    Usagi, who had tucked himself away in Bahjee’s bag, explained in great detail how much work he had personally put into tidying up the place.  
 
    From what Danzen could tell, it was the same ruined temple it had been the first time he had seen it. Shaped like a tiered pyramid, the temple was entirely hidden by the forest. There was a single room at the top, which was where they had stored the other Fatebricks. As they approached, Danzen saw Nova standing before the stone doorway. 
 
    An idea came to him after they greeted the fallen angel. 
 
    “Would there be a place where we can speak privately?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Unfortunately, your father, and a host of other things, are listening now.” 
 
    “A host of other things, eh?” Jelmay asked Nova. The bakeneko now wore his demon bear cloak, which made him look a bit more intimidating than he normally did. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “An event like this is cosmic in certain ways. It will draw the attention of entities that want power, entities from realms lost and not fully formed. I do not know what will come once we have united the objects, but I suspect it is important for us to prepare for the worst.” 
 
    Lightning crackled above as Timbero and his brother appeared, the two seemingly pressing out of dark gray clouds. The two wolves hovered above, both looking down at the group, Rodekh’s tail wagging. 
 
    “We will have to protect the convergence for twenty-four hours. And the person that touches the Fatebricks at the end will be the ruler of Sunyata,” Nova reminded them. “Have you decided who that person will be?” 
 
    “Abbot Monpo.” Danzen had been so focused on what would happen after heaven was reformed that he hadn’t given the ruler of Sunyata much thought. But it was clear to him now, the pieces slowly falling into place. From the first time he had met the kitsune, Abbot Monpo had shown that he had a true moral compass.  
 
    He would be the perfect ruler. 
 
    “Are there any objections?” Nova asked. 
 
    No one said anything; a few of the yokai shook their heads. 
 
    “I was thinking of putting my name in the running, but I suppose the kitsune would be better,” Usagi said. 
 
    Jelmay burst out laughing. “You? Ruler of Sunyata? If that was the case, I’d much rather go to Diyu.” 
 
    “I barely know him,” Soko said. “But I don’t have a dog in this fight. I also don’t know why I’m here.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo turned her. “You are here because you believe in what we are doing. Otherwise, you would have stayed across the border. You are here because you recognize the importance of what we are doing.” 
 
    Soko approached the kitsune. “You really think that?” 
 
    “I most certainly do. Why else would you be here?” 
 
    “I have my reasons,” Soko said. 
 
    “Sure you do, we all do. But you have made the ultimate sacrifice to be here, and together, we will see this to its natural conclusion.” 
 
    “And do you object?” Nova asked Abbot Monpo. “Do you object to ruling Sunyata?” 
 
    “I do not. I am humbled by this proposal, and I would gladly put everything I have into seeing to the restoration of heaven, so that Sunyata reigns supreme as it did for so long.” 
 
    “You are aware that you will die if given the role?” 
 
    “Die and be reborn. I accept that fate.” Abbot Monpo bowed to the fallen angel. “I humbly accept that fate.” 
 
    Kudzu stepped up next to Danzen. “It makes sense. All of this makes sense.” She grabbed Danzen’s hand and squeezed. “All of this makes sense.” 
 
    “In that case, we will begin in the next hour. Do what you must do now. Rest, eat, prepare yourselves,” Nova said as he motioned toward some of the supplies that Usagi and Semya had gathered. There was food, and a few older weapons. “I will take the final object.” 
 
    “What about you?” Elder Bahjee asked the fallen angel. “Don’t you want to rule it? Why would you give the role to a kitsune? No offense,” he told Abbot Monpo. 
 
    “It is not my role to lead Sunyata, it is my role to serve. That is the way it was in the past, and that is the way it shall be in the future. Now, the final Fatebrick,” he told Danzen as he extended his palm up. “It is time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nova hovered the eight Fatebricks in the air and brought them together. There was the rosary, the jewelry box, the claw, the ring, an eye, the teeth, the chalice, the brick, and the marble. All had been a challenge to obtain; all had pushed Danzen to some new limit, forcing him to grow stronger for the moments that were to come.  
 
    Moments like what lay ahead. 
 
    The group stood back as the objects began to rotate around one another. The convergence began with a solid beam of light that dropped from the heavens.  
 
    Their world shook.  
 
    Kudzu linked her hand around Danzen’s arm. Next to him, Jelmay tried to grab Semya’s tail. When she wouldn’t let him, Jelmay huddled together with Elder Bahjee, both bakeneko afraid of what was to come. 
 
    The sky ignited with purple fire, pure Sunyatic energy.  
 
    Danzen realized something else as he watched the proceedings. The power wasn’t coming from the objects; it was coming from their entire realm, pooled from all the remnants and Sunyatic talismans. Danzen realized now why it would take an entire day for the convergence to take place. They were going to have to wait for it to work, especially with how much energy the Fatebricks would need to absorb as they stripped the mortal realm of remnants. 
 
    And it made sense. The remnants, the Sunyatic talismans, everything would be returned.  
 
    Everything would be necessary for Sunyata to rebuild. 
 
    “Not long now!” Nova said over the slight roar of energy. The spiral of power wasn’t strong yet, but Danzen had a feeling that this would change. The fallen angel continued: “Absorbing power like this will bring enemies, some long forgotten. I’m no expert here. This the first time that something like this has ever been attempted. Regardless, we will need to guard them. Remember, you must be the one that touches the convergence upon completion,” he told Abbot Monpo. “For that reason, you will float directly in front of the Fatebrick. Galzo will join you.” 
 
    “For the next twenty-four hours?” Jelmay gulped. 
 
    “The raiju, Sansar, and I will do what we can to protect it in the air. Danzen, Nomin, Soko, and Yato, do what you can on the ground with the faster enemies. Elder Sonders, you will take a position there, acting as a Sunyatic archer using the power from your cane. Eventually, you will lose the remnant. When that happens, retire into the holding room.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. I will fight until the end,” Elder Sonders told Nova as he twisted the handle of his cane, revealing a blade. 
 
    “If you must. Kudzu, Jelmay, Semya, and Elder Bahjee. Do what you can. This is the kind of event in which all of us will be able to help in some way, be it big or small.” 
 
    “What about me?” Usagi asked. 
 
    “You are with me. You seem to have a keen eye for these kinds of things. I won’t be able to watch everything, so I expect you to be my eyes as I focus on guarding the Fatebricks.” 
 
    “Yes! I am indeed an expert at spying and managing cataclysmic events. You can count on me!” 
 
    Kudzu scoffed at this remark, but ultimately didn’t say anything. 
 
    Nova dropped to a knee and Usagi jumped to his shoulder, the jade rabbit still speaking: “I will be your eyes and your ears. It might be loud, but I can handle it. And someone needs to make sure the bakeneko are contributing.” 
 
    Jelmay almost took the bait. He opened his mouth to say something, but he didn’t. Instead, he got into position in front of the steps. He morphed into his largest form, a hulking, Ginza-sized man with a bald head covered in crease marks.  
 
    Elder Bahjee took a similar form, as did Semya, hers with long black hair braided at the back. 
 
    “I’ve never seen this one before,” Kudzu told Jelmay as she joined the three, the kitsune now with Nomin’s replica sword at the ready. 
 
    “I only pull this big bruiser out when I have to. Which is basically never.” He flexed his muscles. “Looks good, right? Tell me you are impressed, Fox. I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    “Of all the situations we’ve been in, now is the time you decide to use it?” 
 
    Jelmay snickered. “What? I saved the best for last. Does that sound better to you?” 
 
    “None of this sounds good.” 
 
    “I can’t fault you there.” 
 
    Soko floated a few feet in the air. She turned to Danzen. “I’m ready to do what I can.”  
 
    There was no cruelty in her voice, no fear either. Danzen could tell that something had changed in her, that Soko understood the gravity of the situation. As bad as she had been, and as much strife as she had caused him, there was a hint of goodness in her soul. 
 
    Danzen knew this, and he hoped that Nomin saw it as well. 
 
    But there could only be one ruler of Diyu, and it had to be someone more even-keeled. Still, Soko would play her role. If what Danzen was able to pull off actually worked, they would address that later. 
 
    “Final thing,” Nova said. “Based on what you said earlier, your father wants you to be the one that reigns over Sunyata. Yet you have elected Abbot Monpo to take your place. I suspect that things will come to a head once we get closer to the convergence. Are you prepared for that moment?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was bound to happen. As Nova had predicted, what they were doing would certainly draw the attention of others. It started with yokai that Danzen didn’t recognize, all with ravenous looks in their eyes.  
 
    They didn’t listen to reason, so they had to be cut down. 
 
    As Danzen beat the yokai back with his chain, Nomin slipped around him, and was able to stab another with her sword. Soko was a frenzy of combat, the assassin darting left and right, skewering any creature that got close. Yato killed any that slipped through the cracks. 
 
    Above, Timbero and Rodekh watched for any stragglers.  
 
    Whenever a yokai broke through their defenses, they would strike it down with lightning. Sansar provided support as well, diving toward lesser creatures and shredding them with his talons. It went on like this for some time, but then larger creatures began to appear, some verging on the size of the demons Danzen had seen in Diyu, closer to Golden Sainshand. 
 
    These were much harder to combat. They were large enough to bring down trees, creating a scenario in which the monsters were able to hurl large pieces of wood toward the hovering Fatebricks. 
 
    Again, Timbero and his brother responded, Nova not yet getting involved. He was clearly ready, the angel now with a pair of glowing and bladed arms that Danzen had never seen him summon before. Nova was biding his time. Danzen knew that the fallen angel’s sword arms would come in handy. Danzen’s certainly did as he summoned his gauntleted blades and ran the first one through the skull of an enraged yokai. 
 
    His periphery was increasingly blurring, similar to what happened when he fought his mother’s protectors. The onslaught continued, Danzen watching as Yato took to the air to divebomb several of them.  
 
    The beefed-up bakeneko did their job protecting the long stairway that led to the top. Danzen had never seen Jelmay fight so hard in his life, and while there wasn’t a lot of shadow at the moment, Jelmay wielded the Blade of Darkness with precision. It was quite a weapon, but its size meant that he often got in the way of Bahjee and Semya, who growled and hissed at Jelmay. 
 
    “Remember the bards!” he told them numerous times. “Don’t focus on me, focus on them!” 
 
    “The demons or the bards?” Bahjee called back. 
 
    “Both!” 
 
    Kudzu moved around the two of them and cut down a shadowy creature, one Danzen had never seen before. There were more of these, but they never were able to overwhelm Danzen and his companions.  
 
    They had hours to go, a full day almost.  
 
    They had to keep up the momentum. 
 
    Later, when even more dangerous foes arrived, Danzen opened up gorges using his Sunyatic power. He formed something akin to a moat around the temple, which stopped the charge of some of the larger creatures, giving Danzen and his group time to move in. 
 
    The bodies were starting to stack up.  
 
    As they did, Nomin instructed the bakeneko to use the bodies to form new walls. It was a gruesome task, yet they were protected as they did so, and soon, they had a moat and a wall of bodies. This did nothing to protect against aerial attacks, but the two raiju helped with this, as did Elder Sonders. 
 
    Nova grew increasingly involved. Anyone who made it through the first lines of defenses met the fallen angel, and if they passed him, they were shredded by Galzo or cut down by Abbot Monpo. Danzen could hear Usagi yelling out instructions, the jade rabbit doing what he could to assist Nova. 
 
    It became exhausting several hours later. The moat Danzen had created earlier was now filled with the bodies of yokai and other demonic beings. These weren’t the same kind of hellspawns that he could summon, they were something else. It was like what they were doing was ripping apart the very fabric of their shared realities, releasing things from a forgotten realm of ancient horrors. 
 
    The creatures became increasingly grotesque, their bodies covered in spikes, their powers projectile, sinewy, and barbed. Danzen was glad for the wall that the bakeneko had formed, but they were going to need more help, and this help came in the sudden appearance of the three Evils Danzen had spared, Mayji, Onuma, and Loomi. 
 
    “We made it across the border before the others could,” Mayji said, the ghoul looming toward him, her claws practically dragging against the ground.  
 
    Danzen locked eyes with Loomi, the former Butterfly of Arsi with her shock of red hair and a butterfly-winged mask over her face. Loomi nodded in appreciation. She was aware that he had been the one to save her. “What do you mean they are coming over the border?” 
 
    “Your father,” Mayji told him. “He has opened the border and a new wave is making its way here. They don’t seem to be interested in anything else.” 
 
    Danzen knew that he could have said something, and he certainly wanted to grumble under his breath about his father interfering and perhaps curse the sky, but this was par for the course. It was inevitable. He expected Tengir Gantulga to get involved. What was most important was that his father made an appearance at some point, preferably at the end. 
 
    Until that time, Danzen would defend the Fatebricks.  
 
    “They will be here soon,” Nova said, who was at a much higher vantage point, allowing him to see the movement in the forest. “Prepare yourselves!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hosts of demons, so many that Danzen could barely keep track of their varieties, descended upon the temple as the convergence continued. The addition of Mayji, Onuma, and Loomi helped, but Danzen was going to need more on his side to protect the Fatebricks.  
 
    With this in mind, Danzen opened up numerous portals, his hellspawns pouring out.  
 
    A new line of defense presented itself, one already bolstered by the wall of bodies that the bakeneko continued to stack. It was a grim task, but it was helping, and it allowed Danzen and his fellow defenders to focus on his father’s aerial forces. These ones were proving more challenging, especially the larger, dragon-sized monstrosities.  
 
    Danzen was glad to have Timbero and Rodekh in the air, and he was equally impressed by their strategy. The scrappier of the two, Rodekh preferred direct confrontation with the dragons, the winged wolf shredding their necks and moving on, impervious to their attacks. Timbero kept back, providing Sunyatically charged bolts that flew directly over his brother’s head. Together, they remained powerful defenders of the sky. With Abbot Monpo, Sansar, Galzo, and Nova helping them, they continue to thwart any of Tengir’s air advances. 
 
    It never slipped Danzen’s mind that his father was doing this just for fun. Tengir wanted him to take ownership of Sunyata. This was simply a display of his power, a way for him to manipulate Danzen.  
 
    This thought was one of the motivating forces behind the next portals that opened up, Danzen sending Tengir’s forces back to where they came. If the demonic being was large enough, he used his portals to sever their limbs, but mostly, he just sent them back to Diyu. Back from whence they came. Because like Danzen, they were pawns in Tengir’s games. 
 
    A change in the sky’s color told Danzen they were on the right track.  
 
    Kudzu gasped as it moved from blue to a light purple, the air bristling with ancient power. The Fatebricks were now surrounded by a spiral of energy, which made the scene look like the aetherstorm that Danzen and his group had survived. Unlike the storms, the funnel didn’t suck debris into it, at least not physical objects.  
 
    Instead, it absorbed power. 
 
    So much power. 
 
    This became troublesome once Danzen’s Astra kunai ripped from their sheaths. They crumbled before his very eyes, flashed into bits of sparkling purple energy, and rushed toward the Fatebricks.  
 
    His Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds was the next to go, followed by his Blade of Darkness, which had Jelmay shrieking for a moment until he grabbed another weapon, one that had been provided by Usagi. The bakeneko went back to fortifying their wall of bodies and occasionally swiping at demons that made it over. 
 
    Danzen’s gauntleted blades also faded away, leaving Danzen with the chain that his father had once given Raif. The chains were made of dark Sunyatic power, as was Nomin’s replica blade, which Kudzu wielded. Soko’s sword didn’t break, nor did Yato’s blades or Nomin’s sword.  
 
    The assassins kept fighting and Danzen joined them with his chains.  
 
    He hopped around, beat back the demons, opened portals, used his own powers to crush bone, and turned an incoming horde of smaller, bat-sized demons into dust. Sansar helped with these ones as well, the three-legged raven in his largest form as he ripped the little hell creatures from the sky and shredded them with his talons. 
 
    A flash of Sunyatic power from Elder Sonders’ staff was the last thing the older man was able to fire off. He was overwhelmed by an incoming group of monsters, one that had managed to fight their way over the wall of bodies.  
 
    “No!” 
 
    Danzen rushed to help him, but by the time he reached the older man Elder Sonders was dead, the jewel in his cane gone as it returned to the spinning Fatebricks. 
 
    Kudzu reached him, the kitsune sending her blade through a small demon’s back. This splashed the front of Danzen’s robes with blood. 
 
    “Is he?” 
 
    “He is,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “Terrible.” 
 
    Danzen locked eyes with Kudzu. He wished they could be alone for just a moment, that he could hug the kitsune, assure her that this would work, that what he was planning next wasn’t crazy, and that they could move on. Instead, he told her the truest words he could form in that moment: “We have to survive this.” 
 
    “We will, Danzen.” 
 
    “And then, the monastery.” 
 
    “Yes.” She smiled. “As long as you promise to take me to other places every now and then.” 
 
    Danzen steeled himself as he processed a newfound sense of calm.  “Stay safe, stay back, and let’s finish what we came here to do.” 
 
    He took to the sky. 
 
    Clang! 
 
    Danzen whipped his chains at a winged demon with two heads. He dropped to the ground with it and pulled the demon’s wings off its back. Danzen tossed them to the side and moved on. 
 
    They were too close now to stop. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Hours. 
 
    Hours of fighting exhausted even the toughest of Danzen’s party. Yet no one complained, not even the bakeneko. It was night now. They were well past the halfway point, and things were growing increasingly difficult. 
 
    There were less demons from Diyu now, and more unknown entities, void creatures, ones that had poured out of realms that had either died, or were in partial existence. Danzen couldn’t quite understand the bodies of these new opponents, their limbs appearing out of misty spirals, their forms glowing shadows. But they were strong.  
 
    And they fought with an eagerness that told Danzen this was the last chance of survival for some of them. 
 
    These new opponents were also the first ones to injure Danzen enough to draw blood. By this point, his demons were either fighting, or they’d already been freed in Diyu. He had no more to conjure, but as he had noticed in the mortal realm before, bleeding did increase his strength. 
 
    Danzen beat the monsters back with his chains. He snapped their necks. Danzen reached into their portal-like chests and pulled out their beating hearts, which he crushed in his hand, splattering blood onto the ichor-soaked steps of the abandoned temple. 
 
    He gritted his teeth as he caught one of their incoming claws, Danzen using his amplified power to pulverize the monster’s brittle wrist. He kept fighting. He kept fighting the void creatures through the night; even when some of the others grew tired, he pushed on with Nomin, protecting them while they took turns resting. 
 
    First to rest was Yato, who sat in meditation for thirty minutes. Then the bakeneko went, each snoozing for over an hour.  Danzen, Nomin, Nova, and Soko didn’t have to rest, nor did the raiju, the kitsune, or Galzo.  
 
    They kept on. 
 
    The wall of stacked demon bodies had reached the halfway point of the steps. There were so many now, none of them disappearing as Danzen’s demons normally did when they passed in the mortal realm. 
 
    It looked like a massacre, but it was so much more than that. It was a last stand, a coalition of humans, demons, yokai, and other entities dedicated to restoring the balance. 
 
    Morning came without the usual chatter of birds.  
 
    The fight continued. 
 
    “We’re getting closer!” Nova called down to Danzen and the others. “Sunyata will be reborn!” 
 
    Everything seemed to stop for a moment and then started up again. The tornado of power whirred even faster around the Fatebricks. So close. They had survived the dark and stormy night, and it wouldn’t be much longer now. 
 
    The inevitable came in the form of Tengir Gantulga himself, who stepped out of a portal, and stood on the steps across from Danzen. As he had last time, his father wore robes, the man calm as ever even though he was in the middle of a war zone. 
 
    Danzen had hoped this would be the case. He knew that Nomin’s sword could pierce through anything, but he didn’t know if it would puncture his father’s armor. There would have been another plan, one in which Danzen attacked his father and shattered his armor using Sunyatic power. But he didn’t know if that would work, and he was glad that he wouldn’t need to test it. 
 
    Tengir Gantulga seemed completely relaxed in his robes, which was going to be a mistake. 
 
    Danzen looked past his father to see Nomin turn to him, the blind assassin ready. Beside her, Soko continued to fight off the demons, protecting Nomin from incoming monsters. 
 
    “Sunyata is yours,” Tengir said proudly as he gestured up toward the Fatebricks. “Do not be a fool and let a senseless yokai take it. It is your destiny, son, your blood right.” 
 
    Danzen slowly shook his head. He took a deep breath in, and realized in that moment just how tense he was. Fighting for nearly twenty-four hours would do that to a person, demon blood or not.  
 
    Not only was he tense, his robes were covered in sweat and grime, and his face was specked with grit and other debris. Danzen had no idea what he looked like at that moment, but he knew it was haggard, certainly not someone prepared to take on the ruler of hell. 
 
    And luckily, that wasn’t his plan.  
 
    Danzen knew that he wouldn’t be able to defeat his father in a fight, no matter how strong he grew. But Danzen had to make it seem like this wasn’t the case, like he was actually bold enough to make an attempt. 
 
     “You dare defy me?” His father’s eyes narrowed on him. 
 
    Danzen couldn’t help but snarl. “I’m going to do much worse than that.” He moved like he was going to strike his father with his chains.  
 
    He stopped just short, just as Tengir moved to block Danzen and release a burst of power that would have likely killed his son.  
 
    But Tengir didn’t have a chance.  
 
    Nomin drove her unbreakable sword into his back, causing Tengir to shift forward. By this point, Danzen had reached him, where he grabbed the tip of Nomin’s sword, and cut his own palm as he roughly guided the blade in a circle at about the sternum level. 
 
    The effects were immediate.  
 
    Tengir had hardly a moment to gasp as the Ruler’s Gem exploded out of the top of his head, splitting his skull open like a flower. The gem hovered for all of two seconds before Nomin reached out and touched it. 
 
    She locked eyes with Danzen and gasped. 
 
    The transformation was instant.  
 
    Suddenly, Nomin was a hundred times her normal size, then she was back to the same height she had just been moments ago, a crimson glow radiating around her. 
 
    “You…” Soko stopped fighting and turned to Nomin, her sword drawn. Rather than attack, she lowered onto the ground in front of the blind assassin as her legs formed beneath her robes. Soko got down to her knees, bowed her head to Nomin, and presented her weapon. “I deserve the worst, I’m aware what I am and what I have done.” 
 
    “We all deserve redemption, Soko,” Nomin said, something different about her voice now, a deepness to it fitting of the new ruler of Diyu.  
 
    Jelmay turned to them; Yato and Kudzu approached, the other bakeneko not far off. Sansar landed on Nomin’s shoulder.  
 
    “I hope you don’t mind,” he said. 
 
    “I expect nothing less.” 
 
    “You are the new ruler of Diyu, yes?” Jelmay asked, his tongue hanging out of his mouth as he sucked in air. “That… that actually makes sense. By Sunyata, that makes perfect sense!” 
 
    Danzen looked up to Nova and Abbot Monpo, both of whom nodded. Above them, Timbero and Rodekh continue to smite void creatures out of the sky. Usagi scrambled out of his bag and hopped down to the ground, which would have killed him had he not been able to float to some degree. The rabbit always had a trick up his sleeve. 
 
    “Ah, Nomin,” Usagi said with a big grin on his face as he too bowed his head. “You always were my favorite of the group.” 
 
    Kudzu sighed. “You can suck up to her later. We still have to protect the Fatebrick.” 
 
    “That should be easier now.” 
 
    Nomin floated up to the point that she was directly in front of Nova. She cast her hand out and sent a wave of dark Sunyatic power rippling forward. It sliced the approaching void creatures in half. 
 
    Not long after, when they were moments from the convergence, even as larger void monsters appeared, Nomin was able to easily slay them. This allowed Danzen and the others to actually enjoy the moment when it happened, once Nova gave Abbot Monpo the go-ahead. 
 
    Hovering, his robes beating in the energy twisting around the Fatebrick, his long hair and its strands like tassels in the wind, Abbot Monpo reached his hand to the Fatebricks. 
 
    The spiral of energy vanished.  
 
    Like Nomin, Abbot Monpo grew one hundred times his size and then returned to his normal form. He now had a golden glow about him. 
 
    Abbot Monpo raised his hand in the air, and released a trio of purple orbs. They shot toward the sky, connected together to form a honeycomb pattern that soon started to fizzle. 
 
    Kudzu reached out for Danzen’s hand and squeezed it. He looked at her, and saw a tear in the kitsune’s eye. 
 
    They had done it. Sunyata had been restored, and Diyu now had a new ruler. 
 
    Abbot Monpo lowered in front of Nomin, who spoke first: “I will do my job, and you will do yours.” 
 
    The former leader of the fox shrine offered her a slight nod. Nova landed behind him, and Sunyatic energy crackled in the sky above. Abbot Monpo reached his hand out to Nomin. “That which is above corresponds to that which is below.”  
 
    She took it. “And so it shall be.” 
 
    A gleam in his eyes carried with it the grandiosity of Sunyata, a heaven reborn. “And so it shall.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Epilogue. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen hoisted the freshly cut black wood over his shoulder. He carried it out of the forest, and glanced over the other buildings he had constructed over the last month. It wasn’t quite a village, not yet, anyway.  
 
    But it was close. 
 
    Danzen caught up with Shedrup, the former town drunk hammering a fresh nail into position. Shedrup had another nail in his mouth that he was biting down on. They would continue like this for some time, the pair working together, their silence later interrupted by Jelmay as he cut meat and vegetables on a cutting board and added them to a pot of stew. 
 
    “I’m not sticking around much longer,” Jelmay told them for the second time, the bakeneko huddled around the fire pit they’d been using to cook. “Things are too exciting on the other side.” He slid some vegetables into the pot. “But this is fine too.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re not talking about the bards,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Bah to the bards. Bah! They are supposed to have finished the first set of songs, but last I checked, they were still in the conception stage. I should have waited until after they wrote the songs to pay them. When I return, I will check on them one last time before I get nasty. You know how bards go, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Actually, I do not.” 
 
    Shedrup hammered in another nail. He hopped down from the roof and joined Jelmay by the fire. “They can be trouble.” 
 
    The bakeneko sighed miserably. “That they can. They are musicians. Always wild, always with their issues, be it women or money issues or ale. Maybe I should have become a musician.” 
 
    “You can sing, at least according to goblins.”  
 
    Jelmay laughed at Danzen’s poor attempt at a joke. “You aren’t wrong, Pilgrim. In the hyosube goblins, I finally found my audience.” 
 
    “There he is,” Shedrup said as he looked ahead to see Elder Sonders, his uncle. One of the demon carriages was visible behind them, stacked with supplies. It hadn’t been easy to get it up to the floating island, but they had done it in the end. 
 
    The floating island had been Abbot Monpo’s suggestion, a way for Danzen to escape from it all yet maintain the role he would always play, as an intermediary between Diyu, Sunyata, and the mortal realm. An enforcer. They hadn’t finished setting the portals up yet, but soon, they would allow the future citizens to move from Sunyata, and for the few that didn’t make it to heaven, to visit from Diyu. 
 
    The floating island wouldn’t be visible in the mortal realm, but for those in Diyu, and those in Sunyata, they would see the island in the sky. Some would wonder what it was, others would know the tale of Danzen Raja, and all he had done to rebuild Sunyata. It was quite the story, the half-blooded orphaned assassin who had been able to accomplish the unthinkable. 
 
    Not only had he freed Diyu from its evil ruler, but Danzen had restored Sunyata. Even if there were dark points in his past, even if he had done unspeakable things, he had also done speakable things, deeds that would have a lasting effect. 
 
    And he had done it in a way that had remained true to himself.  
 
    Now, Danzen was a guardian, an immortal being tasked with maintaining order, if it ever should come to that. He wouldn’t die, and both Nomin, the ruler of Diyu, and Abbot Monpo, the ruler of Sunyata, knew that they could call upon him to maintain order.  
 
    The yokai in Danzen’s party had fared well. Semya, Bahjee, Galzo, and Usagi went back to living their lives in the Asura Forest. Jelmay would keep his place there, but he would also maintain a home on the floating island. 
 
    Yato had gone to live in Sainshand, where she would use the money Danzen had saved for so many years to begin her studies and later enroll in an academy there.  She would have a good life, and when Yato passed, regardless of if she went to Sunyata or Diyu, she too would have a home on the island. 
 
    Soko had taken on a role in Nomin’s new administration, her job to root out any of Tengir Gantulga’s loyalists. Once she finished that, she would take an assignment in Nomin’s court, not as an advisor, but as a hunter. There were always demon issues to deal with, but these seemed to excite Soko’s dark side. It was a useful role for her to play. 
 
    Because Nomin was now the ruler of Diyu, she was also able to free Danzen’s mother. Shodren now lived on the floating island, miles from the future village, in a nunnery that she was building in the mountains beyond. When not assisting Nomin, Sansar visited frequently. Sometimes, Danzen would join Shodren in the morning and bend his echo. A few of those times, Nomin had also joined them. 
 
    Danzen wanted to free Nomtoi’s mother, but he knew that doing so could put a strain on Nomin, especially if Nomtoi remained falling in the void. It was a delicate situation, one that they would solve in the future as they decided what to do with the ancient demons Tengir had banished. For now, Nomin arranged for the two of them to join one another in the endless void, allowing them to fall together. Once the Depths were rebuilt, there would be a place for them there. 
 
    The three Evils who had helped Danzen were allowed to roam freely in Diyu. Mayji and Onuma did just that, but Loomi decided to take up residence on the island. It wasn’t built yet, but she had plans to add a dance studio to the village, and later, a concert hall. 
 
    The floating island was large enough to contain all of it.  
 
    The land mass, which had been built from a remote chunk of the Panchen mountains of both the mortal realm and Diyu, spanned nearly a hundred miles. It had forests, lakes, and mountains. There would be growth here, and it would always be a place for heaven and hell to meet, for conflict resolution. 
 
    But mostly, Danzen was glad to finally have a home, his monastery, which was parked on a hill outside the future Suja Village. He went there now, where he found Kudzu seated in front of the quaint building and looking up at the sky, which was split between red and blue. His two lion dogs had joined her, both wagging their tails when he approached. 
 
    “Jelmay’s food will be ready soon,” Danzen said as he sat next to the kitsune.  
 
    “Stew?” 
 
    “Stew.” 
 
    “We need to get some fish.” 
 
    “We can tomorrow,” he assured her. 
 
    “How did your day go? I know I should have come to join you, but I got busy around here painting things. There are a lot of things to paint.” 
 
    Danzen noticed a smudge of red paint in her white hair. “You missed a spot.” 
 
    Kudzu touched her head. “I didn’t get it in my hair, did I?” she groaned. “It’s so hard being human.” 
 
    “It’s even harder being a half-demon.” 
 
    “Ha. You’re getting funnier.” 
 
    “What can I say? The bakeneko is rubbing off on me.” 
 
    “Please, no.” She smiled at him. “We’re still going to take a break soon, right? I love Genshin Valley in the spring. All the flowers. I’ve told you that, right?” 
 
    “You’ve told me. I suppose we could take a trip up the Sakai River to Sainshand. I would also like to check on Yato.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s doing fine. There are nice hotels there. It could be quite the trip.” 
 
    “There are resorts in Arsi as well. There’s a blacksmith I’d like to visit, Kunta. I just want him to know that he has a place here.” 
 
    “You really are going to have a little Suja Village, aren’t you?” 
 
    “It will grow. One day, there will be representatives from both Diyu and Sunyata, a great council. I’m sure my mother’s nunnery will expand. There will be temples. And yokai.” 
 
    “Dead yokai? I can hardly wait. Just as long as we put a cap on bakeneko.” 
 
    They laughed together.  
 
    “It’s not a bad idea,” Danzen said. 
 
    “No, it’s really not. Well?” 
 
    Danzen stood. He reached his hand down to Kudzu and she took it. Together, they walked down the hill holding hands, the two framed by the red haze of Diyu, and the purplish blue of Sunyata, finally at peace. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    

  

 
   
    


  
 
    The end. 
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