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    Pilgrim Recap 
 
    (Contains spoilers!) 
 
      
 
    Book One 
 
      
 
    After twenty years as an assassin for the Diyu Brotherhood, Danzen Ravja, an incredibly powerful man who has a boomerang sword and a harrowing circumstance that happens when he draws blood, decides to retire after an assassination attempt on his own life. Knowing nothing of his past due to being raised by the Brotherhood itself, Danzen spends two years wandering the countryside and avoiding contact with people. 
 
    Arriving in Suja Village, he takes refuge in a monastery outside of the village and is eventually called into action, helping the villagers deal with mythological creatures known as yokai. His first mission is for Elder Sonders, Danzen sent to the nearby city of Chutham to find a drunken man named Shedrup, the elder’s nephew, who seems to recognize Danzen’s power and understand what he truly is. Later, he befriends two yokai who become instrumental in his story, a shifty, shapeshifting bakeneko named Jelmay, who can morph into any human he encounters but generally stays in his humanized cat form; and Kudzu, a white kitsune who can morph into the form of a woman but rarely does so. 
 
    He continues to interact with the villagers, who help him fix the monastery into a proper home and invite him into their community. After rescuing a child named Enkhmaa from a terrifying yokai, he’s also given a glaive known as the Blade of Darkness, which later allows him to utilize shadows to extend the power of his blade. 
 
    After two villagers are injured, Danzen and his two yokai companions, Kudzu, and Jelmay, journey to the Tavern at the Edge of the World, to save their souls. Along the way back he learns from Abbot Monpo, the leader of the fox shrine, that his father is Tengir Gantulga, the ruler of Diyu, which means Danzen is half-blooded, which explains why demons are unleashed when he bleeds. He also learns that his mother is named Shodren Ravja, and that she is alive and well, living at a nunnery outside of the village of Odval. Danzen is presented with the opportunity to begin bending his echo to grow stronger, yet he declines. 
 
    Upon returning to the village, he is ambushed by two assassins, Soko, a former lover, and Norwin Dawa, who attacked him two years ago. Danzen kills Norwin Dawa but Soko gets away. He assumes that the people of Suja Village will never want to see him again, and is surprised to find them at the abandoned monastery the next morning for a picnic, the villagers officially accepting him into their community. 
 
      
 
    Book Two 
 
      
 
    With monsoon season set to come, Danzen is attacked by several sugawara that he swiftly kills. He takes their armor before burying them. Heading to town to sell the armor sends him on yet another adventure to cure Khamdo the carpenter and a man named Oktai. They have their first encounter with the jade rabbit, Usagi, who can help but only will do so for a price. Once they have dealt with the lead sugawara, Danzen is forced to use the armor he had taken earlier, and a yokai known as a hihi, Usagi helps them heal Khamdo and Oktai. 
 
    Still wanting to deal with the contract put out on him by the Diyu Brotherhood, Danzen and his companions head west to the city of Sainshand. Along the way, they encounter bandits, and Danzen has some work done by a blacksmith named Kunta who once betrayed him. They are able to successfully infiltrate the Diyu Brotherhood, Danzen killing his former instructor, Birin Yeshe, who tells him that his brother would be visiting him soon. 
 
    Before Birin Yeshe dies, Danzen asks him where Nomin is, knowing full well that the blind female assassin would like to kill him. Danzen goes to the nunnery outside of Odval alone to encounter Nomin. They fight, Danzen’s demons are unleashed, and Nomin dies. 
 
    He finally meets his mother, the nun named Shodren Ravja. Shodren promises that they will meet again. He journeys back toward Genshin Valley to finally start bending his echo, and once again joins Kudzu after a brief encounter with Elder Sonders, the Suja Village elder and uncle of Shedrup, the former town drunk who is suspicious of Danzen. 
 
    Once he is with Kudzu, the echo cultivation portion of the second book starts up, with Danzen learning more about the power within him and testing his current level at the fox shrine, which is run by Abbot Monpo, where he learns he is at the Golden Adept level. Danzen vows to get even stronger. 
 
    A monsoon uncovers the head of one of the stone lion dogs that guard the monastery, Danzen already having named one of the statues Yama. This sends him on another mission to figure out a way to attach the head to the body, which puts him in direct contact with Usagi again. Through this mission, which involves collecting the head shears of a yokai named Monobake, Danzen encounters an orachi named Idzuma, which is a water-bound yokai with several heads, her back covered in trees that make her look like an island. Once the mission is completed, Danzen is able to have the statue repaired, and he names the second lion dog Nama. 
 
    From there, it is to the Floating Candle Festival in Arsi alongside Kudzu, where Danzen is sure he will encounter Soko, Danzen hoping to tell her that the contract on his life has been nullified by the death of his teacher Birin Yeshe. This doesn’t go according to plan. Soko tells him that there is a new contract out on his life, one funded by Sumi, who is getting revenge for the death of her father. Soko battles Danzen, unleashing his demons among the crowd of the Floating Candle Festival. 
 
    Danzen flees with Kudzu, and once he reaches Chutham, he is told that madam Eva Yin has a message for him. She wants him to deliver a letter to a hermit named Dalan whom he has met several times before. 
 
    Upon leaving the pleasure house, he is attacked by Thane, an old instructor of his, Danzen is forced to kill him in the streets. He doesn’t know this at the time, but later, Thane’s three students will attempt to avenge his death. Danzen also takes Thane’s bladed gauntlets, which he will use later on. Traveling into the Panchen Mountains to deliver the letter, Danzen learns that Eva Yin is Dalan’s sister, and that she has a sickness that he is able to ease using herbal medicines. To get these medicines, Danzen and Kudzu must get a particular kind of yokai that congregate around mushrooms. 
 
    They return to civilization and deliver the medication to Eva Yin, who has moved from Chutham to Suja Village to check on one of her pleasure houses. Upon leaving, Danzen is attacked by his half-brother, Nomtoi. He is beaten pretty badly, and Nomtoi takes some of the villagers with him as hostages. In an effort to recover, he consumes a remnant, which goes against his beliefs to some degree. He is also challenged by Shedrup, Elder Sonder’s nephew and the former town drunk who is much stronger than Danzen once believed him to be. 
 
    Realizing he doesn’t have much time, Danzen makes a decision to grow as strong as he can in four days so he can rescue the villagers from Nomtoi. Rather than fight Shedrup, he recruits him to go to Diyu and bring the villagers back. He journeys to the fox shrine to get instructions from Abbot Monpo, who tells them to go after a remnant in an abandoned shrine somewhere in the Asura Forest. 
 
    Alongside Kudzu and Jelmay, Danzen returns to Idzuma’s pond and learns of an abandoned remnant, one that is embedded in a skull. To get it, he ends up killing an aquatic yokai in an underground cave. Abbot Monpo has Danzen wear this remnant as a necklace to give him more power in the fight against his brother. 
 
    Danzen, Kudzu, Jelmay, Abbot Monpo, Usagi, and Shedrup venture to Diyu to rescue the villagers that Nomtoi has killed. Danzen still doesn’t know that there is a three-legged raven tracking him as they journey once again through the Panchen Mountains. 
 
    They encounter Nomtoi, who has summoned several of Danzen’s former enemies, all assassins, including Nomin, the blind assassin later fighting alongside Danzen. 
 
    Danzen and Nomtoi square off, and their father, Tengir Gantulga arrives on the scene, finally meeting his half-blooded son for the first time. Tengir Gantulga returns the villagers to the mortal world; Danzen and his companions appear at the front of his monastery as if nothing has happened. Danzen is surprised to see that his mother, Shodren, has journeyed from her nunnery to meet him. Once Danzen and his companions leave to check on the villagers, it is revealed that the three-legged raven that has been tracking him all along has been working for Danzen’s mother. 
 
      
 
    Book Three 
 
      
 
    With Danzen’s mother now living at his monastery, there has been an increase in activity on her part in the Suja Village. She’s also let Danzen know that she wants to do something about his father, and that she’d like Danzen to be the one to do it. One morning, after Danzen has tried to help the ungrateful jade rabbit Usagi deal with a demon bear, Danzen is called to Suja Village to investigate a yokai attack, one that has left several dead bodies at a man named Panchen’s home. 
 
    It is decided that the yokai that did the killings are known as yamachichi, and after some conflict with Usagi, he tells them how to kill the yamachichi. To do so, they must destroy their nests with an explosive made from the Satorikai root and the leaves of a Tobikura tree. That night, they are able to use Jelmay to pose as bait, and destroy the yamachichi’s nest. They later return to the monastery to find his mother speaking with the leader of the fox shrine, Abbot Monpo. The abbot asks Danzen to join him in the mountains. 
 
    Once they are alone, Abbot Monpo morphs into Tengir Gantulga. Danzen tries to attack his father and fails. His father tells him that he wants to challenge him, and his first challenge is to kill a yokai known as a kappa. At first, Danzen doesn’t want to, but he decides to honor his father’s request after he fears his father could do something to his companions. He is later joined by Kudzu, but he keeps his father’s appearance a secret from her as they hunt down the kappa. 
 
    He kills the kappa and they return to his monastery, where he lets his mother know his father visited her the previous day in the form of Abbot Monpo. Shodren reveals that he must challenge his father for the throne and rebuild Sunyata that way and Danzen declines. He decides to head west, to get away from the valley, visit other monasteries, and deal with Sumi and the contract she’s put out on him that has been picked up by Soko. He also fears Thane’s three students may try something, and doesn’t want it to happen at his home. 
 
    Sure enough, on his way to visit Eva Yin alongside her brother, Dalan, he’s attacked by Thane’s three students, Tensei, Sonin, and Yato. He manages to injure Yato and the other two leave her behind. He travels to Arsi with Yato as their captive, hoping to lure out Soko, who has taken the three students under her wing. Danzen and his two yokai companions end up getting along with Yato, who later joins them after an ambush from Soko in which Kudzu is injured. 
 
    They head north to Odval, where they spend some time helping an innkeeper named Oiwa find her son, Shimaru, while Kudzu recovers. They end up rescuing Shimaru from an abandoned temple that has been possessed by a demonic yokai known as a mukmokuren. From there, they meet with Kudzu and head to Danzen’s mother’s nunnery. Danzen has improved his ranking, and it is here that he makes his final decision to allow Yato to join them. Danzen’s father appears with a new task for him. His father wants him to kill a demon in the Outer Regions known as Shutendorj. Once he begrudgingly does so, his father rewards him by bringing the blind assassin known as Nomin back to life, who goes off on her own for a while. 
 
    Once he’s back at the nunnery, Danzen sets out yet again, this time to look for remnants and deal with the Penumbra Clan after being told of their appearance in the region by a kitsune named Bawa, who has a glowing orb at the tip of his tail. Danzen once witnessed a demonstration of shadow-power from a man named Jinkai, the founder of the clan, and he had been given contracts to deal with him in his former life as an assassin. Penumbra is interested in remnants for consumption and talisman purposes, which puts them in direct conflict with Danzen, who insists on collecting remnants to ultimately rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    Danzen and his companions are able to deal with the Penumbra clansmen, and they return to the nunnery with more remnants for their collection. From there, they plan to head back toward Arsi, but are ambushed by Soko and the Witch of Diyu in Odval. They are all poisoned and imprisoned, Danzen eventually able to free himself by utilizing his demons. This officially opens a new mode of being for Danzen, one in which he can actually command his demons; it also leads to the betrayal of the Witch of Diyu by Soko, but not before Jelmay is able to stab her. 
 
    This event also completes the arc for Sumi, the teenager left orphaned after Danzen killed her father. While he didn’t want to kill her as well, it becomes inevitable after she has prevented his Demon Speak influence using remnants, Danzen having to take matters into his own hands to prevent her from hiring more assassins. His group heads back to Genshin Valley, and upon arriving in Chutham, they’re roped into investigating the disappearance of a local man and one of Eva Yin’s pillowers. This sends them to the Asura Forest, where they eventually find the couple, who later tragically take their own lives. Yato gets a talisman during the affair, which amplifies her speed. 
 
    After more interactions with Usagi and some of the other yokai in the Asura Forest, including the winged wolf known as Galzo, the third book ends with an epic showdown at Danzen’s monastery. He fights Nomtoi alongside his companions and the blind assassin Nomin, who has decided to join him. His mother intervenes, and Danzen’s father appears. Tengir Gantulga kills his mother and the three-legged raven appears, striking Tengir, who vanishes. The raven introduces himself as Sansar, and he believes in Danzen’s vision to rebuild Sunyata. 
 
      
 
    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 on cultivating the Sunyata remnants inherent in every person, passed down by 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, divided into three districts and tucked away in Genshin Valley, next to the Panchen Mountains, which separates the mortal world from Diyu. Moving west would lead on to Chutham, and then the Tudan outpost, the Door of the Valley, which is the gateway to Arsi and the rest of the world. Cut in half by the Sakai River, Arsi is arguably the most populous city of Kishu Kingdom due to the industries it has built upon trade. To the west of Arsi is Sainshand, which is where the Diyu Brotherhood’s main training academy is located, tucked into the Mount Laksh range. North of Arsi is Bahlingar, and further north is the village of Odval, followed by a famous nunnery that separates Kishu Kingdom from what is known as the Outer Regions. 
 
      
 
    The Echo Cultivation System 
 
    There are five tiers used to test someone’s inherent echo power at the various monasteries and shrines across the Kishu Kingdom. These tiers are decided based on what a person can do to a stone that has sat next to a remnant. Everyone is classified as an Adept, and to reach the Mancer tier they need to be able to float the stone. To move to the Wielder tier from there, they need to shatter the stone. The Reaver tier has them repairing the stone, and the final tier, the Divinator tier, has them dissolving stone. 
 
    There is also a subranking system based on the color a clay slab glows when it is held by a person. If one is at the Stone subranking, the clay slab glows green. If they are at the Crystal subranking, it glows white; the Diamond subranking, blue; the Golden subranking, yellow; and finally the Soul subranking, purple. 
 
    People are listed with the subranking first, and the tier second. So a Diamond Reaver is someone who has been able to float, shatter, and repair the stone, and they are at the halfway point between moving to the final subranking of Soul, where they could theoretically test again to move to the Divinator tier. 
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    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja traced his paintbrush over his mother’s work, finishing up what she had started before her death. 
 
    In less than an hour, his day would be ruined by an encounter with a monstrous yokai. Yet at the time, he would have never known that, Danzen using his moment of quiet to reflect on what needed to happen next. Not only would he forge the northern passage, allowing a more secluded passageway from the east to the north, he also planned to collect enough remnants to rebuild Sunyata, heaven itself. 
 
    Was it even possible? 
 
    This was something that had been heavy on his mind over the last few days, even if those around him had assured him that it was worth a try. 
 
    “Everything is worth a try,” Jelmay had said the previous night, the bakeneko picking at his teeth with his nail, his eyes a bit glossy from some liquor he had procured in the yokai village of Osul. 
 
    Kudzu, who had remained quiet up until that point, offered her opinion as well: “I have to agree with the bakeneko, even if I’m doing so begrudgingly. We have to try. We’ve been discussing this a lot recently and if there’s a chance it can work, then it will be worth it.” 
 
    “It’s all about balance,” Jelmay said, which wasn’t the first time Danzen had heard this explanation. “Remember, right now we just have a hell, Diyu, which is a great place to end up. Am I right? Am I the only one excited to one day be forced to go to hell? No?” 
 
    As he thought about the conversation, Danzen continued with the work on the monastery that his mother had started. Something in the task of going over her lines reminded him of how he had first sought her out at her nunnery after learning Shodren was alive. She later joined him in Genshin Valley, the truth eventually making itself known once his mother revealed that she had other plans for Danzen, Shodren hoping that he would take his father’s throne in an effort to rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    But that was out of the question. 
 
    No matter what his father Tengir Gantulga did, no matter how hard he tried to force him to one day become the ruler of Diyu, Danzen would resist. He had seen enough death and bloodshed to last a lifetime, and even if there were parts of hell where those with power, like his half-brother, Nomtoi, could live in relative comfort, he wanted no part of it. 
 
    Hence Danzen’s desire to get moving, to begin the next part of this journey. Alongside his companions, he would venture to Abbot Monpo’s fox shrine the very next morning. They would take the northern passage as a group, led by Sansar, the three-legged raven who had been working with Danzen’s mother all along, and Galzo, a winged wolf they had befriended. 
 
    Since moving to Genshin Valley, Danzen had not only learned of the existence of yokai, he had been hunted ruthlessly by a number of assassins, most of whom he had killed. From Shunta to Norwin Dawa, one by one, Danzen had stopped those who wanted him dead. Yet Soko remained, his former lover killing the Witch of Diyu before his very eyes. For all he knew, the masked woman had since traveled to the mountains outside of Sainshand to retrieve the witch’s potent poisons. Wherever Soko was, he knew that she would one day find him, which was yet another thing he would have to be wary of in his upcoming travels. 
 
    Earlier that morning, as he bent his echo alongside Yato, Danzen had wondered when that inevitable encounter would come. Soko could be as patient as she was impulsive, and the fact that she was still alive kept him on edge, making him wish that he was a bit less stationary than he was forced to be at his monastery. 
 
    There was no telling when she would come for him. 
 
    A sudden noise outside caught Danzen’s attention, and two voices met his ears, his mood souring to some degree. The second voice belonged to Usagi, the jade rabbit that could be as helpful as he was a thorn in their side starting up an argument with Jelmay. 
 
    “Why did you come all the way up here if you’re just going to bicker with me?” Jelmay moaned. “You could have just stayed at the bottom of the hill and waited for me to come down on my own time.” 
 
    “If you’re going to open the northern passage, you should have already left by now. Yet you are sitting here doing what?” 
 
    “Thinking; counting the clouds; waiting for Pilgrim to finish mourning, or painting, or whatever; waiting for the first star to appear in the sky; seeing how long I can stare at the sun; coming up with my next scam—all the things that bakeneko do on their day off, well, aside from the Pilgrim part.” 
 
    “Hmmpf! If you must know, I come with news,” Usagi said with a strong sigh. 
 
    “Usagi is here,” Yato called into the monastery, the young assassin peeking her head in and smiling. 
 
    Danzen continued painting over his mother’s outline, not yet ready to deal with the argumentative yokai. Kudzu, who had been resting in his bedroom, slowly trotted into the main space of the monastery, the white fox with her ears pressed back, her whiskers on edge at the sound of Usagi’s voice. 
 
    “This better be good…” 
 
    The next voice Danzen heard was one that he was still getting used to, the voice belonging to the three-legged raven named Sansar. “We will set out in the morning, Usagi, you are already aware of this.” 
 
    “What the bird said,” Jelmay relayed to the jade rabbit. “It really makes no sense that you would come all the way up here to scold us for not leaving already, especially when you already know we are planning to leave tomorrow.” 
 
    “It’s only because…” Usagi seemed to grumble to himself for a moment. “Because of the way that you announced your intentions of rebuilding Sunyata, word has spread through the forest of what you are planning to do, and word has come back to me that there are those that aren’t interested in what you are planning to do.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged him off. “So you’re telling us that people, or better, yokai, don’t agree with us wanting to rebuild Sunyata?” 
 
    “That’s right, and they may be planning something…” 
 
    It was at this point that Danzen put his paintbrush down. 
 
    He smoothed his hands over his robes and got to his feet, noticing that there was a small fleck of gold paint on his nail. 
 
    The former assassin stepped outside of the monastery, where he found Jelmay lying on the hill next to Yato, the bakeneko not yet bothering to sit up. Kudzu was seated on the other side, Sansar perched on the roof of the monastery looking down at the three of them. Danzen’s two stone lion dogs were there as well on their perches, both still at the moment. The only one missing was Nomin, the blind assassin volunteering to retrieve food for the night. 
 
    It was a warm day, the summer in full effect, the wind moving through the trees and whistling in a sweet and pleasant way. The previous day had been hotter, and the slight drop in temperature was welcoming, which was one reason the others had all been relaxing. Danzen had mostly avoided the confines of his monastery during the heat of the day, but today was different, and with the doors open, the front and the back, the space had been cooled off, comfortable for once, allowing him to finish his mother’s work. 
 
    “Ah, he decides to join us,” Usagi said, his whiskers twitching, the rabbit baring his two front teeth as he spoke. “Maybe you will be the voice of reason for this bunch.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Ugh. Again with the silence. Anyway, I came here to warn you. And you owe me for that, I should add, forcing me to come all the way up this wretched hill!” 
 
    Jelmay started to laugh. “Owe you? You could have sent someone else to warn us. You didn’t have to come yourself. Where’s Monobake? Send that shear-headed idiot.” 
 
    “Quiet, you! Pilgrim, ahem, sorry about the bakeneko. I’m here to tell you that the longer you wait, the more trouble you will run into here in the Valley,” said Usagi. “Not only here, but along the passage itself. Word spreads quickly, you know.” 
 
    “And let me guess,” Jelmay said, “you’re here to offer us some sort of protection. Maybe if we cough up some kip or some antiquated relic, our little trip will all of a sudden become easier, and the supposed yokai that are out there trying to get us will no longer be interested. Sound about right?” 
 
    Kudzu scowled at the jade rabbit. “I agree with the bakeneko. You aren’t the kind of yokai that gives out information freely.” 
 
    This seemed to rile up Usagi, who stood tall for a moment, his cheeks puffing out, eyes bulging. “How… how dare you!” 
 
    Jelmay started to laugh once again. “Your theatrics aren’t going to work on me today, not this afternoon, at least. It’s too nice out. We haven’t had a nice day like this in a week. How old are you? A couple hundred years, give or take? I must say, Usagi, you’re going to give yourself a heart attack if you keep stressing out like you do. What did you actually come up here to tell us? Did you just come to warn us? Or do you want something?” 
 
    “You ask what I want? I’ll tell you what I want! I… I am in agreement that the opening of the northern passage would benefit yokai as well. It has been a very long time, a thousand years or more, since yokai have used that passage. It’s too dangerous, especially with the demonic fog that makes it practically unnavigable. If you are able to open it again, it would benefit all of us. I’m not talking about rebuilding Sunyata, if that is even possible. So that’s why I’m here. I wanted to tell you that you should leave soon, and that you need to keep your guard up.” 
 
    Jelmay snorted at this suggestion. “It’s like you haven’t met Pilgrim here. If anyone has their guard up, it is the man who has been trained from birth to kill indiscriminately. Not to mention that we have Lady Pilgrim, who, I must say, is getting stronger.” 
 
    Yato offered Jelmay a funny look, the breeze blowing strands of her long black hair across her face. “Thank you… I think.” 
 
    “Want another? We have Blind Pilgrim, who is off doing whatever a blind assassin back from the dead does on an afternoon when she’s supposed to be bringing back food. I get it. I get it! You came here for a meal, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No, but…” Something akin to a smirk took shape on Usagi’s face. “But I wouldn’t turn one down if you offered it to me. It is a long hop back to my hovel. I wouldn’t mind something to drink as well. Perhaps some spirits? I know you picked something up in Osul the other day, or maybe you have some of the human kind. I would have gotten some myself out of your home, but I wanted permission to enter.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” Jelmay said. “You convince the fox here to turn into a human and go down to my home and bring back the alcohol I picked up—for you and me to share, of course—and I’ll let you stick around for dinner. Deal?” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. “Not happening, Jelmay. I’m quite happy where I’m at.” 
 
    “Bah…” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Danzen said, stopping an argument between the three yokai before it could start. “It will be nice to take a walk. Thank you for the warning, Usagi. We will keep it in mind.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After retrieving his boomerang sword, Danzen headed down the hill toward Jelmay’s roadside home, Astra sheathed at his side, noticing as he passed that Usagi was watching him in a strange way as he bickered back and forth with Kudzu and Jelmay. 
 
    The former assassin was used to their behavior by now, Kudzu and her disdain for certain types of yokai and her fierce loyalty; Jelmay with his humorous nature, the bakeneko always scheming up something, but also proving time and time again that he could actually be trusted even though it went against Danzen’s basic instinct to do so. He still hadn’t decided what he felt about Sansar, the yokai who claimed to be from Sunyata often quiet, simply observing the others. But if Sansar had helped his mother, and he had been able to attack Danzen’s father, then Danzen would learn to trust him. Three-legged ravens were legendary, and aside from that particularly strange aspect of his appearance and his power, Sansar would be able to help with surveillance in the future, another bonus. 
 
    Danzen recalled what the former abbot of his monastery had written down in his field diary about the raven, known as either a sansokuu or a yatagarasu. 
 
    The appearance of yokai like Sansar symbolized that the end of something was near, and as far as Danzen knew, one hadn’t been seen since the time of Jimmu, the man who had founded Kishu Kingdom. Jimmu and his clan had come from the Outer Regions, where the northern passage was, in search of a better homeland. They ended up following a three-legged raven to what was now Sainshand, not far from the Diyu Brotherhood. 
 
    The rest was history. 
 
    As far as Danzen could tell, Sansar wasn’t the same raven from that time, regardless of if he was from Sunyata or not. Even if yokai lived centuries longer than humans, Jimmu’s journey was one that took place well over a thousand years ago. 
 
    This did leave Danzen wondering how the three-legged raven had come about in the first place. Did it simply appear? What was the nature of its origin, and what did his mother think of it? What had been her true perspective on Sansar’s appearance? Perhaps Menya, the nun who had taken over his mother’s monastery north of Odval, would have an answer. After all, this was where they would begin transporting Sunyata remnants that they found, storing them where they could be protected due to the remote nature of the nunnery. 
 
    By clearing the northern passage, Danzen and his group would forge a direct route between the Valley and the Outer Regions, where there could be an untold number of remnants. They would also be able to look for them in the west toward Sainshand, using traditional routes. 
 
    The only problem with that would be that remnants were highly desired, and this would leave them prone to bandits and assassins, people like Soko and those she was able to employ, those who would sacrifice their lives for kip or to get in her good graces. As Danzen had recently learned, there were other groups searching for Sunyata remnants, groups like Penumbra, a clan started by a man named Jinkai, who had bent his echo in a way that allowed him to use his shadow as weapons, not unlike Danzen’s weapon, the Blade of Darkness. 
 
    Half a decade ago, Danzen had been given a contract by the Brotherhood to take out several of Jinkai’s Penumbra clansmen. Strangely enough, he’d never been given a contract on the man himself, and there was no indication if Jinkai was alive or dead. 
 
    The opening of the northern passage would allow them to circumvent groups that may be trying to loot remnants, groups like Penumbra. With the help of yokai, and its remote nature, it would be the best transportation route for them, Danzen was sure of it, but he also knew that there would be other factors involved, from his demonic family and their constant interference to combative yokai. 
 
    Danzen reached Jelmay’s home, the one built by Suja villagers Khamdo and Temur, the home seemingly tucked away in the Asura Forest providing him some seclusion. Danzen hadn’t spent much time there, mostly because of a sizing issue. Jelmay’s house was custom-built for him, and the bakeneko was stout in nature at just about a yard tall, his home constructed to reflect this. 
 
    As he approached the front door, movement to his left caught Danzen’s attention, an enormous beast tearing out of the woods and charging straight at him. 
 
    Trees began to fall, one of them destined for Jelmay’s rooftop. 
 
    Danzen withdrew his blade and was just about to send it in the direction of the disturbance when the monster stopped, shoulders heaving up and down, a wicked look on its mangled face, eyes red, skin mottled brown and covered in pustules. The yokai was twice the size of a bull, overweight and dragging its distended belly against the ground through the usage of four long limbs, each with a single claw where a normal bovine’s hooves would have been. 
 
    “Leave the northern passage be,” said the enemy yokai, saliva dripping from its mouth. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Jelmay’s home collapsed under the weight of a second tree, the ground shaking as Danzen glared the yokai down. 
 
    “What say you, half-demon?” the yokai asked in a snarl, its mouth full of sharp gray teeth that were spaced out, easily an inch between each canine. 
 
    With the flick of his wrist, Danzen sent Astra flying forward, his boomerang sword stabbing into the yokai’s eye and magically returning to his hand. He could sense by the way it was behaving that there was going to be no bargaining here, and nothing at this point would stop Danzen from trying to rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    The enemy yokai had to die. 
 
    Roaring in a mixture of anger and pain, the yokai snapped its neck back, curving its huge body up as it brought both claws down to the ground, a shockwave of force actually causing Danzen to lose his balance. 
 
    While certainly girthy, the yokai wasn’t large enough to be able to produce something like that, unless… 
 
    The monster went for the same maneuver, the shockwave taking down more of the trees around Danzen, collapsing them all around him, the falling branches and upturned roots becoming increasingly difficult to avoid. Like Usagi—who had clearly had a hand in this attack—this yokai seemed to have some command over its echo. 
 
    This also gave Danzen a new notion, one he hadn’t really considered even though it should have been clear to him before. Anything could cultivate its echo, the creature’s size and physical prowess less of a factor than he had originally considered. 
 
    “You will die!” the yokai growled again, a great wave of force taking shape all around Danzen. He dropped slightly and sent all of his power into his legs, launching well above the tree line just as the yokai released another shockwave. 
 
    More of the trees collapsed, and those in the vicinity lost their leaves as a wild wind whipped through the foliage. 
 
    By now, someone at his monastery must have seen what was happening, and just as he was coming down, Danzen glanced over his shoulder, noticing Yato moving toward the action. 
 
    And quickly, as well. 
 
    She wore a bracelet powered by a Sunyata remnant, which she had taken from a man named Tenan, one who would go on to ultimately commit suicide in the Asura Forest. The bracelet enhanced her speed considerably, and as Danzen came down toward the yokai, his sword now turned down so he could drive it into the top of the creature’s skull, Yato officially appeared, her gauntleted blades drawn, the female assassin swiping away one of the enemy yokai’s claws. 
 
    Danzen landed, his sword cutting into the back of the yokai’s neck, severing nerves and tendons, blood spraying into the air. He changed his trajectory at the very last moment possible, deciding not to drive his sword into the enemy yokai’s thick skull, looking for a soft spot instead. 
 
    The beast offered up a terrifying bellow as Danzen held onto the grip of his weapon. It reared up and slammed back down, Yato tossed to the side yet managing to land on her feet. Danzen held strong, and began trying to curve his blade around as the yokai attempted to buck him off again, the former assassin hoping to sever more blood vessels. 
 
    As Danzen held strong, the enemy yokai began to lose steam. It eventually let out a sigh as it flopped to the ground, the eye that Danzen hadn’t skewered rolling into the back of its head. 
 
    “What… what was that?” Yato asked, her robes disrupted by being tossed a good fifteen feet to the side, stray leaves pressed into her forearms. Her blades retracted into their gauntlets and she placed her hand over her mouth, the smell foul. 
 
    Danzen slowly withdrew his sword from the yokai’s neck and shook his head, a darkness coming over him as he turned toward the hill. 
 
    Once Yato caught up with him, she spoke again: “You were ambushed…” 
 
    Danzen nodded, a rare anger taking shape within him as he experienced remorse for what happened to Jelmay’s home. He’d grown fond of the bakeneko, and two people he considered as friends had built the place. It wasn’t just the home, it was a place just beyond Danzen’s front doorstep, a symbol of community. 
 
    “What the hell happened down there?” Kudzu asked as she reached the two of them, the white fox wide-eyed, ears perked with concern. 
 
    “A yokai attacked him…” 
 
    “Pilgrim?” Kudzu asked, looking at Danzen, but he’d already moved on by this point. 
 
    He reached Jelmay and Usagi, the bakeneko now on his feet, interpreting by both the sound and the look on Danzen’s face that something had happened. 
 
    “My… My home? It’s my home, isn’t it? What happened?” 
 
    Kudzu bared her teeth. “He was ambushed.” 
 
    “By what?” 
 
    “Well, it has been nice…” Usagi turned away, his form in the process of fizzling out when Danzen swooped down and grabbed the rabbit by his ears. “Unhand me!” 
 
    “Wait… wait…” Jelmay said, his eyes narrowing on Usagi. “You… were trying to set me up!” 
 
    “I wasn’t!” 
 
    “You wanted me to go down there, didn’t you? Admit it!” 
 
    “It was just… it was just supposed to be a warning… the waira threatened me!” Usagi said as he continued to struggle in Danzen’s grip, half of his form invisible by this point, which was what he was able to do with his unique command over his echo. 
 
    “You sent a waira after me?” 
 
    “No! Of course not, it threatened me… I only—” 
 
    “—That thing could have killed me!” 
 
    Kudzu took her place next to Jelmay, her hairs standing at attention as she ground her teeth and glared at the rabbit. 
 
    “I say let him go,” came a new voice. Danzen looked up to Sansar, who was still perched on the roof, the three-legged raven slowly bobbing his head left and right. “It is good for all of us to be on our toes going forward. What we are trying to do is unprecedented, and there will be those who disagree with it.” 
 
    “See? The yatagarasu understands!” said Usagi in a desperate tone. “That nasty waira threatened Osul. I had to point his ire elsewhere.” 
 
    “Threatened Osul?” Jelmay asked. “There are enough yokai there to stop it if it wanted to attack.” 
 
    “Attack? It didn’t want to attack. It threatened to move there if I didn’t tell him what was happening! You and I very well know that we can’t have a waira in the village. Have you seen that thing? Not only is it enormous, but it’s disgusting, vile, and the closer those things live to Diyu, the better. They shouldn’t even exist, if you ask me.” 
 
    Kudzu continued to grit her teeth. “Usagi, I swear to Sunyata if you ever try something like this again…” 
 
    “He survived!” Usagi cried. “Pilgrim survived, as did his trainee. What harm was done? Tell me what harm was done?” 
 
    “What about my house? Unless… unless I’m wrong. Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “Bah! I should kill you myself.” Jelmay’s claws began to press out of his paws, the enraged look taking shape on his face at odds with the little vest that he wore. “I… I liked that home!” 
 
    “Then have a new one built. Don’t blame me!” Usagi continued to struggle as Danzen held the rabbit by his ears. “Unhand me, fool!” 
 
    Danzen looked toward the bottom of the hill, and back at Usagi. 
 
    “Wait… what are you thinking? Pilgrim, think about what you are doing! Think!” 
 
    “Do it,” said Jelmay, malice in his voice. 
 
    Danzen brought his arm back and hurled the jade rabbit as far as he could throw him, which was far considering he had the strength of a demon. 
 
    Jelmay brought his hand to his eyes to shield them from the sun. He then moved the same hand to his ear, cupping it in a way so he could hopefully hear the impact. “Ha! You got him! You hear that, fox?” 
 
    Kudzu winced. “That sounded painful…” 
 
    “Did you just…?” Yato shook her head, not sure if she should laugh or be concerned. 
 
    “Perhaps Usagi will consider what we are able to do next time he decides to work with the enemy,” Danzen said, his nerves slowly calming. 
 
    “What did I miss?” Nomin came around the side of the monastery in a set of spotless white robes, the blind assassin with a string full of fish. She had tied a white cloth around her head, which was knotted at the front. “Well?” 
 
    “Just had to take the trash out.” Jelmay turned toward the bottom of the hill. “Lady Pilgrim, fox, bird—I’ll leave it to you two to prepare a meal. I’m going to go see what I can salvage. That damn rabbit.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Sansar volunteered, the raven flapping his wings as he lifted off the roof. “Just in case there is another ambush.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen slept outside his monastery that night, the former assassin draping a cloth over his forehead to prevent some of the gnats from bothering him. Yato and Kudzu stayed inside, not seeming to mind the warmth that had come with the setting sun that had a tendency to heat up his monastery. This left Jelmay outside with the former assassin, the bakeneko now with the things he could salvage from his home stuffed inside Danzen’s home. 
 
    Nomin didn’t sleep, and for that matter, neither did Sansar, the blind assassin sitting in meditation for most of the night from what Danzen could recall, and the three-legged raven perched on the rooftop, watching as always. He awoke at one point to find purple clouds rolling in, something changing in the air, perhaps an incoming thunderstorm. 
 
    This reminded Danzen of the sugawara, and how much trouble those lightning-wielding yokai had been until he had killed the host. He now possessed a rubbery armor from the host, as well as a helmet, which hadn’t turned out to be as useful as he would have liked. 
 
    He didn’t like wearing armor because it constricted his movements. 
 
    The sugawara armor wasn’t the only thing he had collected since moving to Genshin Valley. There was his Blade of Darkness, which allowed him to increase the power of his strikes through the usage of shadows, as well as the gauntleted blades that he had taken from his former instructor, Thane, which he used his echo to conjure. He also had a replica of Nomin’s basket-hilted short sword, which served as additional protection. And regarding yokai, he had the field diary that Abbot Mergen had left behind, as well as a rare set of books, one known as The Night Parade of Genshin Valley Yokai, another called The Hour of Meeting. 
 
    Danzen would likely take this next trip without the armor, its corresponding helmet, or the books, preferring to keep things light. It was better that he wasn’t too bogged down by his own gear, especially with where he was going. 
 
    What followed after his midnight awakening was a much lighter sleep, the sleep of an assassin or a thief, of someone who knew that there was always a stronger enemy around the corner ready to pounce. 
 
    He could never be too careful. 
 
    After instructing Sansar to fly to Suja Village and let Khamdo know he was leaving, the carpenter already agreeing to look after Basan, his fire chicken, Danzen was greeted the next morning by Yato, who was already in her dark robes, her gauntleted blades strapped to her arms. No words were exchanged as they moved to the other side of the monastery, where they had been bending their echoes, both set to begin their morning ritual. 
 
    Danzen was now what was known as a Stone Wielder, which meant that he had been able to float and shatter the stone. Once he was able to repair the stone, he would move to the Reaver tier, and finally, if he could dissolve it, the final tier, Danzen becoming a Divinator like his mother had been. His subranking would be determined by what color the clay tablet glowed the next time he was tested, Danzen hoping to have increased in power by that point. 
 
    The stronger he got, the better. 
 
    Yato brought her arms up, her mouth in an O-shape as she calmed her breath. She was a Diamond Adept, and the likelihood of her moving to the next tier was high. Danzen could sense that her echo was growing stronger, and he knew that she would be able to float the stone soon. 
 
    The younger assassin was just about to launch into action when she began laughing, disrupting his focus. Danzen, who could feel his echo channeling through him, had to lower his arms and release the tension through his fists, still keeping a grip on his sword. 
 
    She tried to hide the smirk on her face and failed. “Sorry. It’s Jelmay.” 
 
    Danzen turned and found the bakeneko in the demon bear hide, now perched on the ground next to the lion dogs Yama and Nama, yawning, all three watching the two assassins bend their echoes. 
 
    “Where did he get that?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you remember that rabbit that I almost killed yesterday?” 
 
    “I do…” 
 
    “Yet another scenario involving him. Let’s begin.” 
 
    Danzen swiveled toward Yato, bringing Astra down and returning along the same path that had come. The younger assassin flowed into his action and sidestepped his attack. She summoned both of her blades—Skkrikt! Skkrikt!—and found a steady cadence skirting along the edges of Danzen’s kill radius, almost as if she were siphoning from his power. 
 
    She made her attack, the blade on her right hand passing mere inches away from Danzen’s face. 
 
    There was a time not too long ago that this closeness would have frightened him, less from the injury and more from what it could have done. But he had gained some control over the demons that were unleashed when he broke skin, Danzen now having command over them. 
 
    Things had finally changed for the better. 
 
    He ducked her next attack and gracefully slipped around Yato, bringing his blade close enough to the small of her lower back that his echo caused her to stumble forward. Danzen always tried to bend his echo with his full heart in it, but as they practiced that morning, he thought once again of his mother, Shodren Ravja, and the modest burial they’d had for her. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time that he had wondered if Shodren had intended to die. This was something he would press Sansar on later, once they left the monastery and had a moment alone. But it was certainly a notion he felt. Perhaps she wanted to keep an eye on his father from Diyu itself. Or maybe there was more; perhaps she felt it was the only way to rebuild Sunyata, that she would attempt to do something insane like seduce Tengir Gantulga. 
 
    Danzen had yet to put words to this notion, knowing that it would sound insane, but if anyone would go to that length to disrupt the propagation of evil, it would be someone like Shodren. 
 
    It was at the point that Yato closed her eyes that Danzen stopped, the younger assassin coming forward so quickly that she was nearly a blur, the Sunyata talisman she was wearing aiding in her speed. All it took was for him to step aside and she fell forward, driving both her blades into the soil to keep herself from faceplanting. 
 
    “That’s one way to do it,” Jelmay called over to them. Kudzu joined the bakeneko, an uncertain look on her face, her tail hooked to some degree. 
 
    Danzen had seen this several times now when he bent his echo with Yato, the kitsune worried that things could get out of hand even if she trusted Danzen enough to know that he would never let them go that far. They never would; Yato was Danzen’s student, and while she continued to grow stronger, she would never be as powerful as him due to the nature of his blood. That was, unless she cultivated her echo to an insane degree. Even then, his experience would allow him to best her every time. 
 
    “You need to keep your eyes open,” he reminded her. 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    While Danzen wasn’t as far advanced as he would like to be yet, he knew there was a time coming soon that his control over his blood would not only save his life, but the lives of others. He only hoped that those who had gathered with him at his monastery would be spared when unleashing that kind of power became necessary. As much as he didn’t want to dwell on it, Danzen couldn’t imagine anything happening to them, and he also knew that this very notion—his feelings for Yato, Kudzu, Nomin, and even Jelmay—would be something that his brother, Nomtoi, could exploit, that or his father, Tengir Gantulga. 
 
    Two years ago, Danzen had planned to disappear completely in the south of Arsi. Better to go at this alone than with his companions. But he had learned something since that time, and especially since finally arriving at Genshin Valley. There was not only strength in numbers, but comfort, a community the best place for one to grow. He had tried to live away from people, but now knew that it was impossible, especially with the bonds that he had forged. 
 
    He just had to make sure they all stayed safe, that they survived, and that he was strong enough to protect them. 
 
    Danzen and Yato started up again. 
 
    The thought of losing any one of his companions whipped him into a Sunyata-fueled fury of sudden movements, taking Yato off guard. Danzen never struck her, but the overwhelming experience of being close to his powerful echo eventually had her backpedaling, breathing heavily, the younger assassin trying to hide the fear she was experiencing. 
 
    Danzen relaxed his shoulders and sheathed his weapon. 
 
    “We’re… we’re done?” she asked, relief in her voice. 
 
    “It’s time,” he said as a winged wolf known as a hainu landed, signaling that Galzo had arrived. Galzo approached Jelmay, Danzen certain that the wolf was being caught up on what happened the previous day with Usagi, how the rabbit had tried to send one of them to an early grave. Danzen returned his attention to Yato. “Pack what you need and pack lightly. First, we will visit Abbot Monpo, and then we will start off.” 
 
    Yato bowed her head slightly. “What… What happened back there? Your power? I’ve experienced it before but…” Her throat quivered. “It was much stronger than it normally is.” 
 
    “My mind started wandering,” Danzen admitted. “Which is another reason we should stop. When we do this, when we bend our echoes, we need to be focused entirely on what we are doing and…” 
 
    “What were you thinking about?” 
 
    Danzen looked past her, to Kudzu, Jelmay, and Nomin, who now stood with her arms at her sides, white robes billowing in the soft breeze as she listened to the conversation Galzo was having with the bakeneko. 
 
    “My family.” 
 
    “Your brother and father?” 
 
    He nodded. “Something like that.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Kudzu was the only one who could truly keep up with Danzen. 
 
    This wouldn’t be a problem because Jelmay could lead the others to the fox shrine, the bakeneko still in his demon bear hide. While Yato was much faster now, once Danzen put his full force into traveling at his top speed moving from rock to rock, not even her Sunyata talisman would help her keep up. 
 
    Perhaps Sansar would have been able to keep up with Danzen and Kudzu, but the three-legged raven stayed behind with the others, almost as if he were giving the former assassin and the kitsune a chance to be alone for once. 
 
    The two traveled in silence for a spell, the Panchen Mountains cast in umber and marked by scree, the heinous red sky of Diyu everpresent, ominous as it sat over a series of stark landforms, wind-carved stone. 
 
    Even though he had long since grown used to the fact that his father lived beyond the border, it still struck Danzen as odd that the leader of hell itself was within traveling distance of his home, Tengir Gantulga with his maddening desire for his half-blooded son to take his throne always at the back of Danzen’s mind. 
 
    He remembered when he’d first seen him, and then when he later showed himself to them in the alcove defined by petroglyphs, Tengir with his form-fitting armor, his features that he could clearly control, how he so enjoyed toying with Danzen. He was a dark celestial being, one able to restore life as he had done for Nomin, just as easily able to take it. 
 
    Rocks falling into a crevice lined with strips of quartz reminded Danzen to pay attention to his footing as he pushed even higher into the air, Kudzu heading up a mountain pass, one eye on the kitsune, the other on where she would land next. 
 
    A bird circling overhead turned in the opposite direction, the bird shaped nothing like the yatagarasu, nothing out of the ordinary in seeing a hawk in the mountains. The hawk simply moved on, likely curious as to why the assassin and the fox were traveling at such a blistering pace. 
 
    Danzen slowed, and as he did Kudzu decreased her pace as well, her tail settling as she sat, tongue out of her mouth for a moment as she panted. 
 
    “That was fun.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “How did you sleep last night?” 
 
    “Not so well,” he admitted as he felt the weight of his gear. Danzen had all of his weapons with him, and he also carried his leather satchel and a burlap sack full of other supplies, everything from his field diary to spare set of robes and other odds and ends, jerky that Jelmay had procured from his home, firestarter as well, tweed. He had a set of robes for Kudzu if she needed to take her human form, Jelmay currently with her sword, which covered most of the angles of what they may need to do once they reach civilization. 
 
    “Nightmares?” 
 
    “No, not exactly.” He searched his mind for the word to describe how it felt last night. “There was change in the weather, one that never came through, it left me feeling… feeling something.” 
 
    “I see.” She looked over her shoulder, her ears flickering. “The others are pretty far back.” 
 
    “Likely Jelmay.” 
 
    “Likely. I can’t believe he is bringing that demon bear hide.” 
 
    “If it gets cold, it may come in handy.” 
 
    “From what I know about the region, it is colder, but it’s still summer. It also is unnecessary.” 
 
    “Jelmay will be Jelmay. I am glad that he was able to get a new sword, however. He had much more in his home than I expected.” 
 
    “He did. And curse Usagi for what he did. I will take pleasure in killing that rabbit one day,” she said as she licked her lips. “He continues to be a thorn in our side.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t normally throw around threats, not any longer, but what Usagi had done could have gotten one of them killed. What if Yato had gone down there, or Jelmay, or Kudzu? The rabbit had worn out his welcome long ago, and his mere presence now would add fuel to the fire unless he proved himself to be useful. 
 
    “Have you thought more about your mother? Her intentions?” Kudzu asked, which was typical of the fox, always interpreting what Danzen was feeling even if he didn’t tell her. 
 
    “I thought some about it, yes.” 
 
    “It may have been her plan all along to die, you know.” 
 
    “I have thought as much. Perhaps she felt that she could better serve…” He considered his next sentence for a moment. “Better serve our cause from Diyu. I have yet to talk to Sansar about it.” 
 
    “It still strikes me as odd that the yatagarasu is here with us, traveling as if it means nothing, as if he has been here all along.” 
 
    Danzen offered Kudzu something akin to a smile. 
 
    “That’s right, he has been following us. Still, I have my suspicions.” 
 
    “As do I. See you there.” Danzen took a running leap seemingly off the edge of a cliff, causing Kudzu to gasp. She bolted to the edge only to find that he had dropped to a rock below, the former assassin running along it before launching himself back into the air. 
 
    “You need to be careful!” she called after him as she began scrambling down the rock face herself, stones sliding past, her ears flitted back. Dust followed, but by the point it settled the kitsune was long gone, keeping up with the former assassin as he took to the high ridgelines, freely traveling as he cut through the air, Danzen feeling as if he were himself, stretching his muscles and pushing himself to the limit. 
 
    As he did so, he felt his echo cycling within him, Danzen knowing he was stronger than he had ever been in his life. Even when he was a younger man, nothing compared to his natural ability when crossed with what he had done to his echo. And to think that there were still more tiers for him to reach, that his power would only grow with more practice… 
 
    And it still may not be enough. 
 
    Not enough to stop Nomtoi, not enough to face his father if they ever actually came to blows. Yet he would still strive to reach that point. It was the only way that Danzen could think of to rebuild Sunyata, to return heaven to his world. 
 
    He slowed once he reached the bridge that crossed a great chasm to this fox shrine, Kudzu reaching him just a few moments later. Abbot Monpo was already waiting for them on the other side, the seven-tailed fox in his human form, gleaming jewel in the center of his forehead, his hair braided, a few bags crossed over his shoulders. He was carrying scrolls, which made sense considering what the abbot planned to do once they reached his mother’s nunnery outside of Odval. 
 
    After bowing at the two foxes, Abbot Monpo crossed the bridge, where he met Danzen and Kudzu on the other side. 
 
    “I assume the others will be here shortly,” he said with a firm nod, a light in his eyes, Danzen almost seeing just how much power he had, his echo practically radiant. 
 
    “The bakeneko is holding them up, as usual.” 
 
    “Yes,” he told Kudzu, “but he’s not the one I’m interested in. I’m interested in the yatagarasu. Very interesting for it to appear and even more foretelling for it to join us.” 
 
    “We haven’t been able to get much information out of him, but…” 
 
    Abbot Monpo nodded, as if he sensed what she had said without finishing her sentence. Kudzu could be standoffish when it came to newcomers, so if anyone was going to get information from the yatagarasu, it wouldn’t be her, it would be someone with more cunning like Jelmay, or someone still with her sense of naivety like Yato, even if she was hardened in other ways. 
 
    “We will see how far we can get tonight, following Galzo’s lead. At some point, one of us may need to go ahead to scout out the terrain, to make sure there are no hostiles. I can do that.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo shook his head. “I believe it’s best that we stay together, Pilgrim. The northern passage is obscured by a thick fog caused by an incredible yokai known as a nue. We will need to stick close together in that case. Perhaps we can use some of the special thread I brought to tie ourselves to one another.” 
 
    “Just don’t tie me to the bakeneko,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “Duly noted. We can tie you to Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Yes, that…” She cleared her throat. “That works.” 
 
    “Nue?” Danzen asked, which was the first he’d heard of this yokai. 
 
    “Yes… the last of its kind. An ancient yokai, one that made a pact with the ruler of Diyu well before the fall of Sunyata. The nue is an enormous beast, with the head of a baboon, the body of a tiger, and the tail of a snake. I can’t stress enough how large it is.” He motioned toward the shrine. “It would be large enough to wrap its tail around the shrine, if you can imagine that. This yokai is what has prevented people from using the northern passage, the constant fog it releases from its mouth.” 
 
    “So we are going to do something about it, then?” 
 
    “Later. For now, we will just get through the region. Once we make it through, you can call this other kitsune you met in the north,” he told Kudzu, “and he can guide us the rest of the way. I suggest we deal with the nue later.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Kudzu shifted forward. “The other kitsune is named Bawa. I have never seen one like him. There is a light at the tip of his tail that changes colors.” 
 
    “I see… The yokai we are going to meet in the Outer Regions may be different than what we are accustomed to here, but some will be friendly, and if they’re willing to trade information or join our cause, we will do our best to welcome them to our ranks,” said Abbot Monpo. “As you know, your group will continue to explore the region for remnants while I head to the nunnery.” 
 
    “You can’t go alone. Nomin will go with you, and likely Galzo. He will know the way.” 
 
    “Yes, he will,” the abbot told Danzen. “And this Nomin of yours, she has experience at the nunnery, does she not?” 
 
    “That’s where we…” Danzen recalled how he had killed her, the flowers floating in the air all around them as they battled to the death, spring vibrant and at odds with the bloodshed that was to follow once his demons were unleashed. “Yes, she does have experience there. She has bent her echo in the courtyards there with the nuns.” 
 
    “Good. All of this is good. What we are attempting to do may seem impossible to those we meet along the way, but once they see us accomplishing it, things will start to change. The nunnery will also become a location that is ripe for thieves and other nefarious beings. Protecting it will be something we will need to consider in the future, but let’s just see if it is possible first.” Abbot Monpo smiled at both of them. “This is a good day, I can feel it. I’m glad that we are alive. I’m glad we’re doing this.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Galzo the winged wolf took to the sky, where he hovered for a moment, his snout extended. After a deep inhale, he did a complete circle and lowered to the ground. They were all gathered on the outskirts of the Panchen Mountains now, Kudzu seated on her haunches, Jelmay standing next to her, Sansar, the three-legged raven, now perched on the shriveled limb of what resembled a juniper tree next to Abbot Monpo, the three assassins standing near the raven. 
 
    “I’m sure I could find the way if I got lost,” Jelmay said, the bakeneko clearly flustered. 
 
    “It’s not about finding the way,” Galzo said. “It is about navigating the fog that is to come.” 
 
    Jelmay lifted his paw, showing the hainu the golden thread that attached him to Yato’s wrist. It was thick, clearly made with longevity in mind, and perhaps enchanted by a remnant. “Lord of the Dogs worries too much if you ask me. We aren’t going to get lost; we’re all tied together.” 
 
    This wasn’t exactly the case. They were tied off in pairs, Abbot Monpo with Nomin, Kudzu and Danzen, Yato and Jelmay. Neither Sansar nor the winged hainu were tied to anything considering they could both fly high enough to avoid most of the fog, at least according to Galzo. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t get lost, which was why Sansar stayed on Danzen’s shoulder, and Galzo planned to hitch himself to Abbot Monpo. 
 
    Sansar lifted off the branch that he had been resting on and lowered onto Danzen’s shoulder. “We should still remain cautious. It may be a day before we encounter the fog, but once we do, things will grow harder.” 
 
    “Transporting remnants is always going to be difficult in this place until we can do something about the fog,” said Galzo. 
 
    “Which is something we will handle later,” Abbot Monpo reminded the group. “The nue has been causing trouble here for centuries. It is best if we take our first journey in caution, simply coming to understand the path. Once I have made contact with the nunnery, I will seek out this monster and deal with it.” 
 
    “Not alone, you won’t,” Nomin said, poised, as if she were ready to strike something. Danzen had noticed this posture about her before, even when she was relaxed. There was a threat underlining her persona, one that always had a way of boiling to the surface. 
 
    “I will join as well,” said Danzen. 
 
    “Yes, I figured as much.” 
 
    “I would like to come too,” said Yato. 
 
    Jelmay started laughing. “We haven’t even made it to the north yet and the three of you are already volunteering for assassin duty. I think there’s an old saying about that, something about an assassin not falling far from the tree, but I forget it. Let’s just get through the fog before I get too sleepy and Kudzu has to carry me.” 
 
    “I will leave you behind.” 
 
    “No, you won’t. Galzo, which way is it then?” 
 
    “Yes, yes…” The wolf waited for Abbot Monpo to tie the golden thread to his leg, and once he did, the group set off yet again. Danzen and Kudzu, who normally took the lead, fell back, Sansar remaining perched on Danzen’s shoulder. After about twenty minutes of walking in silence, Jelmay started to hum a song until Galzo told him to be quiet, the wolf reminding him that the less they drew attention to themselves, the better. 
 
    “Bah…” came Jelmay’s disgruntled reply. 
 
    “Your mother always spoke fondly of your dedication,” Sansar told Danzen once they reached a row of roots seemingly stacked on top of one another, the group nearing the top of a small hill with trees clustered around it. “And the longer I spend with you, the more I notice it.” 
 
    “She barely knew me.” Danzen only realized after these words left his lips how standoffish they were. Yet it was true, his mother had barely been part of his life. Shodren hadn’t watched him grow up, nor did she know what he was capable of, not to its fullest extent. Danzen had killed countless people, of all ages, his sins something that would haunt him forever. He may have had dedication, but it was a dedication to distributing death. 
 
    It was a moment before Sansar spoke again. “It may seem that way, yes, but Shodren was there more than you know.” 
 
    Danzen stopped walking, which had the effect of forcing Kudzu to stop as well. She didn’t say anything about suddenly being jerked back. The kitsune had been listening to the conversation. 
 
    “How long have you been watching me?” he asked Sansar. 
 
    “For quite some time.” 
 
    “How long?” Danzen asked again. 
 
    “Since around the time I came to your mother. It was a decade ago that we met, or rather, I sought her out.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “We need to keep up with the others,” Kudzu said, the white fox noticing that they were getting ahead now. 
 
    They started up again, Danzen searching his mind, trying to recall if he had ever noticed a raven observing him. He generally kept a keen eye on his environment, but looking for something like a black bird wouldn’t have been something that he had focused on in his past. Try as he might, no memories whatsoever came to mind. 
 
    “And when I was wandering for two years in the south? Were you there then?” 
 
    “Yes, I was there as well. Your mother has always been concerned for you, you know, even if she failed to show you this in a way that you would be able to recognize it.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t agree with this statement. What happened in his life—from being abandoned as a baby on the steps of the Diyu Brotherhood, to his training, the blood on his hands—fit the path of someone who had been abandoned and left to rot, not someone who had a doting mother watching over them. 
 
    He also couldn’t shake this feeling that she had been biding her time, waiting for the perfect moment to contact him, to groom him in preparation of taking his father’s throne. He hadn’t forgotten how it felt when she had told him her plan, even if there was a good intention behind it, Shodren Ravja ultimately wanting to rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    “We didn’t have the same opinions, you know, Shodren and I,” Sansar told him after a spell of silence. 
 
    “Your kind only appears when changes are afoot,” Kudzu grunted. “Surely, you’ve had some opinion, and surely, you guided her opinion to some degree. It would make sense.” 
 
    “You would think that, but no, there is much you have to learn about yatagarasu, but that is neither here nor there. I always believed in your plan, what you are attempting to do here,” the raven told Danzen. “It is a more balanced approach, one that has the best chance for success. Sunyata will not be rebuilt from Diyu, it will be rebuilt from here, the mortal plane, from the very place that it came to die. I was alive then, you know, and I’m not the only one.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Kudzu, speaking for Danzen. 
 
    “Have you ever wondered what happened to the inhabitants of Sunyata when it fell? Not the ones that were turned into remnants, but the others, the stronger angelic beings. Have you ever wondered about that?” 
 
    “I was alive when Sunyata fell as well,” the kitsune remarked. 
 
    “Yes, you were. But you didn’t answer my question. Have you ever wondered about that?” 
 
    She finally shook her head. “No, it never crossed my mind.” 
 
    “I’m sure if we do enough damage and show enough effort, these angelic beings will make themselves known, which may not prove to be what we would expect. But, believe me when I say that I didn’t agree with your mother, Pilgrim. What we are attempting to do is the way. If it is actually possible is another story entirely.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The Asura Forest was visible to the west, Danzen and his companions traveling along a natural pathway, one which occasionally opened up into sudden gullies. Rocks lifted from the soil on either side yet never mirrored any of the passes they had gone through in the Panchen Mountains, a crescendo of landscape if there ever was one, the northern passage one of forests and gray stone. 
 
    It was hot, and while monsoon season was mostly over and fall was approaching, the humidity was thick in the air, Danzen glad he had worn his lighter robes. The surroundings were obscured once the fog rolled in, the former assassin not able to see more than five to seven feet in front of him. 
 
    This put him on edge, Danzen’s hand never far from the grip of his weapon. 
 
    They traveled at a slower pace from this point forward, Kudzu occasionally making a sound with her throat, which Danzen took to mean one of two things: she was either a bit frightened, or she was communicating with the other yokai, the former assassin surmising that it was likely a bit of both. 
 
    “Ugh. This fog is going to definitely have to go if we are going to open the northern passage,” Jelmay lamented at some point. “It’s much worse than I thought. It’s so thick, I can barely think.” 
 
    This statement snapped Kudzu out of her nervous spell. “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “What does it sound like it means? You’ve never been so distracted by something that you can hardly think? Isn’t that normal?” 
 
    “We will need to find shelter soon,” Galzo announced, putting a quick end to their bickering. “This is just the start of it; hopefully the fog will clear up by morning.” 
 
    “Does that happen often?” Yato asked him. She’d been forced to walk much slower than she would have liked due to the fact that she was tethered to Jelmay, who seemed to take a break every ten minutes or so. 
 
    “Lady Pilgrim asks good questions. It’s going to be like this all the way there…” Jelmay’s eyes grew wide, his whiskers lifting as he sniffed the air. “I don’t like it. There’s something off about all of it, something sinister. Surely I’m not the only one that senses that.” 
 
    “This is why we will handle the nue in due time,” Abbot Monpo reminded him. “I think it would be best to start looking for shelter…” He angled himself toward the northwest, Galzo nodding in agreement. 
 
    “I will check for you.” Sansar lifted off Danzen’s shoulder, the raven taking to the sky, pressing past the upper crest of the fog. 
 
    “Do you think he will be able to find us again?” asked the bakeneko. 
 
    “He wouldn’t have left if he couldn’t have found his way back.” 
 
    “Don’t you just know everything. Bah, I tell you, bah! I’m tired of walking. Why can’t we just sleep right here?” 
 
    “This isn’t a good space to rest,” said Nomin, the blind assassin with her head dipped to some degree. 
 
    Danzen didn’t think about using the power he had learned from her. As soon as he shut his eyes, he figured he would be able to see through the fog to some degree, but even if vague echo outlines took shape on the inside of his eyelids, this simply wasn’t the case. His surroundings were still obscured, which told him something he already knew: Nomin was a cut above with her power, which made sense considering it was something that she relied entirely upon. 
 
    Sansar returned to Danzen’s shoulder a minute or so later. “Just up ahead. There is an overhang from what I can tell, and there will likely be shelter beneath it.” 
 
    Galzo and Abbot Monpo were able to find the recess in question with little guidance from Sansar, an almost instinctual nature to the way that they operated. Sure enough, there was space for them to spread out beneath the overarching ceiling. 
 
    As Danzen ducked into the alcove, a skeleton seemed to lunge for him. Astra was out before he could blink, Danzen cutting the bones away, only to realize that this had been some sort of burial, that their movement had dislodged the body. 
 
    “Whew! That was close,” Jelmay said as he relaxed a bit, the bakeneko removing his paw from the hilt of his weapon. “I thought we were going to have to fight some skeletons for a minute.” 
 
    “This appears to be an old burial ground,” said Galzo, confirming Danzen’s first thought. The way the skeleton had been positioned, upright against the wall, told him that there’d been some sort of ritual in this. Upon further examination of the bones Danzen saw that they were adorned with jewelry, but it was what he spotted next that made him wonder if there wasn’t something more sinister at play. 
 
    Crouching before a femur, he found bite marks in it. 
 
    “Check the rest,” he said to Yato and Nomin, both of whom had already started to examine another set of skeletons next to the one that had seemingly fallen out of the cave wall. As they did this, Abbot Monpo got a fire started using some of the wood he had gathered along the way. Even though there was still a bit of daylight partially blocked by the fog, the fire helped to illuminate the cave. 
 
    “How many…?” Kudzu looked up at all the vertical tombs that had been erected. What was even stranger was that it seemed as if the bodies had been smashed into the rock face, and even though some care had been taken to drape them in jewelry and arrange them in a neat way, something was off about the entire affair, something sinister. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Jelmay said as he pocketed some of the jewelry. “These were placed here by the same yokai that created the fog. Some of his earlier kills, right?” 
 
    “Likely not,” said Abbot Monpo, who had just set some of the scrolls he’d wrapped in leather in a protected corner. “The nue is incredibly large; it wouldn’t do something like this. No, these are ancient peoples.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Kudzu asked the bakeneko as he used his sword to pull a rib cage down, bringing its upper body with it, which allowed him to remove a golden necklace. 
 
    “What does it look like I’m doing? This jewelry is probably worth a small fortune. It could be hundreds and hundreds of years old, before the fall of Sunyata. In fact…” He brought one of the pieces to his mouth and bit down on it. “Good news. It’s gold. Lady Pilgrim, Blind Pilgrim, and, well, Pilgrim, get as much of the gold jewelry as you can. This has to be worth something!” 
 
    Sansar hopped around in a troubled way. “Perhaps we should leave the dead to their jewelry…” 
 
    “And let it waste away in this cave?” Jelmay asked, almost offended by the raven’s suggestion. “Pfft! Are you insane? Clearly we should take as much as we can, and then next time we get to a bigger city, perhaps Bahlingar and maybe Odval, maybe, I’ll unload it at a fence, and we will be on our way, richer than we were yesterday. Someone has to fund this trip.” 
 
    “Jelmay, is this really necessary?” Kudzu asked, exhaustion in her voice. Danzen had heard this tone from her before. She generally started the day ready to bicker with Jelmay in an almost playful way, but by the end, especially if they had spent most of the time traveling, the kitsune would reach her breaking point. 
 
    “Relax, relax,” the cat told her. “I won’t take it all, if it makes you feel better. Just the stuff that is worth something. Lady Pilgrim, leave anything that looks cheap. Let’s see what we can loot.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The howling began at about midnight, sounds that were almost familiar to Danzen from the time he’d spent in the Panchen Mountains. Yet they seemed more remote out here, more nefarious. All of them were resting now aside from Nomin, who stood guard, the woman rarely sleeping since her return from Diyu. Yato certainly was awoken by the sound, as was Kudzu, the white fox standing and repositioning herself, attempting to block some of the sound by curling her head up into her body. 
 
    Danzen sat up and remained this way for a while, listening to the harrowing sounds. 
 
    “I can’t sleep,” Yato told him, the younger assassin pointing out the obvious. She was lying on her side and staring at him, a hint of light reflecting off her eyes. 
 
    Jelmay rolled over to his other side and began to snore loudly, the volume at the point that Danzen was surprised that it hadn’t rattled more of the bones loose from the walls. They’d left the rest of the open coffins mostly undisturbed aside from the bakeneko’s looting, which made the space that they were staying in a bit more ominous with all the dead bodies surrounding them. 
 
    “I’ll check on things.” 
 
    Danzen stood, and after retrieving Astra, he approached Nomin at the front of the alcove. Rather than say anything, he stood guard a few feet away from her, listening to the sounds, which were somewhere between a powerful wind and the howl of a wild animal, the former assassin eventually finding himself in a meditative state even though he was now on his feet. He expected Yato to join him, the young assassin generally curious about their ways, those trained by the Brotherhood, but she never did. 
 
    It was about an hour later that Nomin spoke, her quiet voice at odds with the shrieks in the distance, the sense of something violent in the air. “You can rest,” she told him, which would have been the same thing Danzen would have told Yato had she decided to join them. 
 
    They may have been trained to kill from very young ages, all three of them, but the assassins shared a sense of camaraderie, even if some had strayed far from the path like Soko, and others had given into their competitive nature. 
 
    “I think I’ll be fine,” Danzen told her. 
 
    It was a long spell before she spoke again: “Do you remember what happened in Arsi? It must’ve been twelve or thirteen years ago.” 
 
    Danzen turned to the blind woman, who continued to stare out at the distance as if she had spotted something on the horizon, the moon tracing a line along her pointed features. 
 
    “There was an uprising, a few of us had been tasked with quelling it. You don’t remember?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I do now.” 
 
    It hadn’t been that difficult of a task considering his command over people, his Demon Speak ability allowing him to simply tell those protesting recent changes in state-purchased grain prices to stop. 
 
    But that wasn’t how it ended, sadly. 
 
    Nomin had been tasked with leading the group, which included Danzen, and a few other assassins that he hadn’t thought about in years, and Nomin wanted blood. 
 
    It was blood that Danzen and the other assassins gave her, the small group mercilessly killing all of the protesters, farmers and their sons, merchants and their employees. It wasn’t a challenge to them at all, and now that he thought about it, the event had been one of the cracks that eventually led to his retirement. 
 
    Why did they slaughter mostly innocent people? Who would put a contract out like that? 
 
    Danzen had since reached a point that he had completely blocked out what happened that night, the senseless bloodbath, but now that he thought about it, he knew that it was precisely why things had played out the way that they had for him later on. 
 
    “Those people didn’t deserve to die,” said Nomin. 
 
    “No, they did not.” 
 
    “But I’m not sorry for what I did.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. 
 
    “At least I wasn’t at the time. Now that I think about it, I wish we had used another avenue, perhaps your unique gift to persuade people to leave the area.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    No further words were exchanged between the two of them, both lost in their troubled memories of the past, Danzen finally deciding to get some rest once the howling died down. He sat with his back against a rock and closed his eyes, the former assassin falling into a light slumber. 
 
    He awoke just as the sun was coming up. The fog cleared and there was a chill to the air, Nomin still standing guard, the others asleep aside from Abbot Monpo, who sat now in meditation. 
 
    “I’m going to go bend my echo,” said Danzen, his morning routine coming to him almost immediately. He had conditioned himself to do this to the point that it had become second nature. To think that he had spent his entire life shying away from it only made him want to bend further. “I won’t be far away.” 
 
    Whereas Kudzu would have perhaps said something, asking him to stay or remind him to be careful, Nomin simply bobbed her head left and right, a note of affirmation, and Abbot Monpo didn’t respond. 
 
    To make things easy, Danzen stepped out from beneath the overhang and sent his power into his legs, feeling the energy surge through him as he shot into the air. He landed on the top of the rock, above where everyone was still sleeping, no sound accompanying his feet as they touched the ground. 
 
    Danzen withdrew his boomerang sword and moved into position, prepared to start his practice. 
 
    He imagined an invisible opponent before him and thrust his weapon forward, feeling an uncoiling of his core, his echo suddenly alive and rippling through him. He kept moving, the only sound accompanying his feet being the wind gracing across the folds of his robes. 
 
    Danzen came to a point in which he felt one with the world around him, that his movements could cause windstorms, that bringing his sword down could even do something like summon a lightning bolt. 
 
    He felt power, he felt serenity, he felt pure. 
 
    And then he heard the voice behind. 
 
    “Always striving to get better, aren’t you, son?” 
 
    Danzen’s eyes flashed open. 
 
    He turned to find Tengir Gantulga in his dark-purple armor, a bemused look on his father’s face. There was something eternal about his visage, his long hair perfect, beard expertly trimmed, a vibrancy to his eyes as he observed his son, the ruler of Diyu without his enormous odachi sword this time. 
 
    “You dare…” Danzen would have tried. 
 
    Had he not just been bending his echo and focusing his breath, he would have attempted to kill his father even if he knew that it was impossible. He didn’t possess the strength, nor a weapon sharp enough to take Tengir Gantulga down, and he knew it. 
 
    “I am assuming you may be concerned about your mother.” 
 
    Danzen’s shoulders heaved up and down, his sudden flash of anger hard to bottle. He had to remind himself what his father was capable of, that his companions were below and if his father wanted, he could easily take them with him, or worse, cast them into the deepest pit in Diyu and leave them to suffer. 
 
    “What… what have you done to her?” 
 
    “Shodren is fine,” said Tengir Gantulga in a disinterested way. “She will get used to her new home in time. But I assure you, she isn’t being hurt or anything of the sort. In fact, she is being pampered, even if it’s not what she wants. You and your mother both have a stubborn streak that I intend to break. But that is not why I’m here, son.” 
 
    “I don’t care why you’re here.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but it would be good for you to hear me out anyway. Your brother has come up with a…” Tengir Gantulga lifted his eyebrows as he searched for the right word to describe what Danzen’s half-brother had concocted. “It wasn’t what I expected, let’s say that. There are places in Diyu where we have sent the worst demons imaginable, ones that even bother me to some degree. Do you remember Shutendorji, the demon I asked you to handle outside of your mother’s nunnery?” 
 
    Danzen nodded, recalling what it’d been like to fight Shutendorji in the Outer Regions, the towering demon and his incredible strength. 
 
    “He is there now, in the very same place that Nomtoi has decided to look for his next…” Tengir Gantulga smiled. “Assassins. Let’s call them assassins, a word you are intimately familiar with. Or challenges, perhaps that is a better choice of words. There is a title for this group that was used long ago, so maybe we could call them that. The Seven Evils. I didn’t think Nomtoi would go to this extreme, yet he truly does want my throne and while he is a fool, I am starting to appreciate his perseverance. I’m starting to appreciate his initiative.” 
 
    “Just give it to him, I don’t want it.” 
 
    “What you want or don’t want really doesn’t concern me, son. It is your heritage, it is your right. But, your brother has shown me that he is willing to fight for it and I have decided to let him try. Obviously, you two are not at the same strength level, so that wouldn’t be a fair battle, but you may be able to stop the people he has tasked with killing you. As for now, there are seven that I have allowed him to free, but the depths of Diyu do contain others. Did I mention I had to give him my approval to do this? Heh. Consider it a challenge. I could tell you more, but I think that it will be more interesting this way, to let you discover what you may well one day command once you take my throne. You will likely encounter the first of the Seven Evils soon enough, and I believe it is within my rights to level the playing field to some degree. Would you like that?” 
 
    “I don’t need your help.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Tengir Gantulga told him. “The blood that courses through you is mine, even if you have some of your mother’s as well. Demon blood is much stronger than human blood, infused with a dark aspect of what humans would call a person’s echo. This is how you are able to do some of the things you’re able to do. I shouldn’t have to explain much more of this to you, but I’m telling you all this for a reason. Your blood.” 
 
    “My blood…” Danzen said through gritted teeth. He knew what happened when he broke skin, and he had only recently been able to control his demons to some degree. 
 
    “It is not just blood capable of conjuring demons upon being spilled, or sparking your true power. Your blood is a weapon itself.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in your help,” Danzen said as he brought his sword to the ready. “You have done enough.” 
 
    His father laughed again. “When you encounter the individuals that your brother has summoned from the depths of Diyu, you will think differently. The Seven Evils are not humans, nor are they truly demons. They are somewhere in between, individuals who lived long before the fall of Sunyata, monsters who have been boiling and toiling in Diyu long enough to not only grow powerful and endure the torture they have been sentenced to, but also develop unique powers. Frightening things, really.” 
 
    “Why did you keep them?” 
 
    “We will have the conversation another day on how Diyu works, because clearly you don’t have a good understanding of it, but you should know that I, and my predecessor, and the ruler of Diyu before him, kept these demonic beings for a reason. The last time the Seven Evils were unleashed was right before the fall of Sunyata, which may give you an indication as to how heaven was destroyed. Are you ready to learn what I have to show you?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head, and as he did he noticed movement behind his father. 
 
    Nomin had appeared, the blind assassin gripping her short sword, prepared to attack. 
 
    His father grinned cheek to cheek, his teeth bright and shining. “You are making a fatal mistake. And you, Nomin, you should have more respect for the man who brought you back to life.” 
 
    “Leave,” said Nomin, almost as if she were reading Danzen’s mind, the courage he needed in that moment taking shape in the single word that left her lips. 
 
    Tengir Gantulga’s feet started to blur, dark energy melting up his torso. “It is a pity, really. You are going to need what I had intended to show you, but perhaps you will find that out on your own. You and your mother, your pathetic human stubbornness. It will be interesting to see how many of your companions die before you ask for my help. I’ll see you soon, son. You know how to reach me. Simply ask.” 
 
    And with that, the ruler of Diyu was gone. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It took Danzen a full minute to relax, the former assassin gripping his sword as he glared at the space where his father had just stood. 
 
    “What did he say?” Nomin was looking directly at him, her eyes bleached white and matching the robes that she wore, the blind assassin with a ghostly appeal. 
 
    “He said… he said that my brother has unleashed some of Diyu’s most dangerous…” Danzen recalled his father’s words, that they weren’t human or demon. “He called them demonic beings, called them the Seven Evils.” 
 
    “Released?” Nomin asked. 
 
    “They were kept in the depths of Diyu and used last during the fall of Sunyata. My brother has unleashed them to hunt me, or as my father put it, to give me a challenge.” 
 
    “What else did he say?” 
 
    “He wanted to show me something, some skill with my blood that he said would help me. I declined.” 
 
    “Why?” Nomin asked, which wasn’t the direction that he thought the conversation would go. 
 
    “I don’t want his help.” 
 
    “You may be going up against some of the strongest opponents you’ve ever faced, and if the ruler of Diyu is offering you some assistance…” She slowly nodded. “Perhaps it isn’t my place.” 
 
    “Take his assistance and then what? Be indebted to him?” 
 
    “Yes, I do see your point. That would be a slippery slope.” 
 
    “We will see what my brother throws at me.” 
 
    “Why won’t Nomtoi just come after you himself?” 
 
    Danzen explained that his father had forbidden this, yet he now wanted to see his two sons fight for the throne. “He won’t accept the fact that I don’t want it. I want to rebuild Sunyata; ruling Diyu is not the way that I’m going to do it.” 
 
    “Do you recall what Birin Yeshe always said during the Brotherhood’s annual dinner? About the adaptability of an assassin?” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “It would be best to remember that.” Nomin turned back to the edge of the overhang. “The bakeneko is hungry, and he won’t stop telling everyone about it. I promised him we would bring something.” 
 
    “We do have some rations.” 
 
    “It won’t take us very long.” 
 
    Nomin dropped down, Danzen doing the same. He landed next to her, and the two ignored the others as they started in the direction of Genshin Valley, the fog clear for the time being. 
 
    Danzen had hunted with Nomin this way before, back when they were teamed together. Without sight, her ability to hear even the most minute noises had been heightened. She was as light on her feet as Danzen was, and it wasn’t long before Nomin paused and pointed at a shrub. 
 
    Fwitt! 
 
    Danzen’s boomerang sword returned with a large rabbit on the end of it. He held it by its ears as he had Usagi just a few days ago. They continued, Nomin pausing once again after they had walked about five hundred feet. 
 
    He could see the animal this time, a goat on a rocky ledge and nibbling at a branch with red berries on it. Astra passed through the goat’s neck and returned to Danzen, the carcass smacking against the ground as his blade reached his hand. 
 
    “That should be enough,” said Nomin. 
 
    They returned to the campsite, where they found that Jelmay had concocted a grill of sorts by cleverly stacking long slabs of stone. 
 
    “Just what I was looking for,” he said, licking his lips. “Real meat.” 
 
    Danzen placed the goat on the ground, the rabbit next to it, Jelmay gladly producing a knife from his bag so he could strip the animals of their fur. “Too bad I can’t somehow combine this fur with my demon bear hide.” 
 
    “I’m not going to comment on that,” said Kudzu as she watched him prepare the meat, the fox licking her lips. 
 
    “You know nothing about fashion.” 
 
    “I don’t need to know anything about human fashion.” 
 
    “It’s a good idea, and you know it. Someone needs to help me with the meal. Lady Pilgrim?” 
 
    As usual, Yato assisted Jelmay while Danzen joined Abbot Monpo and Galzo at the mouth of the overhang, where they were speaking to Sansar. 
 
    “We have to try to make it through the fog before nightfall,” said the raven as Danzen approached. “It will get thicker the deeper we get. I’m surprised it’s as clear as it is this morning. Very surprised.” He tilted his beak up at the sky. 
 
    “Once we reach the end, then what? How far will we have to journey?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “It’s hard to say,” Galzo told him, the winged wolf seated on his haunches. “To be honest, it has been hundreds of years since I took this path, and I can’t recall the distance, mostly because of the fog. In a way I just followed my nose, but it is much easier traveling by myself than with a group, as you can imagine.” 
 
    “Personally, I estimate it will take us another two to three days,” Abbot Monpo said, a hint of confidence in his voice. 
 
    Galzo considered this. “Maybe. We should come out in the Outer Regions, where we can go to the nunnery to regroup. Then we can make our plans to deal with the yokai that is causing this fog.” 
 
    “There has been… another development,” Danzen told the group. 
 
    Not even six months ago, Danzen would have kept his interaction with his father to himself. But now people relied on him, and he wanted to know what they were getting into. He also wanted them to be aware of the surprise attack that was to come. “Kudzu,” he called the white kitsune, “you’ll need to hear this as well.” 
 
    “Maybe you should tell everyone over our meal,” Abbot Monpo said, interpreting that something was awry. “Then you won’t have to repeat yourself.” 
 
    Kudzu approached, a slight sparkle to her white fur coat. “Yes?” 
 
    “I’ll… explain everything soon. Right now, we need to plan for the next several days.” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Galzo the wolf. “We get through the fog, then we continue the journey. I don’t know yet what we will encounter, and what happened back near your monastery concerns me to some degree, the attack. If there are yokai that are against what we are attempting to do, they likely won’t ambush us in the fog. But after we are clear of it, it may become a little more dangerous.” He shook out his head, his ears flapping. “I don’t know. Most won’t venture into this fog, so perhaps we are safe.” 
 
    “Not exactly true,” said Sansar. “Last time I flew over this region, I spotted several yokai below, which would mean they have permission from the nue causing the fog. We aren’t out of the clear just because our positions are obscured.” 
 
    “Then we will stay on the defensive,” said Danzen. “And remain tied to one another once we leave here. We move as quickly as we can today, get past the fog, and we will deal with any encounters we may face along the way.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Galzo. “This is the way. It will be an amazing thing, you know, once the fog is lifted off this region. Who knows what we will uncover. We are, after all, only going through a small portion of it. It extends quite far, miles upon miles in all directions.” 
 
    Kudzu grunted in half-agreement. “The sooner we are out of here, the better.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was bound to happen, the fog settling in once they reached what looked to be the start of a valley, just as they came across another cache of dead bodies that had been slammed into the rock. 
 
    “We don’t have time,” Galzo told Jelmay, who was already eyeing their jewelry. 
 
    “You don’t have time,” said the bakeneko. “As selfish as this sounds, we could always use something to trade with later on, be it for money or whatever they trade with in the Outer Regions. Bawa did say that there are people that live out there. What better thing to trade than a handful of rare relics?” 
 
    “You’re wasting time.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” Jelmay told Kudzu as he plucked a bracelet off a skeletal wrist. “I think this one would fit me.” He slipped his paw into it and jiggled the bracelet, Yato not able to contain her laughter. 
 
    “Don’t encourage him.” Kudzu moved on, which forced Danzen to walk ahead as well considering he was attached to her by the golden thread. 
 
    “We will leave without you,” Galzo warned him as he too pressed away from Jelmay. 
 
    Yato, who was affixed to the bakeneko, began to tug at him. “I don’t want to get stuck here.” 
 
    “Fine, fine. I’m not going to grumble this time and remind everyone how wrong they are.” Jelmay joined the group, his new bracelet jangling on his wrist. “But once we clear this bloody fog, I’m going on an epic mission to loot every single skeleton I can find. We still don’t know if there are remnants out here or not.” 
 
    “Let’s just get through the area first, and then we will deal with what happens after,” Abbot Monpo said in a cordial way, always the peace broker. 
 
    As they continued on, the fog grew thicker, Danzen barely able to make out the other members of his party. The yokai communicated through sounds, mostly from Kudzu to Galzo, but occasionally Sansar, and Jelmay even let out a lengthy meow that sounded sarcastic. They were able to see each other, but every now and then the wind would pick up, the fog obscuring the space even a foot or two in front of Danzen. 
 
    It was much colder now, and even though Danzen knew the sun was out, everything had gray undertones to it, no discernible smell in the air. The only one who seemed to have adjusted was Nomin, who walked at an almost leisurely pace, entirely reliant on her ability to extend her echo and see what was before her. 
 
    Once again Danzen closed his eyes, and while he did get subtle, purple outlines of his environment, they were blurred to some degree. The demonic yokai creating the fog was disrupting Danzen’s echo, he could feel it, which made him wonder if it could somehow sense him. 
 
    He truly hoped not. 
 
    As he walked, he recalled how his companions had reacted to his revelation over breakfast, that Tengir Gantulga had appeared and warned him of his brother’s next actions. 
 
    Nomin and Yato seemed committed to helping Danzen in any way possible; Jelmay’s response had been one of annoyance mostly at his father’s part for not putting a stop to Nomtoi’s actions. As usual, Kudzu was gravely concerned by what Tengir Gantulga had revealed to him, which led Jelmay to tease her to some degree. Danzen didn’t get a sense of how Galzo or Abbot Monpo felt about it, and Sansar hadn’t said anything either, the three-legged raven perched on his shoulder at the moment, quiet as ever. 
 
    The sound of the wind caused the group to pause, a screeching nature to it loud enough to cover any of the yokai communication. They huddled together as the wind screamed all around them, and once it settled, they continued on. 
 
    “I thought it was an ambush there for a second,” Jelmay said, and while Danzen initially thought that he was joking, one look at the bakeneko told him otherwise. Jelmay’s whiskers were erect, and his eyes were wide, filled with concern. 
 
    “We don’t know when Nomtoi’s henchmen are going to strike, so there’s that as well. It could be any time…” 
 
    “We will address them when it happens,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “You think they will do it in a group, or one by one?” Jelmay asked. “Did your father say something about that?” 
 
    “He just said that the first one would attack soon.” 
 
    The bakeneko moaned. “I can’t wait for all of this to be over with, and for me to be able to kick my feet up and look up at the sky, knowing Sunyata is there and the world is a better place. I guess I will have to have my house rebuilt first, but all in due time. Damn. I should have had the raven tell Khamdo to get started, yet another mistake on my part. Think ahead, Jelmay, think ahead.” 
 
    “It is best for you to focus on the here and now, rather than the future, or the past, for that matter, especially with where we are going,” Galzo told him, the winged wolf panting now, also showing signs of nervousness. 
 
    The fog swelled around them, Danzen noticing that the sounds had stopped, the former assassin once again not able to see his companions. 
 
    “I’m just saying that I will be happy when all this is over,” Jelmay told the other yokai. “It will be glorious indeed.” 
 
    They traveled for another hour or so, keeping close together, the bakeneko the only one doing any talking. Nomin remained stoic as always at the front, Yato had shifted back into mirroring how Danzen and the blind assassin acted when they were in the field, and the other yokai rarely spoke aside from Kudzu’s occasional snide comment aimed in Jelmay’s direction. 
 
    The howling began again, the wind whipping through their ranks, much stronger than it had been previously. Tree limbs and other debris flew past, and Danzen heard one of his companions cry out, as if they had been struck by something. 
 
    He could no longer see what was happening, his initial response being to grab the thick golden thread tying him to Kudzu, making sure that he kept close to the kitsune. To make things easier, Kudzu practically wrapped herself around his leg as Danzen hunkered down, the wind moving so strongly now that he had to push his head forward and stabilize his feet, his leg muscles bulging. 
 
    The wind never let up, nor did the howling, and as it became more maniacal, he lifted Kudzu into his arms, holding the fox over a shoulder. Danzen took a step forward, and another, trying to find the others. Kudzu yipped as loud as she could; Sansar, who gripped his shoulder tightly, squawked in an attempt to communicate with the others. 
 
    “I’m going to keep moving!” Danzen shouted, his vision obscured, the former assassin joining in the shout for his companions. 
 
    The shrieking grew louder, the fog thicker, and with it a sense of fear bloomed in Danzen’s chest. There were things he was afraid of, but it took a lot to startle him, the sheer power of the wind and the blackness of the fog triggering something deep within Danzen, something akin to how he would have felt if this were a nightmare, moving forward into the unknown, grasping for straws in the darkness. 
 
    Pitch black, an infinite dark, Danzen was glad at that moment that there was a sparkle to Kudzu’s coat, which added a slight illumination not far from his face. He kept walking even though he knew he should have stopped, and by the time the fog let up to some degree, Danzen felt the ground slip beneath him. 
 
    He fell backward, the rocks beneath his feet giving way and sending him forward, Danzen still holding onto Kudzu, Sansar gripping his robes, the raven batting his wings in his face as they slid forward. 
 
    They were deposited at the base of the cliff from what Danzen could tell, the fog still in the air above, the area before them visible to some degree, cast in gray stone. He got to his feet, his initial fear subsiding once he realized that he hadn’t been cut in his epic slide. Danzen set Kudzu down and cupped his hands around his mouth as he called for his companions. He even summoned his Demon Speak power, hoping that it would amplify his voice. 
 
    “Jelmay! Yato… Nomin!” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “It appears we have separated from the others…” Sansar said. “Unless… ah, up ahead.” 
 
    At first, Danzen thought it was a potential opponent, but then he recognized the way that Yato carried herself, and more importantly, the bakeneko at her side, breathing heavily, his tail erect. 
 
    The dust continued to settle as Yato spotted Danzen. She ran toward him, dragging Jelmay along. “Pilgrim,” she said, her hair a mess, robes layered in dust. She had summoned one of her gauntleted weapons, the blade slowly retracting back into its sheath. 
 
    “Argh! I cannot wait until we find the yokai that is doing this,” Jelmay grumbled. The bakeneko sneezed, the bangle on his wrist jingling. He placed one finger over his left nostril and summoned a deep breath, blowing snot onto the ground. “My nose is filled with dust. I hate it here!” 
 
    “We need to keep moving to the north,” Kudzu said, her ears standing to attention now. 
 
    Sansar agreed. “We move to the north, and hopefully get out of this wretched fog. I’m certain that the others will do the same, that, or Nomin will find us. Either way, we head north.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen, Jelmay, Kudzu, Yato, and Sansar pressed on, the fog finally dissipating after an hour’s walk. Able to finally get a better look at their surroundings, Danzen was surprised to see the sheer number of bones that lay before them, carcasses of animals and yokai that he had never seen before. It was gruesome. 
 
    This was a different kind of graveyard than the one they had encountered beneath the underhang the previous night. Something had killed all these animals, and picked the meat clean off their bones. None of the bones belonged to humans, as far as Danzen could discern, the smell in the air with a sour hint to it. 
 
    Kudzu lowered her head. “This doesn’t look good…” 
 
    “If we just move through without disturbing anything, perhaps whatever made a quick meal of these animals won’t notice us,” said Jelmay, his teeth chattering. 
 
    “Is it the demonic yokai? The one who has brought the fog?” 
 
    “No, this is something else,” Jelmay told Yato. “I’ve seen something like this before. It’s been years, but…” 
 
    Sansar spoke up. “An ogama.” 
 
    “What he said.” Jelmay paused for a moment and lifted his nostrils up, taking in another with. “Yes, an ogama. This is bad. This is very bad.” 
 
    Yato instinctively summoned her blades, the young assassin ready to engage whatever they encountered. “What’s an ogama?” 
 
    “It sounds less sinister than it is. Ugh. As long as we get through this area, we should be fine. And don’t forget you are bound to me, Lady Pilgrim, so be careful with those blades!” 
 
    Danzen felt the urge to throw himself into the air as he had done multiple times before, which allowed him to travel quickly. Aside from being bound to Kudzu, he knew it was more important to keep up with the others, specifically Jelmay, the slowest moving of the group. 
 
    Without a word, he moved forward with the white kitsune, the bakeneko holding her tail much to her chagrin, an attempt to link the two groups together. Sansar remained perched on Danzen’s shoulder, the raven on high alert. 
 
    “Should I be looking for something?” Yato asked, bewilderment in her eyes. It was in her demeanor that Danzen knew she still needed training; while he had a heightened sense of concern, he never wore his feelings on his face, well aware that they could affect his overall power. He’d been raised to believe that a person’s facial expression was a window into their soul, that it was best to keep those windows closed. 
 
    “You still have yet to tell us what an ogama is,” she said once no one responded to her question. 
 
    “It’s a frog, more or less,” Jelmay told Yato, his focus now on the space directly ahead of them. “It sounds less threatening than it really is. This is no ordinary frog!” 
 
    “A… frog did this?” 
 
    They stepped around a carcass of an enormous yokai, Danzen recognizing it as belonging to some sort of giant creature with an enormous horn on its head. If the ogama could kill something as large as this, it was certainly a threat. 
 
    “There is a toad-like yokai known as a bakegama that turns into an ogama after a thousand-year period,” Sansar explained. “For the most part, they behave in the way they did when they were ordinary yokai toads, living deep in the mountains and hunting bugs and birds, that sort of thing. But because of their size, it can become difficult to satiate their hunger. Which leads them to larger prey.” 
 
    Danzen withdrew his boomerang sword. 
 
    He was already limited in what he could do to some degree being tied to Kudzu, not to mention the bags over his shoulders, his Blade of Darkness sheathed across his back. If there was any movement, he would send Astra in its direction, and hopefully be done with the ogama before an actual battle could take place. He expected the frog to jump out at them, and imagined it as bulky and slow moving. It would likely make noise considering its size, which would aid in making the ogama an easy target. 
 
    There was one thing the former assassin failed to consider, a common aspect of the frog, one which would make the fight to come much more difficult. 
 
    Swish! 
 
    A tongue shot out of the fog and smacked Jelmay in the face, ripping him away from the others, having the effect of taking Yato with him, considering they were tethered together by the golden thread. 
 
    A rainbow-like substance caught Danzen’s eyes as he sent his blade after Jelmay and Yato, the former assassin cursing himself for not considering how an oversized frog may attack. 
 
    The panic he experienced next came from a number of things, one of them related to how he would fight the thing with Kudzu attached to him, the other being the dark fog that had descended all around him, sinister in the way that it moved, making it even harder to see. 
 
    Danzen scanned the fog, his heart in his throat as he gripped his sword tightly. 
 
    “Help us! Help us!” 
 
    The bakeneko’s voice came from the left, diminished to the point that told Danzen that the ogama had attacked him long-range, perhaps thirty yards away, maybe more. 
 
    “I’ll stay with her,” Sansar said as Danzen looked at the golden thread that tied into Kudzu’s ankle. Without another word, he loosened the thread and removed his bags, depositing his Blade of Darkness as well. 
 
    It would be too risky to use something like that for the time being. 
 
    “Help us!” 
 
    Danzen lunged toward the sound just as Jelmay cried out again. He landed, and as he did the ogama’s tongue came twisting in his direction, which told Danzen that his companions had somehow been spared. 
 
    With the tongue came a blast of more of the rainbow-like substance, not quite an energy, something perhaps tied to the yokai’s breath. 
 
    Danzen swatted his sword at the tongue the next time it came around, severing its tip, causing the ogama to bellow in a mixture of anger and pain. 
 
    Seizing the opportunity, Danzen threw himself forward as what was left of the tongue began to rappel back to the ogama. He latched onto it with a single hand and squeezed it tightly, digging his fingers in. The snapback was so quick that Danzen felt as if he had collided with a wall of solid stone. 
 
    He had definitely struck the ogama with his shoulder, the creature furious with the fact that its tongue had been severed. Everything around him shaking, Danzen swiftly moved to his feet, taking in the ogama, which was easily four times his size, the amphibious yokai covered in warts and boils, angry eyes, the rainbowy substance bubbling around its lips like a poison. 
 
    Head tilted down, Danzen quickly brought his sword against his own arm and drew a bead of blood, feeling that immediate choke in his throat. 
 
    His demons unleashed. 
 
    He could feel the change in his physiology, veins pulsing, the blood of his father coursing through him. The portals began to open, the former assassin gritting his teeth as he shouted to Jelmay and Yato, whom he sensed nearby. “Leave, now!” 
 
    Eyes red, energy rippling through him, Danzen got to his feet just as his demons started to appear, the monstrosities crawling out of the portals, snapping their teeth, the hellspawns with their claws extending into the air and curling, mangled, beaten, grated, war-torn faces, multiple lacerations and shredded muscles. 
 
    Danzen pointed at the ogama, his demons all looking at him as he did so. “Kill it.” 
 
    Swish! 
 
    What was left of the ogama’s tongue whistled through the air, lopping off one of the demons’ heads, Danzen’s hellspawns descending upon the gargantuan yokai. He shot forward as well, allowing his demons to distract the creature while he went for its underbelly, where he knew there had to be a soft spot. 
 
    The ground shook as another of his hellspawns flew in the opposite direction, Danzen noting that he had summoned eight in total, and that one had already died. Once he was done with the ogama, he would need to deal with what was left of his hellspawns… 
 
    The wound on his arm had already started to heal by the time Danzen reached the enormous frog. He slid on the ground toward its stomach, placing both hands on his sword and preparing to thrust it forward. As his demons continue to thrash at the giant frog, Danzen sent his blade through the ogama’s stomach. 
 
    He used the same feet that were pressed against its body to shift himself back, Danzen curling onto his knees as he began lifting his blade up. He could feel his biceps reaching their breaking point, yet he held strong, his sword still jabbed into the yokai’s abdomen, tearing at the creature’s thick flesh. He ignored the viscera, the toad’s rainbow-hued breath, Danzen’s demons continuing to attack the creature as he lifted his blade even higher, cutting through bone, tissue, organs. 
 
    The ogama expired, Danzen’s immediate reaction being to loose his sword to his left, where it tore through the head of one of his demons, and quickly returned to him. 
 
    Using the top of the ogama’s head as a springboard, he lifted off the toad and descended upon a pair of demons that were already in the process of trying to flee, hoping to use the thinning fog as cover. One went down with his body weight, Danzen ripping his sword through its body. The other was met by Yato, who had trained with Danzen to the point now that she knew what to do when his demons were unleashed. 
 
    Together, they killed what was left of his hellspawns, Yato’s speed impressing him as she flitted around him, sending both gauntleted blades into the body of a demon easily twice her size, staring it down as it died, as the hellspawn gnashed its teeth in her face. 
 
    She was a student, after all. 
 
    Kudzu approached around the time they were finishing up, Sansar with her, and Jelmay not too far off, the bakeneko holding his sword, but allowing Danzen and Yato to do most of the heavy lifting as a bit of fog began to roll toward them. 
 
    “Some help you are,” the kitsune scolded Jelmay. 
 
    “I was directing the action,” he said as he offered her a big, toothy grin, his whiskers lifting. “And it’s not like you have much you can say. If I recall, you were simply standing over there looking worried.” 
 
    “I was staying with the gear.” 
 
    “Sure, you were. Bird, is there anything valuable in an ogama, any body part or something?” Jelmay scratched the back of his head as he looked at the yokai’s carcass. “There must be something.” 
 
    “They say if you can bottle their rainbow breath that it will bring you good luck, but I don’t see you doing that. Leave the creature alone and let’s return to our supplies. We need to continue north and meet with the others.” Sansar turned his focus to Kudzu. “Once we clear the fog, you can start trying to call your companions. But we shouldn’t do that here. We’re too close, and if we are going to deal with the yokai that is creating the fog itself, it would be best to do so with greater numbers.” 
 
    “And you are sure that there is nothing of value here?” Jelmay said as he pointed his sword at the ogama. “Who’s that guy in Chutham, the one who trades in yokai parts?” 
 
    “Selden,” Danzen said. 
 
    “Yeah, Selden. He might want some of this stuff. Maybe… You know what? I bet you I can just take some of its hide. Yes, that will do. Just some of it. Along the way to grab your stuff, see if you can’t find the demon bear hide I was wearing. It came off earlier. Bah, what an experience. I really thought that wretched frog was going to be the death of me. I’m going to have to thank Lady Pilgrim later for saving my life.” 
 
    “She’s right here,” Kudzu said, barely able to mask her disdain for the bakeneko. 
 
    “Remind me to thank her later. Now, where were we? Ah, yes, let’s get our things and continue our journey. But before we do that…” He approached the enormous frog and brought his free paw to his chin. “How much of its hide you think I should take?” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The bakeneko looked quite foolish using his demon bear hide as a shoulder bag to carry the frog skin, but he did so without complaining, ignoring Kudzu’s comments for the most part. The sun had set by this point, and while the fog had lifted, allowing them better view of their area, Danzen knew they would need to find shelter soon. 
 
    They had come to a crossroads of sorts, the group debating whether they should keep pressing forward or seek a place to camp for the night. A challenge still presented itself in the sheer size of the area, which was quite expansive. The rocks had started to thin and be replaced by trees, Danzen not able to locate any overhangs or caves they could utilize. He was sure there was something, but as for now, they were in the literal center of the valley, the nearest mountain five to ten miles away by his estimate. This valley was different from the one he had been through on the other side of Odval, where the ground had been parched. There was plenty of river runoff here, the ground fresh and covered in thick tufts of green grass, lush yellow flowers adding a touch of color to the landscape, buzzing insects adding white noise to the landscape. 
 
    “I could try to make us a tent out of this frog hide,” Jelmay suggested. “I think it would fit all of us. Or maybe not. Pilgrim is used to sleeping outside.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Of course, I’m serious, fox. If we could find some sticks around here…” The bakeneko paused and looked around. “Ugh. All I can smell is the frog hide. It’s quite fresh, you know.” 
 
    Yato, who was tethered to him, nodded in agreement. “I can’t wait for you to get rid of that thing.” 
 
    “You too?” he asked. “And here I was planning to turn it into the nearest tanner and make you a fresh pair of boots, or something, maybe a shiny new belt. This is a strong hide; you do realize that, right? I’m not as crazy as I look, you know. I may be a stout cat walking around in a handsome vest, but I’m nobody’s fool. With the leather products I envision for you, you would be the talk of the town, Lady Pilgrim.” 
 
    Yato raised an eyebrow at Jelmay. “I would rather not be the talk of any town.” 
 
    “You say that until you are, until the public adores you.” 
 
    “Kudzu, do you think we are far enough away from the fog to try to call the others?” Danzen asked, hoping to move the conversation along. 
 
    They had finished with the fog about an hour ago, and it had yet to thicken again, which told him they were out of the demonic yokai’s range. At least he hoped this was the case. 
 
    “Sansar?” she asked. 
 
    “Let me take a quick look, and I will let you know.” 
 
    The three-legged raven lifted off Danzen’s shoulder, the former assassin watching as he spiraled higher in the air. Jelmay wasn’t the only one who smelled. Much of Danzen’s robes had been covered in the ogama’s viscera and blood, and even if the environment around them was quite verdant, they had yet to find a proper stream where he could clean himself up. If they settled down for the night, he would change, but there was no sense in delaying the group at the moment. 
 
    Danzen was just going to have to stink. 
 
    “I don’t like it out here.” The white fox was now seated on her haunches, watching as Sansar circled above. Her ears were folded back, her lips curled into a slight frown. 
 
    Jelmay waved her concern away. “You worry too much. It’s not that bad. Roughing it? Sure, the northern passage is not as cozy as sleeping in Danzen’s bedroom or in a real bed, but that’s what all the jewelry I have is for. Why do you think I looted those corpses? Where we’re going, money is likely not an option, not that I have that much folding money at the moment. But jewelry will be worth something, it always is, and soon enough, I promise you, fox, we will be staying in a nice, swanky hotel, the kind that would put those fancy places in Arsi to shame. You’ll be pampered, you too, Lady Pilgrim. Pilgrim and I will also have our fair share of pampering, maybe some haircuts, get our nails done, that sort of thing. A nice meal as well. Some good meat, medium rare.” 
 
    “You’re so full of it,” Kudzu groaned. 
 
    “Full of what? Mirth, hope, and a can-do attitude? There’s something I can agree on. We’ll see, but believe me, the jewelry is going to come in handy. And if there are no nice hotels where we’re going, I’m sure we will eventually make our way to the west and stay in one there. I can see you now, taking a nice bath…” 
 
    “You’d better not be watching me take a bath,” said Kudzu, a tone of humor to her voice now, the kitsune aware that Jelmay was pushing her buttons. 
 
    Sansar lowered, once again taking his place on Danzen’s shoulder. “Yes, I believe it is time to call your companions. The fog is behind us. But we should be ready; we may attract other things if we make too much noise.” 
 
    “That’s what Pilgrim and Lady Pilgrim are for,” Jelmay said with a shrug. “Fox, you are up. Get to howling. The others have to be around here somewhere, unless another ogama ate them…” 
 
    Kudzu took a few steps forward and sat again, cursing under her breath at the bakeneko. She bent her neck back and made a sound with her throat, eventually opening her lips and letting out a shrill noise. She grew embarrassed, and looked back at them. “Everyone needs to stop watching me.” 
 
    Jelmay snorted at this request. “Get off your high fox. What do you want us to do? Turn around?” 
 
    “It would help, yes.” 
 
    “In that case…” Jelmay turned around and crossed his arms over his chest, which naturally had the effect of pulling Yato with him. While Danzen was no longer tethered to Kudzu, they had deemed it a good idea to keep Jelmay close by, Yato only minding the smell of the ogama hide. He did the same, as did Sansar, the black raven hopping until he was facing away from the kitsune. 
 
    Soon, Kudzu was howling at her full volume, her sound loud enough that it made Danzen squint a little. 
 
    “That’s… a terrible sound,” Yato whispered, Jelmay laughing so hard that he nearly lost his balance. 
 
    Kudzu stopped what she was doing and shushed them. She remained quiet for a few minutes and then started up again. The kitsune continued this pattern, and on her third try, just after she went quiet, she heard a response. 
 
    “It’s them!” Jelmay said, growing excited. “That’s Galzo. I recognize that ugly old wolf’s voice anywhere.” 
 
    “You can tell just by that?” Yato asked, straining to hear what it was he had heard. 
 
    “Of course I can tell,” he told her. “I’m the most talented yokai you’ve ever met!” 
 
    Kudzu didn’t take the bait, the white fox simply hopping to her feet and heading in the direction of the sound, her glimmering white tail bobbing behind her as the others followed. They picked up their pace, and as they did Kudzu howled one more time, this time as she ran, Danzen easily able to keep up with her. 
 
    They traveled for about a mile until they reached a gray stone ridge, which they quickly scaled to find Galzo, Abbot Monpo, and Nomin, Danzen realizing that his group had gone through much worse than theirs. 
 
    “What’s that terrible smell?” Nomin asked, the blind assassin glancing suspiciously from Danzen to Jelmay. She looked pristine in her clean robes, not even a speck of dust on her. 
 
    Danzen motioned to his clothing, knowing that she would be able to see his gesture through his echo outline. “We had a little encounter with an ogama, but it’s dead now.” 
 
    This statement brought a bit of panic to Galzo. “In that case, we should hurry.” 
 
    “Hurry? Why would we do anything like that? We have been hurrying all day,” Jelmay complained. “What we really need to do is find a nice place to rest and eat. Everyone here is starving, especially the fox.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand,” Galzo told the bakeneko. “If it existed within the fog, that ogama belonged to the nue, otherwise it would have to go somewhere else. You have now killed it, and we don’t know how long it will be until it finds out. It may already know—” 
 
    “—Eh, I’m not worried. We have three of the best assassins alive with us, not to mention me, a good enough fighter, and Kudzu, who is a great distraction with that sparkly coat of hers. Abbot Monpo has some skills here as well, then there’s you and the raven. I’m not worried about some demented yokai. Anything that keeps a rainbow burping toad as a pet is no friend of mine.” 
 
    “You say that now, but you won’t be happy if it attacks us in the night,” Galzo told him, Abbot Monpo nodding in agreement. “No, we need to keep moving. We are out of the fog, so the likelihood that it will figure out what you have done to its pet tonight is slim. Still, I would like to put some distance between us and the nue.” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree with Galzo,” Abbot Monpo said. 
 
    “Of course you are, the two of you, and Blind Pilgrim, have had a relaxing stroll through the northern passage while our group has been forced to battle demonic frogs. Bah, I tell you. We’ve had a tough time!” 
 
    Kudzu sighed. “Do we have to do this?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s important to negotiate when you are in a group and different sides have different expectations. Don’t worry, I’ll do the negotiating.” Jelmay jerked the golden thread that affixed him to Yato. “Sorry, I get impulsive when I’m hungry. Do I need to be attached to her any longer?” 
 
    “It’s probably better…” 
 
    “You would say that, fox!” 
 
    Danzen put an end to the impending argument. “We will continue through the night and will rest come morning. If you get tired, I can carry the hide for you.” 
 
    “It is getting a little heavy…” 
 
    Galzo shook his head at Jelmay. “I would think that the nue is going to be doubly mad that you took the ogama’s skin.” 
 
    Jelmay shrugged this statement off. “Not when it sees the clothing I’m going to have made out of it. Look, everyone needs to relax. We made it out of the fog, and our journey is only looking up from here. If we have to walk until morning, if that will make you all happy, then so be it. But let’s go before I change my mind. And someone better find me some food along the way.” 
 
    The bakeneko turned to the north and took his first step, the others following suit. 
 
    It was going to be a long night. 
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    Their blades almost met. Danzen twisted around Yato at the very last moment and pointed the tip of his sword at the back of her head. He immediately pulled his hand back, realizing his natural aggression and skill had overcome his intent in bending with the younger assassin, which was to continue to build and strengthen his echo. 
 
    “Reset.” Danzen stepped away from her, the two about fifty yards away from the camp they had made. 
 
    Yato sucked the breath through her teeth and lowered her arms, her shoulders moving up and down as she took in a deep breath. She wasn’t scared of him, even though she knew what he was capable of, yet Danzen could tell that she was aware how close he had come. 
 
    “You were distracted again, weren’t you?” 
 
    This voice belonged to Nomin, who stood along the outer edge of their morning session, observing their echoes. Her shoulders pressed back, the blind assassin had a bandanna tied around her head, the knot in the front, a cold look on her face as she observed them. 
 
    “It won’t happen again,” said Danzen. 
 
    For some reason, he’d been so focused on his echo that it triggered a memory of his last encounter with his half-brother, how Danzen had taken out some of his numerous eyes once Nomtoi had morphed into his demonic, wolf-like form. It had been a battle that Danzen likely wouldn’t have won had it not been for the intervention of his mother, and just a few moments ago, as he prepared to repel Yato’s incoming strength, he saw Nomtoi’s face. 
 
    What did his brother have planned for him? What kind of demonic beings had he freed from the depths of Diyu? Who were the Seven Evils, what were they capable of? 
 
    Danzen could sense that their excursion was coming to a close. They had made it through the northern passage and had reached the Outer Regions, leaving only the yokai causing the fog to deal with at some point, and contact with Menya the nun at his mother’s former nunnery. 
 
    Part of him was glad that they’d had a break of sorts, the trip keeping them away from the general public. The only thing that kept them on edge was the knowledge that Nomtoi could appear wherever he wanted; Danzen sensed that his half-brother knew where he was at all times, meaning he could ambush him at any time, and put the others at risk. 
 
    Harkening back to his assassin days, Danzen had done what little he could do to prepare for the inevitable, keeping a night watch by exchanging time slots with Nomin and Yato, and paying extra close attention to his surroundings, looking for any signs of a trap, or animals fleeing. 
 
    He tried not to be too jumpy, but it was impossible. And perhaps that was why he had nearly taken it too far just moments ago with Yato. 
 
    Danzen brought his sword up, feeling his echo ripple through him, noticing that it felt different than it had before, even a week ago. 
 
    He was growing stronger. 
 
    He stepped aside as Yato flitted by like lightning, the young assassin like a sugawara as she threw in his direction, spinning on the ball of her right foot and gracefully returning with her gauntleted blades, her lethal dance one that would have impressed most anyone in Kishu Kingdom. But Danzen wasn’t anyone, and he had fought against opponents with unthinkable powers, which allowed him to immediately point out the flaws in her attack. 
 
    With all the weight distributed on one foot, he would have easily been able to sweep it out from beneath her. Yet he didn’t say anything about this, Danzen recognizing that the student was enjoying herself, that she had, perhaps, sensed a different aspect of utilizing her echo. 
 
    Sunyata had fallen, and its remnants had been consumed and turned into weapons, sprinkled like stardust into each person born over the last three hundred years, everyone alive including yokai, a product of their environment. This meant that there were different interpretations of the power inherent in all things, from the darker aspects that had consumed Soko, to the joy that Yato seemed to be experiencing in that moment as she spun again. 
 
    Or maybe it was youth. 
 
    “Focus on your echo,” Nomin said, Danzen not knowing who the statement was for. 
 
    Perhaps it was for both of them. 
 
    They reset and moved into action again, Danzen the aggressor this time as he swung his blade forward with both hands on the grip, Yato moving around in slow motion, the bracelet she was wearing actually making it difficult for her to move in such a gradual way. This was good as well; he didn’t need to tell her that it was important not to rely completely on Sunyata remnants, Danzen remembering what it had been like to consume one in an attempt to grow stronger. That all felt so long ago now, the former assassin suddenly remembering everyone back in Genshin Valley, from Khamdo the carpenter to Eva Yin the madam, all the people in Suja Village’s Third District that he had come to know. 
 
    He didn’t quite miss them, but he was fond of all of the villagers and looked forward to seeing them again. 
 
    In a way, he felt like a ghost, one who had simply moved on, leaving Suja Village behind as he looked for another haunt. But he knew that he would return one day soon. Once the northern passage was opened, and the remnant transportation began, he would be spending more time in the Valley. It wasn’t a place that he would ever abandon; it was his home, where Danzen, after forty years, had finally become himself, where most people had come to accept him. 
 
    Horizontal crosscut, traversing cadence into an upper stance, a pause—Danzen held Astra as if his fingers were floating on the hilt before bringing his blade down. These were the ways of a warrior like Danzen, a lethal instrument holding a lethal instrument, one soon to be interrupted by floating light on the horizon, a globe that changed color attached to the tip of a fox tail. 
 
    “It’s Bawa,” Danzen said as he lowered his weapon, Yato doing the same. Her blades slipped back to their sleeves, the younger assassin turning to see what Danzen was staring at. 
 
    Bawa was the kitsune they had once encountered in the Outer Regions, the one who had led them to a remnant being investigated by a bandit group known as Penumbra. Jovial as ever, Bawa hopped along as he made his way toward them, the glowing tip at the end of his tail changing color twice before he finally reached their group. 
 
    “I heard the call,” Bawa said, sitting on his haunches and panting for a spell. 
 
    The kitsune was referring to the noises that Kudzu had made the previous night, which she said other foxes like her would recognize. It was also the agreed-upon way for her to contact Bawa, but they had traveled through an entire night and most of the following day before she attempted it. 
 
    Danzen sheathed his boomerang sword. “I believe we have decided what we will do next.” 
 
    “Oh?” the fox asked, tilting his head at the former assassin. 
 
    “You spoke previously of settlements in the Outer Regions. I would like you to take us to one of the settlements. The others—Nomin, Galzo, and Abbot Monpo, whom you will meet at the campsite—will continue on to the nunnery to begin preparations. Once we have made contact with the first settlement, we will also come back to the nunnery. We still need to deal with the yokai causing the fog.” 
 
    “Yes…” Bawa said. “Not a pleasant fellow, is he, this nue?” 
 
    “We will deal with him later,” said Kudzu as she approached. “I am assuming Pilgrim has already told you what we plan to do.” 
 
    Bawa smiled at her. “Yes, he is quite to the point, isn’t he?” 
 
    “He can be.” 
 
    Their group headed back to the campsite, where they found Jelmay picking at a bone and listening to a conversation between Sansar and Abbot Monpo, Galzo resting nearby. All of the bakeneko’s things were stacked near him, and as Danzen had promised, he had begun helping Jelmay carry them. 
 
    Once Bawa was introduced to the others, the group gathered their belongings and headed out. 
 
    It wasn’t quite a forest, but there was a splattering of trees that they had to move through, Bawa keeping at the front, the color-changing sphere at the tip of his tail lighting the way. The location reminded Danzen of some of the areas he had visited in the two years between his last contract and eventually arriving in Genshin Valley, the landscape to the south of Arsi. The environment felt so familiar that it was almost uncanny, yet the altitude was higher, and there were less signs of an impending desert. 
 
    They eventually came to a meadow, one dotted with blue-winged butterflies, Danzen relaxing his guard to some degree. There was always Nomin, the blind assassin graceful in hiding that she too was suspicious of their surroundings, evident in the way she moved along in her white robes. It was something that Danzen barely sensed, and he wondered if it was tied to the enhancements he had made to his echo through sheer training. 
 
    “Has anyone ever heard the story of the Butterflies of Arsi?” Jelmay asked as he tried to cover a belch. 
 
    Sansar, who had been circling in the air above, lowered to a tree on the outer rim of the meadow. 
 
    When no one answered Jelmay, he continued: “The Butterflies of Arsi were a dance troupe operating a decade or so before the fall of Sunyata. You assassins should know about this, at least two of you,” he said, nodding toward Nomin. “Lady Pilgrim probably wouldn’t have heard of them considering she wasn’t professionally trained. Not that that means you aren’t talented,” he said, walking back his comment. “Take no offense to that.” 
 
    Yato offered Jelmay a playful scowl. Had it been a day ago, she likely would have jerked him toward her, but they were no longer tethered together. 
 
    “I know who they are,” Nomin told him. 
 
    “I figured you would. For those of us not in the know, like the foxes, they were a dance troupe that doubled as a group of highly trained assassins. They toured some of the larger cities, and held residencies sometimes, hunting when they were given contracts. I can’t believe you haven’t heard of these people, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “He never said he hadn’t heard of them,” Kudzu told him. “Why are you telling us this anyway? Why have we stopped here?” 
 
    “Isn’t this meadow nice?” Jelmay asked. “Can’t we enjoy our trip to some degree? The reason I’m telling you this is because it has me thinking about Nomtoi and what he is planning with these demonic individuals that he has unleashed.” 
 
    This statement surprised Danzen. Jelmay hadn’t said much about what Danzen’s father had told him, Nomtoi’s plan to continually disrupt Danzen’s life. 
 
    “It was always a distraction, the dance aspect of it,” Jelmay said. “I should know. They tried to kill me once!” 
 
    “I’m surprised they didn’t succeed,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “They didn’t know about yokai, or at least, not one like me who can…” Jelmay dropped his bag onto the ground and began to transform into a spitting image of Danzen. Rather than take the former assassin’s voice, Jelmay continued speaking in his own voice, which was an odd visual considering he was now a muscled assassin with his head shaved, scars crisscrossing his forearms. “You see what I’m hinting at?” 
 
    “Why did they want to kill you?” Kudzu asked. “And please, change your form.” 
 
    “That’s not the point of the story.” 
 
    “What did you do to have a contract put out on you?” 
 
    “If you must know, fox, there was a shipment of cheese that was supposed to come from Sainshand. This was the fall, mind you, so they really weren’t worried about the cheese melting or anything. Well, I got paid for the shipment, and instead of loading the crates up with cheese, I only put cheese on the top and stuffed the bottom with burlap sacks full of sawdust and stones. You know, so it had some weight to it. I even weighed it to make sure it was right. Then, I sent the cheese and was planning to disappear, but these butterflies decided to come for me. Like I said, I was at one of their shows when they did.” 
 
    “You never said that part,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “I swear to you all, a dagger came this close to taking my head off,” Jelmay said, making an exaggerated gesture. “I ducked down, chaos ensued, as it normally would in a situation like this, and people started screaming. Meanwhile, I had already transformed into a woman and was screaming, blending in with the crowd. The Butterflies of Arsi never killed me.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Galzo said, the winged wolf with a growl to his voice. He had yet to bicker with Jelmay, but it was clear that he wasn’t too fond of the bakeneko after traveling with him for so many days. “What point are you trying to make regarding Pilgrim’s brother?” 
 
    “I’m getting to that, but the fox keeps interrupting me. Where was I? That’s right. The point I’m trying to make is they were looking to kill me and did so in a very brash way. Perhaps I would be dead if they’d waited until after their performance to use the small dagger, or perhaps they were so good at what they did that they’d grown cocky, confident that they would accomplish their task. I found out later that they had killed others this way, during the middle of their dance performance. The others would normally move about and distract the audience while one of them quickly tossed a small kunai blade into their mark’s head, no one in the audience knowing because it was dark. Not until after, or someone slumped forward. They thought they had the upper hand, but they didn’t, because of an unknown variable. Even more fascinating, at least to me anyway because of how lucky I am, they were killed not long after their encounter with me. All I’m saying here is…” 
 
    “Yes?” Kudzu asked once Jelmay paused, likely for dramatic effect. 
 
    “Figure out variables. Don’t ask me, I don’t see into the future in that way. Sure, I know that Pilgrim here is destined to rebuild Sunyata, but his brother is going to do everything in his power to stop him. In this case, what he doesn’t know can hurt him. We’re going to encounter whatever it is he has sicced after us sooner rather than later. What can we do once that happens? How can we counter his maneuvering in a way that is unexpected? That’s my point in telling the story.” 
 
    “So… you don’t have an answer?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Jelmay shrugged and continued walking in the direction they had already been heading. “One of us will think of something when the time comes. I’m sure of it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen could see an almost hook-shaped butte in the distance, one surrounded by trees moving outward in a V-pattern. Red flowers grew beneath the trees, their stems long and covered in thorns, a light, floral scent in the air. 
 
    “I believe this is where we part ways,” said Abbot Monpo, the leader of the fox shrine turning to them. His clothing gleamed in the afternoon, his white hair swept back into several ponytails, the ends of his robes hanging well past his hands. “We will see you at the nunnery. By then, we should have a strategy together to deal with the nue, and I will also be able to examine some of the books in the library there. Perhaps there is something that has been missed. You never know.” 
 
    “How long do you think it is going to take for us to reach wherever it is you intend to take us?” Jelmay asked Bawa. 
 
    “Verba is the easiest village to reach from here. It is near a rather large lake that is fed by a waterfall.” 
 
    “You still didn’t tell us how long it would take us to get there.” 
 
    “Perhaps we will arrive by nightfall if we hurry.” 
 
    “Give our best to Menya,” Danzen told Abbot Monpo and Nomin, who were now joined by Galzo. 
 
    The winged wolf offered Danzen a curt nod. “Good luck, and may you return with a remnant.” 
 
    “Hopefully, we will return with more than one,” said Jelmay. 
 
    “Yes, hopefully.” 
 
    The group split at that point, Danzen, Jelmay, Yato, Sansar, and Kudzu following Bawa further to the northeast while the other three headed southwest. As they walked along the outer rim of the trees, Jelmay plucked one of the red flowers and turned to Kudzu. “For you, my lady.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with that?” 
 
    Jelmay sniffed it. “I sure wish it was edible.” 
 
    “There may be food along the way,” Bawa told them. “And you may have your first remnant by the time we get to Verba, if we’re lucky.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Danzen asked the smaller kitsune. 
 
    “I keep an eye out for these things, you know, sort of a hobby of mine. I don’t need the remnants, but I do remember what Sunyata was like, and knowing where the pieces are brings me some joy. We are going to pass through a canyon along the way to Verba, one that is quite deep. There is a remnant in an old nest that is no longer in use. I would have retrieved it for you, but it would have forced me to take my human form, and as you’ll see, it isn’t the place for humans.” 
 
    “So we will send Sansar up,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “I would gladly help.” 
 
    Bawa looked up at the three-legged raven. “I don’t believe he is strong enough to carry it, and he will need his wings to get down.” 
 
    “You would be surprised at how strong I am…” 
 
    “I will get it,” Danzen volunteered. 
 
    Bawa nodded. “Probably for the best. Your group is going to be the talk of the town once you arrive in Verba, even if it may be a little tricky at first. We should all be ready for the locals to be standoffish. It is not often that they encounter an outsider.” 
 
    “I suppose I will have to take my human form,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “Not so. This isn’t like a village in the west. They are used to yokai coming in from time to time. Our kind mostly stays away, but every now and then a fox or couple of yokai visit the village and no one minds. What will throw the villagers off guard are the two of you,” he told Danzen and Yato. 
 
    “What about a disguise for them?” 
 
    Jelmay snorted at Kudzu’s suggestion. “Are you going to disguise Pilgrim as a yokai? I suppose we could make him look like a nozuchi if we dressed him up in brown and had him wiggle on the ground.” Jelmay sighed once no one laughed. “I wanted that to be funny, but then I remembered the time I had almost turned your two friends into nozuchi, and how we had to go to Diyu to retrieve their souls, and later how Usagi had to suck the nozuchi teeth out. What a trip, right?” 
 
    “Why did you have to remind us of that?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “Bah, not all memories need to be happy, some can be cringeworthy and still have their intended effect.” 
 
    “And what effect is that?” 
 
    “Remembering that we have a shared history, and that everyone makes mistakes, including you, fox.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Kudzu trotted ahead, joining Bawa at the front, clearly not in the mood to bicker with Jelmay. 
 
    “I’m sure it will be just fine once we get into the village,” the bakeneko assured anyone who would listen. “I’m great with villagers. And if we encounter someone before we reach Verba, I can just take their form once we reach the village. Easy. I hope they have a fence as well so we can unload some of this gear I picked up.” 
 
    Yato shook her head. “If we encountered someone outside of Verba and later saw them in Verba after you had taken their form, what then?” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose that would create a complication. But I’m a problem solver, Lady Pilgrim, and if that was the problem we came up with, I would solve it. Simple as that.” 
 
    “And why do we need to go to Verba anyway?” Yato asked. 
 
    Bawa tilted his head back to her as he answered. “It is a starting point for the Outer Regions, and the locals there will certainly have heard of any strange occurrences, ones that were, I don’t know, perhaps caused by a remnant.” 
 
    “We will need to be extra careful when we are around other people,” Danzen reminded the group. “Nomtoi could strike at any moment.” 
 
    “Eh, I’m not worried about him,” Jelmay told the former assassin, although there was a hint of hesitation to the way he said this. 
 
    “It just makes things so much more tense than they need to be,” said Kudzu. “We never know when he, or these demonic beings he has summoned, will strike. Same with Soko.” 
 
    “Welcome to being an assassin, am I right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond to Jelmay. 
 
    “That is likely a key piece of Nomtoi’s plan,” Yato added, which Danzen knew to be true. Part of what Nomtoi was doing was psychological. Regardless of the challenge that would at some point be presented to Danzen, his brother had come up with a clever way to keep him on his toes until the point of exhaustion, Danzen already noticing how it had affected his sleep patterns. 
 
    Bawa, who had been caught up on the situation, merely nodded his head and continued along, the light at the end of his tail turning to a dark purple for a spell. 
 
    The ground shifted from soft dirt to stone over the course of an hour and half, Danzen seeing signs of civilization past, blotched-out marks where there had been fires, even a footprint frozen in time. He noticed, as he had the last time he was in this region, that the path had been marked to some degree using stones, and that Bawa was aware where he was going. 
 
    They came to slot canyons, their arrival sparked by a gradual climb in altitude, then a dip, the rocks on the left lifting higher, solid wall on the right eventually doing the same to meet its counterpart as the formation spoke of a river that once moved through the area. 
 
    The air whistled through the slot canyon, which was just about wide enough for a carriage to pass through, Danzen once again seeing signs of merchants and others who had come this way, from the marks of their carts against the stone wall to the iron used to clamp crates together, leftover bits, humanity a constant presence no matter how far out one went. 
 
    At least most places. 
 
    In the Panchen Mountains toward Diyu, signs of recent humanity were nonexistent. There were, however, the signs of the past, petroglyphs and other things left behind by hermits who had perhaps ventured too far out, Danzen recalling his first true encounter with his father in the alcove, how he had forced him to go after the kappa. This was why Danzen had immediately told the others what happened with his father’s latest announcement, the former assassin still feeling some guilt for keeping things from Kudzu for so long in the past. From here on out, no matter what it cost them, he was going to be honest. 
 
    “We are near the remnant,” Bawa said, the fox coming to a halt and sitting on his haunches. He looked to the sky, the upper rim of the canyon a good two hundred feet up by this point. 
 
    Danzen removed the satchel he was carrying and gave his Blade of Darkness to Yato. He also gave her the replica he carried of Nomin’s basket-hilted sword, which he knew would get in the way if he truly had to climb. 
 
    But that wasn’t Danzen’s intention. 
 
    The shape of the slot canyon reminded him of one of the fancier furnaces they had back in Sainshand, which almost resembled a closed tulip. All he needed to do was jump, and as the rock grew closer together, he would shoot his hands out and shimmy his way up. 
 
    At least that was the plan. 
 
    Jelmay was the first to recognize what he was doing once he sent his power into his legs, Danzen leaping a good twenty feet to the air. He could jump much further, but that would require him drawing blood, using his demonic power, which wasn’t something he intended to do. 
 
    He missed his mark the first time and came down hard, dust settling around him. 
 
    Danzen nodded again and threw his power into his legs, moving even higher this time, the former assassin sending his hands out and his legs at the same time, in a splits position. Now suspended above the others, he looked up and lifted both arms, his fingers naturally finding grooves that would work as he started to slowly pull himself higher and higher. 
 
    “Almost there!” Jelmay called up to him, even though Danzen had barely even reached the halfway point. 
 
    He heard Kudzu scold the bakeneko below, the former assassin grinning as he continued to send himself higher and higher. 
 
    There had to be another way; he was certainly going to have to figure out a different path to come down unless he wanted to do this all over again. Danzen assumed he would walk along the edge of the canyon as best he could, keeping up with his party until it became safer for him to get down, but at this point, he didn’t know if this would work. 
 
    For now, he just needed to climb. 
 
    He finally found a point that he could stand on, Danzen pulling himself up to it and noticing that he just had about ten more feet to go to reach the top. It was an odd place for a bird to make a nest, but Bawa hadn’t quite said if it was a bird or not. 
 
    For all Danzen knew, it could have been a yokai. 
 
    With this in mind, and paying close attention to the branches as not to draw blood, he found an opening above him and jumped as high as he could once again, his hands reaching the edge of the outer rim, Danzen finally able to pull himself up to a rocky ledge. 
 
    He crouched there for a moment, taking short breaths. He should have been winded but with the strength provided to him by his blood, any exhaustion he was experiencing quickly faded. 
 
    The sun once again bearing down on him, Danzen navigated the wreath of cobbled-together branches, searching for any sign of a remnant. 
 
    Bawa hadn’t told him what it looked like, but he had a feeling he would know it when he found it. 
 
    When this didn’t work, Danzen tried something he hadn’t really thought of before. He steadied his breath and moved his hands forward just a bit, feeling his echo, the way the energy floated heavy in the air around him. 
 
    He closed his eyes, and it was then that he saw a spark beneath some of the branches. 
 
    Danzen began removing the twigs, soon uncovering a small wooden box that had somehow held up to the test of time. Upon opening it, he found a purple crystal inside, one that was a good six inches long and two inches wide, almost as if it had been shaped into a small dagger. 
 
    He could feel its energy almost immediately, and as he ran his hand over the remnant, Danzen wondered where it had come from, and why it had been deposited so high up along the cliff. As much as he wanted to believe that there was a yokai planning to spring out at him and attack, he didn’t get that sense. The only thing Danzen felt at the moment was a hint of serenity and the sun bearing down on him. 
 
    He returned the remnant to its wooden box and tucked it deep into the inner pocket of his robes. Moving as close as he could to the edge, he looked down to see his companions and made a gesture letting them know he had it. He then pointed to the north, indicating he would meet them as soon as he could. 
 
    All he had to do now was find a way down. 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took the group an hour to catch up with Danzen, mostly because they were held back by Jelmay, who had grown tired of walking, the bakeneko dragging his feet for well over an hour. 
 
    “Did you get it?” Kudzu asked as soon as she spotted the former assassin, the white fox racing forward to greet him. He produced the remnant from the inner pocket of his robes and opened the carved wooden box it had been stored in, the piece gleaming in the afternoon sun. He crouched, Kudzu’s eyes softening to some degree as she took in the shard of Sunyata. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she said at just about the point that Yato joined them, the young assassin much faster now with her Sunyata talisman. She examined it as well, and eventually took the box from Danzen, Yato holding it respectfully with both hands. 
 
    “I can almost feel its power,” she told Danzen. 
 
    “The more you bend your echo, the stronger that feeling becomes, from what I have come to understand.” 
 
    “There’s a reason people abuse these things,” Kudzu said, a hint of distrust in her voice. Even though he hadn’t abused remnants, Danzen recalled the time he had ingested one in an effort to grow stronger as quickly as possible so he could rescue the villagers that his brother had kidnapped. He recalled the powerful feeling of rage it had created, and even though it had been a while since that had happened, Danzen still felt as if the experience had tainted him in some way. 
 
    There really was a reason that people abused remnants, and he had experienced it firsthand. 
 
    Sansar spiraled toward them, and as he did Bawa the fox reached them, the kitsune with a hint of curiosity in his eyes. He approached Yato and lifted onto his two back legs for a moment as he examined the remnant. “Yes, that’s the one. There are many remnants in the Outer Regions. This is why remnant hunters have started to spread into this area, especially now that most of the remnants are accounted for in the kingdom, at least the ones that are easy to gather.” 
 
    “You don’t mean Penumbra, do you?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “Yes, with their eye symbol. Some yokai have tried to chase them away, but have been unsuccessful in making them leave permanently.” 
 
    Jelmay was the last to arrive, the bakeneko practically dragging his feet. “Ugh. We have been walking all day. And for what? I would be fine with that had we not been walking all day yesterday, and the day before that, and the day before that, and the day before that. Once we get the northern passage opened, I propose that we use this jewelry that I’ve gathered,” he said, rattling his bag, “to fund a carriage service into this area. I can see it now, Jelmay’s Northern Passage Passage. Or something like that. I’ll keep working on the title.” 
 
    “Bawa was just saying how there are untapped resources in this region, how people are starting to hunt for remnants here, and you want to make it easier?” Kudzu asked. “You must be joking?” 
 
    “Joking? Instead of doing all this adventuring, what if we just made it easier for us? What if we just paid people to hunt the remnants for us?” asked Jelmay, his own statement coming as a surprise to him based on the facial expression that followed. “Say, that’s not a bad idea. Hear me out: why are we doing all the hard work? I can find a fence and offload these jewels, we can tap into some of my resources, perhaps some of yours,” he told Danzen, “and we can make this much easier for all of us.” 
 
    “That is a terrible idea.” 
 
    “Maybe to you, fox, but I think Pilgrim here is interested. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “For now, I think it is best that we do it ourselves. How far are we from this village you have spoken of?” Danzen asked Bawa, his tone of voice telling the group that this conversation was over for now. 
 
    “Just a few miles out. Now would likely be a good time for those who prefer to take their human form to do so.” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do.” Jelmay set his bag down and began to morph, going with one of his random villager looks, straw-colored hair, a bit of beard stubble lining his chin, nondescript. “You sure you don’t want to, fox? You’re such a beautiful woman…” 
 
    “Stop. You said that we didn’t need to, right?” Kudzu asked the other kitsune. 
 
    “It is entirely your call. The people of Verba are familiar with our kind, especially kitsunes. There are a number in this area.” 
 
    “Don’t like the sound of that, am I right, Lady Pilgrim?” Jelmay started up again, his bag and other items once again over his shoulders, the bakeneko also carrying two swords, one for him and one for Kudzu if she ever did plan to take her human form. 
 
    The group set off once again, the woods that surrounded the trail to Verba narrowing in a way that reminded Danzen of the Asura Forest, the plants almost sentient, leaves and branches stretching out to anyone they could touch. Then, as if they were suddenly opposed to travelers, the foliage swept away, Danzen noticing the terrain start to shift up a steep hill, jagged sepia-toned rocks reaching out of the ground in calculated bunches. They reached the top of the hill, where a burly live oak had grown from the rocks, its trunk easily seven feet in diameter, branches stretching far over the trail and preventing the sun from reaching ground. 
 
    Danzen got his first glimpse of Verba below, the village consisting of several dozen homes with thatched roofs held down by wooden beams and stone, their outer walls made of hardened mud. The village was set before an enormous glacial lake, one lined with docks, its water nearly black. Aside from a handful of fishermen, Verba was hardly bustling. 
 
    “How utterly primitive,” Jelmay moaned. “Do you think there’s a hotel here, perhaps one with a lake view? I’ve had enough camping for a few days.” 
 
    “We will likely have to stay outside of the village,” the other kitsune told him. While Kudzu and Galzo the wolf generally took an annoyed tone with Jelmay, Bawa didn’t. In that way, he seemed entirely unfazed by the bakeneko. 
 
    “Nonsense. With enough funding, which we clearly have,” said Jelmay, once again rattling his bag of grave-lifted jewelry, “we should be able to find a place to stay. Don’t worry. This is my specialty. Leave it to me.” 
 
    As they approached the village, they ran into a man who was sweeping the stone steps that led up to his home. He took one grizzled look at them and turned in the other direction. 
 
    “Well, good afternoon to you too,” Jelmay told him, the man ignoring him completely. 
 
    Kudzu started to laugh. “Your charm hardly works with anyone, what makes you think it’s going to work here?” 
 
    “Continue to doubt me, fox. When we are relaxing in a lakeside shanty later on, a breeze coming in through an open window, plates full of grilled meat and fish set before each of us, fresh off a pair of massages, remind me who is charming again.” 
 
    “You’re sleeping on the ground tonight…” 
 
    “Bah!” 
 
    A woman holding the hand of a young boy crossed their path, the villager in a type of robe that Danzen had never seen before, one cut into a triangular pattern at the lower back, where it formed an almost hourglass shape as it stretched back over her thighs, revealing a swath of skin around her waist, the woman’s lower half covered by a pair of beige knickers. She wore a necklace that was made of shells, also in a triangular pattern, which dipped into a thin silver line attached to the belt at her waist. 
 
    “Hello,” Jelmay said, not bothering to change his voice considering no one knew who he was anyway. “We have just come from… Odval, and are looking for lodging for the night.” 
 
    The woman stopped walking. She never looked up at them, her gaze tracing along the ground instead. Her child, who wore a similar outfit aside from the jewelry, didn’t look either, both of them with olive-colored skin, brown hair, and auburn eyes. 
 
    “My lady?” Jelmay asked again. 
 
    “Please,” she finally told Jelmay, still not making eye contact. “Please, just… I don’t want to be involved.” 
 
    “Be involved with what?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “We mean you no harm,” said Kudzu. “We are simply looking for someone to make contact with here, perhaps there is an elder?” 
 
    The woman pointed toward the docks, where there was a home that seemed a bit larger than the others. 
 
    “If that’s where you are telling us to go, then, uhh… that’s where we will.” Jelmay turned in the direction she was pointing, the woman nearly jumping in front of him, fear in her eyes. 
 
    “You should leave.” 
 
    The way she looked at him made Danzen bristle to some degree, his hand going to the hilt of his sword. Bawa stepped forward, the light at the tip of his tail changing to a white-blue that mirrored the color of the stratosphere. 
 
    “There is nothing to be afraid of,” the other kitsune told the villager. “We are merely here seeking information and, as my counterpart said, to make contact.” 
 
    “Don’t forget lodging. I am not sleeping outside again. I want a comfortable bed, a bath—we could all use a bath, especially you, fox—and a good meal.” 
 
    Kudzu growled at Jelmay. 
 
    “Is there a tavern?” Danzen asked. “Some place where we can eat? We will decide on lodging later.” 
 
    “There,” the villager said, once again pointing to the same building. 
 
    “Yes,” said Bawa. “That’s right. I’d forgotten that about the village elder.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Ah, yes, you will have to see for yourself. Thank you for your time,” Bawa told the woman. “We won’t bother you any longer.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    From what Danzen could tell, the tavern was a series of three smaller huts that had been joined together, the outward-facing room, where patrons would normally be, completely empty. The tables seemed dirty, and a few of the chair legs even had cobwebs, a dingy nature to the space, the dust bunnies floating in the upper rafters. 
 
    “This can’t be the place,” Jelmay said as he took a look around. Yato was next to him, Kudzu and Bawa behind Danzen. For his part, Sansar had remained outside, where he would keep guard, the three-legged raven now perched on one of the rooftops. 
 
    “Hello?” Jelmay asked aloud. “Anybody home?” 
 
    A woman exploded out of the kitchen, a frantic look on her face, her chef’s apron covered in food scraps and stains. “What… what are you doing here?” she asked, confusion tracing across her face. “Who… who are you?” 
 
    “Pfft! What does it look like we’re doing here?” asked Jelmay. “We are here for a meal and for some information. We want to meet the elder. As to who we are, well, my name is Nomtoi, this is, um, Soko,” he said, motioning toward Kudzu. “The scary-looking tough guy is Khamdo, and the other fox is named Usagi.” 
 
    “Jelmay…” Kudzu hissed. 
 
    “Don’t you mean Nomtoi?” 
 
    “What about me?” Yato asked. 
 
    “Oh, and her, she’s… nope, that’s not it. Sorry, I can be forgetful. This is Menya, yes, Menya. Anyway, we are here to see the elder.” 
 
    “I see…” The woman smoothed her hands over her apron. “Elder Bahjee is, um, preoccupied at the moment.” 
 
    Jelmay threw his hands up into the air in a flash of annoyance. “Pilgrim, I mean, Khamdo, do your voice thing. I’m getting hungry and cranky.” 
 
    “—We are passing through,” Kudzu said in a calm voice, “and we would like to ask about the area, particularly if there are any—” 
 
    “—Strange occurrences and things that do well to be examined by a pair of knowledgeable kitsunes,” said Bawa, grinning at the woman. “Oddly enough, I’ve yet to officially meet this Elder Bahjee, but I have heard plenty about him. I’m sure he would like to meet us.” 
 
    “Ummm…” Once again, the woman smoothed her hand over her apron. A man stepped out of the kitchen behind her, also wearing the same food-splattered apron, his eyes bloodshot, his long hair pulled back into a tight topknot. 
 
    “We have visitors?” he asked, slightly bewildered. 
 
    “They would like to meet Elder Bahjee,” the woman whispered. 
 
    “But…” The man’s eyes darted to the door on the left, which was currently shut. “But he is preoccupied.” 
 
    “They are insistent.” 
 
    “Perhaps it would be best if we come back at another time…” Bawa began to say. 
 
    “Absolutely not.” Rather than argue, Jelmay shouldered through the door and immediately let out a loud snort when he saw what was on the other side. 
 
    “Elder Bahjee!” The two behind the counter scrambled to stop Jelmay, the man grabbing a butcher knife, and nearly cutting the woman as they collided with one another. 
 
    “This is getting out of hand,” Yato said, Danzen sensing that she was prepared to summon her weapons. 
 
    “By Sunyata’s convoluted fate! Ha! Ho! You guys have to get in here!” Jelmay called from the other room at about the same time that the two chefs breached the doorway. The sound of a sword being withdrawn from a scabbard pushed Danzen forward, the former assassin ready for a fight. Upon reaching the door, he found Jelmay with his sword drawn, the two chefs looking like they were going to pounce on him, the male cook still with a butcher knife. 
 
    Danzen’s eyes dropped to an enormously fat man seated on the ground, trays upon trays of food stacked around him, a wicked scowl on his face made more prominent by the way his white mustache hung. 
 
    “Tell them to leave,” Jelmay said as he pointed the sword at who Danzen could only assume was Elder Bahjee. “Tell them to leave or I will…” Jelmay smiled at the elder. “You know what I will do.” 
 
    “Ahem, yes, yes, of course! These are my guests,” the elder said, his frown lifting into a thin line, jowls swinging. “So, get back to the kitchen and make enough food for all of us.” 
 
    “My Lord?” the woman asked. 
 
    “You heard me. These… these are my guests!” 
 
    The two chefs slipped around Danzen, and once they were gone, Yato and the two kitsunes entered the space. Jelmay, who still had his sword drawn, started laughing again as he returned his weapon to his scabbard. “You bastard. You old bastard.” 
 
    “What?” Elder Bahjee asked, no longer able to contain the grin on his face. “You would do the same.” 
 
    “Ha! You bet I would. Hell, I have done the same!” Jelmay deposited some of his items in the corner and plopped down in front of the elder and went for some of the food scraps. He grabbed the bone that still had a little meat on it and began chewing. “You clever bastard. I love it!” 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Kudzu asked, her hair standing to attention, the white fox still on high alert. 
 
    “You should ask your friend here.” Jelmay pointed his bone he had been gnawing on at Bawa. “Surely, he knew. He is from this area, after all.” 
 
    “I’ve never met the elder before…” 
 
    “I’m so confused,” said Yato. 
 
    “Wha—? Seriously? After all we’ve been through? You don’t know a bakeneko when you see one? I’m ashamed of that; you see me every day, Lady Pilgrim. By now you should recognize a bakeneko. He’s a bakeneko. Like me!” Jelmay morphed into his cat form and tossed his bone over to a stack. “Elder Bahjee. Heh. I knew it when I heard the name. I just knew it.” 
 
    “The villagers don’t know,” the heavyset man told him. “And I intend to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m not here to challenge you. And they don’t have to know. I’m not interested in this village either, way too remote for my tastes. What can I say? I enjoy the finer things in life.” As if to illustrate his point, Jelmay shook his bag of jewelry. 
 
    “Quite a pull you got there…” 
 
    “You…” Kudzu glared at the elder. “You’re a bakeneko?” 
 
    “She’s a smart fox, isn’t she?” Elder Bahjee asked. 
 
    “Watch it…” 
 
    “Hrrm. I haven’t seen a white one before. Are they all this angry?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” Jelmay lifted what was left of an apple with his paw and took a bite out of it. “How long have you been running this place, Bahj?” 
 
    “Fifty years now?” Elder Bahjee bit down on his lip, his mustache drooping. “Maybe sixty? I’ve lost track. Definitely a few generations have come and gone.” 
 
    “And let me guess, you told them all to not trust outsiders, right?” 
 
    He nodded as if this were common sense. “Of course I did. Easier to keep control that way. We have plenty of food, best not to be forced to share it with stragglers who make their way to the Outer Region.” 
 
    “So… it’s really a bakeneko, like Jelmay?” Yato asked Danzen so only he could hear. 
 
    “They…” Danzen sighed, recalling how he had first encountered Jelmay. “They are known to do things like this. Although…” He looked at Elder Bahjee again. He didn’t seem as bewildered as Jelmay had been back in Suja Village, Danzen recalling that Jelmay had been trapped in his transformation to some degree. This didn’t look to be the case here; Elder Bahjee looked completely comfortable in his skin, natural and used to it. 
 
    “I hate to break it to you, Bahj, but things are about to change around here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Elder Bahjee asked, his bushy white eyebrows narrowing on Jelmay to some degree. He slicked his hand through his curly white hair. “S-speak up.” 
 
    “What can I say? We are planning to open the northern passage. Not only that, we are looking for remnants.” 
 
    The elder laughed. “Har! You must be joking. That’s not the job of a bakeneko.” 
 
    “True, but it is what I have decided to do with my time. Which is why we are here.” 
 
    “And what makes you think I want to help you?” 
 
    “Because all bakeneko like to help each other.” 
 
    The two smiled at one another and both began laughing at the same time, Elder Bahjee laughing so hard that he tipped over, sending some of the plates stacked near him to the ground. 
 
    “I don’t know if that is the case, and you know that. Generally, we try to carve out our territories and keep to them,” the elder finally said, “but you do make a compelling argument.” 
 
    “Does he?” Yato asked quietly. 
 
    “I do, don’t I? It’s about time, it’s about damn time. What’s so great about this village anyway?” Jelmay went for a small bread roll. He stuffed it in his mouth, his whiskers lifting as he happily chewed the roll. “Not bad. But back to this village. It seems a bit depressing, if you ask me, about as lively as a home for the elderly. I suppose being by the lake has its advantages, especially with fish.” He gestured toward the fish bones on one of the plates, the head still attached, eyes dead and glossy. 
 
    “Like you said, or did I say it? I believe I said it. Like I said…” Elder Bahjee started laughing again. “We each carve out our little slice of paradise and stick to it. What has made you decide to join these…” He squinted at Danzen for a moment, his nostrils flaring wide. “Not what I would call a friendly fellow here. That blood.” 
 
    “Yes, he is half-demon and a bit brood-y. Couldn’t you tell by his overall demeanor? Look at those muscles, how chiseled his features are, the dark and dangerous look in his eyes.” Jelmay scooped a paw into a bit of gravy and put it in his mouth. “He tries to hide it, but we know. All yokai know, at least smarter ones.” 
 
    Yato glanced at Danzen again; he didn’t make any indication that this banter bothered him. While he was ready for Jelmay to get to the point, he recognized now when the bakeneko was buttering someone up, which was one of his specialties. To see him do it on his own kind was another thing entirely. 
 
    “And this other human?” Elder Bahjee asked, as if Yato wasn’t standing there. “Not the same, but she does have a hardened nature about her.” 
 
    “She is my new favorite.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Elder Bahjee said as he ripped the meat off a thigh bone and flicked the bone onto a plate. “Then we get to the kitsunes, which aren’t to my taste.” 
 
    “Can’t blame you there,” said Jelmay. 
 
    “Why would such a strange group seek out this village? Before we get to that, why would you come to the Outer Regions anyway? Surely you aren’t serious about opening the northern passage.” 
 
    “We are,” said Jelmay, “and you forgot our companion outside. A yatagarasu named Sansar.” 
 
    This statement caused Elder Bahjee to carefully consider what he said next, the bakeneko waiting a full minute in which he picked at one of his plates before finally replying. “You were joined by… a yatagarasu?” 
 
    “Do you want me to call him in to prove it? I can open the window.” 
 
    “Actually, yes. I have never seen one before.” 
 
    Jelmay waddled to his feet and went over to a very small window, no larger than a bread box. He morphed into his human form again so he would be tall enough to reach the window. About this time, the two chefs came into the room, both with nervous looks on their faces as they began placing plates of food on the ground. They retrieved some of the plates with scraps on them, but not all of them, their actions telling Danzen that they had grown accustomed to the elder’s eating habits and how he liked to nibble. 
 
    By the time they were gone, Jelmay had the window open. “Sansar, someone wants to meet you.” He returned to where he had been sitting and plopped down, Jelmay’s eyes bulging as he looked at the food that had been set out on the floor. 
 
    “We’re going to eat on the floor?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Both Jelmay and Elder Bahjee laughed. 
 
    “You already eat on the floor,” Jelmay told her. 
 
    “It just seems…” 
 
    “Fine, do what you want, I don’t care.” Jelmay reached for a small fish and tossed it in his mouth. Bawa joined him, as did Yato, Danzen remaining at the back of the room with Kudzu. Sansar appeared in the window, flapping his black wings. He had to stretch them behind his back to get into the space, but once he was in, he hopped down on the floor and looked between Jelmay and Elder Bahjee. 
 
    “He’s a bakeneko,” Jelmay told the raven. 
 
    “I can see that.” 
 
    Elder Bahjee clapped. “I didn’t believe him! I really didn’t believe him! Sansar, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sansar said as he hopped forward. “It is a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “You can call me Bahjee.” The elder went for more food, chewing with his mouth open as he took in the group once again. “I just can’t believe you came all this way out,” he said, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. 
 
    “We need a place to stay for the night,” Jelmay told him, “and we are looking for information. Perhaps an exchange can be made?” 
 
    “Yes, an exchange.” Elder Bahjee slurped down the fish. “I do have something that needs done around here.” 
 
    “Go on…” 
 
    “There are rice fields north of here, on the other side of the mountain. It is quite flat there and there is runoff from the peaks, which keeps the soil nice and moist. Lately, a family of treacherous oni have been taking the rice for themselves. These oni live high in the mountains, and they come down at night and steal whatever they’d like. The fall will be here sooner than we think, and if we don’t get our grain supplies in order, it’s going to be a tough winter. Well, not for me, but for the villagers.” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “So you want to deal with these oni?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Yes, the demon-blooded one catches on quickly. You are looking for remnants and perhaps some type of partnership here, and I would be the person that would be able to help you in that regard, considering my knowledge of the region and my connections. Take care of the oni and I’ll tell you what I know. This is a very interesting region, you know, with a lot of things that you may have never encountered in the west.” 
 
    “Well ahead of you there,” Jelmay said. “And if it’s a bunch of filthy oni that need killing, it’s oni that we will kill.” 
 
    Yet again, Danzen couldn’t get away from the profession that he had spent his life perfecting. He had no desire to kill these yokai, and perhaps there was a way to convince them to stop their raids. But he had a feeling by the way that Elder Bahjee described them next that this would be impossible: 
 
    “They’re nasty, nasty creatures, these oni. I’ll have you know that they have eaten one of the villagers, a girl who was helping her father in the field. The poor lass! Not only that, their skin is nearly impenetrable.” He took another bite of food, chewing loudly. “I have sent the hunting party out, but they are too afraid to actually venture into the mountains and chase them down. They did, however, find themselves at a vantage point where they were able to shoot arrows at the ogres. Not a single one was injured. These are no ordinary hunters, mind you; they are the men that are responsible for supplying our meat for the winter, once the lake freezes over. They are expert marksmen, and rarely miss.” 
 
    “I’d be more worried about the information you plan to give us after we have completed this task,” Jelmay said in a calculated way. “We are looking for remnants, notable ones.” 
 
    “Yes, you mentioned that, but you haven’t mentioned why. There are plenty of people looking for remnants in these regions.” 
 
    “We aren’t looking for them for that reason,” Jelmay said. “We’re not bandits, nor are we trying to forge weapons or talismans, anything of the sort. Our goal in collecting remnants is to gather enough of them that we will be able to rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    Once again, Elder Bahjee paused. “Rebuild Sunyata?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jelmay said in a soft voice, which would have felt more serious had his face and whiskers not been covered in food. “That is the reason we are opening up the northern passage, so we can explore that region as well and make the transportation of remnants between here and Genshin Valley easier.” 
 
    Elder Bahjee raised an eyebrow at him. “And why do you want to rebuild Sunyata?” 
 
    “For obvious reasons. The world can’t exist on two planes, one being this one, and the other being hell itself. But there is another reason. His father,” Jelmay said, pointing his thumb at Danzen, “is the ruler of Diyu. And Pilgrim here has daddy issues.” 
 
    The two bakeneko started to laugh again, Jelmay nearly falling over this time, Kudzu scowling at both of them. 
 
    “I’m kidding, well, not fully kidding. His father really is the ruler, and he is a thorn in our side, as is his demented brother. But that’s a story for another day. Right now our focus is on collecting remnants, so we can see if it’s even possible. After all, we can’t just have Diyu to look forward to once we die.” 
 
    “Agreed.” Elder Bahjee raised his goblet to Jelmay. “Handle the oni, and you have my word. I will tell you what I know, and believe me, this information is worth its weight in gold.” 
 
    “Speaking of which…” Jelmay reached for his bag of jewelry. “Is there a fence in the village where I can unload some of this?” 
 
    “No, I’m afraid not. You could always leave it with me…?” 
 
    Jelmay snorted. “Trust a bakeneko? For some reason, I just don’t see that happening.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen and Yato kept low to the ground as they moved through a field of rice, the moon nonexistent, a spattering of stars illuminating their path. It was well past midnight, and while Jelmay had suggested they all rest after all the traveling they had done, Danzen wanted to get to work in discovering the oni that had been plaguing Verba. 
 
    He had also grown tired of the banter between Jelmay and Elder Bahjee, the two laughing late into the night as they stuffed their fat faces. Eventually, Bawa had joined them, the kitsune not opposed to merrymaking. Most surprisingly was Sansar, who seemed to enjoy the company of the other yokai, leaving Kudzu as the odd yokai out, the white fox not keen on listening to the two bakeneko hyperbolize their best exploits. 
 
    She had gladly joined Danzen and Yato on their outing as well, one that was simply for reconnaissance, Danzen not planning to actually address the oni that night if he could help it. 
 
    First, they needed to see what they were up against. 
 
    The wind whistled through the rice paddy, Danzen barefoot, Yato the same, which would allow them to move more fluidly and would prevent their shoes from getting soaked and holding them back if they needed to leave quickly. The soil was cold and wet, saturated with water, Danzen feeling it between his toes. As always, he was more worried about Yato than himself, the former assassin noticing that her lips had turned a shade of blue, Yato doing her best to hide her shivering but failing. 
 
    He appreciated this about her. 
 
    Yato was always striving to become better, and this wasn’t the first time that he understood what his former instructor Thane had seen in her, even if the man had never pushed her to her full potential. 
 
    His hood over his head, Danzen tilted his chin slightly, tuning into a gurgling noise he heard thirty or forty yards away. It sounded like someone was sloshing through something, or perhaps stuffing their face as Elder Bahjee and Jelmay had done earlier that night. 
 
    The sound of a man screaming caused Danzen to look to the collection of homes in the center of the rice paddies, where, according to Elder Bahjee, people were no longer supposed to be staying due to the threat. 
 
    He lifted his finger and pointed at it, Yato nodding, a flash of white to his left telling him that Kudzu had already begun to move through the rice stalks. He let her go first, knowing that she was the quietest of the three, the kitsune hopping from one terrace down to the next, toward the center where a couple of thatched buildings had been erected. 
 
    Danzen closed his eyes, his world illuminated on the inside of his eyelids through contrasting purple lines, Sunyata alive and well in everything even if heaven had fallen. He was checking to see if there were any other forces at play, something that was almost instinctual, Danzen not certain of if these oni had any additional powers. But he couldn’t see anything, and soon, his eyes were open again and he was moving quickly toward the center, Yato following behind him. 
 
    The two assassins only moved when the wind picked up, the breeze blowing in and leaving just as quickly as it came. 
 
    He paused once Kudzu made it to the roof of one of the thatched homes, the white fox crouched, her tail flat against the straw. It was then that he saw the first oni, which was hunched over and troll-like with an intense overbite and large teeth, a brow that was furrowed, stringy long hair draped over its face, the yokai easily eight feet tall. 
 
    Danzen would have let the monster pass had it not been dragging a man by his hair, the farmer still struggling, too scared to scream. Two other oni appeared, both smaller than the one that was dragging the man by his hair. The lead oni hopped down into a drainage canal, the farmer letting out a grunt as he hit the side and was lifted up to the first terrace. 
 
    “Prepare to return to the village,” Danzen said after leaning forward into Yato’s ear. “I will rescue the man.” 
 
    “I can help.” 
 
    “Bahjee said…” Danzen recalled what the bakeneko had told them, that his sword wouldn’t be able to penetrate the oni’s flesh. But Astra was no ordinary sword, and if this was where things needed to happen, he was well-prepared to do what needed to be done. “I will handle things from there, if you must stay, be careful.” 
 
    Danzen almost felt the urge to summon his Demon Speak power to tell Yato to not get in the way, but refrained from doing so. He trusted her. 
 
    His Blade of Darkness and Nomin’s short sword were back at the elder’s quarters, Danzen assuming, rightfully so, that it would get in the way. But he had Astra with him, and he also wore his two gauntleted blades. He would work with what he had. 
 
    Remaining in his crouched position, Danzen waited for the oni to pass about fifteen feet in front of him, the farmer all but giving up on his struggle now and lying there listlessly, not yet dead, but not far off. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Danzen sent Astra forward, his blade grazing just beneath the oni’s thick hand and cutting through the farmer’s hair. Yato moved forward so quickly that he barely saw her, the younger assassin pulling the man into the rice paddies at just about the point that he hit the ground and saving him. 
 
    Even more remarkable, she hadn’t been spotted. 
 
    The lead oni looked at the hair in his hand, and snorted. He threw it and barked in some guttural language to his two companions. 
 
    It was time for distraction, and to prevent the three from detecting Yato, Danzen simply stood, Astra in his hand, a wicked glare on his face as he glared the lead oni down. 
 
    “Face me,” Danzen said, hoping that using his Demon Speak power would make him even more intimidating. 
 
    But this didn’t seem to have the effect he wanted, the oni simply laughing, the other two oni turning to Danzen as well with murderous intent. 
 
    It was time. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A breeze skimmed over the top of the rice terraces as the two smaller oni descended upon Danzen. They were equally ugly, both with deformed muscles and a bluish-gray skin that was covered in scars, thick as the leather from Arsi, tufts of hair on the tops of their bald heads, stringy and long, not unlike the giants that Danzen had faced off against in the Panchen Mountains. 
 
    He sent his blade forward, testing what Elder Bahjee had told him about the thickness of their skin. It was as if his sword had struck solid stone, the weapon returning to him in a flash, Astra vibrating in his hand. 
 
    Schnickt! Schnickt! 
 
    He summoned his gauntleted blades at about the moment the two reached him, both with their claws extended. He had to figure out a way to kill them, a soft spot, and he knew that his gauntleted blades weren’t going to be the weapons that did it. It would have to be Astra, a weapon forged by a remnant. But at least they would give him some leverage. 
 
    Kudzu slipped between one of the smaller oni’s legs, yipping, and throwing it off guard. It fell onto its back, and was just getting to its feet when Danzen exploded forward, managing to loose Astra at just the right moment as he passed by the oni, his boomerang sword going directly into its open mouth. 
 
    This did the trick, killing the ogre instantly as it punctured its brain through the roof of its mouth. The only problem was, Danzen’s sword got lodged in the oni’s mouth, never returning to his hand. 
 
    Another oni lunged at him. He swatted away its claws using his gauntleted blade, the larger oni also moving toward the fight, absolutely seething at what Danzen had done. 
 
    Its companion now lay on one of the terraces, bleeding out as Danzen quickly jumped away, still without his famed boomerang sword. 
 
    A bolt of movement heightened the tension he was feeling, once Yato decided to intervene. She twisted at the last moment and slammed her back into the smaller oni that was approaching him, throwing it off guard, Danzen sure that his gauntleted blades were going to be sharp enough to pierce through the roof of its mouth. 
 
    Water splashed around him as he took two steps forward and launched into the air, his biceps tensing as he pressed both fists forward and drove one of his gauntleted blades in the waiting mouth of the oni, his other hand going around the creature’s neck to hold it steady. His sheer force caused the two of them to tumble down one of the rice terraces, Danzen eventually having to use his knee to pull both of his blades out. 
 
    The second oni was down. 
 
    The largest oni reached Danzen in two breaths. It scooped its arms around him, quickly lifting the former assassin in the air and slamming him onto the ground. 
 
    Danzen rolled out of the way, recalling his gauntleted blades, not wanting them to get in the way, well aware of how difficult it would be to deal with his demons if they were unleashed in the expansive rice fields. Even if he had control over them, it was best to try not to break skin. 
 
    “Pilgrim, your sword!” Using as much leverage as she could garnish, Yato withdrew Astra from the first oni’s open maw, the power of the sword nearly lifting her into the air; she let go of it, the boomerang blade twisting on its way back to its owner. 
 
    Danzen rolled to avoid the oni’s stomp. The oni barked at the top of its lungs, spit flying out of its mouth. He jumped into the air, and used his bare foot to push himself off the shoulder of the beastly yokai, one hand extended, Astra within reach. 
 
    He managed to grab his sword, only to be struck by a series of fists coming through the air, the oni also able to jump as high as Danzen. 
 
    The monster hit the ground with an impact that left a small crater, Danzen coming down after it, both hands on the grip of his blade. He knew he wasn’t going to be able to break through its skin, but the urge to protect those he cared about, and the desire to finish his fight as quickly as possible swelled within him. 
 
    He was flung backward, Danzen hitting the edge of one of the terraces and flipping over onto his back. A face full of mud, Danzen wiped his eyes and once again prepared his blade, the words leaving his lips just as he saw Kudzu jump for the large oni. “No!” 
 
    The white fox was tossed to the side after arcing upwards of thirty feet in the air. She hit the stone steps that rose on either side of the terraces, flipped up, and struck another terrace ledge before finally settling. 
 
    Danzen saw red. 
 
    He didn’t need to be cut to conjure the rage that had boiled through him upon seeing what the monstrous oni had done to Kudzu. There was only going to be one way to bring it down, unless… 
 
    An idea came to Danzen at that moment as he stopped his charge and turned back to the patchwork of buildings at the center of the rice paddies. He ran, and like any predator, the oni gave chase. Danzen leaped into the air and toward one of the thatched roofs. He brought his sword down as he landed and collapsed through the thick straw of the barn. He sheathed Astra, the dust settling around him as he felt the ground start to shake. 
 
    As he had predicted, the oni came barreling through the wall made of hardened mud and stone, Danzen skipping away just as it tore into the space. He went for the nearest stone, easily fifty pounds if not more, the former assassin lifting it over his head and driving it down onto the top of the oni’s skull. 
 
    Whompf! 
 
    He did it again—Whompf!—an unquenchable fury filling him as he moved with the same strength as he did when he broke skin, the boulder causing the sickening sound of bones breaking beneath flesh, Danzen eventually caving in the oni’s face. 
 
    Drawing his blade, the former assassin sat down with his knee onto the oni’s back. He jabbed his fingers into its eye sockets as he punctured the roof of its mouth, his blade going through its brain and out the back of its skull. 
 
    Danzen withdrew his weapon and flicked it, blood arcing across the straw. The oni’s head sunk forward, the creature dead, Danzen feeling the urge to kill it again. 
 
    But there was something more important that he needed to do first. 
 
    Climbing over the beastly yokai, he exited through the hole it had caused, what was left of the ceiling coming down as Danzen turned in the direction of the terraced rice fields. He saw Yato crouched next to a swath of white, Danzen feeling his heart sink, everything filtering away from him as if he were stepping out of reality, each moment longer than the last. 
 
    “Please…” He found himself whispering as he reached the two of them. “Kudzu?” 
 
    “I think…” Yato looked up at Danzen, her eyes wide with fear. 
 
    Danzen lowered his head, and as he did Kudzu gasped, her breath returning to her. The white fox hopped up and then fell again, as if she were drunk, her equilibrium thrown off. 
 
    “Relax.” Yato quickly moved around to the front so she could show Kudzu the palms of her hands. “Relax, you’re fine.” 
 
    “Did you…?” Kudzu asked Danzen, her eyes wavering as she looked up at him. 
 
    Danzen nodded, his nerves settling in a way that made his knees quake, his stomach twisting. Overcome with emotion he didn’t understand, Danzen turned away from the two of them, and brought his hood back over his head. 
 
    Then he realized that if anyone was going to carry Kudzu back to the village, it was going to be him. 
 
    Trying as best he could to hide the sudden flush of embarrassment he felt, Danzen turned back to Kudzu. “I’ll carry you,” he said as he lowered before the white fox. “The oni are dead,” he told her, almost as an afterthought. “We’re safe for now.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen’s practice had moved from something he did to grow stronger to something he did simply to feel himself, the former assassin lakeside that next morning bending his echo, gripping Astra as tightly as ever, a sensation of power radiating through him. 
 
    He hadn’t slept. 
 
    His encounter with the three oni had taken an unexpected turn, Danzen experiencing what it would have been like to lose Kudzu, which led him to feel a sense of anguish within his soul, making it hard for him to rest. It wasn’t a sensation he associated with hunger, pain, or sickness, yet it had been equally debilitating. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time that something had happened to her, yet the suddenness of the event was what had affected him the most. The thin line between life and death was something Danzen knew all too well, and this was without adding the complications of rebuilding Sunyata and the issues that came with being a demon-blooded former assassin with more enemies than friends. 
 
    This had all come to him at once, a swell of thoughts that had eventually led him to where he currently was, his echo vibrant and strong, the waves of the glacial lake sloshing against the shoreline, something akin to a flock of seagulls soaring in the distance, the rising sun a pale yellow orange, as if it had been deprived of oxygen. The serene nature of his environment only increased his level of focus, Danzen reaching a point where he was nearly one with his breath when something caught his attention. 
 
    Sansar landed in front of him, the three-legged raven hopping a couple times before he settled, his head tilting as he looked up at him. “You should rest.” 
 
    “I will be fine.” 
 
    “Your mother was as stubborn as you are, you know. And looking back now, it was one of the things that I appreciated about her. She was never one to give up. I’m well aware that she didn’t raise you, yet this seems to be something that you have picked up on, an inherited trait. Still, rest is important, even for someone a bit nocturnal like you, someone who can survive without it.” 
 
    “I can’t sleep.” 
 
    “I figured as much. Does it have something to do with what happened last night? I really should have gone with you all.” The raven chided himself under his breath. “It is my duty to look out for you.” 
 
    “No, it is mine,” said Danzen, still with both hands on his blade, his legs spread wide. He leaned his weight into his front foot and lifted his sword. As he brought it forward, he pressed his weight to his back foot, twisting his core, feeling the movement from his knees to his shoulders. 
 
    “I’ve come to fetch you for a reason, you know. Elder Bahjee has invited everyone to breakfast. Will you be attending?” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Soon. Yato has just woken up, and Kudzu will be resting for the day. She wants to join, but I have convinced her to relax instead. Jelmay is already there, as is Bawa.” 
 
    Danzen sheathed his blade, wishing that he had more time alone. Perhaps he would have a chance to bend his echo later. “In that case…” 
 
    Sansar lifted into the air and Danzen followed, the texture of the sand beneath his bare feet soon changing to that of the cold stone platforms, swept clean on occasion, human skin smoothing their surfaces over time. The path grew wider until they reached a fenced-in courtyard that had been built at the back of the tavern, in front of the residence where Elder Bahjee called home. 
 
    Still in his human form, the heavyset bakeneko was seated on the ground before a wool carpet, food spread out before him, a few early morning flies buzzing the air. Jelmay was already eating, as Danzen had surmised, and Bawa was there as well, looking a bit sleepy as the globe on his tail glowed a dull green. 
 
    “There he is! Pilgrim,” Jelmay patted the space next to him, “sit, and feast!” 
 
    Careful of his sword, Danzen took a seat, legs crossed beneath him as he removed his blade and kept it at his side. His eyes darted from the food to the large bakeneko seated before him, now wearing a set of gaudy pink robes marred by a few food stains. 
 
    “You did it,” Elder Bahjee said, coming alive with joy, his eyes filling with wonder as he smiled at Danzen. “You did it! I had it confirmed this morning. The three oni are dead; let their death be a bloody reminder to any oni in the area of what happens when you try to disturb the people of Verba.” 
 
    “Your pink robe should be a reminder of what happens when you disturb the people of Verba,” Jelmay quipped, both bakeneko laughing at a joke Danzen didn’t quite understand. 
 
    “And the farmer?” he asked, referring to the man whom he had saved. 
 
    “Alive and well enough. Traumatized, as predicted.” Elder Bahjee stuffed a biscuit in his mouth, his mustache caked in crumbs. “But he will be fine. Besides, it was his fault anyway. He shouldn’t have been there, the horny fool.” 
 
    “Why was he there?” 
 
    “Young love,” the bakeneko said with a wink. “He was hoping to meet one of the female villagers there so they could use one of the barns for a little private pleasure. You know, some hay on the ground, maybe a bottle of lyeberry ale, that sort of thing. Of course, she didn’t show—the women here are modest, you know—yet he stupidly waited around until after dark and then became too afraid to return to the village.” 
 
    “Stupid, but makes sense,” Jelmay said as he too ate a biscuit. “Do I detect honey in these?” 
 
    “Yes, you do, and it isn’t easy to get either. It takes a team of villagers to get the honey in an area to the north of here. I generally have to get special permission for them to enter it as well. The yokai can be a little protective between here and the next village. Or at least, that’s what I’ve told the villagers. There is honey closer to here, but the good stuff is further out.” 
 
    “Smart.” 
 
    “Heh. I’ve been called worse.” 
 
    “So sweet, so savory. Pilgrim, you have to try one.” Jelmay grabbed one of the biscuits and handed it to him. Danzen ate it even though he wasn’t hungry, noticing that it not only had a hint of sweetness to it, but also a touch of an herb that he hadn’t tasted before. 
 
    “Right? Right?” Jelmay asked once he didn’t comment on the biscuit. “I could eat a whole basket of these.” 
 
    “I have already eaten a basket!” Elder Bahjee shouted, food flying out of his mouth. 
 
    Danzen tilted to the side to avoid the crumbs, and offered the elder a short nod. 
 
    “Look at you, Pilgrim,” Jelmay said. “Always a man with his mind on the mission, even when he’s eating. A man who looks like you could use some sleep…” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You could always go in and curl up with the fox. I’m sure she’s warm by now.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t take the bait. 
 
    “Tell us everything,” Elder Bahjee implored, “every detail of what happened last night. I’ve only heard bits from our mutual acquaintance here,” he said, gesturing toward Jelmay, “and I’m not one to trust the bakeneko’s story. Ho! I’d be a fool to do something like that.” 
 
    Jelmay laughed so hard that he nearly started choking. “Same here. Bawa, are you going to sleep through breakfast or finish that bit of fish on your plate? Asking for a friend.” 
 
    When Bawa didn’t reply, Jelmay flicked a bone at him. 
 
    “I ate a bit too much food last night,” said the kitsune, who lay on his side, still digesting his previous meals. 
 
    Jelmay took Bawa’s fish and stuffed it in his mouth. “That was nothing last night. Nothing.” 
 
    “We ate and drank until…” Bawa’s eyes went wide as he tried to recall what hour they’d finally stopped. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Morning,” Yato said as she suddenly appeared, the female assassin with her hair wet, and slicked back behind her ears. Her robes were clean, her sleeves rolled up, gauntleted blades wrapped around her arms and securely fastened. 
 
    “Lady Pilgrim!” Jelmay grabbed one of the biscuits and threw it to her. “You have to try this!” 
 
    “Drink, first.” She sat down next to Jelmay and placed the biscuit he’d tossed her on a clean enough plate. Yato poured a boiling liquid from a carafe into a ceramic cup. The smell of the liquid caused Danzen to want a cup as well, hoping that it would invigorate him to some degree. Upon bringing the cup to his lips, he noticed that the flavor was akin to the herb that he had tasted in the biscuit, yet stronger, an almost medicinal flavor to it. 
 
    It did make him feel better after a few drinks, however. 
 
    “Please,” Elder Bahjee said, now gritting his teeth. “I must hear how you did it.” 
 
    “First, information about the remnant,” Yato said, surprising Danzen to some degree. Then again, she was a student, and she had learned from his former teacher Thane. Not only that, she had spent some time around Jelmay. If an exchange was to be made, an assassin used whatever they could as leverage, be it a person or simply information itself. 
 
    “You… you want to know about the remnant?” 
 
    “That’s why they dealt with your oni, otherwise, we would have left it to you,” Sansar reminded Elder Bahjee, the raven now on the ground next Danzen, picking at a biscuit. “You do have information about a remnant, do you not?” 
 
    “Why… why of course, I do!” Elder Bahjee said, a bit of a scowl forming on his face. “Do not question me, yatagarasu! I am a bakeneko of my word. If you want to know where the nearest remnant is, I’ll tell you. It’s easy. Head toward the end of the lake. Once you reach it, there will be a series of ridges you’ll have to cross over to get to the next lake over. In the middle of the lake, on an island, is a small shrine. The remnant is inside. What can I say? It’s a well-kept secret.” 
 
    “We will head there after breakfast. Yato, please explain what happened last night. I’m going to check on Kudzu.” Danzen quickly prepared a plate of meat and stood, ignoring Elder Bahjee as he insisted that he stay and eat with them. 
 
    “He does what he wants, when he wants,” Jelmay said as Danzen moved away. “Don’t let it bother you, Bahj. Plenty of food for all of us. Now, Yato, about what happened out there…” 
 
    Danzen pressed through a wooden door, the wall on his left consisting of the same stone he had seen used as a walkway in the village, the grout white. From there, it was up a flight of short wooden stairs to the second floor, where he found Kudzu’s room. Danzen knocked, and once she didn’t answer, he let himself in, the white fox lying on her side on a tuft of wool, her head resting on a pillow filled with straw. 
 
    She looked over at him, her nostrils flaring to some degree. “Pilgrim?” 
 
    “I thought you may be hungry.” Danzen sat before her and set his plate on the ground. “We are going to get the remnant that Elder Bahjee promised us.” 
 
    “Sure, I just need another hour…” 
 
    “No, for now you should rest. In fact…” Danzen reached into his robes and produced the remnant that they had found along the cliff walk, still in its wooden box. He tucked it under the corner of Kudzu’s pillow. “Look after this.” 
 
    “Did you sleep?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Aren’t you tired?” 
 
    “Not really,” Danzen said. 
 
    Kudzu smiled. “You are as lucky as you are cursed. Has anyone ever told you that?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    She yawned, her tongue curling out of her mouth. “Thanks for bringing the food. I’ll eat some later. And… this isn’t as bad as last time I was injured. I just want to sleep some more. I had the wind knocked out of me.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t mention that it looked more like she had the life knocked out of her. He simply nodded, as he always did. “Rest well. We will try to return by sunset. I don’t think this remnant will be very difficult to retrieve.” He instantly regretted saying these words. “At least, I hope not.” 
 
    “And Elder Bahjee has told you where it is?” 
 
    “He has. A lake to the east of here.” 
 
    “I see… In that case, good luck.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen, Yato, and Jelmay set off, Sansar hovering in the air above them, the four leaving Bawa the kitsune behind to recover from his night of revelry. They hugged the shoreline of the glacial lake, following the path that Elder Bahjee had pointed out to them, the sun bright as it reflected against the water. Older men fishing in the lake did little to acknowledge their presence, which Jelmay shrugged off in typical bakeneko fashion. 
 
    “They may not like us, but we’ll be eating the fish they catch later,” he said, the yokai back in his nondescript human form, belly slightly distended. “What a guy, Bahj, what a guy. That’s every bakeneko’s dream, you know?” 
 
    “What is?” asked Yato. 
 
    “To run a village of obedient humans who keep you well-fed and give you an ungodly amount of power. I know it may be hard for someone like you to imagine, but think about it. You’re comfortable, you’ve got plenty of food, people respect you, people don’t know they’re being exploited. It’s the best of all worlds.” 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like he’s done much for them…” 
 
    “Do you mean how the village looks as if it is in shambles and that someone could knock over a few of the buildings with just a wee bit of flatulence? Bah! If the villagers don’t like it, they’ve had decades to do something about the Bahj, or leave. Decades. No one is keeping them there. So they must like it.” 
 
    Yato made eye contact with Danzen, the former assassin offering her his thoughts on what Jelmay had said with a terse shake of his head. He agreed that the villagers could have done something, but didn’t understand why Elder Bahjee would put them in that position to begin with, especially if he’d had a long time to cultivate the village and bring about its better aspects. 
 
    Local politics were never one of Danzen’s specialties, even if many of the disagreements ultimately led to his services, at least based on the contracts he had once received through the Brotherhood. Political killings, various forms of extortion, espionage, kidnappings—Danzen wasn’t proud of some of the things he’d been part of in the past, yet this was the realm of an assassin, and it had truly made him wonder since his retirement about the Diyu Brotherhood’s power over the entire kingdom, if it operated as some sort of shadow government. 
 
    It sure seemed that way. 
 
    His Blade of Darkness sheathed behind him, Astra at his side, Nomin’s replica sword tucked into the front of his robes, and gauntleted blades wrapped around his arms made Danzen appear more intimidating than he hoped to look, which could have been another explanation as to why some of the fishermen didn’t make eye contact with them. 
 
    Soon, it didn’t matter. They were long past them. 
 
    Walking at a quick pace, Yato at his side, Jelmay a few steps behind them and now in his bakeneko form, Danzen fell into the spell of quiet as he listened to Jelmay tell yet another of his hyperbolized stories. Had the bakeneko really faced off against the yokai equivalent of a dragon? Had he really stolen the eggs of a shukaku? Had he once rolled a remnant twice his bodyweight up a hill to a monastery that had long since vanished in exchange for a bundle of rare silk? 
 
    There really was no telling, Danzen occasionally hearing Kudzu comment in his head, the responses she likely would have had in regards to some of his claims. This caused a rare smile to form on his face, the former assassin wishing she had joined them yet glad that she had stayed behind once they reached the top of the ridge separating the two glacial lakes. 
 
    “There’s… there’s a camp,” Jelmay said, interrupting his own story to point out a series of white tents along the shore of the smaller lake, a good five hundred yards away. His ears flitted back. “What’s a camp doing this far out?” 
 
    Danzen recognized the eye emblem painted on one of the tents, and recognized that the campsite had been set up quickly, as if they were only there temporarily. Penumbra was the name of a clan of bandits started by a man known as Jinkai, who had been the first person Danzen had seen use shadow weapons that were conjured through a series of Sunyata talismans around his neck. He didn’t know if Jinkai was still alive, but his legacy was alive and well. 
 
    “Penumbra,” he said under his breath. 
 
    It was instinctual for Danzen to shift over to the other side of the ridgeline, Yato doing the same, the female assassin having to grab Jelmay by the arm and pull him down. 
 
    “Hey, I’m still looking!” 
 
    “Quiet,” Yato said, her eyebrows lifting to some degree as she watched Sansar lower. “Can you see how many there are?” 
 
    “I certainly can.” 
 
    “Wait, hold on. Hold on. Hold on a minute. You don’t think…” Jelmay gritted his teeth. “You don’t think that Bahj set us up, do you?” 
 
    “I didn’t consider that,” Danzen told Jelmay, “but I wouldn’t put it past him.” 
 
    Jelmay started to growl, his whiskers lifting. “After all we’ve done for him, listening to his stupid stories, eating his stupid and quite frankly bland food, killing the oni? This is how he responds? He sends us to a known camp of the enemy and… say, wait a minute.” Jelmay stood, the bakeneko swatting Yato’s hand away. “There’s not even a shrine in the center of that lake. We were lied to! I’ll kill him. I’ll kill him!” 
 
    “Keep your voice down.” 
 
    “Lady Pilgrim, I’ll have you know…” Jelmay was muffled by Yato, who quickly slipped around him and placed her hand over his mouth. 
 
    Jelmay struggled, but she held firm. 
 
    “See how many there are,” Danzen told the raven, “and be on the lookout for an older man wearing a collection of talismans around his neck. He’s a shadow user named Jinkai. I don’t know if he’s alive or not, but if he is, he’s their leader, and he’s dangerous.” 
 
    Sansar rose into the air, Yato finally removing her hand from Jelmay’s mouth once the raven was gone. 
 
    “Bah! Bah, I tell you! That’s no way to treat a bakeneko such as myself!” 
 
    “Jelmay,” Danzen said, not needing to raise his voice or even turn to Jelmay. 
 
    “Right, sorry. I…” He grunted. “I’m just mad at Bahj. I mean, I suspected he was up to something. But after we scratched his back? This is how he repays us. Ugh. Bah. Bah to all of it. As soon as we get back to Verba, the bakeneko is mine. We’ll treat him like the yamachichi. We can find the right plants out here, blow up his stupid little home!” 
 
    “Or we call his bluff,” Yato said. “Always an option as well.” 
 
    “He’ll just go along with it and ask us to run another of his errands.” Jelmay clenched his fists together. “Every time I get tricked by a bakeneko, I tell myself it is the last time I’ll let it happen, and I’m always wrong.” This statement caused him to laugh, albeit quietly. “I guess we really are that clever! Heh. But what you said, Lady Pilgrim, calling his bluff… I’ll have a think about how we can pull that off. Maybe… maybe there’s a way.” 
 
    Sansar returned a minute or so later, the three-legged raven landing before Danzen. “There are five bandits; they are eating their morning meal at the moment.” 
 
    “And there could be more in their tents…” said Yato. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Sansar told her, “but if you were planning to strike, now would be the time to do so, while they are distracted.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. Even if Elder Bahjee had tricked them into dealing with this particular group of bandits, the Penumbra were bad people. Their presence in this region meant that they were seeking remnants to exploit their powers, putting them into direct competition with Danzen’s goal to rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    They would need to be dealt with. 
 
    With this in mind, Danzen turned to Yato. “I’ll go in first with my Blade of Darkness. There are enough shadows caused by their tents to gather quite a bit of power. Keep to the periphery, and use your speed to intercept them after I’ve made the first two kills. Jelmay?” 
 
    “I’m fighting too,” the bakeneko volunteered. “I can morph into someone and lure a few away.” 
 
    “There are only five,” Yato said. 
 
    “I can count!” 
 
    “We should treat them as if they are more powerful than they may be. The only thing is…” Danzen brought his hand to his chin. “Sansar, were they gathered together?” 
 
    “Yes, sitting around a campfire.” 
 
    “That means I could make the most of my Blade of Darkness. No distraction this time, Jelmay, but that is always a good strategy.” 
 
    “Aww…” 
 
    “Join the fight after Yato,” he told the bakeneko with finality. “Let’s move.” 
 
    Danzen kept low as he traveled over the ridge, the former assassin dropping down to the other side without making any noise. He withdrew his Blade of Darkness and began running at his top speed, glad that Penumbra’s tents gave him a small amount of cover ahead. 
 
    It didn’t take Danzen long to clear the distance between the ridgeline and their camps. As he did, he brought his Blade of Darkness behind him and leaped into the air, shadows bubbling around the tip of his blade once the Penumbra clansmen finally spotted him. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Danzen landed outside of the campfire and swept his blade forward, its shadow-enhanced tip cutting into two of the Penumbra men and killing them, the three other members able to press away just in the nick of time. Danzen saw a flash on the periphery indicating Yato had arrived, the former assassin feeling a lot less confident than he did just moments ago once the three Penumbra men he hadn’t killed had disappeared. 
 
    It was as if they had vanished entirely. 
 
    Something had turned their forms invisible. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen clenched his eyes shut, recognizing echo usage when he saw it. 
 
    He spotted the three Penumbra men, their bodies rimmed in purple, talismans imbedded in their wrists and ankles glowing through their clothing. 
 
    “Yato, stay back!” 
 
    It wasn’t his intention to use his Demon Speak ability to control her; his response had been one of preservation, Danzen concerned that one of them could move on Yato before she realized what was happening. 
 
    Even their weapons were obscured; the closest assailant went for a jagged dagger and took off toward Yato, who was backpedaling, entranced by Danzen’s power. Holding his Blade of Darkness with one hand, Danzen withdrew Astra from its porous scabbard, the boomerang sword airborne in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Fwitt! 
 
    It struck the invisible Penumbra man in the back, Danzen still with his eyes closed as Astra returned to him. The second Penumbra clansman, one with a scarf tied around his head, twisted toward Danzen wielding a spear. Danzen hopped back just as the man thrust his weapon forward, his stance telling Danzen that he was clearly trained in the weapon. 
 
    Even more striking was his speed as he managed to bat Danzen’s boomerang sword away, Danzen responding by sending the weapon back to its sheath. Both hands on his Blade of Darkness, he hopped back a few paces, allowing it to gather shadow as the spearman continued to thrust his weapon forward. 
 
    His eyes still shut, Danzen waited until the perfect moment to lift his Blade of Darkness, which caused a small tidal wave of purple-hued shadow to cut through the sand on the shoreline and lift, striking the man between his legs. 
 
    He wasn’t entirely ripped in two, Danzen’s shadow power not quite strong enough to do that at the moment, especially with the daylight, but it was clear that his opponent was finished, and soon to be dying. 
 
    Jelmay burst onto the scene, the bakeneko jumping much higher than Danzen had seen him jump before. Jelmay came down with his knees onto the first clansman Danzen struck with the sword, and stabbed him. 
 
    “Got one!” he shouted as if he had been there fighting all along. “Who’s next?” 
 
    Danzen tensed, expecting the worst as he looked around to locate the third Penumbra clansman who had used remnants to turn invisible. For a moment, he felt as if his power had waned, no indication whatsoever that the man was still around. But then he saw something up on the ridgeline, a figure clambering over to the other side. 
 
    A beat of hesitation followed, Danzen wondering if he should send Yato due to her speed. She could likely reach the man, but by the way he had made it over the ridge, Danzen was certain he had remnant-enhanced stamina. He also didn’t know what kind of weapons the man would use if he sent Yato. 
 
    “Where did the other one go?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    Danzen looked up to the sky. “Sansar? Can you see him?” 
 
    “Yes, but faintly,” said the raven. “His echo is strong.” 
 
    Danzen nodded, settling on what should happen next. “Follow him until you discover who he is reporting to. I want to know if Jinkai is alive, and how many Penumbra clansmen there still are.” 
 
    Jelmay watched the raven lift into the air to pursue the clansman, the bakeneko slowly morphing back to his cat form. “Isn’t that basically the same thing your mother was doing to you?” 
 
    “It’s best to know what our enemies are up to. We seem to keep stumbling upon them, and piecing things together after we’ve killed them. I’d like to change that.” 
 
    The bakeneko nodded, just now catching his breath. “Makes sense, Pilgrim, makes sense. Speaking of that, are we looting these tents or what? There has to be something good here.” To illustrate what he meant, Jelmay kicked into one of the tents and began rummaging around. 
 
    Yato approached, Danzen turning to her immediately. “I’m sorry for using my power on you.” 
 
    “You… you did?” she asked, breathing just a bit harder than she normally did as the adrenaline settled in her system. 
 
    “I told you to stay back once they went invisible. One of them was trying to kill you.” He motioned toward the man whom he had cut down from behind. 
 
    “It’s fine,” she told him. “You did it to protect me.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And you fought them with your eyes closed.” 
 
    He nodded. “I could see their echoes.” 
 
    “I still need to learn to do that.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. It would greatly help. We will speak to Nomin about it soon.” 
 
    “Got a remnant!” Jelmay announced, the bakeneko stumbling out of a tent and showing them a small jewel. “There are a bunch of smaller ones in here that they’re keeping in a velvet sleeve. Nothing huge, but definitely enough that we should take them. Thoughts?” 
 
    “Take all the remnants, and search for any indication of what Penumbra has done, or what they are planning to do. Once we’re ready, we’ll head back to Verba and deal with Elder Bahjee.” 
 
    “I apologize on behalf of all bakeneko. We’re really not all that bad.” Jelmay offered Danzen a toothy grin. “But now that I think about it…” 
 
    “Yes?” Yato asked once Jelmay never finished his statement. 
 
    “In a way, you can’t blame Bahj. The village was probably being harassed by these Penumbra bandits, and he saw an opportunity to rid himself of both of our influences. Maybe that’s how Bahj has held power for so long. Yes, that would make sense. Did I mention that bakeneko can be quite clever?” Jelmay winked at Danzen. “I guess we’ll just have to see what he says when we get back there. Just let me do the talking. If I need any assassin-adjacent intimidation, that’s your cue.” Jelmay’s eyes filled with delight. “And I know the perfect angle. Thanks, Yato, for the suggestion. It’s time we call his bluff.”

  

 
   
    Part Three 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Verba looked quaint in front of the glacial lake, the village just about as busy as it would get that day as Danzen and his companions approached, the former assassin now with fabric draped over his famed blade. He held it as if he had recovered the sword from somewhere, Jelmay ahead for once and marching toward the tavern, where they headed straight through to Elder Bahjee. 
 
    “Ah! You have returned,” said the heavyset bakeneko as he dropped a roll he had been munching on. Eternally in his human form, the elder’s mustache dusted with breadcrumbs, a bit of jam on the tip of his nose. Bawa was seated there as well, the kitsune with the light-up tail curled into a ball, not quite resting, but definitely on the verge. 
 
    “We sure have,” Jelmay told him. “And we got the remnant.” 
 
    Elder Bahjee started to cough, his jowls shaking as the bakeneko turned his head for a moment to cover the surprised look on his face. “That’s… that’s great.” He beamed a fake smile at them. “Great news! I knew you could do it.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Jelmay plopped down in front of the elder and began eating as well, casual as ever. Meanwhile, Yato remained standing, the female assassin taking a few steps to the left while Kudzu stepped to the right, leaving Danzen directly behind Jelmay. 
 
    “Yes… I… I told you it was there.” Elder Bahjee went for a glass of wine, which he raised at them. “In that case, here’s to you discovering the remnant. And quickly, too! I thought it would take you at least a day.” 
 
    “What can I say, Bahj, we’re good at what we do. Don’t you want to see it?” 
 
    Elder Bahjee nervously stuffed a biscuit in his mouth. “No, I’m quite all right!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Jelmay smiled at him as he morphed out of his nondescript human form, his ears lifting, the bakeneko becoming stouter by the second. 
 
    Danzen removed the cloth from his sword and sent it flying forward, directly over Elder Bahjee’s head, where it drove itself into the wall behind him. The weapon returned to Danzen’s hand in an instant. Bawa’s eyes perked up as he glanced from Danzen back to Elder Bahjee, the heavyset bakeneko barely able to get the next question out: “You… you… found the sword?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Kudzu, not able to dampen the growl in her voice. 
 
    Elder Bahjee swallowed. “They say it was entirely forged from a remnant, the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, once known as the Tsurugi-Kusanagi. But… you somehow found it. And I thought, I thought Kanjen…” 
 
    Jelmay reached for a cold pork chop and stuffed it into his mouth. “We didn’t find a sword, Bahj. That’s his sword. Pilgrim’s. Neat, right? It was supposed to be a surprise. Actually, it was supposed to be a warning. You know what? Now that I think about it, I guess Pilgrim here could have just withdrawn the sword from its scabbard to the same effect. My point is, you lied to us.” Jelmay pointed a claw at the other bakeneko. “And now…” 
 
    “Please, please don’t kill me. Don’t… don’t tell the villagers… don’t… don’t do what I know you are clearly capable of doing.” He waddled to his feet and got down onto his knees, the fat man wringing his hands into a prayer position. While he did this, Bawa slowly stood and joined Danzen and his companions on their side of the room. “I just didn’t want any trouble for the village, you see? Think about it. How do you think I stayed in power here for so long? Ask yourself that! The answer is that I have always prevented worse things from coming to the village, like those blasted clan members, the Penumbra or whatever they said they were called. Useless remnant abusers!” 
 
    “We have dealt with them as well,” Danzen said in a solemn tone. 
 
    Elder Bahjee motioned toward the ceiling. “Where is the yatagarasu?” 
 
    Kudzu stepped forward. “That doesn’t matter. You lied to us, and…” 
 
    “—No! I promise I didn’t lie, there really is an important remnant in these parts. Maybe not in the lake as far as I know, but. Please, please don’t do anything to me!” 
 
    “What was the sword that you mentioned?” Danzen asked. 
 
    “Yes, the sword. Of course, the sword! The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. Such a long name, but that… that is what the hermit Kanjen called it. It’s here, somewhere in these mountains. Forged entirely out of a remnant, believe it or not. The entire piece! It is unlike any weapon that any of you have ever seen.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t press this comment. It was best if the elder didn’t know of his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    “You seemed to believe that his sword was this legendary weapon,” Yato said, still entirely focused on the bakeneko, fists at the ready as if she were going to summon her gauntleted blades. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be, human? When was the last time you had a sword flying at you? You would think the same thing too!” 
 
    “I’ve had his sword fly at me before…” 
 
    “Bah! You aren’t listening,” Elder Bahjee said, crumbs flying out of his mouth. “You can’t possibly understand things I have to deal with around here.” 
 
    “Astra was forged with the aid of a remnant, but it isn’t made of a remnant,” said Danzen. 
 
    “Then…” Elder Bahjee smiled, the ends of his mustache lifting. “Then you must want the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. Surely you do. And I can help you, I swear! Spare me any more trouble, and keep my secret from the villagers and I will help you.” 
 
    “I can’t…” Kudzu started to shake her head. The white fox turned away from Elder Bahjee and approached Danzen. “I have enough cats to deal without adding another to the mix. Someone else try to reason with him.” 
 
    “You have already tricked us once, and not only that, you exploited our power in dealing with those oni,” Jelmay told Bahjee. “Not blaming you, because I would have done the same, but that’s where we are right now.” He picked at something in his teeth and then went for the leg of a pheasant, which he started to chew as he glared at the other bakeneko, his whiskers lifting, Jelmay speaking with his mouth open: “Then, you sent us to fight a group of clansmen without warning, which could have led to any number of things that I don’t want to get into right now, including demons being released into your village here.” 
 
    “D-d-demons?” 
 
    Jelmay nodded toward Danzen. 
 
    “Your blood, yes…” Elder Bahjee lowered his head. “It was my goal just to… just to get you out of the village and not bother us. We don’t want to be bothered! Verba is a nice, quiet place!” 
 
    “If we open the northern passage, there will be more people coming to Verba in the future. As a fellow bakeneko, I would see this as an opportunity for more exploitation, and so should you. You think that you are king of the world now, but imagine there are merchants and others able to easily reach Verba, and what you would look like if you were the one who helped facilitate this. You aren’t thinking straight.” Jelmay tapped his claw on the side of his head. “You are thinking too small, Bahj.” 
 
    “Yes… Yes…” Elder Bahjee’s eyes began to glow with greed. “It makes sense. I never really thought of it that way. More people, more food, more wealth all around. Yes…” 
 
    “Of course, you didn’t. You have been isolated here for too long and aren’t in your right mind. But now you have made a fatal error. You have made an enemy out of a very powerful man.” Once again, Jelmay tilted his head toward Danzen. 
 
    “No, please, no, don’t do anything to me! I don’t want to go to Diyu. Not yet. I’m so young.” 
 
    Kudzu closed her eyes shut for a moment, the white fox tilting down her head to the floor, her lips curling. 
 
    “Fine! I will tell you what you need to know. I will tell you about the sword, where to find it. You must want that, right? For your remnant collection? Or perhaps you could use the weapon. I’m sure Kanjen would part with it… you never know what you may face in the future.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “So you actually know where the sword is?” Jelmay asked. 
 
    “Me? No, of course I don’t. But I know who does. I assure you this time, I’m not lying!” 
 
    “Why would we believe you?” asked Yato. 
 
    “Because I’m desperate now, and I have everything to lose and nothing to gain if I trick you again.” 
 
    “That is true…” Jelmay looked up at Danzen. “Your call, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Tell us how to find the sword, and who we need to talk to. We will make our decision from there.” 
 
    “Of course, why… Of course!” Elder Bahjee said, his eyes filling with glee as he assumed that he was in the clear. “Do you want to eat first? I can have some food brought, something fresh?” 
 
    “No, tell us now.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was later that night when Danzen quietly exited his room and went down to the shoreline of the glacial lake, barefoot for once, the ground cold, Astra at his side as always. He took a seat and looked out over the water, the moon peeling across the waves in pearl arcs, the occasional fish jumping, the world mostly silent aside from a few buzzing dragonflies that examined the former assassin and moved on. 
 
    According to Elder Bahjee, there was a hermit in the mountains north of here, a tanuki named Kanjen. It was a yokai he had yet to meet, Danzen glad that he had brought his field diary with him, the one that the former abbot of his monastery had prepared. He had found the description rather interesting: 
 
    Oftentimes confused with a mix between a raccoon and a lapdog, the tanuki is one of the stranger, more supernatural yokai. There is an old saying that the kitsune has seven tails, while the tanuki has eight. A master of disguise and espionage, tanuki are known to drum on their bellies in celebration. They are elusive, and haven’t existed in Genshin Valley since Sunyata fell. There are rumors that they moved to the Outer Regions, which was the last place they were seen. 
 
    Tanuki have big eyes to perceive the environment. They also have large tails and are known for disguising themselves as other yokai. Seeing one is thought to be a blessing; and there have been stories collected about tanuki that paint them as something akin to yatagarasu. 
 
    There was a sketch of a tanuki as well in the field diary, depicting it as overweight in a conical hat that covered its face, coins hanging from a string around its neck. They had no real way of telling if Elder Bahjee was lying to them this time, but Jelmay had threatened to out him to the villagers if they came back empty-handed, and he had stressed to the elder in a variety of ways the trouble he could conjure if provoked. 
 
    “But… but I have no control regarding the retrieval of the sword,” Elder Bahjee had argued, food flying out of his lips. 
 
    “Hopefully, you are as lucky as most bakeneko,” had been Jelmay’s almost snarky reply. “Let’s just say your tail is on the line, and I know how that goes. I already lost mine!” 
 
    That was hours ago, Danzen glad to have some time alone, a moment of respite. 
 
    For two years, he had traveled by himself, keeping to the far west, performing odd jobs and only withdrawing his blade to either clean it, or kill game. Long past the point of appreciating how far he had come since then, Danzen found himself occasionally wishing for that quiet that he experienced during those years; even if he’d wasted time by not bending his echo, it had been the first time in his life that he had been able to be who he was. 
 
    Just a person, a regular person. Not an assassin, as far as he knew at the time, not demon-blooded. Not a killer, nor someone with murderers hunting him. Just a man. 
 
    He felt like that seated in front of the lake, the rest of the world behind him, a great expanse of cerulean before him, a cool breeze lifting off the surface and wafting over to Danzen, the sound of the water every time it approached the shoreline. Another fish jumped out of the lake, Danzen’s hand tensing, the hunter within letting him know that he could have taken the fish with his sword had he wanted. 
 
    He generally bent his echo in the morning, but something came over him that night as he continued to enjoy his time alone, Danzen eventually getting to his feet and withdrawing his blade. He went through the motions, his eyes closed, the world ignited on the inside of his eyelids, everything bathed in the glory of Sunyata, a heaven that no longer existed. 
 
    In the end, would he be able to rebuild it? Did he even have a chance? 
 
    Danzen slashed his blade forward and came to a sudden stop, allowing the energy to pass over his shoulders as he caught the power once again with the tip of the sword, feeling as if he were bringing it back as he lifted his weapon to the ready once again. 
 
    He didn’t know when the demonic beings his brother had unleashed would strike, but he sensed it was soon. The Seven Evils. He felt the hair stand on the back of his neck when thinking of what Nomtoi may unleash. 
 
    The wind picked up suddenly. Danzen turned to find a winged wolf seated on his haunches and watching him, one that he recognized. 
 
    “Galzo.” 
 
    “I was going to let you finish.” 
 
    “Is something the matter?” 
 
    “People have been disappearing in Odval, and they have come to the nunnery to ask for help. Thus far, twenty-eight have disappeared. Rather than investigate herself, Nomin has decided to guard the nunnery, and asked me to fetch you.” 
 
    “She thinks this has something to do with my brother, doesn’t she?” 
 
    Galzo lowered his head, a bit of moonlight reflecting off his eyes, his ears still perked. “She does.” 
 
    Danzen slowly sheathed his sword, clicking it into place. “Very well. We will leave in the morning. We can return to Verba after and continue our remnant search from there.” 
 
    “Yes, it is best that we hurry. Whatever is kidnapping people in Odval has focused solely on children.” 
 
    “All of the victims have been children?” 
 
    “All.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his group gathered the next morning, the former assassin explaining what they were about to do, that they would wait to look for the legendary remnant sword at another time. 
 
    For now, they needed to move. 
 
    They left Verba at the break of dawn, Galzo and Bawa leading the way, Jelmay holding up the rear as always. “Argh… we should have at least had breakfast,” the bakeneko said, his ears folded back, Jelmay not bothering to take his human form as they left the village. “Some of us are hungry, you know.” 
 
    “You can eat something along the way. Surely you’ve stashed away some food.” 
 
    “Of course I’ve stashed away some food, fox! But that was supposed to be saved until later. And that’s my stash of food. I stashed it fair and square,” he told the kitsune as he readjusted his bags, Jelmay once again with his demon bear hide, frog skin inside. 
 
    “I knew you were taking food from Elder Bahjee.” 
 
    “Pfft! And you weren’t? What else was I supposed to do with all the food that he put out? Eat it? Then I would be as fat as him. You really need to get with the program, fox.” 
 
    “You aren’t exactly thin, cat.” 
 
    This statement caused Yato to laugh. 
 
    “I’m… I’m appropriately sized for a bakeneko of my age, I’ll have you know.” Jelmay turned his head up, clearly offended by what she’d said. “Appropriately sized.” 
 
    They reached the forest outside the village, Danzen tuning his companions out as the landscape slowly changed, rock formations sprouting like some sort of geological bacteria, clusters of orange mushrooms bulging from crevices. The terrain became rockier, which presented little issue for most of Danzen’s party, all aside from Jelmay, who wasn’t a fan of the path they were taking. 
 
    “There has to be another way.” 
 
    “There is,” the other kitsune told Jelmay, Bawa with a consummate grin on his face. “But we are going there the fastest way. And generally, the fastest way comes coupled with obstacles.” 
 
    “Bah. When I joined this group, I didn’t join to always find myself somewhere off the beaten path. Isn’t there a way that we can sometimes take the path less traveled and take the path normally traveled too? What I’m trying to say here is balance. Wouldn’t balance be nice? What’s the difference between us getting to Odval tonight or tomorrow morning?” 
 
    “The death of children.” 
 
    Galzo’s voice had a way of reminding Danzen why they were doing what they were doing. Even if he wasn’t the one that was causing the chaos, the calamity that the people of Odval were experiencing wouldn’t have happened had it not been for Danzen’s continued existence. 
 
    He felt obligated to solve it as quickly as possible, before more children were taken. 
 
    As the morning sun rose higher into the sky, Danzen watched the shadows retreat, knowing that his Blade of Darkness would be less effective without them. It could be tedious at times to travel with a weapon the size of the glaive, but its effect when utilized properly was phenomenal, and he imagined if they did arrive in Odval by nightfall, there would be a good chance he would be forced to use it yet again. 
 
    They were just coming around the bend when Kudzu and Bawa stopped, Galzo following suit, all three with their snouts up in the air. 
 
    Danzen instinctively withdrew his sword, Yato summoning her gauntleted blades as she watched the former assassin slip into position. Skrrict! Skrrict! 
 
    Something was coming their way, and by the looks of it, it wasn’t going to be something that was friendly. 
 
    “We will handle this,” Danzen told the other yokai. 
 
    Two hihis dropped down from a pair of trees, each yokai about Danzen’s size, the pair hunched over, the monkey-like beasts with mangy black hair and flapping lips, their arms and legs muscled, saliva dripping from their chins. 
 
    Jelmay started to laugh. “Hihis, and literally, he-he! It’s been a while since we had to deal with some of these things, hasn’t it? You guys know what to do!” 
 
    “Hi-hi-hi-hi-hi!” 
 
    They had once run into one of these particular yokai outside of the Ashura Forest, Danzen recalling the intense, yet strange sounds the yokai made. 
 
    “I call their horns once we kill them!” 
 
    “You can’t keep collecting things!” Kudzu scolded Jelmay. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Hi-hi-hi-hi-hi!” 
 
    The hihi on the left took a running leap toward Yato, who tried to swat it out of the air but was knocked to the ground. Danzen’s sword instantly met the yokai’s side; it returned to his hand with fleshy bits of viscera still attached to the blade, the yokai left screaming with pain. 
 
    Yato managed to push it off and quickly scrambled on top of it, the female assassin sending a few quick jabs into its throat even as it tried to beat her away, killing it for good. 
 
    “Hi-hi-hi-hi-hi!” 
 
    The other yokai managed to swat Danzen’s boomerang sword away, which wasn’t unheard of. He’d seen the other hihi he had faced off against do the same, and while they seemed a bit dimwitted, they had rapidfire reflexes. 
 
    Thrown off its trajectory, Astra returned to his hand just about the time that the yokai reached him. Danzen moved forward and sent his sword with an upward trajectory, an arc of blood following the tip of his blade as he caught a portion of the yokai’s chest. 
 
    The second hihi jumped backward, either screaming or laughing maniacally, Danzen couldn’t tell. 
 
    “Hi-hi-hi-hi-hi!” 
 
    Both arms out wide, claws exposed, the hihi sucked in deep breaths as it bared its teeth, its gums blackened, the yokai oblivious to Yato as she moved around to its side, in a stalking position, the female assassin all focus. 
 
    She remained crouched, her posture telling Danzen she was ready to pounce, that all he needed to do was provide a distraction. 
 
    He took a step back as if he were hesitating, as if the hihi had frightened him to some degree, which only emboldened the beastly yokai to drop its shoulders even more, oblivious to its surroundings. Once again, Danzen felt like a true teacher, his student doing exactly what he would have done considering her skill set and the weapons she possessed. 
 
    Just as the hihi was about to lunge for him, Yato shot forward and sent her blades through both sides of its body just beneath its ribs, twisting as she pulled up and out. She kicked it away. 
 
    Shocked, the hihi turned to face her, Danzen putting all of his power into his sword as he thrust it forward and cut through the yokai’s back, piercing its heart. He held it there for a moment, the hihi’s eyes full of shock, tongue curling, its smell reaching Danzen’s nostrils as he slowly withdrew his blade and let it fall to the ground. 
 
    “Horns are mine,” Jelmay said just about as soon as the yokai settled, officially dead. “They are worth something.” He waved Kudzu’s grumbling away. “If we are going to take the hard path rather than the easy one, we might as well loot as much as we can along the way.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It took Jelmay a solid ten minutes to retrieve the horns. As he did so, Danzen and Yato stood off to the side, the other yokai seated near them. 
 
    “You did well,” Danzen finally told her. 
 
    There was more that he wanted to say, but compliments never were his strong suit. He wanted to tell her that Thane, the man who had trained both of them, had done well in choosing her, that he knew that she was stronger than those she had trained with, Tensei and Sonin, the former making the mistake of joining with Soko in the end and being sacrificed so she could flee. 
 
    Yato was by far the most promising of the three, this fact not sitting as well with Danzen as he would have liked. He didn’t want to be responsible for training another assassin, yet that was what he had done since she had joined them. 
 
    “What will we do when we get to Odval?” 
 
    It was the first time that she had asked for details, Yato now with an unbreakable faith in Danzen, seeing firsthand, at least he hoped, that he truly tried to act with as much knowledge of a situation as possible. 
 
    “We may need to keep a low profile. Whatever my brother has sent to the town will likely recognize me, and us, for that matter. We also need to know more of what is actually happening. The inn that we stayed in last time. Do you remember it?” 
 
    Yato nodded, Kudzu approaching as well and sitting, the fox tilting her head up at Danzen. 
 
    Typical for Danzen’s life after retirement, simply staying at the inn near the outskirts of town had led to a quest in which he had sought out the son of the couple who owned the inn. Oiwa, the innkeeper, had asked them to find Shimaru, putting Danzen in contact with a local thug named Toku. They had eventually found the son at the abandoned Monkurenji Temple, one haunted by myriad eyes. While they had saved Shimaru in the end, he was permanently blind, and last Danzen had heard, the young man had taken up cooking at the nunnery where he was learning to use his echo to see. 
 
    “The inn will provide us a place to stay while we look around. I’m assuming that Oiwa, and perhaps her husband, will be well aware of the disappearances,” Danzen told Yato. 
 
    “This is why it’s important to keep contacts everywhere.” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Once Jelmay had the hihi horns, they continued their journey toward Odval, only stopping once they reached a meadow to drink from a stream, Jelmay begrudgingly sharing some of the food he had stolen from Elder Bahjee. It was another few hours before they reached the next fork in the road, Danzen recognizing the valley as the one that lay before his mother’s nunnery, which was perched along the side of a mountain. He could see the nunnery from their current position, and estimated that it was a thirty or forty-minute walk. 
 
    “Jelmay, I need you to take this to the nunnery,” Danzen told him as he retrieved the remnant that he had fetched from the bird’s nest. 
 
    “What makes you think that I was going there?” 
 
    Danzen ignored his question. “You can either join us in Odval afterward, or stay at the nunnery. It is up to you. We will return there once our investigation is done.” 
 
    “So my options are to stay in a place where I can eat whenever I want and all of the nuns find me cute, or go to a town where one of your brother’s lackeys is lurking around, creeping people out, and killing children, huh?” Jelmay pretended to consider his options. 
 
    “We don’t know if the children are dead,” Galzo the wolf reminded him. 
 
    The bakeneko’s whiskers folded down to some degree. “But let’s assume they are. You all should totally assume that they are. In that case, which one would you choose? And if you’re about to say Odval, you’d be wrong. I have no problem staying at the nunnery, protecting the remnants, if you will, alongside Nomin and Abbot Monpo.” He puffed his chest out. “I guess what I’m trying to tell you here is, good luck.” 
 
    “I believe I will join him,” said Bawa before Kudzu could light into Jelmay. “I would like to speak to Abbot Monpo and it has been…” He nodded his head a couple of times, as if he were counting. “I don’t know how many years since I have taken a human form. I would prefer not to.” 
 
    “Take this.” Danzen handed the burlap sack slung over his shoulder to Jelmay. Inside were various odds and ends, including his light armor, a set of robes, and a few other items. He turned to Kudzu. “Do you want your clothing?” 
 
    “Yes. I will…” She took a look around, and found a place where she would be able to change. “I will get dressed over there. Galzo?” 
 
    “I will be joining you,” Galzo announced to the group. “I believe my human form will be of use.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    The wolf offered Kudzu something akin to a grin. “Because I can only change into one form, and that is the form of a child.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The village of Odval was just about as quiet as Danzen would have expected it to be with a serial kidnapper on the loose, the dirt streets nearly empty, dusk drawing out more of the shadows. Their first stop was the quaint inn where they’d stayed at previously. The woman named Oiwa was behind the receptionist desk when they came in, her husband out back. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you,” she said, Oiwa forgoing a typical greeting. She offered them a smile, but it was pained, the worry evident on her face. 
 
    “We will need a room to stay for the night; we are also here investigating what is happening.” 
 
    The elderly woman let out a troubled sigh of relief once Danzen spoke. “I’m so very glad to hear that you’ve come. I had no idea how to reach you aside from sending word to the nunnery. It’s so terrible. Children are being taken from their homes. Their homes! How is that even possible in a place like Odval? Never in my life… There are no signs of injury, no walls or doors or windows smashed. Nothing. The woman who lives two doors down, Zol, said that she saw someone, a child leading another child late at night. A child.” 
 
    “A child?” 
 
    Danzen and Kudzu exchanged glances, the kitsune now in her human form. Galzo was also in his human form, the winged wolf in the body of a child and wearing an oversized set of robes that they had fashioned from Yato’s spare clothing. Galzo’s human form was certainly peculiar-looking, the child with grayish eyes and whitened hair. 
 
    If the innkeeper thought anything of them, she didn’t say anything as she continued: “She was scared. Everyone is scared, you know. My neighbors have a child as well, well, a teenager. I suppose that she would be considered an adult now, but Zol still thinks of her as her child, as we all do. As do I with Shimaru!” 
 
    “What did she see?” Danzen asked, hoping to cut through the hysteria. 
 
    “Yes, right. Zol said she was seated by a window two nights ago and she saw a girl in oversized robes floating through the village. Floating. She couldn’t believe her eyes. And then she saw the girl return, holding the hand of a child who was struggling to keep up with her. She ran outside and…” 
 
    Oiwa looked up at the ceiling. She sucked in a deep breath through her nostrils, as if she were reliving what her neighbor had experienced. “She tried to do something, by Sunyata’s blessings she tried. Zol ran out of her door after grabbing a broom. The ghostly girl turned to her and smiled, but as she did the…” Oiwa pointed to her cheeks. “The girl’s cheeks began to part, and Zol said that they stretched all the way up past, almost up to her eyes, the sides of her eyes…” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Galzo, now with a youthful voice. “We are here to handle this.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “He’s my son,” Kudzu said with a harrumph. She stepped up and placed her hand on Galzo’s shoulder. “He has joined us as we travel around. A break from his academy.” 
 
    “That seems a bit dangerous…” 
 
    “It isn’t ideal, but it has been a good time.” 
 
    “Your son, yes, I guess…” Oiwa fumbled under the counter for a set of keys. “Let me show you to your rooms. Same as last time. And I am guessing that you may need the spare room to bend your echoes in the morning.” 
 
    “Only if it is available,” said Danzen. “We will be in and out in our investigation. It is best if you stay in your room tonight. Do not disturb us, and once you retire to your room later with your husband, do not leave until the morning,” he said, summoning his Demon Speak power. 
 
    “Certainly. Certainly.” 
 
    They were led to the conjoined rooms they stayed in previously, Oiwa promising to make a quick meal for them. She left, and once she did, Danzen placed some of his items onto one of the beds. He sat, Kudzu and Yato lowered on the opposite bed before him, Galzo still standing. 
 
    “I don’t know how much investigating is necessary,” said Galzo, referring to what Danzen had told the innkeeper. “We simply need for this demon to come after me, and then for the rest of you to follow. It is clear what is happening here.” 
 
    Danzen ran his hand over his face. “Perhaps. But I don’t know how we should go about getting its attention. If you are simply walking around in the streets, it may become suspicious.” 
 
    “I hate to volunteer to be a mother again, but what if I was leading him somewhere?” asked Kudzu. “Maybe I could make myself look more like… like a pillower or something… someone who would be out late, and perhaps taking her son across the village to a relative’s home. Something like that. We could originate in the area with all the taverns. What was the name of the one that we visited last time?” 
 
    Danzen answered: “The Golden Knuckle.” 
 
    “Yes, there. After our meal, we could head there and stick around for a while. The two of you could slip out, and then I could lead him around.” 
 
    “It may not attack if the child is with an adult,” said Galzo. “But you could lead me back here, to that spare room across the hallway that you discussed using with the innkeeper to bend your echo. And then you could head back to the Golden Knuckle, leaving me alone.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “Either way, the trap would be set. If it doesn’t work, Yato and I can keep to the rooftops all night looking for any indication of this demonic being.” 
 
    “It may attack both of us,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “We’ll be ready for that.” 
 
    Galzo picked up from here: “I don’t believe it will try to kill either of us in the streets. That hasn’t been what has happened up until this point. I also don’t know if the other children are still alive, but there haven’t been signs of any killings, at least according to what we’ve been told. At least you can follow us back. And then make your attack from there.” 
 
    “Then that settles it. Let’s hope this works. If it has kept the children alive thus far, I don’t know how much longer that will last.” 
 
    “That would be…” Yato lowered her gaze to her hands. “A village of this size, nearly thirty children, that must be a quarter of the youth, if not more. If we don’t do something quickly, this could affect an entire generation.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The Golden Knuckle was exactly as Danzen had remembered it, the front room with all the makings of an antiquated tavern, oiled wooden surfaces, plenty of spirits behind the counter, and a sweetsick smell in the air. Absolutely no patrons. Upon entry, Danzen approached the bartender, just as the man was about to ask him about the child that had joined them. 
 
    “We need a private room, and a place that has a private exit. Do you have one?” 
 
    The bartender, a man in his early forties with a salt-and-pepper beard and a lazy eye, slowly began to nod. “Right this way, my lord.” 
 
    “After tonight, you will not remember any of this interaction.” 
 
    Danzen paused, assuming that there would be some snark from Jelmay. But then he remembered that the bakeneko hadn’t joined them on this adventure, his group much more serious than it had been over the last several days. This was a good thing. Whatever they were up against would require their full concentration, and with the bakeneko here, things always had a chance of going in another direction. 
 
    Rather than being led to the back room, they were guided outside, to the building next door, Danzen recalling that this was the place where he had first met the local crime boss, a tattooed young thug named Toku. At the time of their confrontation, Toku had been naked, in some sort of tryst with several other people. There had been a lot of nudity, Danzen not keen on sticking around. 
 
    Now, as they were led to the same building, they were met by a different large security guard out front, Danzen instantly making things easy on the bartender: “We are Toku’s guests. Step aside; do not remember us.” 
 
    The guard did as instructed, and the bartender led them down a dark hallway to a private room near the base of the stairs. 
 
    “I’m so glad we don’t have to go all the way up there again,” said Yato, referring to where Toku had his office on the floor above. 
 
    Kudzu nodded in agreement as the bartender motioned for the group to take a seat in a small room with a door on the opposite end. He gestured to the door. “If you go through there, the next room over has an exit out, as you requested. Would you like anything to eat or drink?” 
 
    “We are fine; that will be all.” 
 
    The bartender left, Danzen now seated with his Blade of Darkness between his legs, both hands on the staff. He glanced at Galzo. 
 
    “We wait,” said the yokai, the seriousness in his voice not matching his youthful form. “It is not late enough yet.” 
 
    “In that case, Yato and I will go out soon, before the two of you leave.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a spell, waiting for the night to come. There wasn’t much to discuss, and they had journeyed quite a distance that day. No one said anything about fatigue, Danzen not personally feeling any, but he knew that the others may be tired after how far they traveled. With this in mind, he simply lowered his head to some degree, making it appear as if he were resting. 
 
    This had the effect that he intended it to have, Yato relaxing, Kudzu doing the same. Eventually, Galzo sat on the floor even though there was a chair for him, a clear indication that the yokai hadn’t taken his human form in quite some time. 
 
    “Does anybody else wish Jelmay was here?” Yato asked at some point, a question that caused Kudzu to laugh. 
 
    “He does have a unique ability to disrupt necessary silence. I’m sure if he were here, he would be telling some story about an exploit of his, or…” 
 
    “Arguing with you.” 
 
    “Or that. Do we argue too much?” 
 
    Yato exchanged glances with Danzen. “No,” she lied. “I wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    “Sometimes I don’t mind him; other times, he truly finds a way to get under my skin.” 
 
    Galzo laughed. “I can see how he could do that. To be fair, he is actually one of the tamer bakeneko that I have encountered, which is saying something. Don’t forget there are bakeneko that are much worse than the ones like Elder Bahjee. Far worse.” 
 
    “Sometimes I am thankful that Jelmay is on our side. I can’t believe I’m admitting that. It surprises me to no end that he hasn’t tried to exploit us or take advantage of us. Not that we know of yet.” Kudzu narrowed her eyes on Danzen. “Yet. He still may try something.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t take the bait. He usually never did. Instead, Yato spoke for him: “I think he would have done something by now. He has been with the two of you longer than I have, and while he can be… himself… he doesn’t seem to have some ulterior motive.” 
 
    Kudzu shrugged. “I think I will still keep my guard up. He may be playing the long con. It won’t be the first time a bakeneko has done that.” 
 
    The group fell silent again, Danzen eventually getting to his feet and heading toward the exit door that the bartender had pointed out. He didn’t need to tell Yato to follow him, the female assassin on his heels in a matter of moments, Danzen only turning to Galzo and Kudzu once he reached the door. “Good luck out there. Do not be afraid, we will be watching.” 
 
    They passed through a galley hall, Danzen not quite understanding what the space had been used for until he looked toward the end of the hallway and realized that the building was a repurposed pleasure house. This would have been where the women exited the rooms. It was a dark space, no light, Danzen having to reach out for Yato to lead her to the exit. Rather than take her hand, he gripped her elbow and guided her forward, seeing the exit outlined in a hint of purple energy. 
 
    Danzen and Yato moved to the rooftops once they were outside, Danzen simply jumping to one, Yato having to use a pair of crates to send herself up. The way the village had been set up meant that Danzen could easily move from rooftop to rooftop, his demon blood allowing him to also cross the wide lane that separated the row of taverns from the rest of the village. Yato could go from rooftop to rooftop as well, but she would have to actually circle all the way around to make it to the other side, which would take her longer. 
 
    The two quickly got into position, Danzen reaching the place he would perch first, allowing him an unobstructed view of the path that Galzo and Kudzu would take back to the inn. To prevent his weapon from catching any of the moonlight, he removed his Blade of Darkness and laid it flush with the clay roof he was crouched on, Danzen light enough on his feet for the family below not to hear him. He knew Yato would be the same. 
 
    Eventually, he took an even better position next to a chimney, allowing him to blend in even better to his surroundings, hood over his head now, the former assassin practically a gargoyle. 
 
    And he stayed that way. 
 
    He didn’t feel any strain in his back or his calf muscles, Danzen absolutely still, his eyes locked on Yato as she too got into position. Thane had trained her well, even if, according to her, he hadn’t dedicated enough time to growing her skills versus the two men she had been raised up with. 
 
    Danzen found himself proud of Yato in that moment, how flawless her execution was. She had blended in so well that for a moment he couldn’t actually see her, the former assassin forced to close his eyes and focus in on her echo, only then catching Yato’s faint outline. 
 
    Bent forward, Yato was tucked away behind the arch of a roof, which wasn’t a way that he would be able to hide considering the weapons on his person. This was an advantage of wielding gauntleted blades, which allowed her to be much more agile than someone with a sword in a scabbard at their side, or a large glaive, or the other sword Danzen currently had, his replica basket-hilted short sword. 
 
    He really was armed to the teeth, not to mention that he too wore a pair of gauntleted blades… 
 
    The sound of an owl caught his attention, Danzen seeing the night predator circle around a corner of the village and finally drop in for an attack, lifting again with something in its claws. 
 
    In a way, that’s what Danzen and Yato were about to do, only the thing they were hunting was going to put up a fight. 
 
    The witching hour came. 
 
    Danzen watched as Kudzu slowly made her way through the town, holding Galzo’s hand, the yokai about a step or two behind her. They really did look like mother and child from a distance, and it was dark enough that she hadn’t actually put much work into her disguise as a pillower, Kudzu merely opening the front of her robe just a bit more than normal. 
 
    And then he saw it. 
 
    Danzen felt his throat constrict as something shadowy pressed through one of the buildings, its form bubbling over as robes formed, the entity shaping into that of a young girl, no older than seven years of age. 
 
    The blackened red robes hung from a frame as if she were wearing the clothing of a parent, the entity keeping to the shadows as it floated toward Kudzu and Galzo. 
 
    The trap had been set.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja prepared to pounce, the former assassin now with Astra at the ready as the demonic being swooped down on to Galzo. 
 
    He caught the glint of Yato’s eyes on the rooftop opposite of him, the young assassin waiting for him to act, Danzen wanting to see for a moment where the demon girl was heading, and what she was capable of. Her body was like ink, her movements fluid and natural, absolutely terrifying. 
 
    And she was fast. 
 
    As soon as she had grabbed Galzo by the arm, the young demon girl shot her head forward and gnashed her razor-sharp teeth at Kudzu, the kitsune responding with a fist that missed its mark. 
 
    The demonic being zipped toward the end of the road in an attempt to escape. Danzen threw himself in the air after her, landed on the ground, and sprung back up to another rooftop, Yato trying desperately to keep up, Kudzu doing the same. 
 
    The demonic being was just about to press into a farmhouse on the outskirts of Odval when Danzen sent his sword flying forward, the weapon passing through her body as if she were made of smoke. The young demon girl stopped and released Galzo, who quickly scurried away, morphing to his wolf form, clearly frightened. 
 
    Danzen dropped before the young girl and prepared to attack. 
 
    “Where are the children?” 
 
    The demon girl’s hair hung in her face, skin as pale as the moon. She swept her hair aside and bared her teeth, the smile distorting her face, her eyes completely black, no sclerae. “Heh… heh…” She began to gasp in a way that made it sound as if she were shivering, the girl starting to spasm, to move back and forth, one shoulder up, the other down. “You’re the brother…” she said in an eerie, sing-song timbre. “You’re the brother…” 
 
    Yato lowered to the ground behind Danzen, her blades already summoned. 
 
    “Did you come to play?” 
 
    “Where are the children?” Danzen asked for a second time, his eyes narrowing on the ghastly woman. 
 
    “Half. Blooded.” She lifted her hands, her robes falling away, nails elongating. “Half. Blooded. Half. Blooded. Half. Blooded…” She continued saying this, her head tilting all the way to the left. “Let’s play, let’s play… half-blooded.” 
 
    Danzen whipped his sword forward, Astra cutting through the air, the young girl instantly swatting it away. By the time it returned, he had already drawn his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    Danzen caught Astra with one hand and sent it into a sheath, the former assassin with precision unlike a normal human. Now with both his hands on the staff of his glaive, he felt his muscles pulse, shadows gathering at the tip of his weapon as he exploded forward. By the time he sliced into the barn, the tip of his weapon had been amplified by a thickened shadow. He missed, the demon girl leaping to the rooftop, her robe stripping down past her as she peered down at Danzen. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she called down to him, Danzen noticing Yato trembling behind him. He could sense her fear, their bond that strong. Had this been a result of how they had trained their echoes together? 
 
    “Stay back,” he told Yato. “Keep an eye on Kudzu.” 
 
    She started to protest yet ended up stepping away, Danzen focusing on the demonic being once again. 
 
    “What’s your name? He didn’t tell us your name, only that you are half-blooded.” The young demon’s nostrils flared. “So strange. Human and demon blood together. My name is Onuma. What’s yours?” 
 
    “Come down from there.” 
 
    “You can’t kill me.” She lifted her arms out wide, her nails hanging as she started to sink into the rooftop. “You can’t kill me,” she said again once she was half-submerged. “You can’t kill me…” 
 
    “Where are the children?” Danzen asked again. “Tell me!” 
 
    “I’m a child.” She floated down to the ground in front of Danzen, the ends of her red and black robes rolling like an eerie fog over the ground. “Am I not child enough for you?” 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    She swept forward at an incredible speed, Danzen just barely managing to duck back and avoid her nails as they came inches away from his face. The woman bolted around him, her robes snapping at Danzen, everything about her alive aside from the deadness in her pitch-black eyes. 
 
    Clack! 
 
    Danzen blocked her next attack with his glaive, his shadow weapon sending her back a few paces, which seemed to take her by surprise. 
 
    She dropped even lower to the ground, crouched now, tongue falling out of her mouth, one that was long and split into two, like that of a lizard. She lunged forward, her long fingernails coming down on Danzen as he whipped his blade up and cut through them. Onuma screeched in agony and flipped sideways, the young demon smacking into a bale of hay. 
 
    Her form suddenly dematerialized to some degree. Onuma pressed back into the bale of hay and lifted up as she had done on the rooftop, showing once again just how transparent and intangible she could become. 
 
    “You hurt me.” She lowered her head, tears of blood starting to stream down her cheeks. “Why did you hurt me, half-blooded? Why!? Why won’t you tell me your name?” She sobbed in a macabre way, Danzen knowing that if he moved on her now, while she was still intangible, that his attack wouldn’t land. 
 
    It was clear that she was able to change the consistency of her form; Danzen would have to find the precise moment to attack her, which he calculated would be the second she fully floated out of the bale of hay. 
 
    But Onuma wasn’t done yet. The demonic being sunk back into the bale and advanced by rolling out of it, her form tangible just as she reached Danzen and shouldered into him. The former assassin turned just in time to avoid her broken claws. He threw his elbow back but she was already gone, Danzen kicking over and using the momentum of his glaive to send yet another shadow-powered strike in her direction, one that cut through a collection of farm supplies, the wood and metal falling and clanking. 
 
    Once again, Onuma perched high on the shed and looked down at him, her black and red robes twisting and curling in the wind. More tears of blood streamed down her face as she observed him, the droplets dripping from her chin. Her tongue fell out of her mouth and she licked a few of them up. “You’ve made me cry.” Her brow shaped into a V. “Now you’ve made me angry.” 
 
    Onuma descended upon Danzen, her robes lifting back as if they were the wings of the owl he had seen earlier, the former assassin her prey, the young demonic girl not ready for his backup plan. 
 
    Schnickt! 
 
    Danzen’s fist reached her stomach, his gauntleted blades tearing out of her back, Onuma’s form suddenly light, shuddering, truly that of a child, no more than forty pounds. She gasped and threw her head back, her jaw distending, teeth enlarging as she tried to fight the inevitable. 
 
    Danzen dropped his glaive and grabbed the back of her head. He flexed his bicep up, enlarging the exit wound as she struggled to fight back. 
 
    “You… you… never told me… your name…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Onuma hung her head, whatever lifeforce she had left nearly gone. “She’s not going to be happy…” 
 
    And with that final statement, the young demon girl exploded, blood and viscera flying everywhere. 
 
    “By Sunyata.” Kudzu cautiously approached, the former assassin now with his head hung, the blade on his right hand extended, blood dripping all around him. “Are you…?” 
 
    Danzen nodded, his knees suddenly wobbly. 
 
    “She killed those children. I know it.” 
 
    “Let’s…” He looked to the barn. “Let’s search it and head back. Maybe better in the daylight…” He didn’t know why he felt exhausted, Danzen only realizing then how much energy his fight with the young girl had consumed. It was like she was absorbing his power as they battled, his levels low enough now that he could feel his knees starting to buckle. 
 
    “Wait…” Danzen started to fall. Kudzu came to his aid, helping him stand. “She did something to me. Something is off.” 
 
    “We need to get this blood off you. Yato, check the barn.” 
 
    Her gauntleted blade still drawn, Yato quickly entered the small barn and returned about a minute or so later, still spooked by what had happened, her breath visible as she spoke: “Nothing.” 
 
    Galzo slowly approached, still in his wolf form. “That was unsettling.” He sat on his haunches, a bewildered look on his face. “Perhaps we should get inside and investigate more tomorrow. They are likely dead, and we will have to find them wherever they are.” 
 
    “But… but the children…” Danzen blinked a few times, his world unsteady. 
 
    “First thing in the morning, Pilgrim, we will find them. It would be best…” 
 
    Using Kudzu for support, Danzen turned back to the inn. He let go of her, wanting to do this on his own, his first few steps wobbly yet his power levels returning by the time they were halfway there. 
 
    “You always ruin robes,” Kudzu said, showing him the blood on her own garments. “Yours and mine, it seems.” 
 
    “We will need money for more robes in the future.” 
 
    “Jelmay,” Yato said, her statement causing Kudzu to laugh. 
 
    “He has quite a bit to unload once he gets the chance, doesn’t he? Jewelry, horns, frog hide. Who knows how badly he will take some of the nuns for what little kip they have…” 
 
    “Just bring me water… and I will clean up behind the inn.” 
 
    “And then you will rest,” Kudzu told Danzen. “That was a very strange fight you just had.” 
 
    Danzen started to nod and then stopped, his thoughts tracing around something he knew in his heart to be true. 
 
    This was only the start. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Birdsong was the first thing Danzen heard the next morning, the window slightly open, an end of summer breeze rolling in, the sparrows chirping and singing, an incredible contrast to what he had experienced late the previous night. 
 
    He sat up, and noticed that he was alone. The former assassin slowly got out of bed and dressed in the spare robes he had. His other clothing was now hanging behind the inn, drying, Danzen glad that they were dark enough not to be too stained by Onuma’s blood. 
 
    The urge to bend his echo swelled within him, Danzen intoxicated by his need to get to work as he pressed through the door into the other room, where he found that Yato had already started her morning practice. Without a word, he drew Astra from its scabbard and joined her, recalling the energy he had felt from her last night, this second sense that she was there behind him. 
 
    He wondered how this would progress as they continued. He also wondered what they would discover once they went looking for the children. Galzo and the others were likely right, they were probably dead. 
 
    Their blades never met, but they came close, Danzen feeling a coiling within him as he moved toward the attack, the former assassin not yet ready to see how much he had improved since the last time he was tested. He knew that this was an option once they returned to the nunnery. 
 
    A knock at the door came about thirty minutes later, Danzen and Yato just about to wind down. Danzen sent his blade away. As he turned to the door, Kudzu entered, her face paler than it should have been. 
 
    “What happened?” Yato asked, once again speaking for him. 
 
    “Another child has disappeared.” 
 
    Danzen’s gaze shifted toward the wooden floor. He then recalled something that Onuma had said last night, about someone, a female, not going to be happy. She had uttered these words just before she died, Danzen secretly cursing himself for not doing more at the time. He should have gotten a second wind last night and continued to search. Instead, he had returned to the inn. 
 
    And now another child was missing. 
 
    “Where’s Galzo?” 
 
    “Speaking to Oiwa. I think it is clear where we need to go.” 
 
    “The barn?” 
 
    “I… I checked it,” Yato insisted. “There was nothing there.” 
 
    “I should have checked it, or Galzo. We both have a very strong sense of smell. There may have been something else there.” 
 
    “That’s where we will go,” Danzen said with finality. 
 
    “At least have something to drink first. You were pretty exhausted last night.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He knew that this was potentially something that could happen again, and he wondered what Onuma had done to modify his energy in that way. It was uncanny. It wasn’t often that he felt his power reserves dip in such a way. 
 
    After gathering his weapons, Danzen joined Galzo and Oiwa in the dining area of the inn, the wooden tables old and chipped, red curtains over the windows bleached by the sun, a dead flower in a vase on one of the windowsills. 
 
    “Another is gone,” the innkeeper told him, the lines on her face dipping as if they were weighed down by sorrow. 
 
    “I’ve heard.” 
 
    “You have to do something.” 
 
    “We will,” Danzen assured her. 
 
    Oiwa continued to worry aloud over the next ten minutes as Danzen ate and drank, following Kudzu’s suggestion. While he was quite independent, he had found himself relying on the kitsune more and more since their fated encounter back at his monastery. He had come a long way since then, Danzen relaxed around her to a degree in which he had never been with another person. It was to the point now that he mostly listened to her, her suggestions generally spot on. 
 
    After their quick meal, they set off, Danzen noticing that Odval was as quiet as it had been last night. Their first stop was at the home of a couple that lived on the opposite side of the village, the man and woman both stout in size, their faces weathered from a lifetime of labor in the woods and the local farms. They were poor, their clothing threadbare, and both were incredibly distraught. 
 
    “Our son…” the woman said the moment she spotted Danzen and his companions. Apparently, Oiwa had already spread the word that they were investigating the disappearances, also evident in a couple of nods they had received on the walkover. “We were even in the same room with him last night. We didn’t let him out of our sight.” She looked over to her husband, who had his fists clenched together, knuckles nearly white. 
 
    “I was awake most of the night,” he said in a scratchy voice. “Not even a sound. I’ve been awake for… the last three nights. Can’t sleep. Sometimes, I try to rest during the day when I can, but not with the abductions. It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” the woman told her husband, placing her hand on his cheek. 
 
    “Do you remember anything about what happened?” Galzo asked, Danzen wishing that he had been the one to ask the question. The couple looked at the strange child with gray hair, but were too distracted by the situation to pay much attention to his physical features. 
 
    “No. Nothing. We were just away again then…” 
 
    Her husband finished the sentence for her. “We were asleep. I was, maybe twenty minutes. And then he was gone.” 
 
    “How old is your son?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “He was eight. No, he is eight. I can’t…” The husband turned around, his face going red, ashamed that he had spoken of his child in the past tense. 
 
    “We will see what we can do,” Danzen assured him. “Try to get some rest.” 
 
    The tension in the air grew in thickness as they wound back to the village, Danzen sensing eyes were watching them, that people were shuttered in their homes, and sadly enough, that locked doors seemed to have no effect on Onuma’s power. She hadn’t died last night as he had thought, and this meant he would likely have to fight the young demon girl again, perhaps several more times until he figured out how to actually kill her. 
 
    It was something he had yet to discuss with the others, Danzen well aware that he would be doing most of the combat. He was fine with that, glad that they decided to join him at all, considering that this was all his half-brother’s attempt to disorient him. 
 
    All for a throne that Danzen didn’t want. 
 
    That remained the irony of the situation, that he had no desire whatsoever to take his father’s place as the ruler of Diyu. It wasn’t his legacy, nor his birthright. But Nomtoi was never going to accept this, and from what he could tell, neither was Tengir Gantulga himself. 
 
    They reached the entrance of the farm. Danzen spotted the evidence of last night’s bout, a deep gash against the wooden entrance of the barn from his Blade of Darkness, the blood on the ground now blackened and slowly drying, indentations in the places where Astra had missed its mark. 
 
    It was a large barn door, perhaps ten feet high, and made of solid oak, yet he slid it to the side with ease, letting the light in. This had the effect of illuminating the rafters above, shedding some light on the straw floor of the barn, Danzen seeing how it had been easy for Yato to assume she had checked the place out. 
 
    There really was nowhere else to go. 
 
    The barn consisted of a single room with rafters above, no stalls. The only other items he noticed were a pair of buckets, a stool, ropes hanging from a hook on the wall, and a few random horseshoes. 
 
    “One of us needs to check it out,” Kudzu told Galzo. 
 
    “I’ve got it.” 
 
    He morphed down and to his wolf form, his robes falling to the ground. He began sniffing around. What was left of his nubbed tail hooked as Galzo stopped before the single partition in the far corner of the room. 
 
    He turned back to the others. 
 
    “I think…” He began digging into the straw, kicking some of it back. Danzen, Yato, and Kudzu joined him and did the same. They shifted enough of the straw away to find that there was a trapdoor, one that was sealed with a thick iron lock. “It’s here. This is where the smell gets stronger.” 
 
    “But that lock…” Yato turned to Danzen. “Do you think you can break it?” 
 
    “Likely.” 
 
    The others stepped back as Danzen drew his Blade of Darkness. The light pouring into the space from the open door made it hard to gather shadow, so he handed the weapon to Yato and returned to the barn door. Once it was closed, he was able to gather enough energy to cut through the thick iron lock. 
 
    It only took one strike from his weapon; the lock cut in two, the hinge door popping open. 
 
    Yato peered inside, a single strand of her dark hair falling into her face. “It doesn’t seem like it’s a cellar. It looks more like a tunnel.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “I’ll go in first. The rest of you stay close, and be prepared for anything.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trapdoor let out into a tunnel that was about four feet wide and four feet high. Danzen had to crouch to continue down the darkened passageway, what little light was coming in from the hatch door above quickly filtering away. The outer walls of the tunnel were made of stone, which led him to believe that it had once been a chute of sorts, perhaps the remnants of an ancient granary. 
 
    Kudzu confirmed this: “I’ve seen one of these before. They actually have one in Chutham, long since abandoned.” 
 
    She was at the back of the group alongside Yato, Galzo directly behind Danzen. The winged wolf seemed more emboldened than he had been last night, and less frightened of the dark passageway, which led Danzen to believe that he could see better in his yokai form. 
 
    The tunnel grew darker and colder, Danzen sensing that Yato had already started to shiver. She tried to keep quiet about it, but he could hear her teeth chattering, her gauntleted blades occasionally scraping against the stone wall of the passageway. 
 
    “I wonder how far it goes…” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond to Kudzu, who also had heightened vision in dark situations. A quick look over her shoulder and he saw that she was guiding Yato by the hand, both of their forms outlined in a rim of purple, their echoes vibrant in the cool, underground chamber. 
 
    They pressed on, and as they did the passageway grew narrower, Danzen estimating that it had shrunk by about six inches on all sides. He got to the point that it was increasingly more difficult for him to move forward, Danzen now gripping his glaive, forced to drop to his knees. Even so, he was careful not to make any sound, his Blade of Darkness never tapping against the stone walls as he continued onward. 
 
    Danzen paused once a noise finally reached him. It sounded like sobbing, muffled cries. The others stopped behind him. Danzen tilted his chin forward, keeping his eyes shut as he listened intently. He heard it again, the former assassin recognizing the sound as one that belonged to several children. They were alive. He didn’t know where it was coming from, nor did he want to fight Onuma in a tunnel, which would put them at a great disadvantage, but he had to do something. 
 
    With this in mind, he turned back to Galzo, and barely mouthed the words: “Can you move ahead and report back to us?” 
 
    It was beyond a whisper, barely audible, but the wolf picked up on it and quickly shifted around Danzen, Galzo moving rapidly through the tunnel. 
 
    His head dipped forward again, Danzen watched Galzo until his form no longer existed on the inside of his eyelids. He turned back to Kudzu and Yato, the young assassin with her arms at the ready, her eyes twitching yet remaining open, Kudzu beside her and now with her hand on Yato’s lower back. 
 
    He really needed to bring Yato up to speed on seeing in the darkness. Danzen had been putting off handing her over to Nomin, truly treating her as if she were his student. But it was clear now. In a situation like this, she would be at a fatal disadvantage. Not only that, he knew how frightening it must have been to be in the underground tunnel not able to see anything. Whatever happened next, Danzen would insist that Yato stay with Nomin for a while and learn to see with her eyes shut using only her echo. 
 
    Crouching yet again, he waited for Galzo to slowly make his way back toward them. The winged wolf moved at a different pace as he returned, Danzen noticing the faint smell of the canine as he reached him. He bent his ear forward, Galzo extending his snout. 
 
    “The tunnel lets out up ahead. The children are there, along with something far worse than Onuma. I don’t think we will be much use to you in fighting that… that thing. But we can rescue the children while you handle it. Agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen’s power allowed him to see the opening ahead, the walls of the chamber still made of stone, the space beyond much larger than he had anticipated. It had indeed been a granary, but he didn’t know why it was so far underground. Only when he saw an exit on the other side, one that was sealed, did he realize that it let out somewhere, likely on the other side of the village from what he could tell. 
 
    That wasn’t all he saw. 
 
    Dozens of children were cowering at the bottom of the chamber, a demonic ghoul floating over them, one much larger than Onuma. It was when she spoke they realized that it was someone else entirely. 
 
    “I can hear you…” she said, her voice thin and agitated. 
 
    Because of the darkness, Danzen would never be able to truly see what she looked like, but he could tell that she wore long flowing robes like Onuna, that her hair was much longer than her counterpart, that there was a mark on the demonic woman’s forehead surrounded by a pair of horns, her teeth long and thin like fingernails. 
 
    Danzen dropped down into the large chamber, the children all coming to him at once. The former assassin lightly moved them along to the others, who waited at the entrance of the granary to help them escape. 
 
    The demonic woman seemed to have lost all interest in the children now that she had spotted Danzen, the woman floating overhead like a paper lantern, her robes lifting and settling over her form, bat-like. Danzen was certain that she was not only nude beneath her robes, but part of her was transparent, evident in the way she floated with her feet pressed through one of the walls. 
 
    Danzen’s companions began helping the children behind him. Kudzu lifted them to the top of the ledge, where they could run to the exit of the other end of the granary, Yato and Galzo assisting them from that point forward. Most of the children were crying, a few were so weak that they could barely whimper, Danzen grazing his hand over the tops of some other heads. He summoned his power to motivate them to leave: “Children, you must leave now. Do not be frightened. Do not look back. We will help you. Be brave.” 
 
    The demonic ghoul swelled overhead. “Half-demon. A pathetic one at that.” 
 
    “Things didn’t have to be this way,” Danzen told the woman. 
 
    “You killed my daughter.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to.” 
 
    “And now you come to steal my prizes. Do you feel it?” The demonic woman lifted a single hand, Danzen noticing in the stark blackness that there was energy trailing around her fingertip. He followed the string of energy to the center of his chest, Danzen seeing then with his eyes closed what he had been missing earlier, the reason he had been feeling so broken and defeated after his fight with Onuma. 
 
    The demonic being was leeching off his life force. 
 
    There was more struggle behind him as some of the children helped the others up to the exit, Danzen well aware that he was the only thing standing between them and this terrible entity, one who had since drawn a pair of short blades from the insides of her open robes. 
 
    “My brother freed you.” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “Then you don’t have to do this. You are free.” 
 
    “On one condition…” 
 
    Danzen prepared his sword, accepting his fate. It would make sense for Nomtoi to tie the freedom of the Seven Evils to what he had ordered them to do. 
 
    “What is your name? He never told us your name, only gave us your scent, and told us what you would look like.” 
 
    “Danzen Ravja.” 
 
    “And you really are Tengir’s son?” 
 
    “Not by choice.” 
 
    “It will be an honor to kill his son in the way you have killed my daughter. You may call me Mayji, not that my name will matter much to you after you’re dead. You are…” Mayji lowered her head to some degree. “An intriguing one, but not the first half-blood I’ve met. There are others. Goodbye, son of Tengir.” 
 
    Mayji dropped down and stopped just inches away from his face, Danzen bristling at her sudden movement. He tried to strike her; she flew to the far corner of the chamber and was back on him just a few seconds later, twisting toward him with both of her swords. 
 
    Danzen managed to parry her attack, but in doing so he was tossed to the ground, the former assassin nearly cracking his head on a stone partition. 
 
    He truly didn’t want to unleash his demons in a place like this. 
 
    Even if he could control them, everything was dark, it was chaotic, and he couldn’t imagine actually having to control them in a place where he was starting to feel more and more constricted, as if the oxygen were slowly being depleted from the room. 
 
    Clank! Clank! Clank! 
 
    Their blades continued to meet rapidfire, the sound of metal on metal echoing to the far corners of the chamber and adding to the calamity. 
 
    The children were all gone now, likely being led to the other end of the tunnel by Galzo, Kudzu, and Yato, Danzen once again sensing that Yato wished she could stick behind, to assist him in some way. Even with all that was going on, he knew that this was the case, he knew that Kudzu wanted to help as well. But in a confined chamber like this, with a horrifying being like the one he was facing, it was best to allow him to do what he had trained his entire life to do. 
 
    Danzen needed to kill Mayji. 
 
    She came for him again, her form a blur, Danzen only seeing it break once she came up at the end and flipped back toward him, her sharp teeth gritted, her clenched face one of fury. 
 
    He sent Astra in her direction and withdrew his glaive, aware that she would avoid his weapon. Danzen didn’t know what would happen in a room as dark as this with a blade powered by shadow. As Astra returned to him, he slipped his weapon into its porous scabbard and hunched forward, both hands on the staff. 
 
    He would have to find out. 
 
    His Blade of Darkness didn’t have the effect that he intended as he swooped his remnant-powered weapon at Mayji, but he did notice something else, something which told him that there was a solution to what she had done to slowly drain his power. As he cut his Blade of Darkness forward, the line of energy connecting the two of them separated for a moment. 
 
    And he felt it. 
 
    There was a rush of power, as if the energy had been returned to his core. 
 
    He expected her to try again with her two blades, but she came at him in a different way, descending upon Danzen and twisting up, the end of her robes grabbing him by the legs and lifting his feet out from beneath him. 
 
    He struck the ceiling with his back, Danzen gritting his teeth as he fell toward the ground, barely able to stop himself from face planting. His hands before him, still gripping the staff of his Blade of Darkness, he sucked in a breath and rolled out of the way just in time to avoid Mayji’s next attack. 
 
    As if it were a body of water, the woman dove toward the ground, aimed at Danzen, her two swords held over her head. She reduced the tangibility of her form just before impact, slipping into the ground, the ends of her robes curling as she vanished into the darkness. 
 
    Suddenly, Danzen was alone. 
 
    Back to his feet now, his nerves practically on fire, Danzen began focusing even harder in the pitch-black chamber, waiting for the point in which her body would emerge again from the wall. He knew she was coming, he could sense her gunning for him, biding her time. He kept his head dipped as he waited, his hood naturally slipping over his crown, Danzen still as a statue, his entire being focused on Mayji’s next movement. 
 
    Swissh! 
 
    Mayji whipped out of the upper right portion of the ceiling, and disappeared again, as if she were a serpent moving in and out of the water, just the tail end of her robes trailing after. 
 
    Danzen instinctively put his glaive away, clicking it into the sheath on his back as he withdrew Astra from its scabbard. 
 
    Mayji bloomed into the abandoned granary from a different corner now, and slashed at Danzen just as soon as she returned to the wall, her movements maddeningly fast. Danzen was forced to jump backward, but rather than land on the ground, he used the corner of the room to springboard himself toward her. 
 
    She attempted to block his attack and he let her, Danzen shooting to the side yet again, where he purposefully slammed his shoulder against the wall, losing his weapon. 
 
    He fell to the ground, and he stayed there, playing injured. 
 
    “This is for Onuma.” Mayji’s form took shape in front of Danzen, her swords hardening yet again, Danzen now on his elbows and propped up, Astra somewhere off to the side. She plunged forward, as if she were going to tear right through him. He rolled out of the way at the very last moment and drew his short sword, his arm looping around her neck as he unceremoniously cut her head off. 
 
    Mayji’s body fell; Danzen held her severed head for a moment, the woman shocked, blood dripping from her eye sockets just like her daughter. 
 
    Schnickt! 
 
    Danzen summoned the gauntleted blades on the same hand in which he held her hair, the two retractable swords tearing through the top of her skull, ensuring her death. 
 
    An explosion of blood followed, both from her body and her severed head, the former assassin absolutely soaked in ichor by the time it was over. 
 
    He stood there for a moment in the dark, dripping, the tension he was feeling slowly leaving him. 
 
    The pitch-black nature of the cold underground chamber didn’t bother him, but he knew a place like this would need to be sealed for good. With this in mind, his robe saturated in blood, Danzen headed back through the tunnel. He eventually reached the trap door and came out on the other side through the opening in the barn, the light so strong that he would need to keep his eyes shut for several minutes as he adjusted. 
 
    His companions were there, as were the children, Kudzu and Yato ushering them away from Danzen so they wouldn’t see him covered in blood. 
 
    “What now?” Yato asked, after he’d had a few beats to catch his breath. 
 
    “We need a mason. This door can never be opened again.” 
 
    Galzo approached, the winged wolf looking up at him. “Are you all right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Even though his eyes were shut, Danzen could feel the heat of the sun, the coldness of the tunnel below slowly starting to leave him, the inside of his eyelids bright pink. “I am now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Four 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kudzu specifically instructed the innkeeper not to make a big deal out of what happened, something that quickly became an impossible task once the children were returned to their families. It was as if a light had been shined onto Odval, doors springing open, people spilling out into the street that night, paper lanterns suddenly floating into the air, spirits lifted as a parade of musicians marched through the village, singing and playing instruments. 
 
    It was the last thing Danzen would have wanted, but he was glad that the children were now safe with their families, the former assassin well aware that there would be plenty of nightmares to follow. 
 
    Oiwa and her husband, Yudono, had arranged for somewhat of an unwelcome celebration in their modest dining room, the innkeeper decorating the space with paper deities and whipping up quite the meal. 
 
    People started to show up, Danzen not at all interested in leaving the sanctity of their rented room. He had rested relatively peacefully over that afternoon, even with all the sounds outside his window. But the murmuring from those that gathered at the inn never ceased, and Oiwa always seemed to have a reason to enter the room, be it to check on the linens or simply ask him if he wanted tea. 
 
    “People are waiting for you, you know…” 
 
    He got the hint and finally joined the party. His boomerang sword at his side, Danzen entered the room to see Yato at the back of the space, inconspicuously scanning the others as she had been trained to do. Kudzu was there too. The morphed kitsune had taken the role as one of the hosts, distributing food to those who had come to meet Danzen, her white hair tucked back into a bun and held in place by a butterfly clip. As for Galzo, the winged wolf had already left Odval to deliver word to the nunnery that they had succeeded in their endeavor. 
 
    There was always the chance that there was another being that was associated with Mayji and Onuma, but Danzen didn’t think this was the case, not with all the children they had rescued. Even if the two fights had been difficult, especially with how drained he’d felt after, he found himself with some semblance of respect for both demonic beings in the end. 
 
    At least they hadn’t killed or physically injured any of the children. 
 
    The door to the inn opened and a peculiar man entered, a hermit with a slight limp that Danzen immediately recognized. Since they were quite far away from the Panchen Mountains, he knew this could only mean one thing. 
 
    “Pilgrim!” Jelmay as Dalan said as he approached Danzen. “I got here as soon as I could. I would have helped but…” 
 
    “He came here for the food.” Kudzu slipped around Jelmay, holding the tray of snacks out far enough away from his hand that he couldn’t take any more. 
 
    “Yes, among other things. And there’s plenty to go around, fox, so bring that tray back! Look at you, Pilgrim, the star of the village. Everyone here wants to meet you…” Jelmay motioned toward the ten or fifteen people who had gathered, all of them trying not to stare at Danzen. He had seen these looks before back in Suja Village, the gaze of appreciation and wonder, Danzen well aware that this sudden appreciation could turn sour as soon as he failed, or as soon as they learned more about what he actually was. 
 
    This wasn’t quite what happened back in the Third District, but people had been much more wary of him after the events at the Suja Raksi Hall, when he had been attacked by Norwin Dawa and Soko. This was further complicated when his brother had come for him in the streets, the two of them destroying some of the buildings that surrounded the main thoroughfare of the Third District before Nomtoi took a handful of the villagers captive. 
 
    That had been a trying time. 
 
    He had done a lot for the Suja Villagers, but he could tell that this event had truly shifted opinion on his sudden appearance in Genshin Valley. While his mother had worked to some degree to alleviate their concerns, she had died too soon for her work to really have an effect. As far as he knew, the Diyu Brotherhood no longer had a contract out for him, but it was situations like this, the kinds that forced him to become a public figure of sorts, they could have a ripple effect. Word could easily spread south, from Odval, to Bahlingar, to Arsi, where it could travel west up the Sakai River to Sainshand and to the Brotherhood from there. The last thing he wanted was more assassins trying to prove themselves by making Danzen their target. It wouldn’t end well for them, and at the same time, it would also push him closer and closer to the role that he once held. 
 
    As much as he would have preferred to be alone, Danzen remained cordial enough with the crowd, pushing the praise that people gave him on his companions, how they had aided him, even if this forced him to lie. It was time to do something about it. Once he was certain that everyone who had gathered was in the room together, he asked Yato to step out, the female assassin intuiting what he was about to do. She left, and he turned back to those gathered: 
 
    “I want you all to believe a group of people handled the demons that were kidnapping children, not just one man. Two women, and two men, and you don’t know their names, their whereabouts, or who they were working for. You may all return to your homes now.” 
 
    Oiwa snapped out of her spell as people filed out, a confused look taking shape on her face. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “The party is moving somewhere else,” Jelmay as Dalan the hermit announced. “But that doesn’t mean the party isn’t still happening! I don’t know about the rest of you, but I could use an ale.” 
 
    “Please don’t say Golden Knuckle…” 
 
    Jelmay turned to Kudzu. “Golden Knuckle… isn’t that the place that we were attacked at that one time by Pilgrim’s ex?” 
 
    “It wasn’t my ex, it was the Witch of Diyu,” Danzen said, remembering the woman and the poisons that she was capable of using. Her life had ended not long after that, betrayed by Soko. For all he knew, Soko had returned to the witch’s mountain lair and learned some of her secrets. Recalling this put Danzen on edge, the former assassin hyper-aware that she could strike at any moment. 
 
    But he also wanted an ale. 
 
    “The place wasn’t so bad, and lightning never strikes twice, right? Let’s go to the Golden Knuckle! We’re like family there!” 
 
    Kudzu rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Come on, fox, we’ll have a great time.” 
 
    Once Yato rejoined them, they headed out into the night, Oiwa still a bit confused as to why everyone had left so suddenly. From there it was straight to the Golden Knuckle, and directly into the back room. It was just as Danzen had remembered it, slightly nefarious with all of the gambling and scantily clad pillowers moving about. The buxom hostess asked where they would like to sit, Jelmay motioning toward Danzen. “Do your thing.” 
 
    “A table at the back. The largest you have.” 
 
    “By Sunyata’s grace…” Kudzu lamented after Jelmay procured a thick wad of kip and ordered several rounds at once. 
 
    “It’ll stop us from being bothered by the waitresses. Speaking of which, I visited the fence, as you can tell.” He fanned himself with some of the cash; a pair of men sitting at a nearby table saw him do this, their eyes wide as they watched Jelmay. “Also… I’ve dealt with that frog skin and unloaded those hihi horns. Get excited.” 
 
    Kudzu offered Jelmay a wry grin. 
 
    “That’s the spirit! Anyone want a hookah?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Yato, who still wore her gauntleted blades. 
 
    “Pilgrim? Fox?” 
 
    “We’re good,” Kudzu said, speaking for Danzen, as she often did. 
 
    The musicians who had paraded through the streets earlier were now joined in the far corner of the Golden Knuckle, two of them with stringed instruments, a bard of sorts throat singing, a woman seated on a cushion playing a gourd-shaped drum, a veil made of beads covering her face and bouncing to the rhythm. Eight flagons came, Jelmay reaching for two of them and taking a sip from each. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked Kudzu on the tail end of a snort. “We’re celebrating. Let’s celebrate like we’ve had a good harvest!” 
 
    Yato took a modest sip of her ale and smiled at Jelmay. “I have been meaning to ask you something.” 
 
    “Ask away, Lady Pilgrim!” 
 
    “Did you come here to unload your stolen wares, or were you kicked out of the nunnery?” 
 
    “Kicked out? What would make you think something like that? And I didn’t steal that frog hide. You know that!” 
 
    “You sure arrived pretty quickly.” 
 
    “Pfft! I can move quickly when I want to. Besides, like I said, there’s a fence here that I needed to see. Do I really need to flash my kip again?” Jelmay patted the side pocket of his robe. 
 
    “Please don’t.” 
 
    “And you should be thankful to know such a generous bakeneko. Tomorrow, we’re all getting new outfits, and the two of you are going to get pampered,” he said, gesturing from Kudzu to Yato. “Plus I got a few other gifts in mind…” 
 
    “No…” Kudzu said, but the way she said this told Danzen that her heart wasn’t in it. Jelmay had paid for something like this for her before, and as much as she hated to admit it, she enjoyed it. 
 
    “So you were kicked out? Be honest.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Jelmay told Yato. “In a way, you could say that I left voluntarily, perhaps before the point that I had overstayed my welcome.” 
 
    Yato couldn’t hide her grin at this statement. “Perhaps?” 
 
    “Perhaps. It wasn’t my fault, really. Actually it was Shimaru. It was bound to happen. The only blind man at a nunnery.” Jelmay took a big swig from one of his two ales. 
 
    “What was bound to happen?” 
 
    “What do you think, fox? A bit of a tryst, love affair, a love triangle. What would you like me to call it?” 
 
    “But the nuns are supposed to be abstinent, right?” 
 
    “And Pilgrim here is supposed to be a former assassin, yet he keeps assassinating people. No offense, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Danzen raised his mug to Jelmay. There was no point in arguing with him. 
 
    “Things happen and, if you want me to be honest, I took the fall for the young man. That’s right. I did the right thing for once. Maybe it would have been easier had Shimaru stuck with just one of the nuns, but you know how these things go, or maybe you don’t. Have you ever been in love?” 
 
    “Do we have to talk about this?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Have you, fox? It’s an honest question. I don’t think I have. Although, I have felt as if I were in love before.” Jelmay looked up at the ceiling, considering what he’d just said. “But not actual love. Mostly the effects of alcohol.” 
 
    “How… did you cover for Shimaru?” 
 
    “Good question, Lady Pilgrim. I put myself in the middle of the situation by taking his form and ignoring one of the ladies to the point that she decided to tell Menya what was happening. She went to Menya to rat Shimaru and his womanizing ways out, and surprise, it was me. I was Menya.” Jelmay tapped his finger against the side of his skull. “Clever, right? But then Menya, the real leader of the nunnery, happened to see me coming around the corner as, well, her, and she knew I was up to something.” 
 
    Yato shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “What? I was trying to help Shimaru. The poor lad has already had it bad enough, his eyesight taken from him. You should care more for the disabled, Lady Pilgrim. And I understood why he pursued the second nun. I get it. The first one was a bit clingy.” 
 
    “You’re despicable.” 
 
    Jelmay raised his mug to Kudzu. “You’re damn right I am.” 
 
    “Shimaru is supposed to be bending his echo there with Nomin,” said Yato. 
 
    “And he has been. She drills him; you should see her. I think you mentioned before that she had taught you for a spell?” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Danzen. 
 
    “She’s a tough one, Blind Pilgrim. She has yet to really open up to me.” 
 
    “She won’t.” 
 
    “I even considered taking your form and surprising her. You know, ‘Nomin, old friend, I have returned from Odval and I would love to hang out and talk about past assassin things. Tell me your deepest, darkest secret.’ But I didn’t think she would buy it.” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. “She wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Alas, Menya told me that I had worn out my welcome and that maybe it was a good time for me to check on you all in Odval. Of course, I finished dealing with Shimaru before doing so, taking the form of the nun he was cheating with and officially breaking up with him. Which was not great,” Jelmay said as he finished one of his ales. “I didn’t want him trying to kiss me, but I knew that she would have let it happen, so…” 
 
    “You kissed Shimaru?” 
 
    “What? No, fox, he kissed me. On my neck. Haven’t you listened to a word I’ve said? I believe it’s called necking. Have you ever been necked?” 
 
    “Watch it…” 
 
    “It’s an honest question. Anyway, I did the whole ‘giggle and push him away thing,’ and then I pulled out a dagger and threatened to slit his throat if he ever talked to me again. That should do the trick!” Jelmay gave the table a thumbs up, the waitress coming around about this time and interpreting this to mean that he wanted her to bring another round of drinks. “If Sunyata wills it, sure, we’ll take another round.” 
 
    “I haven’t even finished my first ale.” 
 
    “All in due time, Lady Pilgrim. Bottoms up!” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen had never really had a true night of debauchery with his companions. They’d had ale before, which never sat right with Kudzu, but they never had collectively drunk as much as they did that night. For her part, Kudzu only had a few, far less intoxicated than she had been before, but still slurring her words by the time they reached the inn. 
 
    Jelmay was the drunkest, the bakeneko jovial as ever, singing old songs and detailing some of his past exploits. By the time they reached their rooms, even Kudzu was laughing at the stories he was telling, partially singing along to his songs too, the woman red in the face, and barely managing to keep her human form. Eventually, she just gave up and morphed into a white fox, her coat shimmering as ever as she hopped onto one of the beds and relaxed. “I’m not sharing a room with Jelmay.” 
 
    “Heh! Heh! I don’t want to share the room with you either,” he told her drunkenly, also in his base form now, his whiskers quivering, eyes wide as saucers. There weren’t bubbles popping around his head, but his eyes darted left and right as if there were, Jelmay barely able to stand. “I’m sleeping with Pilgrim.” 
 
    Yato nearly fell over laughing. “That’s the most disturbing thing I’ve heard all night. And I’ve been half-listening to your stories…” 
 
    “I’m going to snore. I don’t care what anyone says, I’m going to snore!” 
 
    “I will sleep in the other room.” Danzen was referring to the room that he bent his echo in, which seemed to always be open. Without a word, he grabbed a single pillow and headed to the room, the former assassin only slightly intoxicated. It took an epic amount of alcohol for Danzen to feel the effects, but he had picked up on the energy of the others, which was making him feel a bit more elated than he would like. 
 
    Danzen wasn’t a sad man. But those that knew him wouldn’t describe him as a happy man either. If anything, he was eternally serious, and focused, the results of bottling up his emotions for decades. 
 
    It was hard for him to be more like what he would consider a normal person, someone who had their ups and downs. Danzen was stoic in that way, and it’d only been after meeting Kudzu and Jelmay that he had relaxed his guard to some degree. Years of his life, decades, he’d kept up his demeanor. Just about the only person who knew the softer side of his former self now wanted to kill him, Soko’s presence always felt. 
 
    Danzen heard his companions laughing as he reached the next room. It was easy enough to see in the dark, but he lit a candle anyway, and once he removed his sword, he sat on the ground, onto the pillow he would later sleep on. He watched the flame of the candle dance, until it was a vertical line, Danzen sensing its echo. 
 
    He was far enough away from it that he shouldn’t have been able to influence it, not without a big breath, yet he found himself able to decrease the size of the flame, and then curl its tip, Danzen unfamiliar with this aspect of what he had learned to do with his echo. 
 
    There was more to what he would one day be able to do. 
 
    He knew that this was the case, especially with the tests that were given to rank someone’s progression. Floating the stone, shattering the stone, these were aspects of utilizing his echo that he had yet to truly embrace. 
 
    What was he missing when it came to utilizing his echo? When would he be at the level that he could learn more? 
 
    He sensed a sinister presence behind him, the others laughing in the adjacent room, oblivious to the fact that Nomtoi had appeared. 
 
    “Meditation is for fools.” 
 
    Danzen slowly got to his feet, and placed his hand on the hilt of his famed blade. His brother stood across from him, the light of the candle dancing across his scowl, his robes made of pure white silk, his red hair not all that different from the flame behind Danzen. 
 
    There was a strategy in the way that he stood in front of Nomtoi, and if this were a normal fight, he would always try to keep his back to the light, which would illuminate his opponent’s face. 
 
    But if this was about to be a bout, it certainly would extend past the confines of the rectangular room. And Danzen didn’t want that to happen. 
 
    “Not here,” he said, steadying his breath. 
 
    “Unfortunate, yes? Father wouldn’t like that. No, I am here to put a little fear in your heart.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. He was tired of the games. 
 
    “I’m surprised that you were able to best Mayji and her daughter, but they were the weakest of what I have in store from you, the weakest of the Seven Evils. I suppose it should be Eight Evils considering Onuma and Mayji were two separate beings, but they work together, and that may be something that happens again…” 
 
    “I don’t need your warnings. You can have the throne.” 
 
    “The throne is already mine, you fool. But I’m going to make you suffer until you either join us in Diyu, where I can make you suffer even more, or Father simply gives it to me. You see what I’ve done here, right? Father and I have not always seen eye to eye, yet he now recognizes in me the heart of a champion, someone willing to prove his worth, someone who respects his blood,” Nomtoi growled. “Unlike you. What are you trying to be anyway? Some sort of mendicant? One who partners with simple beasts?” He swept his hand to the other room. “Some sort of father figure? A teacher? A lover?” 
 
    “None of that.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be nice if your power worked on me? Wouldn’t it be nice if you were stronger and able to use your power to command entire armies? No, you will never have what it takes, but I’m not here to tell you that, I am here to tell you where you need to go next.” 
 
    “I don’t take orders from you.” 
 
    “Aware. How about this? If you don’t go where I tell you to go, I will simply walk into the room next door and kill the kitsune,” Nomtoi said, razor-sharp claws pressing out of his fingers, his bicep bulging beneath his white robes. “I have someone I want you to meet. And he’s like you.” 
 
    Danzen gulped. “Like me?” 
 
    “A half-blooded son of a whore, just like you. His mother was a demon, his father a pitiful human. She escaped from Diyu and had a child with the first human she encountered, a hapless fool from Chutham. This was long before the fall of Sunyata, and eventually she ran out of places to hide, but not before having a boy named Ginza, who was raised by his father to later become a mercenary. In the end—and you will appreciate this history considering your past—it took twenty members of the Diyu Brotherhood to kill him, and that was after he ran through fifty assassins. Once he got to Diyu, he was locked away for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because of his blood. It’s the same thing that should happen to you once you get there, and it is the same thing that will happen after I have taken the throne. You should enjoy your life while you can, and even once you arrive in Diyu, you should enjoy your time there under Father’s watchful eye. Because when I become ruler, I will send you to a place much worse than where we have kept Ginza. One week. You have one week to get to the mountains outside of Arsi, where Ginza awaits you. He is curious, you know, curious to see what another half-blood is capable of. I’m sure you will disappoint him.” 
 
    Nomtoi started to laugh, and as he did his form began to fade away, the candle flickering out. 
 
    Danzen slowly opened his fists, which were so knotted that his knuckles were white. He recalled how he had been left the same way earlier that day underground, angry, exhausted, and sad at the same time.                
 
    Alone in the dark. 
 
    It pained him to know that he wasn’t strong enough to do something about Nomtoi. But he knew the solution; it would start with bending his echo, and perhaps pushing it to a point far beyond anything he’d seen in another mortal, including his mother. 
 
    He had no idea what to expect once he encountered Ginza, but he knew that it was a mission that he would have to take alone. It was better that way. If he died, the others could continue his plan, and work alongside Menya and Abbot Monpo to rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    Danzen would bear this new burden alone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yato was the first to notice the next morning that something was wrong, the young woman used to bending her echo and adjusting for Danzen’s various moods. 
 
    Perhaps it was the way that he held his sword, as if he were trying to crush the grip, Danzen having to go above and beyond to contain the sense of anger swelling through him. 
 
    At its core, it all centered around something that he recognized before—having companions, people he cared for, only gave his enemies leverage. Yet at the same time, his companions had changed his life, they’d embraced him and treated him like a friend, family even, and as much as he was the loner type, he couldn’t see himself without them. 
 
    Not any longer. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Danzen lowered his weapon, the former assassin feeling Sunyata’s energy rippling down his arms and out the tip of his sword, an eternal vibrancy. They’d only been training together for a few minutes when she noticed that something was off. “I need to leave.” 
 
    “We are leaving later today. Back to the nunnery, as discussed.” 
 
    “No. I need to head west. To…” He decided not to tell her where. While he had become more open, this was something he needed to keep to himself. “Something has come up.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Danzen sheathed his sword, unable to hide the bitterness in his voice as he explained that Nomtoi had appeared and had told him of his next opponent, the half-blooded demon named Ginza, and that he had one week to meet him. 
 
    A hardened look changed Yato’s face, morphing her youthful radiance to the visage of someone willing to do whatever it took to survive. “We will go with you.” 
 
    “No. All of you need to continue doing what it is we have planned to do. And you need more training.” He finally looked up at her. “You will return to the nunnery with the others and learn from Nomin how to use your echo to see with your eyes closed. I know that it is something that you’ve wanted to do, and after what… after what we encountered yesterday, it is of the utmost importance that you are able to do this.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “This is a fight that I need to handle on my own. Ginza may kill me. And if that is the case, it is up to you and the others to rebuild Sunyata. If you all accompany me, Ginza may…” Danzen shook his head. “No, you must return and continue your training.” 
 
    Yato’s shoulders sank. “You should probably tell Kudzu.” 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s outside washing your bloodied robes again. She was up early; she couldn’t sleep. I want to help. I want to be there…” 
 
    “It is best if you stay behind and grow stronger,” was all he said as he slipped out of the room, Danzen moving down the hallway like a ghost and exiting out the back. He found Kudzu crouched in front of a wooden bucket with a thick rope-twined handle, kneading the bloodsoaked robes that Danzen had worn the previous day. The early morning blue of the sky contrasted against the lush green shrubs and the pink flowers around her, a beautiful day to come. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” he said instead of greeting her, “and I need you to return to the nunnery with Yato and Jelmay.” 
 
    Kudzu looked up at him, the smile on her face twisting into confusion. “You’re leaving?” 
 
    “My brother came to me last night…” He summarized what Nomtoi had said as briefly as he could, that there was a man named Ginza waiting for him, and that he would do something terrible if Danzen didn’t meet him in a week’s time. 
 
    Rather than say anything, Kudzu returned to what she was doing, her hands moving in and out of the pail of water, her white eyebrows filled with distress. 
 
    “Thank you for understanding,” Danzen said as he began to turn away. 
 
    Kudzu stopped washing his robes. “You think… you think this is me understanding? When are you going to understand that you can’t… you can’t just do things like this. You can’t just go off on a suicide mission and not expect, not think that we don’t want to help in some way. Don’t you understand that?” 
 
    Danzen turned back to her. “I don’t want anything to happen to you, or the others. If I die, you can continue the work it will take to rebuild Sunyata. I don’t want you to be involved with this. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous? How many of these similar scenarios have I already been involved with right alongside you, Danzen?” she asked, using his real name, which was rare for the kitsune. “I know that in your head you think that what you are doing is fine, that by telling me what’s going on, rather than keeping it secret as you did with your father’s appearances, everything will work out, and that we will simply go along, that I will simply agree with it. That’s not the case.” 
 
    “You can’t come.” 
 
    “You know that doesn’t work with me!” 
 
    Something blotted out the sun for a moment, Danzen looking up to see a black bird circling above them. He recognized the three-legged raven immediately, Sansar landing on a small bench that was sagging on one end. 
 
    “You’re back,” said Kudzu. 
 
    The raven bobbed his head up and down. “I have located Penumbra, as requested. They are in Bahlingar, outside of the town, and are living in an abandoned outpost. It is a rather large complex, with numerous rooms, Penumbra is using the grounds for training. What?” He glanced from Kudzu to Danzen. “What’s happening here? What have I missed?” 
 
    “You didn’t already visit the nunnery?” Kudzu asked him. 
 
    “No, I came straight here.” 
 
    “How did you know we were here?” 
 
    Something flashed across the raven’s eyes, Danzen noting a hint of purple. “You think I can’t find you?” 
 
    “I guess that part doesn’t matter. As to what you’ve missed: two of Nomtoi’s demons were kidnapping the children of Odval, and we’ve handled them.” 
 
    “So you’ve killed two of the Seven Evils? This is great news.” 
 
    “Not exactly. They were a mother and daughter and according to my brother, they counted as one. Which brings us to…” Danzen lowered his head some as he said the next words: “Our current dilemma. My brother came to me last night. I have one week to meet my next encounter, otherwise, people will die.” 
 
    “People are always going to die,” Kudzu said, still not aware that Danzen was referring to her. Not only that, he had a feeling that Nomtoi wouldn’t stop at the kitsune, especially with others around. 
 
    “And you are planning to go alone?” Sansar asked, interpreting what the dispute was about. 
 
    “I am. Yato and the others will return to the nunnery. Yato can continue to train with Nomin, and—” 
 
    “—And he wants us to continue our work rebuilding Sunyata while he goes off and gets himself killed.” 
 
    “I see…” Sansar flapped his wings up and resettled them. “In that case, I will accompany him.” 
 
    Kudzu glared at the raven. “That’s your solution?” 
 
    “He is right, even if he isn’t so good at explaining himself. I know you and the others care for him, but perhaps it would be best for him to go alone. I will be there to look out for him, and I can report back what happens, and if he needs your help, I can fetch you as well.” 
 
    “I…” Her lips stretched into a thin line. To distract herself, Kudzu returned to washing Danzen’s robes as a different door opened, one from the other side of the building. 
 
    Jelmay stepped out in his hermit form, a loaf of bread in his hands. “What did I miss? Are Mommy and Daddy fighting? Just kidding, Yato already told me about Nomtoi. I came out here to quell the quarrel.” 
 
    “There is no fight!” 
 
    “Then why are you angrily washing clothes and glaring at the ground?” he asked Kudzu. “I don’t like it either. Believe me, if I could be of any assistance to Pilgrim here, I would do what I can do. But something tells me that there is more to this than old Pilgrim here is letting on.” 
 
    “If I don’t go, Nomtoi has threatened to kill people close to me,” he told Jelmay, still not revealing the real threat his brother had made. 
 
    “All of us?” asked Jelmay. “Follow-up question: would you consider me close enough for Nomtoi to murder me? You don’t have to answer that next part if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Danzen settled his gaze on Kudzu. “People will die if I don’t go.” 
 
    Kudzu finally stopped washing his robes, soapsuds bubbling up her wrists as she tilted her chin in his direction. “What if he keeps using this to separate you from the group? What if he keeps using this threat?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I will handle Ginza, and then I will return, and we will continue our work. We must rebuild Sunyata. That is my goal, what will become my life’s work. No matter what happens to any of us, we need to remember what it is we’re trying to do.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen set off on a horse he had procured from a tavern on the other side of Odval. He had stayed there before and remembered having to deal with the barmaid, how she had tried to charge him for everything. Luckily, this particular woman wasn’t there for the day. 
 
    He did his best to be sincere in his goodbyes to the group, but he truly didn’t want them to make too much of a fuss out of his departure, Danzen knowing that it would only make things worse. Especially with Kudzu. 
 
    He rode a black horse, one with patches of gray running up its snout, its mane recently trimmed. Danzen kept his hood over his head as he galloped through the woods, the former assassin now with all of his weapons; his gauntleted blades on his arms, his glaive across his back, Nomin’s replica sword, as well as Astra sheathed at his waist. 
 
    A heavy rain started up once he was about halfway to Bahlingar. Danzen slowed the horse to a trot, Sansar eventually taking refuge on his shoulder as lightning cackled beyond. 
 
    “I suppose this could look a little gruesome,” the three-legged raven said over the loud patter of the rain. “A man in dark robes riding a black horse with a yatagarasu perched on his shoulder…” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “But we are much further, and perhaps the rain will let out by the time we reach there. Will we continue on to Arsi?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Danzen wanted to make his trip worthwhile, remembering what Sansar told him about the Penumbra clan holed up in an old outpost outside of the northern city. He wasn’t quite ready to make his attack; while he could likely do it himself, especially if he utilized his demons, he would prefer to do so alongside Nomin and Yato, even more so if clan leader Jinkai was there. Sansar hadn’t reported spotting a leader, but if there were a good number of bandits, there was likely a leader. 
 
    To better understand what he was up against when it came to Penumbra, an investigation was in order. He would need to stay a night in Bahlingar anyway, giving him plenty of time to reach Arsi, and to the mountains far outside the lively rivertown from there. 
 
    Danzen knew the areas beyond Arsi well. In the two years he had wandered through Kishu Kingdom, Danzen had spent the majority of the time south of the city, in a smattering of villages not large enough to really hold any significance amidst mountains and forests, deep valleys, and unique rock formations shifting into a coastal desert. 
 
    The former assassin had even spent time along the coast there, working on fishing boats and some of the various operations that had slowly started to form in the south. It was a relatively new territory, especially with the desert, but caravans and merchants were well on the way to creating actual villages, not just huts and shacks for servants and their overseers to stay. 
 
    It had been a great place to disappear. 
 
    The rain continued as Danzen reached Bahlingar. 
 
    What was once a wooded area was now surrounded by logging camps, an area showing signs of deforestation. Much of the wood used in the kingdom came from this region, one of rolling hills and beautiful fall foliage, of summer homes for the wealthy due to its proximity to Arsi. Bahlingar was a true city, one tethered to the evidence of a constant prosperity, new buildings coming up every time Danzen came through. 
 
    There was a popular passageway that stretched from Bahlingar to Sainshand, which, depending on the season, was often faster than taking the Sakai River. Danzen saw wooden signs pointing to Sainshand as he slowed to a trot at the entrance of the town, Sansar now flying high in the sky and ignoring the rain, the three-legged raven aware of how much suspicion it would have brought to the two of them to show up in the city together. 
 
    The city guards, all armed with crossbows and pikes and shields, paid little attention to Danzen as he entered Bahlingar and found the tavern where he was supposed to turn in the horse. The stable boy, with an extra set of robes draped over his head to protect him from the rain, quickly came to him and motioned for Danzen to head inside as he handled his mount. 
 
    He stepped into the tavern, Danzen greeted by a hefty woman in a stained apron, one with rosy cheeks and a big smile on her face. “Glad you could make it,” she said, which startled him to some degree. He half expected an assassin or something more nefarious to pop out of a wall and lunge for him with a statement like that, his silent ride in the rain having an effect on his current mood. 
 
    But then realized that he was back in civilization, that she was likely just being friendly considering he would be staying here for the night. 
 
    He took in a deep breath to cool his nerves. 
 
    “I’ll take a room.” Danzen went into an inner pocket of his robes for some of the kip that Jelmay had insisted he take. 
 
    “Do you have a spare set of clothing, my lord?” she asked, the innkeeper’s eyes darting from the weapon at his waist to the glaive sheathed across his back. “If not, we do have relations with the tailor in town who can come at any hour…” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Jelmay had purchased new clothing for him before he’d left Odval. While Danzen could have waited for the robes that Kudzu was washing to dry out, it became increasingly clear that she wasn’t going to be able to get the demon blood out of them, even if she was determined to do so. The robes he had selected and the undergarments were somewhere between the type of fabric he would wear in the summer and what he would wear in the fall, which made them a little warm, but comfortable in the evening and in the early morning. 
 
    The innkeeper pressed her chubby hands together and rubbed them, the woman eliciting a high-pitched squawk. “Nenzya!” 
 
    A teenage barmaid came running, the girl with two different-colored eyes, her behavior upon seeing him reminding Danzen of Yeni, the teenage daughter of the general store owner back in the Third District of Suja Village. The look on her face went from surprise to interest as she saw the sopping wet assassin, Danzen paying no mind to it. 
 
    After being reprimanded by the innkeeper, the teenager led Danzen up a flight of carpeted stairs, all the wooden surfaces in the inn new, the place still with the smell of pine to it. Danzen preferred older buildings, ones that had some character in the past, like his monastery outside of Suja Village. But there was something to be said for new construction as well, especially when done properly, everything with a sturdiness to it, a place built to last and absorb new memories. 
 
    His room was rather large, easily enough space for Danzen and several of his companions, with a window that opened up on the street below. He tipped the barmaid, who seemed utterly shocked that he was giving her money, a mischievous smile twisting across her face as she looked up at him. 
 
    “Tell the innkeeper I will be down for supper in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    As soon as she was gone, Danzen opened the window, Sansar appearing on the windowsill a few moments later. He hopped into the room and perched on the top rail of a wooden chair. 
 
    Danzen used the private bathing room to change into a fresh set of robes. He hung his wet ones up to dry, and returned to his bedside to find Sansar looking at him. 
 
    “Is it something you need to say?” he asked the raven, who continued to stare at him. 
 
    “You’re just so quiet. Your mother mentioned that you were quiet, and I assumed you would be this way around the others considering some of them are unnecessarily chatty. But this really is who you are.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. He ran his hand along his skull, his hair getting closer to an inch in length. He would grow his hair long again, but it would take him about a year, his hair always growing much faster than normal humans. He never thought that this had something to do with his blood, but it made sense. 
 
    “And I’m assuming that we will visit Penumbra’s outpost tonight.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Danzen. “We leave in the morning.” 
 
    “Very good. Now that we are alone…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What did your brother say exactly? You said he threatened people, but you didn’t elaborate any further and I have this feeling that there may be more.” 
 
    “He threatened to kill Kudzu.” 
 
    “Ah…” Sansar tilted his head at Danzen. “You are especially close with her.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Did your brother tell you anything about Ginza?” 
 
    “Only that his mother was a demon and that his father was a human, that his mother had escaped Diyu and had left him with the father once she was captured. Nomtoi said that it took dozens of the Brotherhood’s top assassins at the time to finally kill him, and that they have imprisoned him in Diyu ever since, aside from using him in the fall of Sunyata.” 
 
    “He will be strong.” 
 
    “He will be.” 
 
    “You are prepared, or, I should say, you feel as if you are prepared to take him on?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    “Understandable.” 
 
    “I don’t…” Danzen remembered what his father had offered him, a way to unlock his blood. “I don’t know what extremes I may need to take to beat him. I’m going down for a meal. Do you want me to bring you anything?” 
 
    “A bit of meat would be nice.” 
 
    Danzen stood and put his belt on, Astra in its scabbard at his side. Always. 
 
    “I won’t be long.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    After his meal, which consisted of fresh baked bread, pork loin, and a watery soup, Danzen stepped over to the inn’s central fireplace and placed several pieces of charred wood in a small saucer. Nenzya watched him do this, the teenage barmaid giggling at his strange actions, Danzen ignoring her for the time being. There weren’t any patrons in the tavern at the time, the former assassin not at all worried about drawing any suspicions by his actions. 
 
    Once he was back in his room, he used a brand-new mirror, which was just about the most reflective thing he’d ever seen, to apply the black residue of the charred wood to his face, ears, and the back of his neck. He placed his hood over his head, wishing he had a mask, perhaps the one he had once worn back in Tudan during one of his earlier encounters with Soko. 
 
    He could always make one, but the makeup would work for now. To reduce clutter, he left his glaive, Nomin’s replica sword, and one of his gauntleted blades behind, Danzen keeping one on his left arm as a backup plan. This was merely a mission to gather some intelligence, or so he hoped… 
 
    Using the tweed he kept in his bag, Danzen tightened the flowing fabric he wore beneath his robes around his legs. He did the same to the fabric over his arms, and once his hood had been adjusted over his head, he took another look at himself. 
 
    Then he sat on the bed and waited. 
 
    Sansar was quiet as he ate the meat that Danzen had brought him. The three-legged raven didn’t say anything about the former assassin who was now dressed in dark clothing, his face painted, Danzen simply waiting for time to pass. 
 
    A knock at the door had him reaching for his sword. 
 
    “My Lord, would you like an ale?” the teenage girl asked from the other side. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Can I help you with anything?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Is the innkeeper downstairs?” 
 
    “She is. Is… is there something wrong?” the teenager asked, a hint of fear in her voice. 
 
    “Is there anyone else down there?” 
 
    “No, just us. It’s a slow night because of the rain. Is…is something the matter, my lord?” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Danzen told Sansar as he approached the door. He opened it, the teenage barmaid letting out a gasp as she took in his intimidating form. “Come with me.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Danzen led Nenzya downstairs, the innkeeper also letting out a gasp when she saw him, his face smeared in black. Before she could say anything, Danzen summoned his Demon Speak power, his voice suddenly with an edge to it: “Unless I speak to you, I want the two of you to act as if I do not exist. You do not know that I’m here, you do not know who I am, and you only respond to me if I have a request. I will leave either tomorrow morning, or in the evening. You will have no recollection of me ever being here, and if someone comes looking for me, you will not know who I am.” 
 
    He was just turning back to the stairs when he decided to add something else. “Thank you.” 
 
    Once he was back in his room, he sat on his bed, watching as the moon slowly began to rise into the sky, the day officially turning to night. As soon as it was dark out, Danzen slipped out of the window, leaving it open for Sansar to follow him. 
 
    He climbed up to the top of the roof and then quickly skirted down the other side, dropping to the stables. He recalled the youth he had met earlier and found the boy scrubbing one of the horses. Once again calling upon his unique power, he told the boy a similar thing, to not remember him and to forget him completely at the same time. 
 
    From there it was toward the outskirts of Bahlingar, Danzen taking rooftops, keeping to the shadows, always hidden. 
 
    The art of moving like the wind was something he’d learned back at the Diyu Brotherhood. He had studied under a talented instructor in this regard, an assassin who everyone referred to as White based on the color of his hair and what a remnant had done to his eyes. The man had been the opposite of Onuma and Mayji, the two demonesses with their pitch-black sclerae. The instructor named White didn’t have any pupils. 
 
    He’d been absolutely frightening, his bizarre instructions having Danzen and his classmates do seemingly banal tasks, and then mixing this in with an utterly impossible assignment, some of them almost trickster-like. Danzen recalled being instructed to break into Birin Yeshe’s room and steal a vase. He had never succeeded in accomplishing this one, but Soko had, much to the surprise of all their instructors. 
 
    White’s philosophy centered around not only moving like a breeze, but also being able to infiltrate as one. No room off-limits, death swift for those who got in the way of an infiltrator. To prove how easy it could be once an assassin truly embraced one of his lessons, White would steal an heirloom from the royal family in Sainshand, parade it around the Brotherhood, and then return it the next night. 
 
    It became a ritual, one of the rare times that the teachers and the students celebrated, the instructor teaching into the very last year of his life, when he simply disappeared. By this point, Danzen was already a fledging assassin, and hadn’t been taking instructions at the Brotherhood for nearly a decade. 
 
    But he recalled wondering at the time if White had truly died, or if this was yet another one of his many tricks. 
 
    With the master instructor’s lessons in mind, Danzen moved from shadow to shadow, avoiding puddles and calling upon his own unique powers when need be, such as his ability to leap to the top of a rooftop, Danzen landing on a single foot, no noise, his power to move several times faster than a normal man seeing him press ahead in quick bursts. 
 
    Sansar landed on a branch above him and squawked once to get his attention. 
 
    As he had learned to do, Danzen didn’t say anything, he merely glanced up at the three-legged raven. 
 
    “You almost lost me,” Sansar said, “but… I suppose that is to be expected. The outpost is this way.” 
 
    The three-legged raven lifted from his branch and flapped his wings loud enough for Danzen to notice every time they needed to change directions, the two eventually approaching an area that had been cleared out, the undergrowth just starting to return. In the end, it had been a mile hike deep into the woods, but the light ahead was a clear indication that people were there. 
 
    The outpost had walls that were easily thirty feet high, Penumbra clansmen at the top. Keeping to the forest, he crept around to the outpost, and from there to the back to find that the back section had never been built up, which the Penumbra clansmen had taken into account with the number of guards they had posted. Continuing along his way, Danzen did a full circle around the outpost, estimating that it had a diameter of about six hundred feet. 
 
    It was a large space, but at least he’d be able to get a look at what was inside. More importantly, he’d be able to figure out if Jinkai, the shadow user, was still alive. 
 
    A normal assassin would need something like a grappling hook to scale such a high wall, that or a Sunyata talisman. To Danzen, it took little effort. As soon as a guard who was watching the forest stepped aside, he appeared on the parapet behind the man like a ghoul. 
 
    Danzen quickly twisted his sword through the center of his body, his hand over the guard’s mouth. He dropped with the man, and then shut his eyes, looking for any potential Penumbra clansmen that were invisible, Danzen remembering the men outside of Verba. 
 
    If this were an all-out attack, he would simply throw the dead guard over to the other side, but he needed to hide the body. Danzen sent Astra back into its porous scabbard and lifted the man over his shoulder. He dropped to the ground quickly and scurried into the woods, where he hid the body. 
 
    Danzen returned to the parapet just as Sansar landed on the roof of the guard tower near him, the three-legged raven dipping his head as he watched Danzen keep to the shadows. He wanted to get a sense of the place, and even though there weren’t very many buildings in the courtyard, he used a technique that his instructor had taught him, counting the lines on his fingers with each building he saw, starting with his pinky—one, two, three—and then moving to his ring finger—one, two… 
 
    Danzen watched a man step out of one of the buildings and fly up to the parapet, a feat that was impossible for a normal human unless they were wearing or had abused a remnant. Just like the man he had already killed, this one wore clothing that marked that he was part of the Penumbra clan, evident in the fabric tied around his head, the icon of an eye visible until he slipped into the dark. 
 
    Did the guard suspect something? Why was he moving the way that he did? 
 
    The man turned in the opposite direction and began walking away from Danzen’s location. 
 
    Keeping a low profile, Danzen remained in the cover of the parapet as he stalked the man, waiting for the perfect opportunity to loose his sword. It came when the man paused to look up at the moon and take a deep breath in, Danzen’s blade bursting through the back of his neck and out the front of his throat, Astra returning to his hand by the time he fell. 
 
    It was a louder death than Danzen would have liked, the Penumbra clansman gargling to some degree, but Danzen was on him in a matter of seconds, cutting off what was left of his oxygen supply, snapping the clansmen’s neck for good measure. 
 
    Once again, he meticulously removed the body from the scene of the crime and placed it in the forest. 
 
    On returning, he knew what he had done had been a mistake. Penumbra would soon be alerted to someone’s presence, but they wouldn’t know who had orchestrated the attacks. It would likely appear as if the Diyu Brotherhood had done it, which would buy him some additional cover. 
 
    An open window presented a way for Danzen to take a look inside one of the buildings, the former assassin leaping from his current position to a rooftop about ten feet down. He dropped flat onto his stomach as he heard a door creak open below. There were barracks on the other side of the facility, he could see that now, as well as training materials and a kitchen, which he could smell. 
 
    It was in operation, the outpost big enough to host five hundred Penumbra clansmen if there were indeed that many. But he highly doubted this was the case, at least not all in the same place at the same time. 
 
    It was time to ask a few questions. 
 
    As soon as he was able, Danzen slipped in through an open window at the top. He found himself in a room with paper walls dividing the space, which was something that he hadn’t encountered all that frequently. 
 
    There were two men, and the shadow of the first, nearest to Danzen, presented an opportunity. He sent his sword through the paper wall and pierced the man from behind, Danzen pulling up on his blade, blood spritzing the paper as he withdrew his weapon. 
 
    “Do not speak unless I ask you a question,” he told the second man, who was just getting to his feet, spilling hot stew on himself in the process. “How many men are here?” 
 
    “It… it varies. Sometimes up to one hundred.” 
 
    “Is Jinkai alive?” 
 
    The man placed his hands over his mouth, trying to resist Danzen’s power, fear in his eyes as his pupils quivered. 
 
    “Is Jinkai alive? Answer me.” 
 
    “Y-yes…” 
 
    “Is he here?” 
 
    “He was… a day ago.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Astra hit the man’s body with so much force that it slammed him into the back wall, the Penumbra clansman instinctively dropping both hands to the grip of the weapon, and trying to rip it out. 
 
    He opened his mouth to scream, but by this point Danzen had reached in and placed his hand over his mouth, feeling a sickness inside of himself as he finished what he had started, watching as the man’s life left his body, yet another soldier sent to Diyu. 
 
    After cleaning his blade on his enemy’s robes, Danzen exited in the way he had come. 
 
    He didn’t bother to hide the bodies this time as he leaped over the outer wall and slipped into the woods. He heard the flutter of a pair of wings, and began following the sound until he saw Sansar, the three-legged raven landing on a branch closer to Danzen so they could speak. 
 
    “Did you find out what you needed to find out?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “And what now?” 
 
    “Now, I lay low until tomorrow night, then we leave for Arsi. It is time to deal with Ginza.” 
 
    “And what of the Penumbra?” 
 
    “Perhaps…” Danzen looked back in the direction of the outpost. “I will see to them when we return.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    There was a time when Danzen would have left that very same night, before the Penumbra clansmen could begin the search for the person that had infiltrated the outpost on the outskirts of Bahlingar. It would have made sense to move quickly, especially with Ginza waiting for him in the mountains outside of Arsi, but Danzen had changed over the last several years, especially since meeting his yokai companions. 
 
    And he knew it was important to rest. 
 
    The recently crafted inn was a stark contrast to the old outpost, everything smelling of new construction, nothing like the forest he had just gone through, the cold night, and the thick mist he had used as cover on his way back to Bahlingar. 
 
    It wasn’t hard for him to fall asleep, and after cleaning off the charred wood that he had painted across his face, Danzen changed out of his robes and relaxed onto the bed, Astra at his side as always. He kept the window open so Sansar could make patrols, the three-legged raven coming and going as he pleased, Danzen ignoring the ruffling of his feathers. The yokai was a quiet companion, which Danzen appreciated, he was also inconspicuous, able to depart as he pleased and surveil villages and towns, anywhere that they traveled together. 
 
    The morning brought what Danzen would have expected, thugs suddenly appearing in Bahlingar with the Penumbra markings, not all of them keeping a low profile. Danzen would deal with the bandit organization at some point, but he also had a feeling that if they kept this sort of behavior up, so brazenly parading around town, someone else would see to them. 
 
    This was why the Diyu Brotherhood had been tasked with thinning their numbers years ago, and Danzen wouldn’t at all be surprised to see them doing this again at some point. Perhaps it was best to just let things run their natural course, but he knew that Jinkai would be a powerful player if he could get more remnants, and it was clear in what he had seen last night that Penumbra wasn’t going to stop in their pursuit of Sunyata talismans. 
 
    Danzen would act soon enough. 
 
    He had used his Demon Speak on the employees of the inn the previous night, telling them to act as if he wasn’t there unless they were spoken to. This was for their own safety, and it was one of the reasons no one came to his door that morning with tea, or to offer him breakfast. This also meant that he wasn’t disturbed. 
 
    He would stay in the room for the rest of the day and simply relax, moving in between bending his echo and resting, preparing for the night to come. His opportunity to leave Bahlingar in secret had left with the rising sun, not that he wasn’t able to blend in, or simply use his powers to charter a carriage. 
 
    It was safer, especially with the villagers out, and it would make what he had done yesterday at the Penumbra outpost even harder for the bandits to process. Who had killed these four men? Could it have been the Diyu Brotherhood? 
 
    He could only imagine the thoughts running through their heads that morning, especially once they entered the room with the paper walls splattered with blood, which would lead to an investigation into the forest around the outpost, where they would find two additional bodies, one with his throat torn out. 
 
    It would put fear in them, that was for sure, and hopefully it would draw Jinkai out so by the time Danzen returned, he could cut the head off the snake. 
 
    It came to him again that morning as he began slowly bending his echo, Astra gripped tightly in his hands, his head bent forward as he felt the power rippling through him, that in a way, Danzen was still working for the Brotherhood. 
 
    This would have been the type of mission they would have sent him on, likely partnering with someone like Soko or Nomin, or perhaps Norwin Dawa, Nayaga, or any of the other top-tier assassins that Danzen hadn’t heard from in years, such as Kaysim. 
 
    He continued bending his echo, a part of him wishing that Yato was there, noticing that his practice felt stronger when they were doing it together, a synergy of two people seeking improvement. 
 
    But it was best to be alone; it was best to find out what Ginza was capable of on his own, the man half-blooded like Danzen, and likely filled with rage after wasting away for hundreds of years in the depths of Diyu. What would he be capable of? What kind of weapon would he have? If only Nomtoi had told Danzen more, if only his brother hadn’t threatened to kill Kudzu… 
 
    Both Nomtoi and Tengir Gantulga were too strong for Danzen to try to take on, as much as he hated to admit this to himself. This allowed them to toy with him, to hold carrots over his head and threaten those he cared for. 
 
    There was a solution in bending his echo, but it was a long game, even with the improvements Danzen had made in a short amount of time. This brought a thought to the surface he’d had the previous day. What was he missing when it came to using his echo? Was there more to the power? 
 
    Once he reached the nunnery, he would have a serious conversation with Abbot Monpo about this, Danzen sensing that the leader of the fox shrine knew more than he was letting on. If he could utilize the power he already had from his demon blood, plus the weapons he had curated over the years, Danzen would be unstoppable. 
 
    His blood, in this regard, was already unlocked. He didn’t need his father’s aid. 
 
    There would come a time in which he would be able to hold his own with his brother, he could feel it. He had already battled with him before; he knew it would happen again, even if Nomtoi continued to thwart Danzen in any way he could until that day came. 
 
    He finally felt hungry around noon, Danzen slipping into his robes, hood over his head as he stepped downstairs to find the inn empty. The portly innkeeper seemed to look right through him, as per Danzen’s command, and it was only once he spoke to her that she responded. 
 
    “I need a meal. And I also need a meal to take with me tonight. I will be leaving later.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    He returned to his room and sat onto a cushion on the ground, legs crossed beneath him. Sansar landed on the windowsill yet again, the three-legged raven bobbing his head left and right as he looked at Danzen with dark eyes. 
 
    “More have come to the city.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Have you decided how you will leave tonight? You may need to do the same thing you did last night.” 
 
    “I will join a carriage once we are several miles away from the city. I may end up having to walk most of the way. The people downstairs are making a meal for me now.” 
 
    “I see…” The raven dipped his head. “And what will you do once you arrive in Arsi? We head straight to the mountains from there?” 
 
    “Perhaps. I may stop by a blacksmith I know named Kunta to have him look at my blades. I don’t believe they need sharpening, but it is always good to get a second opinion.” 
 
    There was a knock at the door. Danzen answered it to find the teenage barmaid with a cup of tea, a bewitched look on her face when she saw him, as if she recognized him, yet also felt that she had never seen him before. 
 
    “My lord.” 
 
    Danzen took the tea from her and returned to his seated position. After his meal, he would bend his echo more, and then he would likely look through his field diary of yokai. 
 
    Anything to kill time before the inevitable.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Traveling at night allowed Danzen to move much more quickly than he could during the day, when people could easily spot him. Once he was outside of Bahlingar, the former assassin transitioned into his top speed as he bolted through the forest, occasionally flinging himself into the air, using tree limbs to send himself forward, branch to branch, always wary of his surroundings, yet less worried than he had been in the past. 
 
    If he drew blood, he would be able to do something about it now, even though he hadn’t practiced summoning his demons in a few days. He had to reach Arsi by morning, giving him the time he needed to meet with the blacksmith, rest once again, and prepare for the altercation that was to come. 
 
    Danzen had no doubt in his mind that he would end up having to fight Ginza. 
 
    Nomtoi had promised the demonic man his freedom, just as he had Onuma and Mayji, and after being locked away for so long, it was no wonder that these entities readily agreed to the stipulation. This also told Danzen something about these Seven Evils—they clearly didn’t know enough about Nomtoi to realize that he was tricking them. There wasn’t a single part of Danzen that believed that his half-brother would live up to his promise. He would try to use this as a reason not to fight Ginza, but he doubted this would work out on his behalf. 
 
    Life around Danzen became a swell on the periphery, leaves blowing in the wind, the air that came with the incoming harvest moon crisp, the sky free of clouds. There was no mist as there had been last night, yet Danzen was still obscured by the dark, the stars above the only audience to his superhuman movements. That, and the creatures likely watching him from the surrounding forest. 
 
    Were there yokai here? From what Danzen had now learned and experienced, they only lived in Genshin Valley and the Outer Regions. Up until his arrival in the valley, he had questioned their existence, even with the illicit yokai trade that went on, Danzen assuming that the hides and bones and other items were from normal animals, that people had given them power in an effort simply to believe in something. But then, on his trip between Suja Village and Chutham, he encountered the nozuchi, opening up an entirely new world, Danzen now seeing the influence of yokai in most places he had traveled since. 
 
    Just like him, these beings existed in the dark. And just like him, there was more than met the eye. 
 
    Sansar kept up with Danzen’s pace, the three-legged raven flapping his large black wings and sailing forward, giving him something to track. He ran along the shoreline of a stream for a spell, Danzen crossing the stream once it became a river, carefully hopping from wet stone to wet stone, a fish or two jumping out of the water almost as if they were greeting him. Had Kudzu been there, Danzen would have sent his sword through one of the fish and prepared it for her. Had Jelmay been there, Danzen would have likely done the same, only capturing more fish. 
 
    It was an odd feeling that Danzen had noticed over the last day, even if he hadn’t exactly been bored in his room at the inn. 
 
    He wasn’t one to normally miss people. 
 
    This feeling confused the former assassin to some degree. He often felt alone, even when surrounded by others, and had gone weeks without seeing a single person during his two-year sojourn before finally arriving in Genshin Valley. Yet it had only been a little over a day and he was already starting to feel a longing to see his companions again. 
 
    And he would. 
 
    His teeth gritted, the former assassin moved up the side of a steep cliff rock to rock, Danzen’s precision like no mortal man. He reminded himself that he would deal with Ginza and return to them. He would never let them know how much he missed them, but he knew that at least one of his companions would feel it, Danzen still wishing that he had been able to leave Kudzu on better terms. 
 
    Standing on the top of a rock gave him visual of a carriage traveling about a quarter of a mile away, Danzen quickly shifting back down, ledge to ledge, never missing his mark. The field grew thicker and thicker around him as he pressed forward, the blades of grass whispering against his arms, cold. He picked up speed until he reached the carriage, Danzen calling for the driver. 
 
    “Halt.” 
 
    The carriage driver did as instructed, the man clearly spooked but also not able to stop himself from following Danzen’s orders. After using his Demon Speak power one more time, Danzen let himself inside the carriage, where he found a couple sleeping on the bench across from them. 
 
    The woman stirred. 
 
    “Do not worry. I’m merely joining you on the way to Arsi. I want the two of you to sleep until we get there.” 
 
    And just like that, the couple dozed off, Danzen glancing out the shuttered window on the carriage to see Sansar flying in the air above. 
 
    He shut his eyes and tried to get some rest as well. 
 
    By the time he opened them, they had arrived in the city split by the Sakai River. They were on the northern side, which had a smattering of industries mixed in with neighborhoods, hotels and restaurants along the outer rooms. On the other side of the river, the southside, was the fairground where he had once fought Soko, Danzen recalling how she had attacked him during the lantern festival, his demons unleashed, more souls sent to Diyu. 
 
    This reminded him that he needed to be on guard. 
 
    Soko could be anywhere in the world, but the odds she was looking for him were high, and there was a potential that she would now have been boosted by what she had learned from the Witch of Diyu, now that she finally had access to the dead woman’s lair. 
 
    This made it even more risky to travel through a larger city like Arsi, Danzen well-aware that something like a poison dart tipped in moonfall could affect even someone like him. With this in mind, he kept his hood on his head as he moved forward as quickly as possible over one of the grand bridges that crossed the Sakai River, Danzen heading straight for the blacksmith. 
 
    He’d had issues with Kunta in the past, but the last time he had seen him, which had been on his way to the Diyu Brotherhood to deal with Birin Yeshe, Danzen had more or less made amends. He reached the smith early, Kunta already up and working on something evident in the sound of metal on metal, the scent of burning wood in the air. A pair of goats crossed Danzen’s path, the two chasing after one another as he approached the door and let himself in. 
 
    “My lord?” A redheaded boy, who had been seated on a stool and mopping up some milk with a slice of bread, looked up at Danzen. “It’s… it’s you.” 
 
    Danzen offered the youth his version of a smile. “Do not be alarmed. Please, grab your father for me.” 
 
    The boy immediately set the items down and disappeared into a side room, Danzen not bothering to look at the armor and weapons on display. It wasn’t long before Kunta joined him, the blacksmith in a dark-gray apron, his head recently shaved, the scar on his face red from the heat. 
 
    “I would like you to take a look at my weapons,” Danzen said before Kunta could speak. 
 
    “Yes…” Kunta relaxed to some degree as he came to the realization that Danzen wasn’t there to harm him or his son. “Of course.” 
 
    “I also need a room to stay in until tonight. I won’t bother you for any longer than that.” Danzen procured some of the kip that Jelmay had given him and placed it on the counter. Kunta looked from the money to Danzen’s basket-hilted sword. 
 
    “You have a new weapon?” 
 
    Danzen lifted the sleeves of his robes and showed Kunta the two gauntleted blades. “I’m more interested in making sure these are up to par. I don’t think there will be anything you can do to this one,” he said, referring to Astra, “or my glaive.” 
 
    “But your other sword…” 
 
    “Yes, I hadn’t considered that…” Danzen removed the replica of Nomin’s blade and respectfully placed it on the countertop. Kunta’s son joined him as the blacksmith examined the weapon. 
 
    “There is something off about this piece.” 
 
    “What do you mean? The weight?” 
 
    “Nothing like that. It isn’t…” The blacksmith looked up at Danzen. “This wasn’t forged here in the kingdom, or anywhere in our world that I’m familiar with.” He lifted the blade and looked down its tip. “It’s remarkable.” 
 
    “It was made in Diyu.” 
 
    Naturally, Danzen didn’t explain how Nomin had returned with the blade once his father brought her back to life, and that he had given the blind assassin her original weapon, taking the replica for himself. Truth be told, he hadn’t used it that much, although he always had the blade nearby. 
 
    “I would like to take a look at it too, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “By all means.” Danzen removed his two gauntleted blades and placed them on the countertop. He then remembered that he had to use his echo to summon the weapons, which he did one at a time, Kunta’s son jumping back. 
 
    “Yes,” said the blacksmith, clearly having seen a weapon like this before. “Remarkable pieces.” 
 
    “They belonged to a teacher of mine, I inherited them when he passed.” 
 
    Once again, the blacksmith offered him an uneasy look. “I think I will be able to do something here. But I don’t know about this other sword. But I would like to examine it, as I told you. Anyhow, I should get to it. My son will lead you to one of our spare rooms. You can rest there unless…” Kunta glanced at some of the armor he had on display. “Unless there was something else you needed.” 
 
    “We can discuss armor later. It generally gets in the way of what I need to do.” 
 
    “I understand. I will…” The blacksmith gritted his teeth into a smile. “I will see what I can do here. I don’t know if I can say it’s nice seeing you, but I am glad to see that you are alive and well.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Privacy was important to Danzen, and he was given plenty of it over the next several hours as he bent his echo in a spare room, one that had also been used for storage by one of Kunta’s relatives. It was a tight space, but that was fine with Danzen. There was a bed, enough room for him to move, and an additional exit through a shuttered window if he needed to leave quickly. 
 
    Kunta’s son brought Danzen bread with strips of meat laid out on top of it around lunchtime, the former assassin eating what he had been given because it was hot, and saving the meal that he’d had arranged at the inn back in Bahlingar for later. 
 
    He began contemplating how he would approach the mountains, since the range was quite expansive. This got him wondering how difficult it would be to actually find Ginza, and he hoped this wasn’t part of the challenge that his brother had laid out. There was also an issue with the number of items that he currently possessed, his bag and field diary, Blade of Darkness, even Nomin’s replica sword, not to mention his spare robes and other items that he kept, like a spool of tweed and his firestarter. 
 
    He would need full mobility for his encounter, Danzen was certain of this. His glaive could get in the way, and he wasn’t certain if it would actually help or not. He also didn’t want to leave it behind if he had to flee. 
 
    Danzen recalled a shrine between Arsi and the mountains, one that had numerous stupas surrounding it. It was a quaint place, and there would certainly be an abbot there. He could have the man look after his weapons after using his Demon Speak power. There was also the option of leaving whatever he decided not to bring with him behind at Kunta’s, but he was wary of doing so, especially with the patrons that frequented his business. Even using his Demon Speak on Kunta and his son didn’t necessarily entail that someone else wouldn’t see Danzen’s items, or discover them at some point. 
 
    It was best to leave them off the beaten track. 
 
    He napped that afternoon, the former assassin seated with his head against the wall, the window slightly open to let in a breeze. Sansar checked in around the time that he woke up, the three-legged raven curiously listening as Danzen relayed his plan. 
 
    “I would say to go as light as you possibly can,” Sansar advised. “There’s always the option of fleeing to get a different weapon as well. Once we are closer, perhaps I’ll be able to fly ahead and get a perspective for you.” 
 
    Danzen hadn’t considered this. With the yatagarasu with him, finding Ginza would be much easier. “I believe that would work.” 
 
    It was pushing past suppertime when Danzen joined Kunta back in his showroom. The blacksmith was breathing a little heavier than normal, his brow covered in sweat, blackened grit smeared across his muscled forearms. Danzen’s gauntleted blades were set out on the counter, looking clean and polished, as was Nomin’s replica sword, now in its sheath. 
 
    “I was able to work on these ones quite a bit,” Kunta told Danzen he motioned toward the gauntleted weapons. He retrieved a soiled rag from the front pocket of his apron and wiped his head. “Oof. It’s hot in there today. Anyway, as I was saying, they are in great shape, just needed a bit of work. They were already sharp as hell before, weren’t they?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Then they will be sharper now. While they don’t have a remnant in them—not that I could tell anyway, but I didn’t take apart the whole contraption—they were definitely forged with the help of one. I had to use my special sharpening stone for them, which I only use on remnant-based weapons. I could always take a look at that other sword of yours…” He glanced down to Astra. 
 
    Danzen placed his hand on the hilt of his famed blade. “Would it take you much longer?” 
 
    Kunta shrugged. “I already have all the supplies out, and I dealt with your gauntleted blades last, so no, it wouldn’t. To be honest with you, I spent most of the day trying to understand the metal that was used to forge this one.” He gestured toward the basket-hilted weapon. “It’s unlike any metal I have ever come across, and mind you, I’ve not forged a remnant myself, but I have been around those types of weapons before. This is nothing like that. It is a different kind of metal, some alloy that I’ve never seen used before. Have you played around with it any?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “It is remarkably sharp. Let me show you what I mean.” As if he had been preparing for the demonstration all along, Kunta took the sword over to his stone that he had set out on another wooden countertop. His son appeared about this time, wide-eyed as he watched his father carve the stone as if it were a potato. 
 
    “That’s sharp, Pa…” 
 
    “It is,” Kunta told his son as he returned his focus to Danzen. “See what I mean?” 
 
    “I was unaware it could do something like that,” said Danzen, knowing that even Astra didn’t have the type of sharpness that would allow it to simply peel back the layers of the stone. If he threw Astra and it had some momentum, he could definitely pierce a stone wall, or something of the sort, but not simply cut shavings off it. 
 
    “I wasn’t able to do anything with it, but maybe it’s something that will help you at some point during your journey. I don’t know. Anyway, it’s sharp. And your other sword, do you want me to take a look?” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    Danzen joined Kunta as he delicately worked on Astra, the former assassin wary of letting anyone handle his famed blade. But the blacksmith treated it with great care, and in the end it was sharper than it had been before. It was later that night now, the moon with a slight hint of yellow to it, signaling to Danzen that it was time to go. 
 
    He did so unceremoniously, first thanking Kunta and his son for hosting him, and then wiping them of any memory that they would have of his visit. He left through the back door and stayed in the shadows, each step calculated. 
 
    Danzen kept his guard up until he reached the outer limits of the city, which was surrounded by fields, many of them rolling to the east toward Tudan. Keeping on the road, and very cognizant of his surroundings, Danzen weaved through the late evening, traveling for an hour or so at a heightened pace before finally moving to his fastest speed, the former assassin running and leaping when need be, sending himself up into the air over large distances, and always coming back down softly. 
 
    He reached the shrine outside of Arsi to find that the lights were on inside. There were a few carriages parked in front, which indicated that there would be several guests, a ceremony of sorts taking place. 
 
    Danzen approached the back door of the shrine, one made of wood and painted in a maroon color with gold detailing. Sansar landed on the rooftop above. 
 
    “I’m leaving some things here, as we discussed,” Danzen told the raven. 
 
    “Shall I fly ahead? The mountains aren’t very far from here.” 
 
    “Yes. I’ll keep to the road after I’ve finished.” 
 
    “Very well. Good luck.” 
 
    Danzen entered through the back door to find an abbot crouched on the ground, the man arranging some offerings on a plate. He could hear chants in the main room of the shrine, the smell of incense in the air, an energy about the place likely because of the remnant it held. The shrine was protected by the city of Arsi, and the remnant that was kept locked in the place was probably not worth the trouble of stealing it. 
 
    Before the man could speak, Danzen told him what he wanted him to do. He asked for a private place to hide his things, one that would not be bothered or noticed by others. 
 
    “Yes, my lord…” 
 
    Enchanted by his Demon Speak power, the abbot led Danzen down the hallway, and opened up a hidden storage closet that was flush with the wall. 
 
    “And it will be safe in here?” 
 
    “No one knows about this space,” the bald-headed abbot assured him. 
 
    Danzen placed his Blade of Darkness, his satchel, and Nomin’s replica blade at the back of the closet. While her weapon was able to peel a rock, he didn’t see how this would be helpful to him in the fight that he knew was to come. 
 
    He would later come to regret this decision. 
 
    Danzen left the shrine and continued toward the mountains. 
 
    As always, he kept a low profile, the only person seeing him being the abbot, Danzen sure to pay close attention to his surroundings and keep his presence at a minimum. He remained this way, the mountains in the distance growing larger, the fields around him high and thick, abandoned farms, the occasional scarecrow, the rolling hills—true quiet. He knew if he continued this direction for several days he would be in a desert, and from there the coast, Danzen at once familiar with his surroundings. He even recognized the abbot back at the shrine, having assisted around the grounds for a spell over a year ago. 
 
    Everything felt familiar, and then it didn’t. 
 
    Danzen should have sensed the presence. But he was dealing with a true demonic being, one much stronger than he could have ever fathomed. 
 
    Whoomph! 
 
    The shoulder from nowhere sent Danzen flying to the side, where he was barely able to land on his feet and catch his first glimpse of an opponent he would come to hate. 
 
    Ginza had porcelain-colored skin that was covered in gray splotches, razor-sharp teeth and a white beard, his hair long and pulled up into a bun tied off by a green ribbon. He was shirtless and wore a thick belt covered in metal charms, bits of leather and fur hanging from it. 
 
    Then there were his eyes, three of them, one in the center of his skull, the other two crowding around a snout that was more lion than human. 
 
    Danzen sent Astra whistling through the air, aimed at Ginza’s throat, hoping that there was some chance he could end this quickly. Ginza sidestepped the boomerang sword, and much to Danzen’s surprise, he plucked it out of the air, holding the weapon by its grip. 
 
    “Heh.” 
 
    Danzen watched in horror as Astra tried to frantically return to his hand, as Ginza placed his clawed fingers on the other side of the blade and snapped it over his knee. 
 
    He dropped the broken sword to the ground, what was left of Astra quivering as Ginza exploded toward Danzen. The impact was unlike any hit he could remember taking, everything going black around him, Danzen finished for good.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chaos swelled within Danzen. He could feel his demons tearing into him, portals opening up all around him, the former assassin frightened to the point that he was running, stumbling, and falling. 
 
    He blinked his eyes awake. Danzen tried to move until he noticed that something was holding him back, a chain wrapped around his neck, one that was bound around both his arms and tethered to hooks that had been hammered into a wall of rock. The more he moved, the more the chain choked him. Not only that, the chain was clearly forged by a remnant, Danzen feeling its power. 
 
    “So, you’re awake.” 
 
    Ginza was crouched before Danzen, his three reddish eyes locked on the former assassin, yellowed canines visible even with his mouth closed. He had a cold and calculating voice, one that sent a chill down Danzen’s spine, Ginza’s eerie calm equally unsettling. 
 
    “Release me…” Danzen growled, seconds away from summoning his gauntleted blades. He decided not to. These were supposed to be a backup plan, a last resort. As his vision continued to blur into focus, he recalled what Ginza had done to his sword, Astra, his favorite weapon. He had completely destroyed it. 
 
    Fury boiled in Danzen, one that spurred him into action. He tried to shoot forward, the chain choking him to the point that he could no longer breathe. Not only that, the way he was strung up forced him to remain standing, Danzen’s knees feeling weak. He couldn’t rest on the ground; he could only hang there, and choke himself if he tried to move closer to Ginza. 
 
    It was a while before the intimidating man spoke again. “You are nothing to me.” 
 
    “You… you don’t know me…” 
 
    Ginza looked up at him, hatred in his three eyes. “But I know freedom. I know what it means to be free from the depths of Diyu. Your brother and your father. Do not think that I am done with either of them. I will kill you slowly, and once Nomtoi expresses that he is happy with the results, I will kill him, and then your father.” 
 
    “He’s not going to let you. You would be a fool to actually believe Nomtoi. Whatever happens to me, he will trick you in the end.” 
 
    Ginza stood, a few strands of his white hair falling into his face as he approached Danzen. He was a full head taller than the former assassin, more muscular as well. To bring Danzen to eye level, he wrapped his huge hand around Danzen’s neck, the former assassin feeling Ginza clench his fingers under his jaw. 
 
    “You are nothing. You are not even worth my time.” Once again, Danzen got the urge to summon his gauntleted blades. What would he do then? He wouldn’t be able to cut through a chain forged by a remnant, and he was strung up in a way that would prevent him from actually taking a swing at Ginza. 
 
    But there was always his feet. 
 
    Danzen sent his knee forward with as much power as he could conjure, slamming it into Ginza’s sternum. 
 
    The demonic being dropped him, took a step back, his face contorted with anger as he bared his teeth. “You dare?” He got in Danzen’s face. “You dare!?” 
 
    Danzen tried to kick at him with both legs. Ginza caught one of his ankles and snapped his left leg at the shin. The pain was instant, Danzen dipping forward, a mixture of hate and adrenaline coursing through him, his left leg splayed off to the side. 
 
    It would heal, but he’d have to put pressure on the leg while it did, which was something he was already doing as Ginza approached yet again. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Danzen opened his mouth and bit down on his lip as hard as he could, drawing blood. The portals began to open up. 
 
    Ginza stepped back and watched it all take place. “Yes…” he said, in a tone of slight amusement. “When you draw blood, your demons come, don’t they?” 
 
    The demons crawling out of the portals began to cower away from Ginza as he approached them. He grabbed one and slammed it headfirst into the rock, killing the hellspawn. Another one of Danzen’s demons jumped for him. Ginza caught this one by the throat and quickly kneeled, slamming its neck onto the back of his knee and killing it. 
 
    One of them started to take off, Danzen not yet aware of where they were. They were in some sort of cave, Danzen able to sense a breeze nearby, which meant it wasn’t far from the exit. 
 
    Grabbing a rock, Ginza hurled it at the hellspawn, the stone smashing into the back of its head and killing it. 
 
    As blood dripped down Danzen’s lip, Ginza killed the rest of his demons without breaking a sweat, no fear, his actions defined by mild annoyance. 
 
    “Want to try that again?” he asked as he approached Danzen, the demonic being sending a swath of his white hair behind one of his pointed ears. “We can do this all night.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided. For now, I would like you to suffer. Did you come alone?” 
 
    Danzen nodded, even though it pained him to do so. 
 
    “I figured you would.” Ginza squeezed his hand around Danzen’s neck again and lifted him. “You and I have something in common. I’m sure you have been ostracized and shunned because of your half-blooded nature. I know I have. But I’ve also had hundreds and hundreds of years to think about it, to accept who I am, and to meticulously plan out my revenge if I ever was freed.” 
 
    Ginza began tightening his hand around Danzen’s neck. 
 
    “And now, I am free. And the world will know my wrath…” 
 
    Things began to go black again, Ginza’s grip tightening even further, Danzen no longer able to breathe. 
 
    “And not only the world, Diyu, and your entire bloodline starting with you. I’m going to make this as slow and painful as I possibly can, son of Tengir. I hope you can find a way to enjoy it.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Darkness. Memories of looking up at the steps of the Diyu Brotherhood, the end no longer in sight. A great fog. One foot after the other, Danzen climbed until he could no longer walk, on his hands and knees now as he crawled forward. Three-legged ravens circled overhead, Onuma and Mayji slinking over to him, their heads starting to crack open as their jaws distended, tears of blood streaming down their face. 
 
    A bolt of lightning struck Danzen. He fell to his knees, arms at his side, muscles pulsing. The lightning continued to strike as he lifted himself to his feet and staggered forward. 
 
    Always climbing. 
 
    Never stopping. 
 
    Dark clouds morphed yet again into a single three-legged raven as it swirled around his head, calling for him, whispering his name. 
 
    “Pilgrim. Danzen Ravja. Assassin.” 
 
    The words slipped into one ear and twisted out the other, Danzen trying to make sense of them. They came to him again, and this time he understood what he needed to do. 
 
    “Pilgrim. Danzen Ravja. Assassin.” 
 
    He willed himself awake, Danzen gasping and pressing forward, only to choke himself once again through the chains that were pinning him to the wall. 
 
    “Quiet,” Sansar told him, the raven looking up at Danzen with sorrowful eyes. 
 
    He was no longer dreaming, Danzen back in the cave, somewhere in the mountains outside of Arsi, Ginza absent for the time being. Everything was blurry. “He will be back soon. He’s gone out to hunt something. You must free yourself of these chains, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “…How?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “I can get you out of here, but I can’t break these chains. You could break them if you had one of your weapons, or better, Ginza could.” 
 
    “He won’t…” 
 
    “I was listening when he was speaking to you and talking to himself after you passed out. He may seem somewhat calm and collected, but I believe it will be easy to get under his skin. Get under his skin, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “And then… what?” 
 
    Sansar quickly bobbed his head up and down. “Force him to break the chains. Do whatever you have to do, say whatever you have to say, and I will take it from there.” 
 
    “Astra… my… my sword…” Danzen swallowed, his surroundings coming into focus. 
 
    “Ginza has done something to the pieces, shattering them further. You will never have that sword again, but there is another option.” 
 
    Danzen recalled the rumored weapon in the Outer Regions, the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. If it was crafted of a remnant, perhaps… 
 
    “I need that weapon, the one that Elder Bahjee knows about…” said Danzen, the walls closing in on him as he longed for his boomerang sword, the blade that he’d had for so long and relied so heavily on. 
 
    “Yes, I agree. I will get you out of here, we will stop by the shrine and retrieve your other weapons, and then we will return to the nunnery. You are not ready to face Ginza, not in your condition.” 
 
    “I will… I will kill him…” 
 
    “You may, but not now, not today, nor tomorrow. You must escape. You cannot die here. I will not allow it, but you’re going to need his help to break the chains, and the only way to do that…” Danzen heard the sound of someone landing outside, the ground shaking. “He has returned. Do what I told you to do, Pilgrim.” 
 
    Sansar pressed back into the shadows, the bird finding another way out just as Ginza approached. The towering half-blooded demon dropped a dead sheep onto the ground. He crouched before it and used his claws to remove its fur. He began eating the meat raw, staring up at Danzen as he did so, his teeth and cheeks bloody. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” asked Ginza. 
 
    Danzen spat. “I wouldn’t eat anything given to me by a filth-crusted monster like you.” 
 
    Ginza snorted and proceeded to chow down on the meat, his sharp teeth pulling tendons up, the demonic being also chewing through the bone. 
 
    “If only your whore mother could see you now,” said Danzen, hoping that this was a trigger point for the large man. “Worse than swine.” 
 
    “You are trying to provoke me.” 
 
    “I don’t care about you. You are beneath me. You are the weakest of the demons that my brother has freed. He’s going to crush you whenever you challenge him. If you let me down from here, I will crush you myself, fiend.” 
 
    Ginza spit a shard of bone out and stood, his arms and claws drenched with blood. “You think you could beat me?” 
 
    “I know I could. You ambushed me like a coward, like a pathetic bastard.” 
 
    Ginza grunted, his shoulders lifting and settling. “You are trying to provoke me.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re an idiot. You are easily provoked. You are clearly a moron, worthy of being locked up. I would do the same if I were ruler of Diyu, only I would make it much worse, hundreds and hundreds of years of torture, a being confined to a space small enough that you couldn’t sit down. I would enjoy watching you suffer, you pathetic half-blood.” 
 
    Danzen barely recognized the words coming out of him, a string of sentences that he had never uttered before. While he had been forced to threaten people in the past, he usually just did so with his Demon Speak power, and he rarely took cheap shots. 
 
    Yet it seemed to be working. 
 
    Even though he hadn’t acted yet, Ginza was clearly becoming agitated by Danzen’s words, evident in the way that he was now moving closer to him. 
 
    “Don’t be a coward,” Danzen said in his most nonchalant tone. “A freak, a monster… Worthy of being locked in a cage, the key tossed away. Face me. Face me like a man, you half-blooded—” 
 
    Ginza grabbed Danzen by the neck and lifted him. 
 
    “Pathetic… coward…” 
 
    “You really think you can take me?” Ginza asked, the sheep’s blood now smeared across the underside of Danzen’s chin. 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    Ginza grunted, and just as he was about to release Danzen, the former assassin lunged for him, even with Ginza’s grip around his throat. This had the effect of choking him even further, Danzen giving into the restraints, daring Ginza to actually unchain them. 
 
    The larger man lowered his hand. Danzen dropped to the ground once again. His leg was now healed up, and with added force he pressed forward again, trying to provoke Ginza. 
 
    “You really want to try?” Ginza asked, gritting his bloodied teeth as he glared at Danzen. 
 
    Danzen spat in Ginza’s face. 
 
    And that was all it took. Ginza rolled his hand back and smacked Danzen across the face. He then went to the restraint on his right hand and ripped it from the wall, enraged to the point that he no longer cared what happened next. 
 
    Summoning as much strength as he could, Danzen ripped his other arm out from the wall, and as he did so he heard Sansar yell for him. 
 
    “Pilgrim! Come toward my voice!” 
 
    Surprised to hear Sansar, Ginza looked over his shoulder, and as he did Danzen collided with the towering man, tackling him to the ground. He pressed away and took off toward the sound. 
 
    Ginza reached out for his leg and caught it, forcing Danzen back down. 
 
    Danzen kicked at his face repeatedly, and managed to free his leg. He was back on his feet in a matter of seconds, ignoring his low energy levels, ignoring how it felt to finally be free of the restraints, the numbness in his arms as he stumbled toward the sound. 
 
    He could sense Ginza was approaching him now, and it would only be a few seconds before he caught Danzen. It became clear that he had been held in a cliffside cave, meaning that there was only one way for him to go. 
 
    Danzen exploded out of the opening, his arms flailing as Sansar swooped down and grabbed him by the shoulders, the three-legged raven now large enough to actually carry him. 
 
    “I’ll catch you!” Ginza bellowed after him. 
 
    Ginza tried to chase the two of them. He launched out of the cliffside opening and landed on the ground below, leaping into the air even higher than Danzen normally could. 
 
    Yet Sansar remained unreachable, the huge raven carrying Danzen further away. 
 
    “I… I didn’t know you could change your form like this,” Danzen said, the world beneath him spinning to some degree, his consciousness slowly leaving him as he lowered his head. 
 
    “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Pilgrim.”

  

 
   
    Part Five 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sansar lowered to the row of stupas surrounding the shrine. It was almost night, the sun a distant blip on the horizon. The three-legged raven kept his enormous form as he nodded Danzen forward. 
 
    “Go, Pilgrim. Get your weapons, and then we will leave again. Ginza will be here soon.” 
 
    No words were exchanged as Danzen stumbled toward the shrine, feeling weak, not knowing how long he had been held hostage in the cliffside cave. It felt like it had been a couple of days, evident in his energy levels, the way his stomach pulsed, his legs barely able to hold himself up. 
 
    Danzen fiddled with the back door of the monastery, hoping not to bring any attention to himself. When that didn’t work, he took a deep breath in and shouldered through, knowing that this would alert the abbot and any monks that were asleep in the shrine. 
 
    To make things easier, Danzen summoned his Demon Speak power as soon as he stepped in: “Remain in your rooms. This will only be a moment.” 
 
    Danzen slipped into the storage room, and was just about to retrieve his weapons when he noticed the presence. 
 
    He flipped around, his eyes narrowing as he summoned his gauntleted blades. 
 
    “What… what are you doing here?” he asked, his voice haggard, the room spinning as he took in the phantom woman floating before him. She wore a white mask with red paint circling the eyes, her clothing all black, legs nonexistent, her hair pulled up into a tight bun aside from a single strand that danced across the front of her mask. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would return.” Soko drew a blade from her robes, a light-gray energy radiating from it. Danzen noticed she also had a satchel looped around her chest, which he assumed were poisons she had lifted from the Witch of Diyu’s lair. 
 
    “Please, not here…” Danzen lowered his gauntleted blades, hoping to show her that he meant what he was about to say. 
 
    “You know I don’t care about the shrines of this world.” 
 
    He braced for her to attack him. “It’s not that…” 
 
    “What happened to you? Why do you look so… so roughed up?” 
 
    “My brother,” Danzen told her in a haggard voice. “He has unleashed some of Diyu’s most terrible demonic beings, known as the Seven Evils. I’ve killed a pair of them, but… but…” 
 
    “You’ve met your match?” 
 
    Danzen nodded, well-aware that Ginza would be able to catch up with him the longer he stayed at the shrine. “He’s coming.” 
 
    “Coming here?” asked Soko, a hint of concern in her voice. There was part of her that was still human, a sliver, and it was that sliver that Danzen had fallen in love with in the past, the piece of Soko that he’d connected to. He had thought a lot about this, and while he knew that their relationship was also tied to the time they’d spent growing up together, there was this other aspect of her as well. Soko could be soft and caring, but it was a trait she rarely exhibited. 
 
    “His name is Ginza. I know that you and I…” He gulped. “That you and I have things that we need to settle. Even if I don’t want to. But you don’t want to be here when he arrives. Believe me, Soko. I don’t either. He destroyed Astra.” 
 
    She gasped. “Destroyed? How?” 
 
    “He snapped it over his knee as if it were… a twig.” 
 
    “That was forged by a remnant.” 
 
    “Ginza is like me, half-blooded, but… stronger.” 
 
    “You are afraid of him?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t know what to say. He was afraid of what Ginza was capable of, yet the man himself didn’t terrify him as much as he should have. The demonic being was troubled, clearly showing the signs of someone who had been kept in a cage for far too long, a person who exhibited the frantic nature of the violently oppressed. Finally, he spoke: “I don’t know.” 
 
    Soko settled her gaze on Danzen, and even though he couldn’t see her eyes behind her mask, he felt something shift in them. “Get what you came here to get. We can decide this elsewhere. But I’m not leaving your side. For now. It took me long enough to track you.” 
 
    Danzen’s gauntleted blades returned their sheaths. He moved the bookshelf aside and retrieved his Blade of Darkness, which he strapped to his back. He also retrieved Nomin’s replica sword, which would have to do for now, and grabbed his leather satchel. He moved toward the back door with a grunt, where he found Sansar already starting to lift into the air. 
 
    “You are traveling with a giant bird?” asked Soko, no hint of wonder in her voice. 
 
    “He’s not normally this size. Ginza is as fast as I am, so… for now, yes. We traveled like this to get some distance.” 
 
    “I will keep up with you then.” 
 
    “She’s coming with us,” Danzen told Sansar. 
 
    Without a word, the raven swooped down and carefully clasped his talons under Danzen’s arms. The two rose into the air, and as they did Soko floated up after them, keeping side-by-side with Danzen, her sword now hidden in her robes again. 
 
    It would be an odd visual for anyone that happened to be out that early in the morning, an enormous raven carrying a man, a female specter floating beside them. 
 
    “We will need to hide once the day comes,” said Sansar. “Perhaps in the woods between Arsi and Bahlingar. I know a place.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” said Soko, her hair now twisting into the wind behind her, blending somewhat with her black robes. 
 
    Danzen tried not to think about how hungry he was as they passed over Arsi, the glimmering Sakai River below. 
 
    He needed to keep what energy levels he could in preparation for the fight that was to come with Soko. She could also do something like attack them midair, another thing he would have to be prepared for. He knew he couldn’t trust her. A drop like this would kill a man, and if it happened to Danzen, he would need to protect himself in some way. 
 
    This kept him on edge. 
 
    As they continued into the night, higher and higher into the dark sky, Danzen prepared for the worst. He had a feeling it was yet to come. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    They landed in a meadow surrounded by thick pine and cedar. 
 
    Danzen immediately slinked away from Soko, the former assassin drawing his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    Soko floated across from him, her sword at the ready, her head dipped in his direction like she was prepared to attack him. “How did you know I would try?” 
 
    “Because I would have done the same if I were in your position,” he told her, now with both hands on the polearm. “We don’t have to keep doing this, you know.” 
 
    “But it’s so fun…” 
 
    Soko shot forward, the female assassin coming at Danzen with rapidfire slashes, all of which he blocked with his glaive. 
 
    “Do you miss your sword?” she asked as they ground their weapons together for a moment, Danzen not able to make out the true expression on her face due to her mask. “Poor Astra…” 
 
    Soko was a wraith, a soul that had been discarded, and as much as he wanted to hate her, especially for the things she had done since his retirement, a not so insignificant part of him only wanted the best for her. 
 
    Even if he knew that this was impossible. 
 
    Sending his weight forward, Danzen managed to push her back to some degree, the former assassin transitioning his weight onto his back leg. He pointed his Blade of Darkness at her as if it were a spear, shadows gathering at the tip. 
 
    He thrust forward, spinning the shadows at the woman. 
 
    Soko threw herself back, the ends of her robes lifting, Danzen noticing something clanking at her waistline. He assumed it was some sort of accoutrement, more Sunyata talismans. But then a memory came to him, one of the Witch of Diyu, and the prosthetic extensions she had worn. 
 
    Soko still had them, another option for her if she lost her blade. 
 
    Danzen needed to end this now. 
 
    He pressed off the ground summoning as much power as he could, shadows twisting around the tip of his weapon. He sent his weapon in a downward motion, slicing through the limbs of a cedar tree, Soko skipping to avoid the branches. 
 
    The ghostly woman swept toward Danzen, her clothing flailing behind her as she spun. He’d seen her fight this way before, and it made it practically impossible to understand where her attacks would come from, the nondescript manner of her form, Soko keeping her weapon hidden. 
 
    It made the fight entirely unpredictable. 
 
    Danzen considered calling forth his hellspawns as their weapons continued to crack against one another, Soko always a step ahead in avoiding the atramentous extension of his blade. The ghost of a woman came for him again and again, sword overhead, her face lowered. Danzen blocked each attempt. They began grinding their weapons together a second time, Danzen holding his ground, his legs spread wide, Soko hovering before him like a troubled spirit. 
 
    She moved closer and closer to him, Danzen finally seeing an opportunity to break their impasse. 
 
    He pressed forward and smashed his forehead against Soko’s mask, narrowly avoiding her blade as he skipped backward. His attack had the effect that he had intended, Soko dropping to the ground and lifting herself, Danzen noticed that he had cracked her mask. 
 
    He needed to pin her; that, or end it all. 
 
    Danzen cut into the nearest tree, which caused it to curve off to the left, his shadow blade strong enough to move through the trunk like butter. 
 
    Whoomph! 
 
    The tree landed on Soko, the female assassin letting out a gasp as it hit her. 
 
    “I don’t want to fight you.” 
 
    Danzen approached, the tip of his Blade of Darkness pointed at her head, at the cracked white mask covering her face. 
 
    “Then kill me.” 
 
    “How long have you been following me?” 
 
    “That’s what you want to know?” 
 
    Danzen nodded, hoping that she hadn’t been on his tail since his time in the north. This would have meant that she could have done something to his companions… 
 
    “How long have you been following me?” 
 
    “You know your power doesn’t work on me…” Soko started to struggle. “It won’t be long until I get this tree off me. You’d better kill me soon, if that is your intention…” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Since… since Arsi.” 
 
    Danzen sensed Sansar land somewhere behind him, the three-legged raven now in his normal size again and perched on a spare limb. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I had someone watching Kunta’s place. I thought you may go back there one day. I was actually in Arsi for… for another assignment.” 
 
    “What kind of assignment?” 
 
    “There is a contract out for Jinkai,” she grunted, referring to the leader of the Penumbra clansmen, “but I don’t actually think he’s alive. So I…” She tried to shift her weight forward, almost growling as she did so. “Once I’m out from under this tree…” 
 
    “Jinkai is alive.” 
 
    Soko looked up at him. “How do you know?” 
 
    “I encountered some of his men recently at an abandoned outpost near here. We are… near Bahlingar, are we not?” 
 
    Danzen knew that had been the plan, but there were a few times during their earlier flight that his consciousness had wavered, and he couldn’t quite tell where they were based on the trees. He knew they were north of Arsi, but that could mean anywhere. 
 
    “We are,” said Sansar from behind Danzen. 
 
    “And Jinkai is there?” asked Soko. 
 
    “I didn’t see personally, but I did ask, and yes, he has been there. He is still alive.” 
 
    “Then maybe…” Soko lifted her shoulders, as if she were seriously considering what she was about to say next. “Maybe we could finish all of them off together, the entire Penumbra clan.” 
 
    “…Together?” 
 
    This thought hadn’t crossed Danzen’s mind. 
 
    His plan had been to return to the outpost later, once he was able to join with Nomin and Yato. If he was going to infiltrate alongside Soko, it would add an additional aspect that he didn’t know if he was prepared to deal with or not—he would constantly need to be prepared for her to double cross him. 
 
    “Together. I’m calling… I’m calling a truce.” 
 
    “And then what?” he asked the female assassin. 
 
    “I don’t know yet. But you and I both have a common enemy here, do we not?” 
 
    Penumbra was going to make what Danzen hoped to do in the Outer Region much more difficult. They were already abusing remnants, but so was Soko, and so were some of the other assassins that associated themselves with the Diyu Brotherhood. Even if he stopped them, this didn’t mean that another organization wouldn’t simply take their place. 
 
    Still, it was something that needed to be done. 
 
    “Please, Danzen.” Soko looked up at him, her cracked mask slightly illuminated in the pale blue morning light. “What do you say? We can do this together. Like… like old times. All you have to do is help me get out from under this tree. I won’t attack you,” she said, a hint of desperation in her voice. “What do you say? Like old times…”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja cleared away some of the brush. He began arranging wood, much of it gathered from his earlier attacks against Soko. Soon, he had a fire started, the former assassin hunched before it, his Blade of Darkness close by, Nomin’s replica sword sheathed at his waist, his gauntleted weapons also an option. 
 
    “You are going to need to rest at some point.” 
 
    Danzen glanced to his left to see Sansar hopping before the fire, the flames reflecting off the raven’s beady black eyes. It was chilly out, and even though they were about an hour away from the sun rising, Danzen could tell that it was going to be a cool day. 
 
    It wasn’t quite autumn, but it would be soon. 
 
    “When I do rest, I’m going to… I’m going to need you to watch her.” 
 
    “I have a better idea.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Once Soko returns with food, the two of you can place your weapons over there.” Sansar nodded his head to a natural recess in the ground about twenty feet away. “You can both rest, and I will keep guard over your weapons.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It is quite risky what you have proposed.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “She may betray you.” 
 
    “Likely so.” Danzen watched the fire for a moment, the wood crackling, tiny embers dancing into the air and swirling. He had friends, people that cared for him, yet after what he had gone through with Ginza, he felt incredibly far away from them. He knew it would be in his best interest to kill Soko, to end it once and for all, but he was also aware that this would create new problems for him. 
 
    Then there was the other issue: what would his brother do once Soko arrived in Diyu? Surely Nomtoi, or perhaps his father, knew something of the female assassin. What then? Oddly enough, keeping her alive might be a better option for him in the long run. 
 
    This led Danzen to thinking about what his father had said, how he had offered to unlock some portion of his blood. Had he been a fool in turning him down? Seeing what he was up against now, knowing that if he was able to beat Ginza, that there would be even more powerful opponents gunning for him in the future, had Danzen made a mistake? 
 
    He knew he could summon his father. 
 
    By just saying his name, Danzen was sure that Tengir Gantulga would appear, and if he did, his father would certainly be able to explain what he meant by his statement on the day that he had warned Danzen of his brother’s new strategy. Tengir Gantulga told him that he wanted to level the playing field to some degree, yet Danzen couldn’t find it in his heart to go this route. 
 
    If he relied on his father, things would only get worse in the future. This was why he needed to come at this from a new strategy, new weapon. 
 
    “The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds…” he whispered to himself. 
 
    “Yes,” said Sansar. “I’m assuming that is where we will head next, after your little sojourn.” 
 
    “Do you think the sword will be able to help me stop Ginza?” 
 
    “You have a better chance with it than you do with your current weapons. While the short sword you have is incredibly strong, I have a feeling it may be difficult to get a death strike with it. The shadows likely will affect someone like Ginza, but I could be wrong. He would destroy your gauntleted blades if given the chance. It amazes me he hasn’t already done so; he must not have known.” 
 
    “They didn’t have weapons like this when he was alive.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “That sword…” Danzen felt his heart skip a beat as he remembered Astra, what it had been able to do. “I need to… I hope to reforge it. There is no other sword like that.” 
 
    “That likely isn’t possible, but you may be surprised what the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds can do.” 
 
    “Is it a boomerang sword?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I have heard of it, though, and I can tell you getting it would be your best option forward. If I may suggest, doing what you’re doing now, staying here with Soko, only puts you in harm’s way.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But I do understand why you are doing this, and the Penumbra clansmen would add complications to our plans once the northern passages opened. You should remember in your heart and your mind the reason you have decided to take on this task. Sunyata is alive within you, Pilgrim, and it is alive within everything in this kingdom, in our entire world. It is natural to want heaven to exist again, and the balance has been out of order for three hundred years. Don’t lose focus.” Sansar tilted his head toward the south. “She’s coming. Prepare yourself.” 
 
    Danzen shifted to the other side of the fire, making it so Soko wouldn’t be able to approach him from behind. She floated in his direction, dragging a deer by its antlers, her cracked mask offering a touch of theatrical tragedy to her visage. She dropped the deer and finally removed her mask, which she slipped into an inner pocket of her robes. 
 
    “Am I ugly?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t expect the question as he looked up at the pale-faced woman, black veins running up her chin and toward her eyes, her lips dark, a stark coldness to a face that was once vibrant. Danzen saw her as a child, the ironic smile that she had given him from time to time, the single dimple on her right cheek that was now obscured by a black vein. 
 
    He remembered how it had started, her abuse of remnants, Soko stealing a small shard from one of her early marks which she later had ground into powder. For a while, she snorted remnants, Danzen remembering the bloody noses she would have from time to time, how they began to slowly change her complexion. 
 
    He hated watching her slip. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re ugly,” he said, noticing something else in the way that she floated before him. She was always Soko, always with a hint of aggression to her, but there was something different about her at the moment, something remorseful, a subtle change in her demeanor that Danzen wasn’t expecting. 
 
    Then again, it could be a trap. 
 
    “What do you really think of me?” Soko lowered before the deer and began skinning it. She did this quickly, and Danzen would have helped her had he not been also wary of interacting too much with her, especially when she had a blade drawn. While she looked frail, the woman was quite strong, able to lift the deer by its antlers and float higher into the air as she went about doing what needed to be done. 
 
    “Why are you asking me these questions?” 
 
    “Because we are joining forces. That tree hurt, you know.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I likely could have gotten out from beneath it myself. It wasn’t as bad as what your yokai friend did. That took some time to heal…” 
 
    “Jelmay?” 
 
    Soko was referring to when Jelmay threw Danzen’s sword at Soko, injuring her. 
 
    “Where is he now?” she asked, a hint of malice to her voice. 
 
    “Somewhere. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “I suppose it doesn’t.” 
 
    The deer skin dropped to the meadow, red and slimed with viscera. Danzen felt his stomach twist again. He was hungry. 
 
    “Do you remember how we used to hunt?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Do you miss that?” 
 
    “I don’t miss killing for a living.” 
 
    “Yet you kill now to survive. Isn’t that essentially the same thing?” 
 
    “It’s not the same,” Danzen said, even though he knew the lines were blurred. 
 
    “Are you still with the white fox?” 
 
    “She is a friend, yes.” 
 
    “All of your new friends leave much to be desired.” 
 
    As he observed her, Danzen caught yet another glimpse of the woman that reminded him of who she used to be. The years had stacked on, Soko pushing things to the extreme, to a point that she was no longer human, a ghost in her own flesh. 
 
    Danzen recalled what his brother had said about the Seven Evils, how they were beings that transcended demons, something in between. Not all would be like Ginza, but all had a story similar to what Soko would one day have, someone who would have used remnants to the point that humanity had left her. 
 
    Would she be treated the same way in Diyu? Locked away in the depths, treated like an animal? 
 
    Danzen had to think that this was the case, yet another reason why he felt for her in some strange way. Their past linked them, their troubled stories tethered together, twisting toward an unknown future. Perhaps in teaming up with her he would be able to stop Soko and her mad pursuit to kill him, and maybe she would even come to see the light. 
 
    Danzen shook his head. He couldn’t think this way. It was not only dangerous, it was also unlikely to ever take place. The best he could do was join her for now, deal with the common enemy they shared, and move on from there by any means necessary. 
 
    Soon, Soko had devised a way to cook the meat, which she cut into strips and wrapped around a stick. She had a limited amount of supplies with her, the female assassin informing Danzen that most of her stash was back in Arsi, including a new mask. 
 
    “You saw what I took from the Witch of Diyu, right?” she asked once they started eating, Danzen as cautious as ever, his body constantly prepared for her to attack him. She was just a few feet away now; if she moved on him, he would have to stop her before she could draw blood. 
 
    “The retractable claws,” Soko said once he didn’t answer. She finished the piece of meat she was eating and removed one of the prosthetics from her belt. She placed it on her hand, showing Danzen how they elongated. “There is also a contraption here for small canisters of poison. I could poison you right now, if I wanted.” 
 
    “I think we are beyond that point. Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    “About the claws?” She curled her fingers. “To be honest, I prefer a sword. I’m not an animal that would rely on something as primitive as this. I’m telling you because…” 
 
    Danzen waited for her to finish her sentence and she didn’t. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Aside from those that I hold power over due to information I possess, or those I pay, I don’t really have many people to talk to. Imagine that. Is that what you want to hear? Most of the assassins from our class are all dead. The newer ones don’t associate with me. Perhaps I’m too ghoulish.” 
 
    “Do you want them to associate with you?” 
 
    “Sometimes I do, and sometimes I don’t. Not trying to be forward here when I say this, but I miss the sort of companionship you and I had. And don’t get that statement twisted. What I’m saying is that we could simply exist around one another, both aware of what the other was capable of, both with a similar goal in mind. Then you had to go and change all of that by becoming soft.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t take the bait. 
 
    “The sun is coming up soon, which means I will need to rest. How do you propose we do this? I’m assuming you don’t trust me.” 
 
    “I have a solution for that…” Danzen explained what Sansar had suggested, Soko playing with her prosthetics while he did so. 
 
    “I suppose that could work. I know you don’t believe me, but as for right now, until we deal with Penumbra, I have no desire to try to kill you, especially in your weakened state. Afterwards remains to be seen.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was hard to rest with Soko so close by, Danzen waking up every twenty or thirty minutes to make sure that she hadn’t moved, and then falling back asleep. Still, it was some semblance of slumber, and after what he’d been through with Ginza, he desperately needed it. 
 
    Danzen didn’t normally have lapses in energy levels, but he experienced this recently with Onuma and Mayji, mostly due to some sort of sapping ability that they had. With Ginza, it had been the sheer pummeling, and lack of food. The human side of him needed rest, yet he could sense a hotness for revenge in his demon blood, the side of him that he generally tried to ignore. This aspect of his blood allowed him to go for days on end, the feeling akin to a surge of adrenaline whenever he needed to call upon his strength. 
 
    In that sense, it was a notion of self-preservation, which was why he constantly woke up to check on the female assassin, ready to move into action even if his weapons weren’t by his side. Yet Soko never stirred, the woman resting in a strange, curled-up way that almost reminded him of a sleeping kitten. She remained in the shade of a tree as the sun reached its apex in the sky, her mask removed, a peaceful look on her face. 
 
    What she was, what she was capable of, what she had been through—all of this saddened Danzen to no end. But as much as he had sympathy for her, he knew that how she continued to act was inexcusable. She had money now, she did not need the Diyu Brotherhood, she could turn her back on it entirely and just live out the rest of her life. There would be consequences, there always were, but this was to be expected. 
 
    Her behavior was her choice, and Danzen knew that he needed to continue to remind himself of this. 
 
    She awoke at one point well past midday, her long eyelashes opening as she looked over at Danzen. As much as he had psyched himself up over the last several hours, reminding himself that she didn’t deserve sympathy, he couldn’t help but see her as the girl he had been raised alongside, the teenager he had come to know, the woman he’d been intimate with. 
 
    Why had she pushed it so far? Was it because of him? There had been an argument that he remembered in that moment, one that they had years ago before their final separation. He had challenged Soko about her remnant abuse, and she had flown into a fit of Sunyata-induced rage, telling Danzen that it was all his fault, that she had only exploited the power of remnants to match his own abilities. 
 
    “Sleep…” she told him, a softness to her eyes now that did little to hide who she really was. It was a stark contrast with her form, the missing legs, the wraith-like robes, the black veins crawling up her face, her strange pale glow. 
 
    Danzen tried yet again to get some sleep. He knew that he would need rest for what they planned to do later that night, especially if Jinkai was there. 
 
    He finally was able to rest more than a few hours, Soko’s single word having a soporific effect on the former assassin. No dreams this time, no memories of the steps of the Diyu Brotherhood, simply slumber. He awoke after the sun had gone down, Sansar squawking, Danzen blinking his eyes open immediately and finding Soko floating over him. 
 
    She wore her white mask once again, cracks tracing across its surface, hair streaming in the air behind her. 
 
    Danzen moved immediately, his hand instinctively going for a sword that wasn’t sheathed at his waist. 
 
    “Relax,” Soko said as she floated a few feet back. “And tell your bird to be quiet. I just wanted to see you.” 
 
    It was dark now, the moon and many of the stars obscured by dark clouds. A perfect night for infiltration. 
 
    She lifted away from him. “Did you finally get some rest?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “You should eat something before we go. There’s a stream nearby, we can get water there.” 
 
    He nodded again. 
 
    “You still don’t trust me?” 
 
    Something akin to a smirk took shape on Danzen’s face. “What do you think?” 
 
    “That’s… that’s too bad. I told you I wouldn’t attack you for now.” 
 
    “You’ve been at my throat for two years.” 
 
    “There were contracts…” 
 
    “You didn’t have to take them.” 
 
    “I didn’t want someone else to kill you. If it had been reversed, I… I hope you would have acted in the same way.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If I had gone rogue, I would have wanted it to be you who killed me, Danzen. Don’t you want the same?” 
 
    “You don’t understand what I’m trying to do. There’s only one place for us to go when we pass, and that is Diyu. And it is not a good place. I have been there. There is an imbalance,” he said, using Sansar’s words. 
 
    “I don’t care about the imbalance between Sunyata and Diyu. I suppose… I suppose it makes sense that you would care considering who your father is, but why would you turn away that kind of power? Why do what it is you are doing? Why throw away your training and your skill set?” 
 
    As carefully as possible, without giving away any key details, Danzen explained to Soko what he wanted to do. She gave no indication of her feelings on the matter, only speaking once he was done telling her how he hoped to rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    “And then what? You think that’s where you will go, Sunyata?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head. 
 
    “We will both end up in Diyu, together once again, which is why I would have wanted you to be the one who killed me had our situation been reversed.” 
 
    “I know that you don’t quite believe me, or maybe you can’t…” Danzen searched for the right word. “Maybe you can’t comprehend what they would do to you in Diyu, but you would be even more exploited there than you are here. Especially with what you have done to yourself.” 
 
    Looking at her now, Danzen didn’t see much difference between the female assassin and Onuma and Mayji, the three sharing similar looks aside from the lack of legs on Soko’s part. He could imagine her as one of these demonic beings that was later exploited by whoever would become the ruler of Diyu. Yet he knew that if he was able to accomplish his goal, if he could truly rebuild Sunyata, that there likely wouldn’t be a place for her there. 
 
    But he wished there could be, he wished this for the girl that existed within the frame of a monster floating before him. 
 
    Soko finally spoke. “Our stubbornness gets the best of us, and it always has.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is true.” 
 
    “Oddly enough, we didn’t butt heads as much as we should have back when…” 
 
    “Back then, yes. And I would rather not be doing it now. Live your life the way you want to live it, but it would be better for us both if we didn’t have to do this anymore, this lethal dance.” 
 
    “This?” Soko tilted her head at him, almost in a coy way. “We’re simply having a conversation, dear.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” 
 
    She floated a few feet away from him and turned back to what remained of the campfire they’d had earlier. “Let’s focus on what we plan to do tonight.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    “It is ironic, you know?” 
 
    He could tell that she was grinning at him under her cracked white mask by the way her shoulders lifted. Still, he took the bait. “What is?” 
 
    “You are no longer an assassin for the Diyu Brotherhood, yet you have found yourself taking one of their contracts alongside me. It really is like old times; tell me, Danzen, once I get payment for these contracts, where should I send your half?” 
 
    “We both have our reasons for doing what we are going to do tonight, and you know that. I’m not interested in money.” 
 
    “In that case, when the time comes, you will let me kill Jinkai, so I can feel as if I have earned my keep. You will also let me take what Sunyata talismans I can find.” 
 
    Danzen hesitated. 
 
    “You seriously didn’t think that I was going to leave remnants on the table, did you?” Something in Soko’s voice shifted, an edge to it as she continued. “Because if you did, then our little agreement here is off.” 
 
    “Take what you want. If we encounter a larger one, perhaps the size of my fist or bigger, I get to keep it.” 
 
    “And what will you do with them?” 
 
    “I already told you what I’m planning to do, rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    Soko started to laugh. “And you think that collecting a bunch of remnants will magically allow you to somehow do this? That’s rich, that’s truly rich, Danzen. By Sunyata, you have lost your mind. But fine, and I’ll do you one better. If the remnant is larger than my fist, you can keep it.” Soko’s pale fist emerged from her darkened robes, more of the black veins visible on her skin. As if she sensed Danzen noticing these veins, she quickly slipped her hand back into her robes, her head hanging for a moment in shame. “Stop staring at me like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “You know, Danzen, you know.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja moved at a rapid pace, carrying all his gear with him, which he planned to drop off along the perimeter of the Penumbra outpost. 
 
    The sky was still blotted out by subfusc clouds, the night absolutely perfect for an infiltration. 
 
    Both Danzen and Soko had been trained for this sort of thing by the same man at Diyu Brotherhood, the instructor named White with his focus on teaching his students to become the breeze, able to slip through any crack, day or night. It came naturally to them by this point, the two ebbing and flowing, Danzen and Soko falling into old patterns, tried-and-true ways of movement, her robes billowing as she moved. 
 
    Danzen finally slowed and placed his bag behind a tree. He kept all of his weapons on his person this time, knowing the bulkiness of his Blade of Darkness could get in the way considering it was sheathed across his back. Still, it was one of the more powerful things he possessed at the moment, and without Astra, he would be relying on it to a degree that he hadn’t before. 
 
    “Up to one hundred clansmen, huh?” 
 
    It was the first time Soko had spoken in over an hour. 
 
    “That’s what I was told.” 
 
    “We have done something similar before,” she said, which was something they had discussed over their meal earlier that morning. 
 
    She was referring to a time when they were much younger assassins, the two tasked with killing the leader of a militia that had begun to form outside of Bahlingar. The militia leader hadn’t had as many men protecting him, but they had gone about their infiltration with the same caution that Danzen knew they would utilize tonight, even if they were more powerful than their opponents. 
 
    This was one thing that had been ingrained in both of them, to never underestimate an opponent, and while Soko showed signs of being cocky when she had faced off against Danzen alone, this wasn’t how she actually operated in the field. He intuited that she did this around him to throw off the normal cadence of their interactions, which was a new side of her, one that showed that the female assassin was still evolving. 
 
    Years ago, back before Soko had started abusing remnants, they had killed the militiamen one by one, using a variety of strategies, from ambushing some of the guards along the outer perimeter to causing disturbances in the woods that surrounded the fortress. There’d been an explosion, misdirection, Danzen and Soko thinning their numbers one by one, taking their sweet time. 
 
    Because of his power, Danzen was able to do his slaying from the branch of a mighty tree, dropping onto his foes and ending their lives in a rapid way, returning to his perch. Soko had kept most of her offense to stealth attacks. She had already begun wearing her mask at that time, a black one, which added a ghoulish nature to her appearance, the female assassin known to blend into the shadows and move fast enough to kill a pair of men before they could draw their weapons. 
 
    The only thing that had changed since then was she was even faster now, stronger, and more cunning; the two of them at their peak performance would be able to hit the outpost hard enough to put the fear of Diyu in anyone who dared to fight back. 
 
    “You are on the parapet, and I will start moving through the buildings,” said Soko, revisiting the plan that they’d already conceptualized. It was clear now where the outpost was, the lights glowing enough that the two of them could see the structure through the forest. 
 
    “Remember, some of them may be using remnants to become invisible.” 
 
    Once again, Danzen wished that he still had his boomerang sword. Astra would allow him to pick off bandits in the courtyard as they left the buildings, perhaps as they stepped out to investigate the disturbances that Soko had caused. 
 
    “Good luck.” With that, Soko disappeared to the north, Danzen moving from tree to tree as he prepared to take the entrance. 
 
    A new guard station had been set in front of the outpost with a pair of Penumbra men posted up, both men over seven feet tall and pure muscle, an axe over each shoulder. To a normal human, these two men would have seemed intimidating, but Danzen had recently been nearly pummeled to death by a being from the depths of Diyu, their size only telling him that he would have to be careful in bringing them down, a prolonged fight easily able to alert the guards along the parapet. 
 
    A disturbance was in order. Crouching in the shadows at the base of a tree, Danzen looked up to see Sansar lowering toward him. The raven hopped over to Danzen. 
 
    “Can you make noise? There…” Danzen pointed to a spot not too far from them. 
 
    The three-legged raven obliged, but Danzen could tell by his movement that he wasn’t too keen on taking part in this. And he couldn’t blame Sansar. Wherever he had come from, he hadn’t returned to the mortal plane to be an active participant in a bloodbath. Even so, Danzen was convinced that leaving the Penumbra clansmen would result in even more complications in the future, especially as the larger remnants started moving toward the nunnery. 
 
    Once he was in place, Sansar began to squawk and bat his wings, rattling a shrub, which caused one of the guards to perk up. After a quick discussion with his counterpart, the guard stepped into the forest to investigate the disturbance. 
 
    Once he was in the shadows, Danzen struck the guard with Nomin’s replica sword, the former assassin slamming into his back, and bringing him down. His arm went around his neck as he cut off the man’s oxygen. Sansar made even more noise during this process, which gave Danzen a semblance of cover. 
 
    The guard gave up the fight to live, yet another soldier sent to Diyu, and Danzen swiftly moved on the other. 
 
    He exploded out of the forest and reached him in a matter of seconds, the tip of his sword pressing through the light armor that the guard wore. Danzen moved around him and cracked the man’s neck back. He rolled the body into the shadows provided by a structure that had been set up to provide shade. Danzen crouched next to the body for a moment, feeling as if he had been spotted by one of the guards on the parapet. 
 
    After he was certain that he was in the clear, Danzen moved into action again, quickly charging toward the wall and leaping up to the top. He landed just as one of the men turned in his direction, Danzen shooting forward and unceremoniously killing the guard. As he had done previously, he took him to the ground and hid the body in the woods. 
 
    He returned to the parapet. Danzen peeked over the stone to see a swath of black fabric enter into one of the windows, signaling Soko’s arrival. 
 
    He began traveling toward the next set of guards, crouching as he moved to the left, maintaining a low profile. Danzen was just about to spring an attack when gongs sounded off. 
 
    An alarm. 
 
    He slipped behind one of the partitions and held his breath for a moment as watchfires were lit in the courtyard, Danzen now with his Blade of Darkness in his hands, gripping it so it wouldn’t give him away. 
 
    “You can come out.” 
 
    He didn’t recognize the voice, but he knew that they had been discovered. The notion bloomed within Danzen. Had Soko set this up all along? Was she somehow part of this? 
 
    Sansar landed before him, Danzen surprised that a guard hadn’t yet come around the corner to spot him crouched in the darkness. 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “The men have started to gather in the courtyard.” 
 
    More gongs sounded, Danzen tensed up. “And Soko? Do you think this is her doing?” 
 
    “She hasn’t reached the courtyard yet. I can’t tell.” 
 
    Danzen could always run. The wall was right there, and all he had to do was throw himself over the side and take off. He could make a wide loop around the outpost and continue north, eventually reaching Odval, and finally his mother’s nunnery, where he could get back to doing what he had originally intended to do. 
 
    He cursed himself in that moment, ashamed that he was now part of the botched infiltration, aware of what Soko told him earlier, that he was essentially doing the bidding of the Diyu Brotherhood. 
 
    “Do you think…?” He gritted his teeth. “Do you think you could communicate with her?” 
 
    “I can try, but my presence may be noted.” 
 
    “I just need to know. I’m sorry, Sansar.” 
 
    “Let’s not make a habit out of this.” The three-legged raven took to the air, Danzen waiting with bated breaths as the same voice called out to him again. 
 
    “You can come out, assassin.” 
 
    Was it Jinkai? Danzen didn’t remember what he sounded like, but the voice Danzen had heard didn’t resemble one of an older man. By now, Jinkai would be pushing his late-fifties. 
 
    Danzen shut his eyes, briefly scanning the parapet for any invisible clansmen. But none were present. He felt the urge to leave again. All he had to do was make it to the forest and go from there, all he had to do… 
 
    Sansar landed, the raven twitching his head as he hopped in front of Danzen. “She’s going to do it.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “She’s going to the courtyard. What will you do?” 
 
    So it wasn’t a trap, Danzen sure of it now. But Soko was also doing something he didn’t expect her to do in challenging all of the clansmen. She really had changed. The Soko he had grown up with would have been smart enough to know that they would be outnumbered. She would have left in an instant, yet now… 
 
    Danzen stood, aware that the men would all be able to see him now. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Sansar asked him. 
 
    Danzen jumped down to the courtyard and flourished his Blade of Darkness, and as he did so he saw Soko emerge from one of the windows on the other side of the outpost. 
 
    They were going to have to fight their way to the center. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was second nature for Danzen and Soko, the two lockstep in a lethal dance as they whipped forward, his Blade of Darkness dragging shadows around him. His echo was involved, and while he had felt this particular sensation before, he knew now exactly what it was, the former assassin yet again sensing that there was more to bending his echo than what he currently knew. 
 
    The movement around him was high-powered and ultrafast, Sunyata talismans amplifying the attacks of some of the Penumbra clansmen. The energy he felt was certainly tied to the remnants in the area, leaving Danzen to wonder how he could utilize it as he ducked a sword. He slipped around a man with a spear and swept several assailants off their feet using his Blade of Darkness, cutting through bone and flesh, his movement one of sheer, calculated violence. 
 
    Danzen was back in the room in Odval, he was outside of his monastery, he was bending his echo in the courtyard of his mother’s nunnery, the energy a swirling galaxy around him. It was instinctual, even as swords came at him, Danzen able to easily sidestep them as if the attack had been choreographed by a masochist. 
 
    He almost got lost in the moment, but then Danzen saw the swell of bodies falling as Soko barreled toward him, a reminder to remain on guard. 
 
    The men seemed to be protecting someone in the center of the courtyard, all their movements a blur, the watch fires elongating features, adding flashes of orange to the periphery, augmenting the shadows of Danzen’s Blade of Darkness. 
 
    Soko was everything he expected her to be in a fight like this, the woman floating in his direction, whirling so quickly that arcs of blood seemed to gravitate toward her as she cut through clansmen. It was a sight to behold, one that Danzen would never forget as they finally reached each other, both circumventing the center of the mass of opponents. 
 
    They could have attacked one another. 
 
    Danzen could have sent a wave of shadows forward and Soko could have responded with her sword, or the prosthetics hanging from her waist. But the two simply gravitated past one another, Danzen killing one of Soko’s incoming opponents, the female assassin doing the same for him. 
 
    Together at last, doing exactly what it was they had been trained since childhood to do. It wasn’t lost on Danzen in that moment some of the lessons they had undergone in the Diyu Brotherhood, the severe attacks they had been subjugated to by their peers in sparring matches, Birin Yeshe always making sure that no one was able to draw blood on Danzen with the usage of padded armor. 
 
    Soko wasn’t so lucky. 
 
    He’d seen her beaten half to death at times, smiling through bloody teeth, hair in her face as she sucked in breaths, laughing even. 
 
    Fatal and fatalistic. 
 
    This role fit like a glove, like a sword in a custom-made sheath, Danzen and Soko causing a domino effect in Penumbra clansmen as they surged forward and then fell back. Madness. Screaming faces, glowing remnants, near misses, blade on blade, the poetry of death one Danzen was all too familiar with, the former assassin sending droves to Diyu that night. 
 
    Was his brother watching? 
 
    As Danzen pressed his blade through a woman with the Penumbra brand on the side of her neck, he caught movement along the parapet, Danzen swearing that he saw a flash of white. He wanted to scream for Nomtoi to challenge him, the adrenaline, the power of Sunyata, an inner rage all converging within Danzen at that moment. 
 
    But instead he cut his opponent’s head off. 
 
    He sent his glaive forward, Soko ducking under it as she slashed at the throat of a stout man surging forward with a pair of daggers. 
 
    And suddenly, the gongs were ringing and the men were falling back, those still alive dragging their severed limbs, the white of bone visible even in the darkness, the smell of ichor and bile, Danzen instantly ashamed of how normal this was for him. 
 
    “You dare challenge us.” 
 
    The voice came from the man that the clansmen had been protecting in the center of the courtyard. He had a long ponytail, eyebrows that seemed to curl up at the ends, a series of glowing necklaces that were partially shielded by his light-blue robes. He pressed one leg back and brought his hands forward, and as he did shadowed spikes began to tear out of his arms, forming one solid mass. 
 
    Danzen and Soko exchanged glances. 
 
    “Is this your mark?” 
 
    “Identify yourself,” Soko told the man, who was too young to be Jinkai. 
 
    “The name is Ren, and you have made a grave mistake in coming here.” 
 
    Soko sheathed her weapon. “Is that so?” Her hands disappeared beneath her ghostly robes. They returned with the clawed prosthetics that she had stripped from the Witch of Diyu. “Danzen, I can handle this one.” 
 
    Danzen had yet another chance to leave. He could go now and never look back, let Soko retrieve her mark and deal with what was left of the clansmen, those who had not already started to flee. 
 
    He had noticed that some of them had started to flee from the outpost entirely, and maybe if he encountered any along the way he would deal with them. 
 
    But he couldn’t leave Soko to face Ren alone. 
 
    If he was Jinkai’s disciple, left in charge of Penumbra, then he was likely much stronger than he was letting on. The man’s first strike proved this to Danzen, the shadow user offering rapidfire swats at Soko as she moved to the defensive, a powdery mist spreading from her fingertips as she floated higher into the air. 
 
    Ren began to cough, but then something Danzen had never seen happen before took place as the shadows covering his arms moved up his body and formed a mask around his face, hardening. It had the effect of making a portion of him hard to see, Ren also able to step into the air, the two battling it out five or six feet above the ground now. 
 
    Once again, Danzen wished he had Astra; his boomerang sword would have been able to easily reach Ren and end the fight before it could get out of hand. Now this wasn’t the case, Soko on the retreat as she switched out her weapons. 
 
    Danzen got into a stance that would allow him to shoot himself up into the air with a strike, shadow on shadow, the former assassin not certain how that would play out. Even as Soko went back on the offensive with her sword, he got the sense that she needed help. 
 
    His attention was diverted when a door opened at the front of the courtyard. A man stepped out wearing a shadow mask, his robes accented by strips of shadow that danced in the orange light of the watchfire, his shoulders, chest, and biceps thick, the older man in a pair of sandals. 
 
    It was Jinkai.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jinkai stepped closer to the center of the courtyard, the shadows around him continuing to swell and twist, some of them resembling vipers. He glanced from Danzen to Soko, the female assassin hovering about a foot above the ground. 
 
    Jinkai’s shadow mask rolled down his face and he narrowed his eyes on them, the man clean-shaven, eyebrows thick and gray. “The Diyu Brotherhood has sent both of you after me?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond and Soko merely brought her sword to the ready with a huff. 
 
    “I don’t recognize either of you. Judging by your age and how much you have abused remnants, you must be older. You must have been trained by Birin Yeshe.” 
 
    “How much longer does this conversation need to go on?” 
 
    “As long as I’d like,” Jinkai bitterly told Soko. “You come here, you disrespect what I have dedicated my life to building, you indiscriminately kill my men. You will listen to the words I have to say.” 
 
    “Then hurry and say them.” 
 
    “Killing me will not stop the revolution that we have begun. Men,” Jinkai said, his voice growing louder, “I want you to see what someone who has mastered the power of a Sunyata talisman is truly capable of. I also want you to see what happens when you abuse it,” he said, gesturing to Soko. “There is a fine line. Watch and learn.” 
 
    “That’s about enough out of you.” Soko zipped forward, Jinkai meeting her with a wave of shadow that nearly cut her arm off. 
 
    Danzen tried to block the next incoming shadow with his Blade of Darkness, but Jinkai’s power was stronger, the blast force cutting through Danzen’s attack and forcing the former assassin to dodge the rolling wave of shadow. 
 
    An idea came to Danzen as he circled back around, something that may be worth a shot. By this point, both Jinkai and his student, Ren, had formed shadow armor, the two launching into a structured attack that saw them both coming forward with spikes of shadow, some emerging from the ground, others replicating the movement of a pair of scythes. 
 
    Going for Nomin’s replica blade, Danzen lunged toward one of the shadowy spikes and sliced straight through it. It was as if he had cut through silk, the shadow ripping like fabric as Danzen cleaved through yet another portion. The sword would break their armor; it would allow him to kill the two men. 
 
    He barely avoided being speared by a thick blade of shadow, Danzen watching as Soko whooshed up and came back down, failing again and again to land an attack. 
 
    “I will do it!” he bellowed, his Demon Speak power coming to him naturally. 
 
    He didn’t bother to try to use it on Jinkai or his student; anyone able to use remnants like that was beyond the influence of his power, nor would it work on Soko. But it did reach her, and for once she took his advice, shifting back as Danzen pressed forward. 
 
    He cut through shadow after shadow in his mad charge to reach Jinkai. 
 
    Danzen prepared for his demons to be released, to add a touch of Diyu to the fight, the former assassin not at all surprised as a swath of shadow tore past him, slicing into his arms, drawing blood. 
 
    He felt the terror. 
 
    He felt the power boiling within him, bloodlust setting in, Danzen’s eyes flashing red as portals began to open up. 
 
    The hellspawns had a way of scaring any of the Penumbra clansmen who had yet to leave, the monstrous creatures gnashing their teeth as they became cognizant of their surroundings. 
 
    “With me!” 
 
    Danzen charged forward alongside his demons. He threw himself over a wall of shadow, doing a complete flip as he landed between Ren and Jinkai. Thick bars of shadow continue to twist all around him. As he cut through the strips of blackness, his hellspawns circled around the wall of shadow and reached Jinkai and Ren. 
 
    To avoid them, Jinkai jumped into the air, leaping over one of the demons and landing on his feet behind the hellspawn. He sent a shadowy spike through its body and took off running, leaving Danzen and Soko to deal with Ren. 
 
    The shadow user bristled, and as he did the dark energy swelled around him. It formed into the mouth of a tiger and collapsed down onto Ren’s form, strengthening his armor. 
 
    By this point, Danzen and Soko had started to fan out, the female assassin floating to the left, Danzen pacing from foot to foot in front of Ren, the two ready to pounce. 
 
    Ren bolted forward with a scythe of shadow, one that left a crater in the ground once it finally landed, dust kicking up into the air. Danzen cut Ren’s shadowy attack in half, the energy dissipating around him. 
 
    Flames on the periphery caught his attention as some of the watch fires were dumped out, the final Penumbra clansmen fleeing. 
 
    Soko went in for another attack, Ren able to completely block her strike, which left Danzen an opening behind the younger shadow user. He lunged toward him, Danzen slamming into one of his own demons in the process and quickly killing it. 
 
    That was another thing he would have to contend with soon. There were still five or six left, all gathered around Ren, preparing to strike. They hadn’t left yet, but Danzen knew once he killed the man that it would be a free-for-all for his hellspawns. 
 
    A remarkable occurrence prevented Danzen’s demons from immediately dogpiling on top of Ren. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    The former assassin glanced up as a pillar of shadow lifted from beneath Ren’s feet, giving him an instant height advantage. 
 
    Spools of shadows began to press out of the pillar, Ren with his head bent forward, his necklaces outside of his robes now glowing brightly. The spools formed into spears, the ground berated with quick stabs, what was left of Danzen’s demons skewered in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Now on the ground, looking up at Ren, Danzen knew that he would need to get up to the top of the pillar, but there was also Jinkai, the former assassin well aware of the power in cutting off the head of the snake. 
 
    He glanced at Soko; the female assassin spun her way around some of Ren’s attacks as she joined Danzen, the two of them pressing back as the shadow platform continued to rise. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” she asked him. 
 
    “Do you want Jinkai?” 
 
    The fires along the periphery were already starting to grow closer to them, Danzen feeling the heat as Soko spoke again: “Yes, but I can take his apprentice as well.” 
 
    “You follow Jinkai, I will finish up here. I’ll leave the remnants.” 
 
    “And his necklaces?” 
 
    “I think I will take those.” 
 
    Soko slipped aside as a spear of shadow cut into the ground between them. “I suppose collectively they are fist-sized. One more thing.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    He all but expected her to attack, to betray Danzen in that moment as Soko turned to him, her head lowering. The words that came out of her mouth took him entirely off guard: “I want to help you with Ginza.” 
 
    Danzen slipped around a shadowy spear as it punctured the ground, which dug in deep enough to reach the bedrock beneath. “Wh-what?” 
 
    “I want to continue our truce for now. Until we defeat Ginza. Together. You can’t do it alone.” 
 
    “I can,” said Danzen. 
 
    “You can’t. When do you think you’ll be able to meet me?” Soko asked, the female assassin dodging another shadowy attack. “Tell me!” 
 
    “Perhaps a week. Maybe longer.” 
 
    “I will wait for you at the shrine outside of Arsi. Take your time. I will be there nightly.” 
 
    Danzen dove over a shadow, ending up right next to Soko. 
 
    “I’m serious. Agree with me so I can go,” she hissed. “If you don’t…” 
 
    As much as Danzen didn’t want to, he nodded. “So be it. I will see you there.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    With Soko’s exit, Danzen was finally able to focus on the task before him. 
 
    He knew just how to handle Jinkai’s student, and it was with relative ease that Danzen shot to the air and landed on the shadow platform that Ren had created, one that was about twelve feet high. 
 
    A look of horror spread across Ren’s face as Danzen flung himself at the shadow-armored man, the former assassin looking to end things quickly. He didn’t have long to capitalize on the surprise of his sudden appearance; once Ren came to understand that Danzen was standing on the platform that he had created, the tables would quickly turn. 
 
    But he would never get that chance. 
 
    Danzen made quick work of any of the protective maneuvers that Ren attempted, the former assassin twisting through ribbons of shadow, and finally coming up with Nomin’s sword, which punctured through the bottom of Ren’s chin and out the back of his head. 
 
    The platform began to collapse, and as it did he leaped with Ren off the shadow construct as it came crashing down. Danzen landed on a tiled roof top, where he lowered the body and withdrew his sword from the bottom of Ren’s skull. 
 
    Ren tried to speak, but he couldn’t, the man’s eyes rolling into the back of his head as he quickly expired. 
 
    Danzen crouched before his body, well aware of the flames that now surrounded the courtyard. He removed the bloodied necklaces from Ren’s neck and placed them in an inner pocket of his robes. Sansar approached, Danzen looking to the sky and naturally sheathing his sword and holding his arm out, giving the three-legged raven a place to land. 
 
    “Such gratuitous murder. Alas, I suppose this was how this was destined to end.” 
 
    “There has been a development,” he told Sansar, not wanting to comment on what happened. It was one of the things Danzen had learned over the years—accept it and move on. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Soko plans to help me kill Ginza.” 
 
    “She does, does she?” Sansar bobbed his head left and right. “What do you think about this?” 
 
    “At the time the agreement was made, I sort of had no other choice. She hopes to meet in a week. If I leave her waiting too long, it could spell trouble for… all of us.” 
 
    “Then I suppose that is a bridge we will have to cross once we return to the others. Would you like me to carry you to the rest of your supplies?” 
 
    “No. But I will meet you there.” 
 
    “Very well.” Sansar rose into the air and headed toward the south. 
 
    Once he was no longer visible in the night’s sky, Danzen took a running jump off the rooftop, jumping over flames as he landed on the nearest parapet. He dashed toward the opposite end of the wall, where a young Penumbra clansman sprung up from a crouched position with a spear, Danzen narrowly avoiding his attack. 
 
    He shot his hand out and grabbed the young man by the throat. Danzen lifted him, the youth instantly dropping his spear. 
 
    “Leave Penumbra and never look back. Learn to bend your echo. Never forget your life was spared this night.” 
 
    Once Danzen let him go, the youth scrambled away. From there, it was a running leap to the front of the outpost, the former assassin once again returning to the sanctity of the dark woods, the violence behind him now, the light from the fire dissipating the deeper he traveled into the forest. 
 
    He arrived at the items he’d left behind, grabbed the satchel and looked up to the trees, spotting Sansar. “Lead the way,” he told the three-legged raven, Danzen finally ready to return to his companions.

  

 
   
    Part Six 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja finally reached Odval. While he would have preferred to remain anonymous as he slipped through town, simply hoping for a hot meal before he continued on, his earlier actions in the village against Onuma and Mayji preceded him. 
 
    It was late afternoon and the villagers that spotted him all greeted him in some way, the men with stoic nods, some of the women actually approaching him, holding the hands of their children as they thanked Danzen for what he had done. Danzen hadn’t used his power against everyone in the village, and he could only imagine now that there was some confusion, the group that gathered to celebrate him at the inn saying it was more than one man, others claiming the opposite. 
 
    A part of him wanted to gather the entire town and use his power to force them to forget him, Danzen conscious of the fact that anonymity came at a premium for someone like him. But he also knew that the confusion around who had actually dealt with Onuma and Mayji would aid in this anonymity, perhaps preventing widespread discussion of the event. 
 
    The attention did have a way of making him want to move through the village quickly, Danzen with the sense to skip a meal and press on. 
 
    Once he was outside of town, back along the trail that led to the nunnery in the mountains, Sansar returned to the former assassin, landing on his shoulder before speaking: “You are more popular than I thought you would be.” 
 
    “Not by choice.” 
 
    “If you continue doing what you plan to do, more people will start recognizing you. Have you given this any thought?” 
 
    Danzen shook his head, the hood of his robes casting a deep shadow onto his face. 
 
    “If I were you, I would prepare for this, as it may take some time. Once word spreads, you will likely have even more enemies.” 
 
    “They never seem to stop, do they?” 
 
    Sansar offered Danzen a sad laugh. “No, no, they never do.” 
 
    The landscape slowly changed, the terrain growing rockier as Danzen thought of Ginza, how easily the three-eyed half demon had tossed him around. His fists naturally clenched shut as he remembered how Ginza had broken Astra over his knee, Danzen’s prized possession now destroyed. Would the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds allow him to kill the monster? Would he truly need to team up with Soko or Nomin, any of the others, in the end? 
 
    That was going to be another issue Danzen was forced to face in the near future. Soko could double-cross him at any time, and while she had seemed cordial enough, he didn’t know how the others would react to her presence. He suspected they wouldn’t like it, especially Kudzu and Jelmay. 
 
    And who could blame them? All of them knew what Soko was capable of, and each had dealt with her in some way in the past. For her to change sides, to simply join Danzen in his pursuit of Ginza, was something he would have a hard time selling. 
 
    Danzen spotted the nunnery long before he reached it, the stone buildings built along the mountainside with the trail spiraling up to the entrance. Sansar lifted off his shoulder, the three-legged raven flying ahead to announce his arrival. 
 
    As expected, Kudzu raced down the mountain pass to greet him, Danzen feeling his heart shift as he saw her shimmering white form. The kitsune stopped in front of him, concern filling her eyes as she greeted him with a question: “What happened?” 
 
    “Let’s meet with the others and I will tell everyone at once,” Danzen said. Even though he was in a wide open space, a valley beyond, mountains stretching to the north, he felt as if all the oxygen had been sucked out of a room upon hearing her question. 
 
    “Yes…” she said after a long pause. “I… suppose that would be best. Are you well?” 
 
    A rare smirk formed on Danzen’s face, one that she couldn’t see because of the way his head hung at the moment, the shadow from his hood extending past his chin. “Well enough.” 
 
    Sansar had interpreted that Danzen would prefer to speak to everyone at once, Jelmay, Nomin, Yato, Abbot Monpo, Galzo, Bawa, and the raven all waiting for him by the time he passed through the gates. 
 
    “I was wondering when you would return,” said Jelmay, who had a leather strap tossed over his shoulder. He also had a recently crafted leather satchel with him. “Here’s the birthday gift I never got you.” The bakeneko removed the strap from his shoulder, revealing it to be a belt with intricate leather embroidery. “It’s from the ogama, that demented frog. Look at Lady Pilgrim here,” he said, motioning his paw toward Yato. “Beautiful, right? Prettiest assassin in Kishu Kingdom, if you ask me.” 
 
    A huge smile on her face, Yato motioned to a set of leather greaves which were also highly detailed. She then touched her own belt, and tapped the straps that now held her gauntleted blades to her arms, finally gesturing toward her boots. 
 
    “And all of you thought that the frog leather wouldn’t hold up. Har! I proved you wrong again. Had a satchel made for me as well,” Jelmay said, showing Danzen the bag on his arm. “Perfect place to put all the jewelry I plan to loot in the northern passage.” 
 
    “Danzen,” Abbot Monpo said with a nod, the leader of the fox shrine currently in his human form. Galzo also greeted Danzen, Bawa as well. Naturally, it was Nomin who was the first to notice the absence of his weapon, which made sense, considering she could see echo lines. 
 
    The blind assassin took a step forward, and lowered her head toward Danzen’s waistline. “What happened to your sword?” 
 
    Danzen looked to the nearest courtyard and motioned toward it. He could see some of the other nuns as well gathering on their balconies as they normally did. “My sword was destroyed by Ginza,” Danzen finally said, eliciting a gasp from both Kudzu and Yato. Nomin merely puffed her cheeks out and looked away. “He would have killed me as well had it not been for Sansar.” 
 
    “I knew we should have gone with you.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond to Kudzu’s comment as he continued: “Along my escape, I stopped to retrieve the weapons I’d left behind to reduce my weight. Soko ambushed me. But then…” 
 
    “You killed her?” Jelmay asked. He began to clap his paws together. “Yes! It’s about damn time. I’m not going to lie, and it is bad to hate someone, so I’m not going to say I hated Soko but I definitely am not a fan, especially after she ordered that other assassin to take my tail. Wait, why are you shaking your head? What are you trying to tell me here?” 
 
    “Soko isn’t dead.” 
 
    Jelmay’s whiskers drooped as he looked back at Danzen. “Why the hell not?” 
 
    “I didn’t kill her.” 
 
    “Then did she kill you? Well, no, that’s not possible. Unless your father brought you back to life like he did Blind Pilgrim here. You aren’t dead… are you?” 
 
    “Shut up, cat,” Kudzu hissed. 
 
    “What? It’s a reasonable question, don’t you think?” 
 
    Danzen explained how he had investigated the Penumbra outpost outside of Bahlingar, and his hopes to infiltrate it alongside Nomin and Yato on his way to meet Ginza. When Soko had sprung her surprise, she had in her possession a contract to deal with Penumbra. 
 
    “So you teamed up?” Kudzu asked, jumping ahead. 
 
    “We did.” 
 
    Jelmay started to laugh. “I would have never expected that, not after how she left the last time.” 
 
    “There’s nothing funny about this. What happened?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “We attacked Penumbra, and I killed one of their leaders, a man named Ren. Soko pursued the founder, Jinkai.” 
 
    “So Jinkai is alive,” said Nomin. 
 
    “I don’t know if he is any longer, nor do I know if Soko survived the encounter. He was quite strong.” Danzen recalled how the man had been able to summon and utilize shadows. “He was also a coward, sending his minions to fight for him.” 
 
    “Do you think she got away?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “And she didn’t betray you?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    “Are you sure she didn’t follow you?” 
 
    Sansar answered this question for Danzen. “I’m certain that we weren’t followed.” 
 
    “I wish I had made a bet with one of you about this,” Jelmay told the group, his whiskers twitching. “If I had bet that Pilgrim here would join up with crazy lady Soko to take on Penumbra, I would be one rich kitty now. Bah, I should have seen that coming. Curses!” 
 
    “A rich kitty?” Kudzu slowly shook her head. 
 
    “And what now?” 
 
    Danzen shifted his attention to Yato. “Now, we return to Verba, seek out this hermit and the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. I need a new weapon.” It pained him to say this, but it was true. A new weapon was in order. 
 
    “But what about Soko? She’s just going to be out there? Possibly coming after you again.” 
 
    Danzen’s jaw set. 
 
    “Well?” Kudzu asked. 
 
    “She wants to help me kill Ginza, and is planning to meet me in a week, outside of Arsi.” 
 
    “She… what?” The kitsune turned away in a huff, Jelmay quickly motioning toward her, and giving Danzen a comical look. 
 
    “This does create somewhat of a dilemma,” Nomin said in an even voice. “If you meet her, she may simply be in it for the hunt and then betray you after, or ambush you at the meeting ground, before the two of you can address Ginza. If you do not meet her…” 
 
    “—I would create an even larger enemy in Soko. As for now, she has called a truce.” 
 
    Kudzu trotted away, clearly upset. Danzen watched her flit up the stone steps and into the main building of the nunnery. 
 
    Jelmay snorted. “Pfft! A truce? I don’t believe that one bit.” 
 
    “I suppose it is something that we can discuss over the coming days. For now, I would like to eat. And rest. I have questions for you,” Danzen said as he looked at Abbot Monpo, who had yet to say anything. “And I would like to have my echo tested.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo nodded in agreement. “Yes, we can figure out the finer details later. For now, there is much to discuss.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Once Danzen placed his things in the room provided to him, he met Abbot Monpo and Menya in the nunnery’s library. He spotted a table now covered in scrolls, which he assumed were of importance. Another assumption came to him in seeing his more studious companions—Danzen was going to be the type of person who did the heavy lifting in this endeavor, while the others built the structure beneath. Both were equally important roles. 
 
    “I have questions about my echo.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” said Abbot Monpo, “and we can get to those later. You can have your power tested tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “I can do it today.” 
 
    “It’s best to rest.” 
 
    Danzen reached into his robes and withdrew the necklaces he had stripped from Ren. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Menya said as she took them from him. She had that familiar glow about her, a softness to her eyes that made her seem instantly inviting. This shifted to some degree as she examined the necklaces. “There is a dark aspect of these.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “They were taken from a young but powerful shadow user, a leader of the Penumbra clansmen.” 
 
    Menya offered the necklace to Abbot Monpo, who hovered his hand over the piece, his brow furrowing. “It still amazes me what people can do when they abuse remnants.” 
 
    Danzen thought of Soko, and how she could fly, yet she no longer had any legs. He didn’t say anything. 
 
    “There are some finer details here, but what we have discussed before is theoretically possible.” Abbot Monpo sent his hands behind his back, and offered Danzen a tight grin, the jewel on his forehead gleaming in the dusty library. “But we are going to need more than we have right now, including the ones you’ve already gathered, and the few that I brought.” 
 
    “You brought some as well?” 
 
    “Do you recall that necklace I once gave you when you had made the decision to go to Diyu in search of the villagers that your brother took? That was among the pieces.” 
 
    Danzen remembered the necklace, and how it had amplified his power to some degree. 
 
    “Now that you are faced with this new enemy, perhaps that necklace would help you again.” 
 
    “I need…” Danzen gritted his teeth for a moment, recalling Ginza, and how powerful the man was. “The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. I need a weapon. Has Jelmay mentioned the blade to you yet?” 
 
    “In the north, right? A remnant weapon that the Elder of Verba told you about, correct?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo brought his hands forward and smoothed them against the front of his robes. “Yes, he did mention this. And that’s what you intend to find?” 
 
    “It is. And I’m hoping it has other properties,” Danzen said, referring to the boomerang nature of Astra. 
 
    “You will have to find the sword first before you are able to understand any of its other properties. I am assuming you would retrieve it, and then bring it back here before you leave, correct?” 
 
    “Are you sure it is a good idea to leave?” asked Menya, following up on Abbot Monpo’s question. “These enemies that your brother has unleashed, perhaps it would be best to have them come to you.” 
 
    “And risk the sanctity of this nunnery? Or the remnants that are already stored here? No, that would be… it would turn out poorly.” 
 
    “It seems to me like you would do best to trust the abilities of your companions,” Abbot Monpo said carefully. “Do you think that we would step aside and let the evils of Diyu act out of line at a holy place like this? I would fight them until the bitter end. Their bitter end.” 
 
    “You don’t want them coming here,” Danzen told the two, almost shocked that they would suggest such a thing. “It is better that we find and hunt them, or go to them when summoned. Even if we are walking into a trap. You mentioned the sanctity of this place and I agree, it is a place of refuge, one that…” He remembered his fight against Nomin there. “One that has seen enough bloodshed in my time.” 
 
    “The nunnery has been through a lot, yes and it will go through much more with or without us. But I do see your point, and perhaps it is best that we understand what this remnant sort is capable of before we open ourselves to enemies,” said Menya. 
 
    “And they may already be coming. My brother can appear when he wants, as can my father, and I’m sure if Nomtoi wanted to, he could transport one of these demons here now.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” Abbot Monpo assured him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I…” Danzen relaxed his shoulders to some degree, realizing how tense he was at that moment. “I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.” 
 
    “But you may have no say in that,” Abbot Monpo reminded him. “For now, let’s see what the sword is capable of and we can go from there. Perhaps all of us will join you in your journey south to confront Ginza.” 
 
    Danzen almost asked about Soko, but then he remembered that neither Abbot Monpo or Menya had met her before. This would likely be something he would need to discuss with some of the others, Danzen already knowing Kudzu’s opinion of the matter based on how she had stormed off earlier. 
 
    That would be another thing he would need to see to at some point. 
 
    “The manuscripts and scrolls on this table are the ones that we think are most pertinent to what we hope to do,” Abbot Monpo said, moving the conversation along, “but there is still a lot of research to be done. What worries me is that many of these texts mention ultimate sacrifice.” 
 
    “The person?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that may be the case, but one thing I have learned in my years of bending and studying my own echo is that there is always another way. Maybe you should think of this as you contemplate how to not only deal with your brother, but the enemies he has presented to you. Is there another way?” 
 
    “Speaking of which… I want to know more about how I can use my echo for combat.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo and Menya exchanged glances, the nun slowly starting to nod. “You felt the power, right?” 
 
    “In combat, yes, and also when bending my echo with Yato. I feel like there is something more to it.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo brought his hand to his chin as he considered what Danzen had said. “I’ll admit, it is a curious way that you have devised to bend your echo, but it works for you, and I see no real problem with it, especially with your current classification as a Stone Wielder. How about this? Tonight, you rest and catch up with your companions. There may be some difficult conversations you need to have, or perhaps it is best for you to leave those for later. Tomorrow, when you bend your echo with Yato in the morning, I will join you and introduce the next step.” 
 
    “The next step? So there is a way.” 
 
    “There is, and you already knew that. There is always a next step, Danzen Ravja. You have yet to utilize it, though, aside from the control that you have obtained over your demons. Yes, we’ll begin tomorrow, and once we’re done, you can test your echo. The weather is looking like it will be nice for a journey north, and after lunch, you, and whoever is going with you, can head to Verba and see about this remnant weapon. You’ve come a long way since the first time you showed up at the shrine and refused to unlock your true potential. But I sense troubled waters ahead. It is best to be prepared.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    A meal with the others lightened Danzen’s spirit to some degree. It helped that he was hungry, the former assassin enjoying flatbread and a hearty stew, steamed carrots and fried dough dashed with sugar for dessert. 
 
    As always, Jelmay was the most talkative during the meal, Danzen glad to listen to his hyperbolic stories, the bakeneko always seeming to come up with a new tale, either one he experienced personally or something that happened to an acquaintance. Now in her human form, Kudzu made no indication that she was upset by what Danzen had said earlier about Soko potentially joining them, but he knew that this was something that they would get to after the meal. 
 
    This was why he stepped out once they had finished, Danzen now in the new ogama leather belt that Jelmay had given him, which fit perfectly, the former assassin clean after the bath he’d had before supper. He walked out onto a stone balcony overlooking the valley, where he had once joined his mother, not far from the place where they had held Nomin’s funeral pyre. 
 
    A cold breeze trickled past, the night sky clear of clouds, the moon a vibrant shade of orange for the time being. 
 
    “Beautiful night, isn’t it?” 
 
    Kudzu approached in her nun’s robes, her gait nearly that of a human but always slightly off, her ears with a point to them, the woman’s white hair swept back and pinned in the two buns that almost resembled fox ears. 
 
    “About earlier…” Danzen turned to her, glad to finally have a moment alone with the kitsune. In that moment, he wondered deeply about Kudzu, how her life had been before they had met, the things that she had done over the last several hundred years. She was much older than Danzen, yet she looked younger than him in her human form, and sometimes her behavior mirrored that of someone younger as well, Kudzu always quick to show emotion. 
 
    “I feel foolish. I didn’t intend to run off the way I did earlier. I just can’t fathom with what we’ve been through that we would even consider joining Soko.” 
 
    “That may be the problem in the future. If I don’t allow her to join us, she will become harder to manage. Mark my words.” Danzen knew this much to be true. Throughout his entire life, Soko had been competitive, her behavior sometimes shifting into vengefulness. 
 
    “I just don’t understand the sudden change of heart. She has no honor, nor does she respect the struggle you’re going through. It just seems…” 
 
    “Soko likes a challenge. If someone is able to easily bring me down, as Ginza proved he was able to do, this would excite her to some degree. I wouldn’t call it a change of heart, merely another challenge.” 
 
    “Then why even test the waters? Why play with fire? By Sunyata, we have enough going on.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Do… do you still have feelings for her?” 
 
    “No,” he said, which was true. 
 
    Danzen felt for Soko in ways he couldn’t explain, mostly due to the bond between them, their shared past. He knew who she was, and what she had become, and while she had played a heavy hand in her own destiny, the way the Diyu Brotherhood had raised them up led Soko to become what she was today. What he felt for her was one of shared history, of a past that only someone who had suffered through it could truly understand. 
 
    A dark look traced over Kudzu’s face. “We could always ambush her, you know. If you think that she is going to attack us, even if she decides to help for now, perhaps it is best if we cut the lesion off before it spreads.” 
 
    “I’ve thought about that. But it presents another problem.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “My brother or my father will either exploit Soko’s power, or figure out a different way to use her against me, once she gets to Diyu. Honestly, as strange as it may sound, it is in our best interest for her to be alive here.” 
 
    “Where she is more manageable.” 
 
    Danzen placed his hands on the metal railing, admiring the sheer expanse, a slight glow in the distance from the village of Odval. Looking south, he knew that if he continued traveling he would eventually reach Ginza’s mountain. This reminded him of something his father had offered, which was one of the details Danzen hadn’t really delved into with the group when he had told them of Tengir Gantulga’s appearance. 
 
    “There’s another thing.” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “In the northern passage, when my father came to me, he offered to unlock something in my blood but I declined. He said it would level the playing field.” 
 
    “You don’t want to be indebted to him.” 
 
    “No, I do not.” 
 
    “Then I wouldn’t worry about it.” 
 
    “But what if it would give me the edge I need?” 
 
    “We have a growing collection of remnants here,” Kudzu reminded him as she stepped up next to him. “Any one of them could give you the edge that you need, yet you aren’t seeking to exploit their powers. So I wouldn’t let your father’s offer worry you.” 
 
    Kudzu was close enough to him now that their arms touched, the two staring out of the valley. They were quiet for a spell, Danzen more relaxed now than he had been in days. 
 
    “I wish I’d been there,” Kudzu finally said. “I would have done something.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. He knew this wasn’t the case, that Ginza would have used her presence to his advantage. 
 
    “Do you wish I’d come with you?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “You don’t have to say it if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “I do. It was frightening,” Danzen admitted. 
 
    It was a strange confession to make, and at first, before the words left his lips, he didn’t know if he actually meant it. But now that he’d said it, Danzen knew this to be the case. It wasn’t often that someone challenged him to the degree that Ginza did. He had been beaten before, most recently by Nomtoi, but he never felt as helpless as he did pinned up in Ginza’s cave, Danzen unable to free himself. 
 
    “I would have done something,” she told him. 
 
    “I know you would have.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nomin’s replica blade would do for a morning echo bending session, but it wasn’t Astra, and the length was off. Now in front of him, Yato stood poised with her eyes closed, doing as she had learned in his absence. The two were in one of the far courtyards of the nunnery, amidst the mist, the slick stone beneath them wet with dew. Abbot Monpo and Menya huddled along the periphery, watching. Nomin was there as well, the blind assassin seated on a stone bench. Danzen didn’t like having an audience, but for what he had been instructed to do next, it made sense. 
 
    Back-and-forth, Danzen moved from the aggressor to putting up a defense as Yato zipped forward with her gauntleted blades drawn. The two went through the motions that they had developed, Yato with rapidfire movement amplified by her remnant, Danzen’s movement one of sheer power. 
 
    “Now, now it is time. Continue doing what you are doing, and float the stone.” 
 
    It wasn’t at all surprising that this would be a way to utilize his echo. Danzen only wished he had put the pieces together earlier on. His eyes closed, he focused on the purple outline that traced around Yato, Danzen settling on one of the rocks that Abbot Monpo had procured. There was nothing special about the rock, the leader of the fox shrine simply grabbing a large stone from one of the gardens and placing it along the perimeter of their session. 
 
    Danzen knew what he needed to do next. They began their movements yet again, the former assassin surging forward, Yato returning, power sparking between the two of them. 
 
    As he went on the defensive, Danzen began to extend his energy toward the stone. 
 
    This was why he had his eyes closed; being able to see his power shift away from him as if it were a lasso was the only way he could conceptualize this working. It had been a suggestion from Abbot Monpo, who was aware of what Danzen was able to do based on Nomin’s instructions. 
 
    And it worked. 
 
    Danzen latched onto the stone with a lasso of energy. He floated it off the ground as he moved in for the attack, his blade coming close to Yato’s head just before she spun away. She was light on her feet. Danzen noticed something else equally interesting as she slipped around him, Yato passing through the lasso of Sunyata energy that he had looped around the rock. Her movement didn’t disturb his power in the least bit, the floating stone untouched, almost as if she existed on the other side of it. 
 
    As he transitioned to parry her next attack, Danzen noticed the floating stone starting to turn in her direction and move. He opened his eyes. The stone dropped. Yato pressed away, her gauntleted blade just a few inches away from him as she did so. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    “No, it was me. You are doing well.” 
 
    “I saw…” She swallowed hard. “I saw what you were doing with that stone.” 
 
    “The rock seemed to have taken a mind of its own and was going to strike you. I didn’t know if I could control it.” 
 
    Abbot Monpo clapped his hands together, interrupting them. “This is wonderful. This is exactly what you should be capable of by now; it’s clear that you’ve passed the Stone Wielder ranking. Imagine amplifying this. Imagine fighting your enemies and being able to summon things to disorient them. Imagine being able to do what you just did with much larger items…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Danzen. 
 
    “Again, practice it again.” 
 
    Danzen got into position, Yato doing the same, his eyes naturally coming shut. There were other stones that Abbot Monpo had set around, and this time, as he deflected Yato’s attacks, he was able to float two stones at the same time. One of them started to teeter, Danzen stopping before things could get out of hand. 
 
    The energy rippling between the stones quickly dissipated. 
 
    “Keep trying,” Abbot Monpo said. “You must fully maintain control, and it is good that you are recognizing when a darker aspect of your instincts decides to take over.” 
 
    “Darker aspect?” 
 
    Abbot Monpo waved this question away, Menya picking up where he left off: “You’ve been trained to react in certain ways, which I am sure you are aware of by now. It is good on one hand that you do have an instinct to utilize your surroundings as a weapon, but you are right in recognizing that this isn’t what your echo-bending session is for.” 
 
    “What did you mean earlier, about doing bigger things with this ability?” Danzen asked the abbot. Part of him assumed that Abbot Monpo had meant something along the lines of moving even a larger rock, or perhaps ripping a piece of a wall down, or a lantern, any number of things that he could do by reaching out to the power inherent in all objects. 
 
    “I believe it would be best for us to look into that at a later date. Let’s test your ranking.” 
 
    Danzen and Yato followed Menya and Abbot Monpo to the remnant room, Nomin remaining in the courtyard. They traveled down a narrow hallway that smelled of wet stone, into a protected basement in one of the buildings toward the back of the compound, Danzen certainly feeling the energy of the place when he stepped inside. 
 
    The first thing he did was test his subranking by holding a clay slab. It glowed purple, which he knew meant he was at the Soul subranking. This disappointed him. Danzen likely had not moved up a tier, something that was confirmed a few moments later when he stepped over to the pedestal and was able to float the stone, shatter it, but not repair it. He was close, however, the bits of rock lifting into the air, floating as they began to press together. 
 
    But in the end, it didn’t count. He hadn’t moved up to the next Tier. 
 
    “You are now a Soul Wielder,” Menya announced, “and I wouldn’t be surprised if in a month’s time or less you move to the Reaver Tier. You’re very close.” 
 
    Danzen hung his head, feeling a sense of shame even though he shouldn’t have. He was really hoping to jump to the next level, but as Abbot Monpo soon explained, this wasn’t going to be as easy going forward. “Oftentimes, those that are… adept at bending their echo move through the first two tiers relatively quickly. Things slow down once you get to the higher levels, and you will start seeing all the colors of the clay, green, white, blue, yellow, purple, as you progress, rather than making huge leaps. The last time you tested you were…?” 
 
    “Stone Wielder.” 
 
    “See? You skipped several colors and you are now on the last one, Soul, which glows purple. This won’t happen as much going forward.” 
 
    Danzen recalled the subranking colors, which he felt somewhat corresponded to the words used to classify them. Stones could have moss on them, so green. Crystals were white. Diamonds were blue. The Golden subranking was yellow, which made sense, and the Soul subranking was purple, which also made sense considering the color of Sunyata. 
 
    It became Yato’s turn. The last time she was tested, the young assassin was listed as a Diamond Adept, which meant she hadn’t yet been able to float the stone. Before she would attempt that, she would see if there was a change in her subranking. 
 
    Yato held the clay slab in both hands, focusing on it, a glow illuminating her face. It turned green, but then it began to filter into a fine white before finally breaking. 
 
    “I…” Yato looked up at Danzen for approval. He nodded at her, proud that she had progressed. He was certain she hadn’t gone down from Diamond to Crystal, which meant that she had pushed forward and had reached the next Tier. 
 
    Yato approached the pedestal. She waited for Abbot Monpo to place a stone in the center, and held her hands over it. The stone jumped, and for a moment Danzen thought it was going to fly across the room, but then it slowed into a steady float. 
 
    “And can you shatter it?” Menya asked carefully. 
 
    Yato closed her eyes, exhibiting what Nomin had taught her, a vein appearing near her temple. She strained for another minute or so before finally giving up. “Almost.” 
 
    “Crystal Mancer.” Abbot Monpo clasped his hands together behind his back. “That is very good for someone your age. And even though the way that you have learned to bend your echo is unconventional, it appears to be working. You should be proud of yourself.” 
 
    Yato lowered her head to some degree, her cheeks flush as she stole a quick glance in Danzen’s direction. 
 
    He nodded at her. 
 
    “Well, I suppose if you’re going to get to Verba, it would be a good time now to wake those who are still sleeping and have a morning meal. We will be awaiting your return and look forward to seeing what you will have uncovered.” Menya motioned to the door. “In the meantime, we will continue to do our research here.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The lakeside village of Verba was just as Danzen had remembered it, the residents slightly more friendly than they had been the last time they visited. The man sweeping his front steps didn’t turn away from them, and a woman holding the hands of her two children bowed her head in their direction as they walked in the direction of the glacial shorefront, toward Elder Bahjee’s pub and home. 
 
    “Would you look at that,” Jelmay said, the bakeneko once again in his human form. “I’m not going to say these demented Verbans have rolled out the red carpet for us, but at least they have the basic human decency to make eye contact.” 
 
    “Try not to scare the people.” 
 
    “Bah, if anyone is going to scare them, it will be you or your kitsune friend,” Jelmay told Kudzu. “Or perhaps the ominous blackbird circling overhead.” 
 
    It was just Danzen and a few of his yokai companions now, Yato staying back at the nunnery to continue her training with Nomin. 
 
    This had been the blind assassin’s idea, Danzen not able to swallow this fear that he had of the Seven Evils attacking the nunnery. He knew Nomin would be able to put up a fight, and Yato would certainly assist her, as would Abbot Monpo and perhaps Galzo, but he didn’t know how successful they would be. In the end, he agreed to Nomin’s request without raising his concerns. It was odd, the way he could communicate with her, almost as if she were telepathic, Nomin able to sense what he was thinking. 
 
    He truly hoped that her intuition had been right, that his brother or the Seven Evils wouldn’t make their move. 
 
    It was only a matter of time before they did. 
 
    They reached the pub that doubled as a home for Elder Bahjee, once again greeted by the two chefs, who simply motioned them into the bakeneko’s main feeding room. They found the portly bakeneko seated on the ground surrounded by plates stacked on top of one another, his hands over his distended belly, tongue hanging out of his mouth as he stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Is he dead?” asked Kudzu, a disgusted look tracing across her face and turning her lips down. 
 
    Elder Bahjee came alive and let out a short bark, Kudzu jumping back and colliding with Danzen’s legs. 
 
    The two bakeneko laughed until Jelmay had lowered onto his knees in front of the food. Still laughing, he began shoveling whatever he could get into his mouth. 
 
    “I’m going to wait outside with Sansar.” Kudzu turned to the door with a huff and trotted out, leaving Danzen with Jelmay, Bawa, and Elder Bahjee. 
 
    “We’ve come to get the direction of this hermit you are telling us about,” Jelmay began. 
 
    “I already gave you directions.” 
 
    “The real directions.” 
 
    “I don’t recall telling you about the hermit…” 
 
    “Bahj. As fun and jovial as things are right now—good job scaring the kitsune, by the way, loved that—they could turn sour very quickly. Do not test us today, not after what we’ve been through. Or…” He tilted his head in Danzen’s direction. “He’s not in the best of moods right now.” 
 
    Jelmay launched into a story about some of the things Danzen had dealt with since he had last met Bahjee, and in typical bakeneko fashion, he aggrandized the story to the point that it sounded like Danzen had fought off more than two demons in Odval, and that Ginza was the size of a giant with terrible bone spikes pressing out of his skin. 
 
    “Oh, my…” 
 
    “Oh, my is right,” Jelmay told the other bakeneko. “And this one demon I was telling you about, Ginza, he ate his sword. Completely ate it, like one of those sword swallowers from Sainshand. Yes, the sword that flew over your head, that sword. So that Magical Sword of Cloudy Gatherings, we need it. And we need to know how to reach the hermit who has it.” 
 
    “You mean the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds.” 
 
    “Yes, what I said. I’m certain that there are other remnants in this area too, and information on them would be great too, but that can wait.” 
 
    “For an exchange…” Elder Bahjee smoothed his hand down over his white mustache. 
 
    “What could you possibly want out here? Money? I have that but won’t do you any good. We already did something for you,” Jelmay reminded him. 
 
    “I’m sure something will come up sooner than later. It always does. Treacherous yokai, bandits, whiny villagers who have, I don’t know, lost their child or something. You know how it goes.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know. Humans and their problems. Yokai and their problems. Half-blooded demons and their problems.” Jelmay motioned toward Danzen. “There is one thing that unites us all, and that one thing is our shared conundrums, no matter how trivial.” 
 
    “I didn’t take you for a bakeneko who was also a poet.” 
 
    Jelmay beamed a smile over to Bahjee. “I didn’t take myself for one either, but from time to time, I do find myself with eloquent words that I simply must release.” 
 
    “Have you thought about publishing a poetry book?” 
 
    “Please, point us in the direction of this hermit,” said Danzen, realizing that the two bakeneko were in the process of buttering each other up. He had seen them do this already, the two almost competing in the way they complimented one another. It could go on for hours. 
 
    “Fine, what Pilgrim said.” Jelmay reached for a drumstick and chewed the meat that was left on it. 
 
    “In a hurry, hmmm?” Elder Bahjee’s mustache raised a little, as if it were his whiskers. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    The bakeneko grinned at him. “You have to love the silent assassin types. What would our world be without them?” 
 
    “For one, it would be much safer,” said Jelmay, his mouth full of food. 
 
    “Ha! That it would, but it is the silent types that allow the more jovial fellows like you and me to entertain the world with our wit.” 
 
    “We are witty.” 
 
    “Yes, I enjoy listening to your banter,” said Bawa, who was now eating from one of the plates. His demeanor around the two was in stark contrast to Kudzu, who could barely contain her distaste. The other kitsune seem to listen to both of them contently, the globe on the tip of his tail changing color every now and then. 
 
    “Yes, maybe…” Elder Bahjee shrugged. “Maybe the two of you would like to stay behind and let Pilgrim here leave with the white fox and the yatagarasu. I could sure use the company. The villagers leave much to be desired when it comes to conversation.” 
 
    Jelmay bit into a bone. “Bah. You just need to get out more.” 
 
    “And risk letting some other bakeneko move into Verba? Never.” 
 
    “As I told you before, Bahj, one thing that will come with the northern passage opening is more visitors, which could liven up the place a bit. Also, no bakeneko I know wants to live here except you.” 
 
    It was clear that Elder Bahjee didn’t like Jelmay’s comment. “I would prefer it to stay remote.” 
 
    “Pfft! Remote is for peasants. You need to relax some, Bahj, and think big picture. You are starting to sound like that other fox. More people bring more exploitative opportunities. You were just complaining that you were bored. Imagine if there were more people to entertain you. Now imagine this…” Jelmay swept his hand at the food placed before them. “Imagine more eating options. Because that’s what the opening of the passage will bring. Over time, the produce and meat you will get here will probably change as well.” 
 
    “Yes… yes… that could be beneficial to not only me, but to the villagers.” 
 
    “See? But we can figure all those details out later. For now, point us in the actual direction of this hermit, and do not, I repeat, do not try to trick us in any way. Pilgrim here has had a bad week. I would hate to see him get angry again. He has been known to kill yokai for less…” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    There was a clear cut path past the rice fields outside of Verba, one that used to belong to a riverbed, shrubs and stones adding a natural barrier along both sides of the road. It was a cloudy day, a light rain picking up the further north they headed, Danzen with his hood over his head as always, listening to the yokai chatter. Sansar was perched on his shoulder, the three-legged raven occasionally adding his input to a detailed description of the Outer Regions that Bawa was providing. 
 
    “Verba isn’t the only village,” said the fox as he trotted along. “But the others are much further north, where it gets cold. Perhaps when the northern passages open, we can visit those ones.” 
 
    “I’m all for it,” the bakeneko said, Jelmay now with his hands on his belly, dragging feet as always. “There is a lot of country here, and the less we have to cover initially, the better. Luckily, at least according to Bahj, this yokai hermit isn’t too far from here. I think. Right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Bawa told him. “Just about a day’s walk.” 
 
    “A day’s walk? I thought he said we would be there in no time.” 
 
    “To some people, that means a day. I know a place where we can camp.” 
 
    “Camp?” Jelmay threw his hands up into the air. “Bah! Had I known that… had I known that we would need to camp for the night, I would have stolen some food.” 
 
    “That was your own mistake,” Kudzu told him. “You know how to hunt.” 
 
    “Why would I hunt? There’s perfectly good food from the villagers of Verba that I could be eating. There is no sense in hunting. Hunt? What do I look like to you? A yokai from several hundred years ago?” 
 
    “Do you just expect Pilgrim to hunt for you?” 
 
    “No, I just didn’t expect to hunt myself. I was under the impression that this was only a few hours away.” 
 
    Kudzu sighed. “Were you even listening to Elder Bahjee?” 
 
    “Not really, I was eating. But you have the problem where you’re eating too much and it makes it hard to hear things? No? Just me?” 
 
    They passed under a tree with long branches that stretched over their pathway, the landscape shifting to some degree as more trees took shape. It was a solid forest they had entered, yet there still seemed to be a natural path cutting through it, Danzen wondering how much of the history of the region had been buried. He didn’t see signs of humans, but a path like this would have either been maintained by humans or yokai, and he had yet to see any yokai either. 
 
    The foliage prevented the rain from soaking Danzen’s clothing, his eyes naturally falling to the mud that had started to form on the forest floor, the former assassin looking for tracks. He saw some that belonged to animals, but didn’t notice any that resembled a footprint. As they continued on toward the hermitage, Danzen relaxed his shoulders to some degree, the air fresh now with a hint of soil to it, iron, nutrients, the trees also giving off a smell as they became saturated with water, undertones of sandalwood, an overall sweetness. 
 
    Jelmay whistled until Kudzu told him to stop, the bakeneko then humming under his breath as he waddled on, occasionally kicking at stones. 
 
    “You’re going to get us noticed,” Bawa told him at one point, Jelmay simply shrugging. 
 
    “Maybe I want something to notice us. It will make this journey much easier if we could, you know, find ourselves a shortcut of sorts. There must be one around here. If we try to get to this hermitage tonight, is it possible? I mean, I know you said that we should set up a camp. But what if we just powered through?” 
 
    “Now you are asking to power through? Ha!” Kudzu started to laugh. “Do you have somewhere more important to be?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind being back in Verba. After all, that’s where all the good food is. The lodging that Bahj provided wasn’t the best, but I can make do with a full enough stomach.” 
 
    “To answer your question, I suppose if we just continued into the night that we would be able to reach the hermitage, but it would be late, and this yokai may not enjoy our sudden appearance. Not to mention what we may encounter here in the far north.” 
 
    “I’m not worried. We have Pilgrim here and if anyone knows how to stop a bully, it’s this guy.” Jelmay beamed a smile over to Danzen. “You really are our knight in shining armor.” 
 
    “We will find a camp,” said Danzen, a desire within him to get a lay of the land. It was better not to be traveling at night, especially due to the lack of power he felt and not being able to utilize his boomerang sword any longer. He really had leaned on it too much, able to loose the weapon in a heartbeat and kill his prey. 
 
    Everything felt off without Astra sheathed at his side. 
 
    They continued on, the group eventually coming to a grouping of trees near the edge of a cliff, a valley beyond. “We can rest here.” Bawa sat on his haunches as he looked out at the valley. “According to Elder Bahjee, this hermit yokai lives on that mountain there, the one with the two spires on top.” 
 
    Danzen looked to the mountains that lined the other side of the valley, where there was a single peak that lifted into two spires. 
 
    “How do you know that’s the one?” 
 
    “The spires are said to resemble the ears of a kitsune,” Bawa told Kudzu. 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    Jelmay plopped down, his legs stretched before them. “Someone needs to get a fire started before kitsune mountain over here bores me to death. It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “All you have done today is walk and eat,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “Maybe. But that doesn’t mean that I don’t need a little rest. I’m sure we’ll figure out a fire here, right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Rather than answer, Danzen removed his Blade of Darkness and placed it on the ground, the former assassin setting his leather satchel next to it. Inside he had a few items including his field diary, which he felt he had neglected recently, firestarter, and a set of robes. He had a feeling it would get cold that night, and he could use the robes as a blanket or offer them to one of the others. 
 
    Danzen began gathering wood for a fire, Jelmay continuing to chat with Sansar, who now stood next to the bakeneko. After the firewood was gathered, Danzen turned to the forest, figuring he would hunt something. He was a few steps into the woods when he placed his hand on Nomin’s replica sword, the former assassin remembering he no longer had Astra, which was going to make hunting much harder. 
 
    He turned back to the others, and as he did he noticed a shadow-like form extending itself from a limb, a creature swarming forward. A shadowy yokai with the face of a raccoon grabbed Danzen’s Blade of Darkness and whisked it back into the trees, rapidly moving away. 
 
    “Sansar!” 
 
    The three-legged raven instantly pinpointed the disturbance and took to the air, Danzen also providing chase. He tore through the treeline, summoning his gauntleted blades to cut away the underbrush. 
 
    Schnickt! Schnickt! 
 
    He saw a glint of white reach him, Kudzu racing alongside in pursuit of the yokai that had stolen his glaive. 
 
    It was the same type of rage that he experienced when thinking about Ginza, but it definitely was something more than anger, Danzen absolutely livid that there was even the potential for him to lose another one of his weapons. He cut away the underbrush, and eventually shut his eyes, everything illuminated in purple as he spotted the yokai swinging from tree to tree, moving rapidly. 
 
    The yokai moved in a disjointed way, its arms and legs looking like they were popping out of its sockets as it traveled. He recalled what he had learned earlier that day, yet there was too much movement happening at the moment for him to do something like disrupt the next branch that the yokai planned to use, or ping the creature with a rock. 
 
    They were quickly approaching the end of the forest, the edge of a cliff outlined in purple just about thirty feet ahead of them. Much to his surprise, the yokai jumped over the cliff, Sansar spiraling down after it, Kudzu and Danzen sliding to a stop looking down. 
 
    “It’s… it’s a temple,” Kudzu said as they peered down to the bottom of the crevice. Danzen made out what remained of stone pillars, watching as the yokai slipped into an opening at the front. 
 
    “What is it?” Danzen asked as Sansar and Bawa appeared. “What kind of yokai?” 
 
    “A kinutanuki,” said the three-legged raven. “They are tricksters, known for thievery.” 
 
    “It looks like it went into what’s left of that shrine.” Kudzu teetered along the edge of the cliff, as if she were ready to try to leap to the bottom. She peered over the edge several more times, panting, a bit wild eyed. 
 
    “Then that’s where we are going to go.” Danzen dropped down and lifted Kudzu into his arms, the white fox instantly relaxing, knowing what it was he planned to do. 
 
    “I believe my tail may help you in that abandoned shrine…” Bawa said. 
 
    “We’ll meet you down there.” Danzen sent his power into his knees, the former assassin shooting up and over the ledge. He came down softly on a flattened stone platform, where he set Kudzu. 
 
    “Hurry,” said Sansar, the raven squawking as he tilted his head toward the opening. “You must catch the kinutanuki before it escapes.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen crawled through the opening, the former assassin instantly shutting his eyes when he was greeted by the darkness on the other side. Purple outlines took shape on everything, yet they were stronger, Danzen sensing… 
 
    A remnant? 
 
    He knew what it felt like to be near a remnant as he had been earlier that day at the nunnery, a vibrancy to the air, something supernatural about it. Danzen paused, and as he did, Bawa skipped ahead. 
 
    “There’s a remnant here,” he told Kudzu, the white fox at his side. 
 
    “Let’s get your weapon first, then we will get the remnant.” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    He ducked beneath an overturned pillar, the space opening up to a room large enough for him to stand, the air cold and stuffy. Kudzu began sniffing the ground, as did Bawa, the two heading into a chamber to the left. As Danzen approached the exit, he noticed glowing purple etchings around the door, almost as if it had been carved out by a remnant. But this was impossible. The structure clearly predated the fall of Sunyata. 
 
    He paused, his hand tracing the etching along the doorframe. 
 
    “How old do you think this shrine is?” 
 
    “Well over a thousand years,” said Bawa, the smaller kitsune now in the other chamber, his ears perked as he sniffed the ground. 
 
    “Then how…?” 
 
    He looked over to Danzen, his eyes gleaming. “Things used to be different back then.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t know what to make of this statement. Did it mean that Bawa was much older than he thought? Did it mean that Sunyata had fallen a previous time? Or were there more connections between Sunyata and his realm in the past? 
 
    They continued deeper into the shrine, Danzen and company reaching a room with a sarcophagus in the center, the top of the gravestone shattered into pieces, the corpse looted. The remnant that he had sensed earlier wasn’t as strong here, Danzen taking this to mean that it was somewhere else in the ruined shrine. The ceiling began to gradually tilt down here as the three came to an antechamber. 
 
    “The wall?” Kudzu asked, exchanging glances with the other kitsune. “It moved through the wall?” 
 
    Danzen could see it clearly with his eyes shut, the outlines of the entryway, yet there was no immediate indication on how they would transition to the next chamber. For a moment, he wondered if he was supposed to push in the door, but that didn’t seem to be the case, the door too thick for that. Even more, if the yokai had moved in this way, they would have likely heard the door shift against the stone. 
 
    Focusing even harder, Danzen began looking around the space until he noticed the glow on a single panel to the left of the blocked doorway. 
 
    “It’s… it’s echo-based,” he said. 
 
    “I see…” Bawa stood on his two back legs and examined the panel with his snout. “The kinutanuki was here.” 
 
    “Then how do we open it?” 
 
    Rather than answer Kudzu, Danzen approached the panel and placed his hand on it. He dipped his head, sensing the Sunyata energy coiling within him. Once he felt that he had hold of it, he pressed the power out of his palm. 
 
    The door began to tremble. 
 
    “Yes… keep doing that,” Kudzu said as she took a few steps back. Danzen expected the door to either sink into the ground or into the wall. He was surprised when it separated in the middle and began folding, eventually creating a space that they would be able to walk through. He hadn’t noticed the cut through the door upon his first examination, the mechanics of the movement almost silent. No wonder they hadn’t heard the kinutanuki. 
 
    “Odd, but we are near,” Bawa said, the fox tilting his head back, nostrils flaring open yet again. 
 
    Kudzu did the same. “Let’s catch that damn yokai.” 
 
    The power of Sunyata grew stronger as they moved from the antechamber to a hallway with a low ceiling, where there were carvings on both walls as well as the ceiling, Danzen noticing yet again that they had been made with a remnant. The carvings illuminated in purple, yet seemed ever stronger than echoes he’d seen before. Even if he was given a fairly clear view of the space, there were still details that he would miss with his eyes closed, Danzen wishing he could actually view the art. 
 
    What stories did the artwork tell? Was it like the paintings his mother had done in his nunnery? 
 
    Danzen had reached a point in his life a few years back when he thought that he had come to understand things as they were, how the past had shaped the world he lived in, the good and the bad. Yet through his pursuit of bending his echo, and learning more about remnants and the history of yokai, Danzen realized that he had barely even scratched the surface. 
 
    There was so much more. 
 
    Sudden movement ahead disrupted a brief moment of respite. The two kitsunes raced ahead, Danzen watching as they came into a room with a bridge extending across it. 
 
    As soon as Danzen caught up with them, the ground began to tremble. 
 
    Kudzu leaped back onto the same platform as Bawa, the one she was just standing on falling to the ground. It took a moment before the tile shattered below, Danzen estimating they were a good fifty feet up or more. 
 
    The platform that Bawa and Kudzu were on began to vibrate, and as it did, Danzen extended his influence forward, gripping it as he had done the rock in his training with Abbot Monpo earlier that morning. He floated the stone platform, stopping it from falling, his hand outstretched, head bowed, eyes clenched shut. 
 
    Other platforms began to fall, Danzen waiting for them to hit the ground below before he floated the platform forward, the power of Sunyata in the space seeming to aid him in what he was doing. 
 
    It took full concentration, but eventually he was able to float their platform to the other side, Kudzu and Bawa able to leap to safety. Danzen hovered the same platform that he had just held his companions on back to him. He took a step on it and felt it sink, as if it were stepping onto a small boat. 
 
    The platform shifted lower, Danzen having to strain his hands down to keep it afloat, energy radiating from his palms. It was very subtle, yet he could see it with his eyes closed. Wobbly at first, Danzen began to teeter forward as the final platforms in the room started to fall one by one. 
 
    He heard Kudzu call for him, but he was too focused on what he was doing to look up at her. 
 
    Stones began to fall from the ceiling as Danzen shifted forward, now about four or five feet down from the space where Kudzu and Bawa stood, both foxes with their heads tilted down, watching him approach. 
 
    His arc downward continued, dust and debris filling the air, Danzen smelling the stone with each inhale through his nostrils. He focused, and as he did Danzen was able to stop one of the above rocks from hitting him. Using his echo as a whip, he latched onto it midair and tossed the rock to the side. 
 
    He continued on, his stone platform sinking just a little more as Danzen nearly reached the other side. Still focusing his echo, he bent forward and launched himself up, the former assassin able to grab the edge above. 
 
    By the time Danzen pulled himself to the top, the two kitsunes had already moved to the next chamber. He caught up with them, no time to process what he had just done, or to pat himself on the back for utilizing his newfound skill in the way that he had. He didn’t know what the floor of the other room had looked like, but had he not used his echo, Danzen probably would have been forced to drop to the bottom and jump back to the top. There were a number of things, like spikes below, that may have made this difficult. 
 
    For now, he could simply move on, still with his eyes shut, the kitsunes moving ahead, both their tails lifted as they began to growl. They entered another room, where they found the kinutanuki standing on a dais, the yokai’s paws tucked into its robes, Danzen’s Blade of Darkness on a pedestal before it. 
 
    “You’ve made it,” said the kinutanuki in a feminine voice, her form illuminated by a pair of large candles. 
 
    “What…?” Kudzu prepared to jump at the enemy yokai. “What’s the meaning of this?” 
 
    “Relax, kitsune. You can take your weapon,” she told Danzen. “No harm, no foul.” 
 
    The former assassin didn’t come forward. This could very well be a trap, and rather than fall for it, he summoned his two gauntleted blades, ready for anything. He also kept an eye on the ground, any sign that the echo in the room was being disrupted. For all he knew, the platforms could fall again. 
 
    “You have passed the test. There is no need to escalate things.” 
 
    “We will be the ones who decide if escalation is needed.” 
 
    “Who are you?” asked Bawa before Kudzu could start in on another threat. 
 
    “I am a member of the Sundiyu Sect, firstly. My name is Midrah.” She bowed her head, the woman’s features that of a raccoon, circular ears and black-and-white markings across her face. Midrah had a human’s body, but as Danzen had noticed back at their camp, it was disjointed in a way, held at odd angles especially around her knees and elbows, her legs most notably out of place in their splayed position. 
 
    “The Sundiyu Sect?” Kudzu shook her head. “I thought you disbanded.” 
 
    “No, they never disbanded. That said, they are generally anonymous; I’ve only seen the results of some of their actions here in the Outer Regions,” Bawa told her. “I was wondering when we would end up on their radar.” 
 
    “You could have said something to us.” 
 
    “They rarely interact with the yokai community.” 
 
    “Yet we exist within it,” said Midrah. “The Sundiyu Sect was formed long before the fall of Sunyata, at a time when there was an alliance between Sunyata and Diyu. This temple was created to celebrate the union and later destroyed.” 
 
    Danzen recalled the glyphs and other things that he had noticed that had been carved into the walls. He had more questions, but he wasn’t the type to voice them now, not when he still had a sense that this could be a trap. 
 
    He never really could shake that sense. 
 
    “Why have you come to the Outer Regions? I’ve been able to gather some information on your party, but I would like to hear directly from you.” 
 
    “I… I am the son of Tengir Gantulga, the ruler of Diyu.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m familiar.” 
 
    “And my mother was Shodren Ravja, of the nunnery outside of Odval. It is my goal, and the goal of my companions, two of which are here, others of which are back at the nunnery, to do what we must do to rebuild Sunyata. We believe it can be done by collecting remnants.” 
 
    “Hmmm. So it is true…” 
 
    “We are looking to open up the northern passageway to allow for remnant transport from Genshin Valley to the nunnery. We are trying to avoid the roads commonly used for transport.” 
 
    “Hence the opening of the northern passage… and you are aware of the nue?” 
 
    “Yes, that is another thing we plan to look into in the near future,” Danzen told her. 
 
    “Then why are you in this area specifically? If it is the northern passage that you plan to open, that is south of here. Why did you come so far north? Is it in search of remnants?” 
 
    “That is one reason, the other is my brother, who is a full-blooded demon. He has unleashed the Seven Evils from the depths of Diyu, and one of them…” Danzen grimaced as he remembered Ginza and what he had done. “One of them destroyed my most prized weapon, a sword forged by a remnant. I think that I will need something equally strong to stop him.” 
 
    “You’re referring to the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Kanjen the hermit yokai knows where it is.” 
 
    “So we’ve been told, by Elder Bahjee of Verba,” said Bawa. 
 
    “The bakeneko is supposed to keep that a secret. No surprise, really, that he didn’t, but I assumed you had to work to get it out of him.” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    Midrah sighed, which led Kudzu to laugh. 
 
    “You saw who we were traveling with up there.” 
 
    “Yes, the other bakeneko. I was wondering why he was there,” she told Kudzu. “I must admit, you have piqued my interest, and the interest of the rest of the Sundiyu Sect. We are hopeful that you will be able to accomplish what it is you are seeking to do. And…” The kinutanuki gestured the three of them toward a doorway on the left. “I believe I have something that will help you. Please, come with me.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen and his companions entered into a narrow space, a pedestal in the center not unlike the pedestal he had used earlier to float the stone back at his mother’s nunnery. It was cold and dark, no candles, meaning that he had to rely on his ability to see with his eyes closed, a purple outline to everything around him. 
 
    Yet again, he saw the glyphs and carvings in the wall, ones that he would never be able to understand, from a time well over a thousand years ago. A light-purple orb on a small satin cushion sat on the pedestal at the front of the room, a rim of dust around it. The kinutanuki hovered her hands over the remnant and looked up at Danzen and his two yokai companions. 
 
    “Do you feel it?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “I’ve… I’ve never been around such a strong remnant,” said Kudzu, the white fox backing away from the glowing stone. Her tail was slightly tucked between her legs, her ears pressed back in nervousness. 
 
    “It is a unique one, one from before the fall of Sunyata,” said Midrah, the kinutanuki smoothing her hands over her robes and stepping back. “You may take it for passing the trial I put you through here.” 
 
    Bawa approached, the orange fox tilting his head out, his eyes bulging to some degree as he examined the spherical remnant. “Did you say this was from before the fall of Sunyata?” 
 
    “That’s right, it was the shining jewel of this shrine for many years. A gift from Sunyata. Can’t you tell by its power?” Midrah hovered her hand over the sphere, a bolt of energy connecting with her palm. “They don’t normally do that, do they?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen one do that,” said Kudzu, “at least not one that small.” 
 
    Danzen recalled the larger remnant back at the fox shrine in the Panchen Mountains. He recalled that it did have a glow to it, and that there had been a power radiating off it, yet nothing like the small spherical remnant that rested on the cushion. He felt as if it was drawing power from him in a way, Danzen noticing a weakness in his knees. 
 
    “As I said, I want you to take it,” Midrah told them. “Take it back to the nunnery, add it to your collection.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    “It is your goal to rebuild Sunyata, is it not?” she asked Danzen. 
 
    “It is, but…” He knew that he shouldn’t doubt himself, but hearing about the history of this shrine, and knowing just how long this remnant had been here had him second-guessing what they planned to do. 
 
    Once again, he wondered if it was even possible. But the kinutanuki seemed encouraging as she gestured for him to come forward and take it, Danzen almost beside himself as he stepped up to the pedestal and lowered his hand over the remnant. The energy moved from the spherical stone to the palm of his hand immediately, powerful enough that he could feel it in his core, Danzen feeling a wave of euphoria as if all of his blood vessels had burst at the same time that they had healed. 
 
    It was an opening and closing sensation, a vibrancy, and hovering his hand over this ancient remnant seemed to spark a memory that he had long since forgotten. He was transported back to the Diyu Brotherhood, sparring against Soko, the two of them in their late teens, long before she had begun abusing remnants. She had come inches away from cutting him, and Danzen had pressed away from her, Soko taking this opportunity to run her shoulder into Danzen and fall on top of him. 
 
    It had spawned laughter at the time, a spark of something else, and while this sensation wasn’t the same as what he had felt at that time, there was something similar to it. One of life, one of hope. 
 
    “Please, take it. And then I will show you the easier way out. Unless you want to go back the way that you came.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Kudzu told the woman. “I hate to sound like Jelmay here, but the easier the exit, the better.” 
 
    Danzen took the remnant off its satin pillow. As he cupped it in his hands, the kinutanuki offered him a felt pouch for the stone. He carefully placed it inside, and from there slipped the remnant into the inner pocket of his robes. Keeping it there would bother him in the long run, but he felt that they could at least get back to the camp they had been in the process of setting up, where he could place it in his leather satchel. 
 
    The sooner they got back to the nunnery from there, the better. But there was still the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, and it didn’t look like they were going to be able to reach the hermit yokai’s home before nightfall. 
 
    Luckily, Midrah seemed to have a solution for this. “As long as you are with me here in the Outer Regions, no one will disturb you. I will personally take you to Kanjen’s hermitage.” 
 
    “In that case, lead the way,” Kudzu said, clearly ready to leave the abandoned shrine.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sansar greeted Danzen and his group as soon as they reached the exit of the abandoned shrine, which let out beneath the waterfall, stones overhead wet and veined with yellow moss. 
 
    The three-legged raven lowered to the ground and looked up at Danzen, his head tilting to the side. “You… found a remnant?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Sansar narrowed his eyes on the kinutanuki. 
 
    “Ah, a yatagarasu,” Midrah said, a curious look on her face as she took in the raven. “I thought that was you.” 
 
    It was the first time that Sansar’s reputation had preceded him, but he made nothing of it as he simply lifted back into the air, turning in the direction of Jelmay. It wasn’t quite rude, but it was clear that he didn’t enjoy the chase that they had to put up to catch the kinutanuki. Soaring overhead, Sansar circled once before heading in a southeasterly direction, Danzen and his companions following him. 
 
    Danzen looked up to the top of the cliff, knowing that their camp was not so far away. While he could likely jump to one of the stone ledges and move up rapidly, there was also Kudzu and for that matter, Bawa. He also knew that the two kitsunes were adapted to this kind of environment, that they could easily do something like scale a cliff, that sometimes he pampered Kudzu more than he should. 
 
    With this in mind, he simply kept to the back of the group, letting Midrah lead the way, figuring she wouldn’t do something like jump all the way to the top of the cliff, or fly up. 
 
    The sun had partially set now, the night pressing on. A shade of blue that reminded Danzen of the glacial lake outside of Verba defined the sky, just a few early stars flashing into existence above. The path they eventually came to resembled terraces, much easier for them to ascend, the group eventually reaching a natural road through the forest they’d traveled on earlier. 
 
    It took another ten minutes or so to reach the campsite where they found Jelmay sleeping, the bakeneko on his back, hands on his stomach as he snored. 
 
    “He’s been asleep this whole time?” Kudzu started to scowl, and rather than approach the bakeneko, she turned in the opposite direction, eventually finding a place to sit near the edge of the cliff, agitated. 
 
    “And you endeavor to reach the hermitage tonight?” Bawa asked. 
 
    “If we leave now, we should be able to get there when the moon is at its highest place,” said Midrah. 
 
    The bakeneko came alive, his whiskers twitching, his eyes bloodshot as he looked from Danzen to the kinutanuki. “She’s back!” Jelmay went for his sword, the sheath going airborne as he brought the weapon to the ready. It flew over his shoulder and struck the trunk of a tree. 
 
    “Some help you are,” said Kudzu, not even bothering to look over at Jelmay. 
 
    “It was a challenge,” the other kitsune told him. “We got the weapon back, and…” 
 
    Danzen produced the remnant, which he offered to Jelmay. 
 
    “I’ve… never seen one like this.” The bakeneko dropped his sword and slowly opened the bag, his whiskers lifting in astonishment. 
 
    “You would have seen it already had you decided to help us earlier.” 
 
    “Bah! What good would I have been?” he asked Kudzu. “All three of you are faster than me, and then there’s the bird. Birds can fly, you know. I figured I would only get in the way.” 
 
    “That’s… that’s actually fair.” 
 
    “See? And it’s not like I didn’t do something while I waited around here.” Jelmay gestured toward several rabbits, all dead, lined up next to one another. 
 
    Kudzu began examining them. “You caught all of these?” 
 
    “I’m not as useless as I look, fox. I figured since you all were out getting Danzen’s weapon back, I would take care of dinner. But I didn’t cook it. Because the fire went out. Or there was never a fire. I can’t remember. I fell asleep after I caught these rabbits. It’s not easy catching rabbits, you know.” 
 
    “How did you even catch the rabbits?” 
 
    “How does anyone catch a rabbit? I climbed up the tree, and waited for them to come by. I jumped down onto them.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “No, fox,” said Jelmay, motioning toward himself. “I just turned into a rabbit.” 
 
    “You can’t turn into a rabbit. That’s not… no. No way I am going to believe that.” 
 
    “You don’t know everything that I can do. Now, will someone who isn’t a clever and loyal bakeneko deal with dinner? I am getting hungry, and I don’t want to eat raw meat tonight.” 
 
    Rather than reply, Danzen used Nomin’s replica short sword to prepare the rabbits, and while he did so, the kinutanuki worked on the fire. Kudzu and Bawa could have both helped out, but they would have to take their human forms to do so. Jelmay attempted to help in his own way, making himself look busy by bringing wood for the fire, and then quizzing Midrah on why she had tricked them. 
 
    This allowed him to get more information than they had back in the abandoned shrine, Jelmay’s cunning nature always in the forefront of anything that he did. 
 
    “So it was Bahj,” he said, after Midrah told him who had alerted the Sundiyu Sect to their presence in the Outer Regions. 
 
    “About a week ago, yes. We generally have someone go down to speak with him every now and then, but he put up the signal, and said he would do so when you all returned.” 
 
    “Sooner than later, I’m going to do something about that other bakeneko,” Kudzu growled. 
 
    “I’m right there with you.” Jelmay threw his arms up into the air and plopped onto the ground, his little vest shifting while he got comfortable. While he carried an annoyed look on his face, it was clear that he was merely trying to get out of doing another chore. He started laughing. “But I can’t say I wouldn’t have done the same.” 
 
    Kudzu merely shook her head. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a large meal, but after the rabbit, Danzen’s companions set off, Midrah the kinutanuki leading the way. It wasn’t unusual for Jelmay to be curious about a new companion, the bakeneko doing most of the talking as they traveled down the hill and into the valley, crickets and other insects buzzing loud enough that it made it hard for Danzen to focus. The air was crisp, something he’d grown used to this far north, and there was a hint of coldness to it that told him that it was going to plummet in temperature as the night trailed on. 
 
    “So, the Sundiyu Sect is actually active, is that what you are telling me?” 
 
    This had been the third or fourth time that Jelmay had asked the kinutanuki to explain herself. He’d come at it from several angles, the bakeneko clearly trying to trap her in a lie. 
 
    “Why do you keep asking her that?” Kudzu sounded tired, a day of travel and bickering with Jelmay finally slowing her down. She was at the back of the group now, behind Danzen, Midrah and Bawa in the front, Jelmay with a bit of pep to his step likely because he’d been able to rest earlier. As always, Sansar was overhead. 
 
    “Do you really want me to explain it to you again?” Midrah asked. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “The Sundiyu Sect has not disbanded, but we have gone underground. I don’t know why you’re so interested in this.” 
 
    “Because…” Jelmay stopped, and in doing so forced Danzen to slip around him. “Hey, I was trying to make an important statement.” 
 
    “We should be more focused on reaching Kanjen,” Bawa said in a polite way. “If we are quiet, maybe we will shave a few minutes off the time it takes to get there.” 
 
    By this point, the group had passed Jelmay, including Kudzu, who whipped at him with her tail. “What I was trying to say was…” He tripped as he attempted to catch up with Midrah, Jelmay scrambling back to his feet and grunting as he continued on. 
 
    Midrah finally paused and turned to him. “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you know Usagi the jade rabbit?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “He used to be part of your sect, didn’t he? At least, that’s what he told me. So I kept asking you because I wanted to see if it was true or not. Usagi has a love-hate relationship with us, mostly because of Pilgrim here.” 
 
    Kudzu shook her head. “What? No. Mostly because of you.” 
 
    “I’ll admit, Usagi and I have had our ups and downs over the years, but he did tell me once that he was part of the Sundiyu Sect so… why did he get kicked out?” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask him.” Midrah stepped over a fallen tree, her odd joints making it look as if she had scaled it in a strange way. Danzen still found himself looking to her every time she moved, her movement unlike any yokai he had seen before. In the periphery it had a hint of the unknown to it, Danzen finding himself moving to withdraw his weapon more than once. 
 
    But he never did, and he maintained a quiet repose as they walked through a field of grass that extended well past his knees. He could still see Kudzu, her white coat sparkling, and Bawa was easy to point out with the globe on the tip of his tail, which currently glowed yellow. Jelmay was just tall enough to keep his head above the grass, the bakeneko occasionally opening his mouth and taking a bite. 
 
    “This particular grass is good for your digestion,” Jelmay told the group, likely just to have something to say. 
 
    No one responded. 
 
    They reached the edge of the grass and entered another forest, one set before the mountains Danzen had seen earlier, the two peaks said to be shaped like the ears of the kitsune. Sansar lowered from the sky, fluttering his wings as he spoke to Midrah. “Should I alert the hermit yokai of our presence?” 
 
    “Kanjen doesn’t normally have visitors, and will most likely ignore you. It would be best for us to greet him together. He may surprise you.” 
 
    “I like surprises,” Jelmay said. “The fox? Not so much.” 
 
    The terrain began to shift upward, starting gradually at first, the group later climbing terraces like they had done on the way back from the abandoned shrine. A hint of movement in the trees caused Danzen to summon one of his gauntleted blades—Schnickt!—Jelmay jumping back at the sound, Kudzu and Bawa going on alert as well. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Midrah said coolly. “Just something coming to check us out. Nothing to be alarmed about.” 
 
    The movement he’d seen, which had come coupled with a swath of blackness, reminded Danzen of Soko’s robes. This led him to thinking about the female assassin once again, Danzen aware that he’d told her that they would meet in a week. But now he didn’t know if this was the right way forward. There was also the chance that his brother would appear and demand he go back to face Ginza, or threaten him in some other way. 
 
    He had yet to hear from Nomtoi, and he knew that he could call upon his father if he wanted, Danzen with the sense that Tengir Gantulga was always watching. Naturally, he wondered yet again what his father had meant when he said that he could unlock his blood. Was it not already unlocked? All it took for him to summon demons was a simple cut; what else was possible? 
 
    Hopefully, he would never have to find out. 
 
    They reached the cave about halfway up one of the peaks, Jelmay sucking in deep breaths by the time they stopped. The cave offered a view of the valley, and as they entered it, Danzen noticed that there weren’t any indications that a fire had been lit recently. 
 
    “Is that…?” Kudzu hopped back once her eyes fell upon a large bird that was slouched over; the yokai was nearly the size of Jelmay, wearing a set of red robes that were tattered, his face almost human aside from his beak, hair long and white, a little black hat on the top of his bald spot. He was completely lifeless, his eyes closed, beak tilted forward. 
 
    “He’s… dead?” Bawa sat, the globe on the tip of his tail illuminating the hermit yokai in orange. 
 
    “This yokai is known as a kotengu, right?” Jelmay asked. When no one answered, he continued. “Oh, well, nothing to do now but loot the place.” 
 
    “Kanjen, it’s me,” said Midrah as she approached the yokai. “Wake up. You have visitors.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Kanjen threw his head back, a startled squawk nearly sending Kudzu bolting out of the cave. His tongue stretched out of his beak and his eyes, which were rolled into the back of his head, came forward, beady little things, twitching as they settled. “What… Midrah? What’s the meaning of this?” 
 
    “Ah, I get it,” said Jelmay as he examined the yokai. “It’s a defense mechanism, and you’re not a kotengu; you’re actually a tanuki, aren’t you? Bahj said…” 
 
    “You are damn right I am, and…?” He raised an eyebrow as he turned to Danzen. “Half-blooded? Why is there a half-blooded man in my cave?” 
 
    “Perhaps I can explain that part.” Sansar hopped forward, Kanjen letting out a curious sound once he saw the yatagarasu. 
 
    “You have returned, Sansar.” 
 
    “I have, and it is nice seeing you, old friend.” 
 
    “Wait, you knew him this entire time?” Jelmay pointed a claw at the raven. “In that case, why didn’t you just fly over here and let him come to us? Why did we have to come to his cave? We aren’t supposed to be keeping secrets from one another!” 
 
    “We haven’t seen each other in a long time,” said Kanjen. “Since well before the fall.” 
 
    “So he’s not the same one that led Jimmu to the Kishu Kingdom, is he?” asked Jelmay. 
 
    “No,” said Sansar. “That was my father. And yes, Kanjen is right. We haven’t seen each other since that time.” 
 
    “But you did come from Sunyata, right?” Jelmay asked. “Both you and your father.” 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Yet you never speak of it.” 
 
    “That is also correct.” 
 
    “I suspect if you are with this half-blood, that there must be some good reason.” The yokai flapped his wings in an effort to get to his feet. He was pudgy and short, but something about the way he held himself told Danzen that he was much more powerful than he was letting on. This was confirmed once Danzen briefly shut his eyes, the energy radiating around Kanjen vibrant and bright. 
 
    “We do have a goal in mind, something we are striving toward,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Do we really have to do all this again?” asked Jelmay. “I mean rehashing our whole story. Sorry, it’s been a long day, and to find out that you could have just flown over to us…” 
 
    “No, bakeneko, I’m much too old to fly. Besides, as you pointed out, I am a tanuki, so perhaps it is best if I stay on the ground. No, it is better that you come to me.” 
 
    “In that case, he could have just flown to you. Bah! What I’m trying to say here is that I think we are wasting precious time. Right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t want to agree with Jelmay, but what the bakeneko had said was true. He had a goal in mind, and a target waiting for him back in the west. The former assassin also was feeling increasingly anxious that something may have happened to the others back at the nunnery. He didn’t want to dwell on this, but it was there. Nomtoi seemed to know where he was at all times, which meant that he knew where his companions were as well. This made him wonder if something else was preventing his half-brother from lashing out. Perhaps his father was playing a heavier hand in this than he was letting on… 
 
    “I suppose I should officially meet all of you,” Kanjen said as he nodded to the two kitsunes, Kudzu now seated, her white ears folded back, Bawa still standing on all fours. The mendicant yokai began introducing himself, reminding everyone after they told him their name that he had a terrible memory, that he likely wouldn’t recall what they had said later on. “That’s just the way it goes, in one ear and out the other.” 
 
    “I’m just going to ask him,” Jelmay said under his breath, as if he were having a conversation with himself. The bakeneko placed his hands on his back and puffed his chest out to some degree, smiling. “Well, now that we all know each other, and we are all apparently friends, old friends, even, we need something from you. Or better, we would like to borrow something. Something… something…” 
 
    “We are looking for the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds,” Danzen said, once Jelmay continued to fumble over what he was trying to tell the yokai. 
 
    “The what now? The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds? Yes, yes, a sword made completely by remnants.” 
 
    “Then it would be a crystal? Or crystal-like?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “No, not exactly. It looks just like any other sword, because it is… well…” Kanjen looked to Midrah. “Care to explain?” 
 
    Midrah turned to Danzen. “Remember the remnant that I gave you earlier? This is an example of a piece from Sunyata, before the fall.” 
 
    “I have it right here.” Jelmay took a moment to retrieve it from his bag. As it had in the abandoned shrine, the remnant glowed in an otherworldly way, bright enough to illuminate the inside of the cave. 
 
    “This one isn’t like the remnants that people kill for now. This kind of remnant can become anything that you would like with some practice.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Kudzu. 
 
    “Someone ranked at one of the higher tiers can modify the remnant and form other items. This would be how the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds was created. First taken from Sunyata while it was still in existence, then formed into a sword and forged by an expert. How do I know? Well, I am the one who commissioned it!” 
 
    “So… where is it?” 
 
    “You really think I would just tell you where it is?” Kanjen turned to Jelmay and started laughing. “Of course not, bakeneko. I will need to know more about what it is you plan to do, and why you need this legendary weapon. Also, I detect that you have a rather different past,” he told Danzen, “but I don’t say this with judgment. The ultimate test will be if you can stand up to the challenge I have devised, one that will put you and your current power level to the test. If you do not pass, I won’t be able to part with this weapon.” 
 
    “What kind of challenge?” asked Danzen. 
 
    He yawned. “We will see to that detail in the morning. Now, prepare a fire. I’m getting cold. We can chat and rest, but I must warn you, it is past my bedtime.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Even though he knew he should get some sleep, Danzen ended up taking watch that night, the former assassin seated outside the cave, legs crossed beneath him as he kept his eyes on the valley below. He saw movement several times, yokai that he couldn’t quite make out due to the distance, yet everything was peaceful, the morning sun beautiful as it appeared on the horizon in a line of pink. 
 
    He wondered what challenge Kanjen had in store for him, Danzen eventually drifting off once the sun was already on its way up, his companions stirring. He slept for an hour or so as they made tea, the group speaking in low voices, including Jelmay, allowing Danzen to get some much needed rest. 
 
    Upon awaking, he saw that Kanjen was already starting to wind down a series of steps that would take him to the forest below, the older yokai balancing much of his weight on a shriveled cane. Danzen joined at the back of the group, Kudzu and Bawa in front, followed by Jelmay and Midrah, Sansar hovering overhead. 
 
    As they walked, Jelmay plucked red berries from the shrubs that lined the pathway, ones Danzen hadn’t seen the previous night. He kept eating them, his lips covered in red juice by the time he turned to Danzen and smiled. “Are you ready to get a new sword?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Most of the group stopped, aside from Kanjen, who kept waddling on, the bird seemingly deaf. 
 
    “What do you mean, no?” asked Midrah. “I thought that was the entire reason for you coming here.” 
 
    “My previous weapon was very…” Danzen bit his lip and looked up at the foliage above, glints of sunlight stretching through the leaves. “It was very important to me.” 
 
    “Surely, whatever it was, the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds will be better. It is a sword made of a remnant.” 
 
    “Astra was forged by a remnant.” 
 
    “There is a very big difference,” Midrah said as she started up again, moving in her strange way. She didn’t sound offended, mostly sure of herself, but Danzen knew that she wouldn’t understand the relationship he had with his previous weapon. It had bonded to him to some degree, always returning to his hand, and never coming close to cutting him on its return path. Thinking of Astra made him wish he had bent his echo that morning, yet he had fallen asleep instead, which may have been a bad idea considering what he was about to get into. 
 
    “Where are you taking us again?” Jelmay called ahead, and once Kanjen didn’t respond, he scooted his way to the front to speak to the hermit yokai, startling him. 
 
    “You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that,” Kanjen scolded the bakeneko. 
 
    “Sneak up on you? You knew we were here.” 
 
    Kanjen started to laugh. “I suppose… I suppose you could make that argument. What is it that you want, bakeneko?” 
 
    “I find myself asking that question all the time…” Kudzu said under her breath. 
 
    “I want to know how you’re going to challenge us, or him. Wait, you aren’t challenging all of us, are you?” Jelmay asked, his ears flitting back to some degree. 
 
    “Are you the one that wants the sword?” 
 
    “I have my own.” 
 
    “Then you won’t be challenged, and you don’t need to worry about what the challenge may entail.” 
 
    “Bah! There is no need for secrets.” 
 
    “No need?” Kanjen made a whistling sound. “There is plenty need for secrets.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to get it out of him,” said Midrah. “You’ll just have to wait until we get there.” 
 
    There turned out to be a space near the center of the valley, the group walking for well over an hour until they reached it. 
 
    Large rocks were stacked nearby, which were a bit out of the ordinary considering most of the valley was flat. Danzen had noticed the formation last night, but it had been dark enough that he hadn’t really paid much attention to it. Seeing it now, he saw that some of the boulders were nearly twice as tall as he was, like a mountain had exploded and deposited them here. 
 
    Kanjen turned to the group just about the time that Sansar landed, the three-legged raven hopping up next to Danzen. 
 
    “I present to you your challenge.” Kanjen gestured toward the boulders, and as he did a swell of energy pressed forward, spinning around the stones as they started to move, the ground quaking. 
 
    Danzen’s natural instinct was to withdraw his blade as the stones started to stack upon one another, forming a towering, humanoid rock creature rimmed in purple energy. 
 
    “Destroy the stone golem and the sword is yours. And just you.” Kanjen swept his wing toward Danzen’s companions, which had the effect of pushing them all away from him, their feet sliding on the grass. “This challenge is only for the half-blooded one.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The stone golem brought what resembled two fists above its head and slammed it into the ground, everything shaking around Danzen, the energy rippling forward. 
 
    The former assassin skipped out of the way, initially with Nomin’s replica short sword drawn, recalling that it could cut through anything. The problem was going to be getting close to the stone golem, which had enough power radiating around it that Danzen was sure it would force him away. 
 
    He tried anyway, Danzen lunging forward, pressing off the ground and launching into the air. Whoomph! He dropped on top of the stone golem, immediately driving his sword in, which pressed straight through the stone as if it were flesh. 
 
    He held on as the golem tried to beat him away, Danzen forced to kick off the creature and land behind it. The wound he had given the golem seemed to do little to hurt it as the monstrous stone creature turned to him and shot forward. Danzen jumped out of the way to avoid its charge, running as the stone golem tore into the soil around him. 
 
    He sheathed his sword and went for his Blade of Darkness, not knowing how much power it would have against his opponent. Another problem immediately presented itself: the only shadow currently being cast was from the stone golem itself, which forced Danzen to circle around the creature as it tried to stop him. 
 
    He finally got to a position where the golem was in front of the sun, its shadow extending out toward him. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Danzen went for an epic strike with his glaive, putting all his power behind it. The force of his shadows cut into the ground, dirt bursting into the air, the golem stumbling backwards as if the strike had actually hurt it. 
 
    But the creature quickly recovered. 
 
    It came for Danzen yet again, the impact of its giant stone fist on the ground tossing Danzen to the side. He landed on his back and flipped over onto his stomach, his neck making a cracking sound. 
 
    Danzen had lost his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    His world seemed to spin as he narrowly got out of the way before the stone golem could crush him. To avoid its next strike, Danzen launched himself into the air and ran up the rock’s proverbial arm, transferring to the portion that resembled the head of the creature. He crouched, his eyes scanning the ground so he could find his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    The stone golem fell onto its side in an attempt to buck him off, the former assassin jumping in the opposite direction. 
 
    Danzen hit the ground hard and rolled, able to grab his Blade of Darkness in the process. Slightly winded, he turned back to the creature. 
 
    “Get it, Pilgrim!” Jelmay called from the sidelines as he sidestepped the stone golem until it was in front of the sun again, the shadows now pooling at the tip of his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    Danzen charged forward, his Blade of Darkness going over his shoulder as he gathered as much shadow power as he could. He brought it forward, and was able to cut its left arm off at what would be the shoulder of the creature. 
 
    The stone fell to the ground, Danzen slipping around to the back as the stone golem tried to stomp at him. 
 
    Ignoring Jelmay’s cheers, he circled around to the front and jumped just in time to avoid another stomp. Shadow gathering once again, Danzen sent an arc of energy to the right, now cutting off the stone golem’s other arm at the shoulder. 
 
    But the stone golem wasn’t done, nor did it seem to experience any pain. 
 
    It began lifting itself and falling, collapsing its entire body, Danzen not able to gather enough shadow in time to do something about it. 
 
    The creature managed to bring itself up to its legs and do it again and again, the ground trembling as Danzen worked to gain an advantage. How would he kill this thing? Would cutting off all its limbs do? Or did he need to… 
 
    Danzen paused, knowing exactly what needed to happen next. 
 
    He lowered his weapon, ignoring the gasps from both Kudzu and Jelmay. 
 
    The stone golem approached, teetering like it was about to fall on Danzen. With his eyes closed, Danzen gripped the air with a single hand as if it were tangible. 
 
    Just as the stone golem was inches away from collapsing onto Danzen, his power surged forward and shattered the creature. 
 
    He blinked his eyes open as a cloud of debris settled all around him, his hood now over his head by accident, Danzen with his legs wide, weapon still aside. 
 
    “Yes, yes…” Kanjen approached Danzen, still leaning his weight on his cane. “You want the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, do you?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Then, it is yours.” Kanjen lifted his cane and flicked his wrist once, his cane morphing into a sheathed blade with a white grip and a golden hilt. Not only that, the bird disguise he’d been wearing all along filtered away, Danzen now looking at an older tanuki, short in stature, with tufts of white hair on his face. “Use it wisely, half-blood.”
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    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen Ravja didn’t know how to feel about the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. For one, the name wasn’t going to work for him. He’d already heard the others talking about it, stumbling over its long title. He recalled that Elder Bahjee had mentioned its ancient name, but that wouldn’t work either. 
 
    Truthfully, he wanted to name it Astra. But it was too soon, and he wasn’t yet sure of what the sword was capable of, if it could even operate as a boomerang weapon. 
 
    After receiving the famed blade from Kanjen, Danzen and his party began the trek back to his mother’s nunnery. He hadn’t tested the sword yet, figuring he would save that for their arrival at the nunnery, nor had there been much more conversation with Midrah or Kanjen about it, both of whom had remained in the valley. 
 
    He could tell that the others wanted him to try the weapon out, but Danzen was a patient man, and even if he had earned the weapon, there was a part of him that still felt guilty for replacing Astra. He missed the way the grip felt in his hands, how reliable his famed blade had been, even its porous scabbard. At least the scabbard could be made next time he visited Arsi. After all, it was the blacksmith Kunta who had made his previous sheath. 
 
    The landscape morphed as they traveled through the woods of the Outer Regions, the group bypassing Verba. Danzen occasionally placed his hand on the weapon, certainly aware of its power. There was a gravitational aspect to the blade, an intense pull of energy that reminded him of the smaller, ancient remnant that they had received from Midrah in the abandoned shrine. 
 
    It had been odd how easily Kanjen had given Danzen the weapon, almost as if it had been something he prepared to do for a long time. The tanuki didn’t seem to be attached to it in any way, and he also didn’t seem to need the cane to support his weight, nor did Kanjen say much after handing it over, aside from letting Danzen know where he would be, his cave in the mountains beyond. 
 
    “We could always take a rest,” Jelmay suggested after they had traveled for about two hours without stopping. “It’s not like we have anything better to do than get to the nunnery at some point. And what then?” 
 
    “There will be food.” 
 
    “Actually, you aren’t wrong,” he told Kudzu, licking his lips. “And the food will be better than what I could scrounge up out here. Bah. It’s always something, isn’t it? And let me guess, we are going to deal with Ginza next, right? I tune out half the conversations that don’t involve me.” 
 
    “There is a case that opening the northern passage first may be a better strategy,” said Sansar, referring to a conversation that Danzen had briefly heard him having with Bawa. “I know that you have a timeline to work with, Pilgrim, but this could give you the opportunity to test your weapon. Further, if you do open the northern passage, you can head south over the marshlands to Arsi, bypassing Odval and Bahlingar.” 
 
    This was something that Danzen already knew would be the best course of action. He still had several days left to decide what he should do with Soko, and he knew that she would likely wait at the shrine for him even if he was a day late. He also liked the idea of getting used to his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, Danzen knowing better than to enter a fight with a new weapon. 
 
    “So we deal with the nue first then, eh? Then Ginza…” Jelmay considered this while scratching his lower back, his paw beneath his vest and just above his missing tail, which had been cut off by Tensei, the assassin who had trained with Yato. The bakeneko rarely spoke of his missing appendage any longer. 
 
    “That does make the most sense,” said Kudzu. “As does all of us going with you to meet Ginza.” 
 
    “Everyone?” Jelmay’s whiskers drooped to some degree. “You’re referring to Soko, too?” 
 
    “What? No, of course not. We don’t need her, right, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen hesitated. Kudzu could be headstrong, and while her distaste for Soko was certainly warranted, she didn’t know how diligent the female assassin could be when stalking her prey. She was just as likely to betray someone as she was to save their life, but having her on one side in a fight was certainly worthwhile. “Who will stay at the nunnery?” he asked, instead of answering her question. 
 
    “I will,” said Bawa. “And Galzo, and Abbot Monpo. Perhaps we can head to address the nue with you, and then return to the nunnery while you head south.” 
 
    “So it would be you, me, Yato, Nomin, Jelmay, and Sansar heading west?” asked Kudzu. “Because I think we could use Nomin.” 
 
    “Are you seriously volunteering me too?” Jelmay stopped walking. “I didn’t think, I mean, I wasn’t under the impression that I would be… you know, maybe it’s best if I stay back at the nunnery as well and help fight off any potential intruders. Yes, I could take Danzen’s form, or Nomtoi’s, and help scare away anyone who tries to mess with our remnants.” 
 
    “Nice try, cat.” 
 
    The statement caused Bawa to laugh. 
 
    “Why are you laughing? You get to stay behind and no one’s questioning it, but someone suggests that the bakeneko stays and helps out around the nunnery—because clearly they love me there—and I’m told I have to come? I don’t want to die.” 
 
    “Hush, Jelmay,” said Kudzu. “No one is going to die fighting Ginza.” 
 
    Danzen tried to hide the grimace that took shape on his face at the statement. He truly didn’t know what would happen once they faced Ginza, but one thing was for certain, he didn’t want some of them coming. Kudzu, Jelmay, Yato. 
 
    No, it made the most sense for him to bring Nomin. Not only her, Soko as well, as much as he hated to admit this to himself. Even with his new sword, Danzen felt like it would take a miracle for them to stop Ginza. There was something about the man’s power, how he deflected and seemed to absorb attacks. There was another aspect to it, an unknown. 
 
    Danzen had a feeling that Ginza was capable of much more than he had previously displayed. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The nunnery grew from the side of the mountain, the sky gray now, a booming thunderstorm in the distance visible on the horizon. 
 
    They were almost there. 
 
    Sansar went ahead and flew to the top to announce their arrival, Danzen and company greeted by Nomin and Yato as soon as they arrived. 
 
    “You got it?” Yato asked, her dark eyes falling onto the sword sheathed at Danzen’s side. He removed the blade, and handed it to her in a respectful way. Yato carefully examined it, her mouth dropping in awe. “I can literally feel the power.” 
 
    “As can I,” said Nomin. Once she took the blade from Yato, Nomin stepped away and brought the weapon to the ready. She moved forward, the ends of her white robes lifting behind her as she pushed all the way through a practice strike. The blind assassin stopped, her head dipped, almost as if she were sensing something at the tip of the sword. “Remarkable.” 
 
    “You know what? I’m going to be nice for once. Pilgrim, give me your things. Anyone else need me to carry something up to the rooms? I’ll do it,” Jelmay announced to the group. “But after that, I’ll be eating, for a while, so don’t expect to see or hear from me.” 
 
    “You say that as if it is a bad thing,” Kudzu told him, a slight grin on her face. 
 
    “I left myself wide open for that one.” Jelmay retrieved Danzen’s leather satchel and headed away from the group, letting them know before he left that he would also alert Menya and Abbot Monpo if he saw them. As Jelmay was stepping away, Galzo approached, the winged wolf offering the bakeneko a short nod in greeting. 
 
    Galzo sat, his head lifting, ears slightly folding back. “I see you have it.” 
 
    “Have you tried it out yet?” asked Yato. “I… I’ve improved. I know there’s so much to do right now, but I want you to know…” 
 
    “She has,” said Nomin as she returned Danzen’s sword to him. He sent it back into its scabbard for now. “Would you care for a demonstration?” 
 
    Danzen figured that watching Yato show them what she had learned would take his mind off what needed to happen next; it would also give him a moment to collect himself, to decide how he wanted to go about testing this weapon. 
 
    But Nomin had other plans. 
 
    “After she shows you what she can do, you and I can test your new blade. I’m sure you would like to see what it can do.” 
 
    “Do you mean…?” 
 
    Nomin looked right at him, and because of the nature of her eyes it felt as if she were staring right through Danzen. “I do. We don’t have to draw blood, but we can try.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that…” By the time Kudzu had voiced her concern, the three assassins were already moving toward the flowered courtyard where Danzen had once battled Nomin. As they had before, the younger nuns watched from the stone balconies before they were told to get back to their studies by an older nun. The two kitsunes ended up joining the assassins in the courtyard, as did Galzo and Sansar, the three-legged raven eventually perching on a stone bench across from the assassins. 
 
    Yato stepped away from Danzen and Nomin. 
 
    Slipping her hand into the front of her robes, she returned with a thick black cloth, which she tied over her eyes. “Ready.” 
 
    She summoned her gauntleted blades. 
 
    Skrrict! Skrrict! 
 
    Nomin approached the young assassin and drew her sword. She kept it at her side, waiting for Yato to launch an attack. There was a moment which Danzen hesitated for his student, but then she moved into action, swiftly, her speed amplified by the remnant that she wore. One hand behind her back, Nomin blocked each of Yato’s attacks, the clank of their blades jarringly loud. 
 
    Yato never lost sight of her target, never once did it seem as if she were simply flailing, always landing her hits. It was as if she could see Nomin, Danzen appreciating the confidence that she exhibited, how much she had improved in such a short amount of time. Then again, Nomin had been her teacher, and Danzen was certain that Nomin had likely had her training day and night. 
 
    That was how she had taught him. 
 
    “Good,” Nomin said, Yato stopping immediately, her blades returning to their sheaths. The blind assassin looked over at Danzen for approval. 
 
    He offered her a nod, proud at how much she had improved. 
 
    “Are you ready?” asked Nomin. 
 
    Danzen withdrew his new sword, the power causing his hand to vibrate for a moment. 
 
    It felt hungry. 
 
    A breeze picked up as Danzen focused on Nomin, the blind assassin tilting her head ever so slightly as it whispered past. 
 
    Danzen came at her fast, Nomin parrying his first attack. He could tell the power of his weapon once their swords met, a slight twitch in the corner of Nomin’s lips, one that told him that she wasn’t expecting the power he could produce. 
 
    His next strike was akin to a bolt of lightning, and even if he was moving with great force and speed, he could tell that there was still more power that he could call upon. He knew not to unleash this; this had nothing to do with breaking skin; this had to do with respectfully testing his weapon and sparring with Nomin. 
 
    He did not know if the blind assassin could die, but he could tell in their next strike, their weapons sparking as she blocked his attack, that he could do more. 
 
    And it was exactly what he needed. Moving away from Nomin, Danzen brought his sword overhead, one arm out. He twisted forward, on the attack yet again, leaping back three paces as Nomin offered a flurry of small attacks, Yato gasping on the periphery. The others watching were also wary of how intense it had become, Danzen not needing to get a glimpse of Kudzu’s face to know that their sparring worried her to no end. 
 
    The new sword was incredibly powerful; it was everything he could want in a weapon and he knew that. But there was still something missing. Danzen felt the urge to throw his weapon as he had done so many times, for so many years. He had relied on Astra’s unique power, which kept him away from his enemies. It was something he had grown accustomed to utilizing. 
 
    Throw the sword and it returns, kill an enemy from afar. 
 
    But this didn’t mean that Danzen wasn’t able to do some serious work close range. Perhaps it would be something he had to get used to. Or perhaps there was another option, a way for him to utilize the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds in the same way that he once used his boomerang sword. 
 
    He jumped a few paces back and felt the urge to send the sword sailing forward. It nearly left his hand but he held onto it, Danzen noticing a strange connection between him and the weapon. It felt more like an extension of his being than any weapon he’d previously had, including Astra, almost as if there were an invisible tether of sorts between him and the remnant sword. 
 
    He came forward once again, Nomin performing an aerial to avoid his next strike. She went from defensive postures to ones that were unpredictable, her movements now the style of someone who had trained with many different masters, expert footwork, unpredictable attacks, the blind assassin never breaking a sweat. 
 
    He thought he had her on his final attack, Danzen purposefully turning more aggressive as he brought his sword down, stopping just an inch or so away from her neck. 
 
    “We should stop,” he said so only she could hear. 
 
    One glance down told him that Nomin had him pinned as well, the tip of her short sword pointed at his abdomen. 
 
    They both put their weapons away. 
 
    “Thank you for the challenge.” Nomin turned back to the main hall of the nunnery, the blind assassin slightly out of breath. “I’m guessing you need to talk to Abbot Monpo about what happens next.” 
 
    “Right. That would be… helpful,” he finally told her. 
 
    “Good. In that case, I’ll join you.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen found the leader of the fox shrine in the library, Menya with him, both busy taking notes. Abbot Monpo looked up at Danzen, and as he did the former assassin retrieved the old remnant that he had gotten from the abandoned shrine, which he had picked up from Jelmay. 
 
    Abbot Monpo’s eyes fell on the piece. “Oh, my. And where did you obtain this?” 
 
    Danzen briefly explained what had happened, and once he grew tired of speaking, he drew the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. Menya pressed back from the table, Danzen sensing that he wasn’t supposed to draw his blade in the sacred library of the nunnery. 
 
    By this point, Abbot Monpo had walked over to him. “What a fascinating piece. Truly. And by its power…” 
 
    “It was forged from a remnant, not by one. A remnant in existence before the fall of Sunyata.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said as his eyes traced over the weapon. “I can tell it is something else, something unique.” 
 
    “I’ve never encountered anything like it,” said Nomin, who stood off to Danzen’s left. “You can tell that something is different about the weapon when it strikes.” 
 
    It was the first time she had mentioned the sword’s power, Danzen slightly surprised to hear Nomin speak in such a way. She generally kept to herself since returning from Diyu, and rarely spoke of things like living conditions, or how she was feeling since her return to the mortal realm. For her to say something like this told him just how strong the weapon actually was. 
 
    “That’s actually something I wanted to talk to you about,” Danzen told Abbot Monpo. “First, to receive this weapon, I had to utilize a power that you showed me, something that I already knew how to do yet… yet not at that scale.” He briefly explained how he had stopped the stone golem by shattering it. 
 
    “Right, good. You are starting to understand other aspects of your echo.” 
 
    “Which brings me to this sword.” Danzen returned the blade to its scabbard and removed it from the belt Jelmay had given him. He placed it on the table next to the remnant and looked down at it, as if he were planning to do surgery on the blade. “You don’t think that there is some way for me to turn this into a boomerang sword, do you?” 
 
    “Like your previous weapon?” 
 
    “Yes, I need it to be like that,” Danzen said, a lump in his throat when thinking about his former blade. 
 
    Abbot Monpo took the blade and carefully removed it from its scabbard. He examined it, and finally looked back up at Danzen, the jewel in the center of his forehead glowing. “I believe there may be a way. We can try tomorrow, but it may take some practice. The nuns are planning a dinner now that you have arrived and perhaps it would be nice to join them. I’m assuming you will be leaving soon.” 
 
    “We discussed this on the way back and we think it would be best for us to return to the northern passage first, to handle the nue. It would give me a chance to test my weapon and continue to practice with it before I head south to face Ginza.” 
 
    “I will be joining you on that trip,” Nomin told Danzen, reminding him that he hadn’t discussed these plans with her just yet. 
 
    “Yes, and we can discuss Soko later.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “Actually, that does seem like a good way to not only open the passage, but also see what you will now be capable of with this weapon. I know that you miss your previous sword,” said Abbot Monpo, which was something that the kitsune must have intuited, “but I believe over time that you will come to appreciate this weapon. And learn to use it in new ways. It is incredibly powerful.” 
 
    “He’s not wrong,” said Menya, her teeth slightly gritted. “I can feel it from here. There aren’t many like that, you know.” 
 
    “Weapons or remnants?” 
 
    “Both,” she told Danzen. 
 
    “Although there may be more in the Outer Regions than we know. The people that gave you these things, the Sundiyu Sect, maybe it is wise for me to make contact with them in the future. I do know of the organization, and had some relations with them before the fall, but it has been ages, and I was under the impression that they disbanded.” 
 
    “They could be instrumental in helping us,” said Menya, who now examined the remnant that they had retrieved from the abandoned shrine. “Especially if they have access to pieces like this. They may actually…” 
 
    “You don’t think, do you?” Abbot Monpo asked her. 
 
    “It is worth a request. We can’t seem to find what we need here aside from that one option…” 
 
    They both exchanged glances, Abbot Monpo offering her a short nod. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean that there aren’t scrolls or ancient treaties that we haven’t looked through, but it’s just not there.” Menya swept her hand toward some of the bookshelves. “The library is vast, and there are sections that haven’t been utilized in ages. But maybe this Sundiyu Sect would know of a better place for us to start. Perhaps they would know a strategy that would help us rebuild Sunyata.” 
 
    “That would be ideal,” Abbot Monpo told her. “But first, we feast, and then we will work with your sword before you head toward the northern passage. It is time we deal with this yokai and open up an easier route to Genshin Valley.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danzen prepared the next morning by bending his echo with the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. He had taken to the same courtyard where he had once fought Nomin, the former assassin also working on floating the stones while he glided his weapon through the air. 
 
    He didn’t know if he’d ever get used to the new weapon as his main instrument of death, but he tried not to dwell on this, nor what the tool would eventually be used for. There was no way to know how the legendary weapon had been wielded in the past, or how much bloodshed it had seen, but at Danzen’s side, it would certainly be utilized. 
 
    Yato, Nomin, Abbot Monpo, and Kudzu watched along the periphery, Danzen not quite enjoying the company as he performed his morning ritual. It wasn’t like they hadn’t observed him before, yet he now felt a heightened sense in what he was doing. He didn’t know if it was the sword, or the tests that Abbot Monpo had devised for him next. 
 
    Across from Danzen were several wooden targets made of planks that he had hammered together earlier. Soon, he would unleash his weapon, and see if he couldn’t get it to return to his hand. 
 
    Continuing to go through the motions, feeling each subtle twist of his form, Danzen began to notice the power he had experienced yesterday, this bond between him and the weapon. He felt tethered to it, and as soon as he did he opened his eyes, found his target, and let his weapon fly. 
 
    It whisked through the air, propelled mostly by his power, but it didn’t stick, the sword cracking off to the side. 
 
    “Try again,” said Abbot Monpo. “It does have power though, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Danzen saw Nomin nod. 
 
    Once he retrieved his weapon, Danzen got back into position. His eyes closed yet again, he began pivoting from foot to foot, noticing the power all around him, a portion of it twisting in his core. Danzen felt the power move through him to his weapon and back again as he steadied his breath. 
 
    He opened his eyes and loosed his sword yet again. 
 
    He struck the target, but it didn’t stick, Danzen not giving up as he tried it again and again, feeling each time as if he were getting closer and closer. He tried to remember what it was like when he was able to use Astra in this way. If Astra had been forged by a remnant, and this sword was completely made of a remnant, it had to be possible to give it the properties of a boomerang weapon. 
 
    The sword just needed to be trained. 
 
    It must have been his fortieth try, but the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds finally stuck in the board that Danzen had erected. 
 
    “That’s it,” Abbot Monpo said. “Now, bring it back.” 
 
    Rather than immediately try to summon his weapon, Danzen stepped forward, removed the sword from the board, and returned to his place. This time he did less movement in preparing its delivery, Danzen knowing that in the field he wouldn’t have any time to gather power. 
 
    He sent the sword whipping forward, and hit his target once again. He could tell now that there was something different in the way the blade had been propelled. The energy was moving through him and out the tip of the weapon, the power of Sunyata aiding the weapon’s delivery. Perhaps Astra had been used like this for so long that the sensation was hard for him to notice. Or maybe it had to do with Danzen not bending his echo until later in life, only now understanding the subtleties. 
 
    Once again he retrieved the weapon manually, not yet ready to call it back. 
 
    Danzen continued to practice hitting his mark, and only after several more tries did he finally try to do something different. It was time for the sword to return to his hand. Danzen flexed his fingers wide, as he had once done with Astra, aware that he could lose a finger if he wasn’t careful. 
 
    The blade began to shake. It pulled itself loose from the board and fell, never flying back to his hand. Danzen retrieved the weapon and stepped back to where he had been standing just moments ago. He struck the board with it and extended his hand yet again, the same way he would with Astra. 
 
    The sword pulled itself loose much faster this time, making it halfway to Danzen before arcing toward the stone ground of the courtyard. 
 
    Again and again, he tried to recall the weapon to his hand. 
 
    It got closer, but it could never make it all the way back, Danzen forced to focus on his echo yet again, the power that tethered him to the weapon. Once this didn’t work, he ended up bending his echo alongside Yato, the two amplifying his power before she stepped away. 
 
    It was a strange dance, and an even stranger task that he had set out to accomplish. But he desperately needed his weapon to operate in this way. 
 
    Once he was done reigniting his echo, he sent the sword forward again. His weapon struck the board, Danzen could feel a surge in power as it yanked itself out. It came to him so quickly that he jumped to the side, the force too powerful. 
 
    But it was close. 
 
    This happened a second time, the weapon coming at Danzen so swiftly that he barely managed to duck it. He was too afraid to reach out and grab it, the sword moving just about as fast as anything he’d ever seen move before, faster than Astra. 
 
    “Steady your breath, focus on your echo, and catch it this time,” said Abbot Monpo. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    The sword slammed into the board and pulled itself out immediately. Danzen shot his hand out to grab it on the return. He misfired, the blade passing just beneath his hand, the sword bringing a slash mark across his palm. 
 
    The power, the sudden flourish of animosity. 
 
    Portals began to open up around Danzen. 
 
    Nomin and Yato launched into action, the blind assassin pulling one of the demons out and slitting its throat before tossing it back in. Yato fearlessly cut them down, one by one, Danzen eventually joining in once he got hold of himself. Every time he drew blood, even after he’d gained control over his demons, he could never stomach the sudden burst of power as it collided with instinctual apprehension. 
 
    They ended up slaying seven of them, Danzen finally stealing a glance at Kudzu, who exhaled audibly. 
 
    “Perhaps that is enough for now,” said Abbot Monpo. “Let’s test your echo, have our breakfast, and be on our way. We can continue training tomorrow.” 
 
    “I can do more,” said Danzen. 
 
    “I’m sure you can, but something tells me that this will come more naturally if we give it time. There is no need to rush a skill like this. It takes extreme precision and concentration, and we see now what can happen when one of those things isn’t perfectly aligned. Your concentration is there, but the precision of the return will take some more work.” 
 
    “The sword is faster than Astra.” 
 
    “I thought so,” said Kudzu. 
 
    Yato agreed. “I can barely see it when it moves through the air. With Astra, I could at least see it.” 
 
    “These things take time,” said Abbot Monpo, the man clasping his hands behind his back. “But you have made good progress today, and I am certain by the time you meet Ginza that the sword will be able to perform in the way that you would like.” 
 
    “But if it isn’t, be prepared to use it in a more traditional way.” This comment came from Nomin, always the realist. 
 
    Danzen returned the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds to its scabbard with a nod. There was still work to be done. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen expected more, especially with what he had been able to do in the Outer Regions. He wasn’t quite disappointed with the results of his echo test, because as Abbot Monpo and Menya said, he would likely be able to repair the stone soon and move up a tier. 
 
    He simply expected more from himself, even more so with how quickly he had moved up in earlier tests. 
 
    The journey that was to come would take several days, first toward the northern passage, and then to the west from there, over marshlands. Danzen and company had packed accordingly, leaving little behind at the nunnery aside from the remnants they had collected thus far. It was going to be a large group to travel with, as it had been when they’d first pushed through the unknown region, Danzen joined by Yato, Kudzu, Nomin, Sansar, Jelmay, and Galzo. 
 
    Once they dealt with the nue, Galzo would return to Asura Forest and meet with his pack of wolves, who would relocate to the northern passage to secure it. Abbot Monpo had wanted to journey with them to the northern passage, but leaving their growing collection of remnants behind at the nunnery was becoming increasingly risky. 
 
    Hopefully, by this time, Danzen would have dealt with Ginza. And while he wanted to do this alone, his companions were insistent that they join him, all but Jelmay, who still had his reservations. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” said the bakeneko after they’d been walking for a handful of hours, “it may be important for someone to hang out in the northern passage for a while and scout around, you know, see what’s there. I’m not saying that it should be me, but I am pretty savvy, and some would describe me as clever when it comes to finding treasure.” 
 
    Kudzu didn’t take the bait. 
 
    “What I’m trying to say here is I might just get in the way once we get to Arsi. What could Ginza possibly do against three assassins? And what about Soko? That horrible witch didn’t exactly take my tail, but she instructed someone to. I personally think it would be smart to utilize her as best we can. You haven’t thought of that yet, have you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Jelmay winked at Danzen. “Simple. Meet Soko and use her as bait for Ginza. Then the three of you swoop in. Kill, kill, kill!” 
 
    “I will be there as well,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “And do what? Not that you aren’t a good fighter there, fox, but maybe you should leave the killing to those that have been trained to do it since childhood.” 
 
    “I plan to help.” 
 
    “And I plan to build a log cabin outside of Bahlingar where I can escape for the summer. Har!” 
 
    “I know this isn’t what you are arguing about,” Yato said, interrupting Jelmay, “but why Bahlingar?” 
 
    “Because it’s an up-and-coming place, Lady Pilgrim.” 
 
    Nomin let out a little half sigh at the statement. 
 
    Danzen knew that the blind assassin had spent a considerable amount of time in Bahlingar, and that she was well-versed in its underbelly. This was one reason he had wanted her to accompany him when dealing with the Penumbra clansmen. Had she been there, he would have been able to gather more intelligence in the city itself. 
 
    He was curious why Penumbra had chosen the woods surrounding it, especially if they were interested in remnants, which they were hoping to gather from the Outer Regions. Maybe it was because of the size, yet Odval would have been a better option in terms of location with its proximity to the Outer Regions. He also wondered why Soko and he hadn’t encountered any of the invisible men. Were they a private group within Penumbra? And if that was the case, how big was the organization? 
 
    Danzen tuned back into what Jelmay was saying, the bakeneko explaining what he would do if he was in Elder Bahjee’s place, how nice Verba would be. “Just imagine a boardwalk, waterfront restaurants and hotels, a tourist destination, a nice row of pleasure houses filled with delightful pillowers. It would be a place where the rich could come for spring and summer, the middle class in the fall, and the poor in the winter, when there would be some sort of ice festival. I can see it now. I really should kill Bahj.” 
 
    “Perhaps it would be best to leave Verba alone,” said Sansar, the raven currently perched on Danzen’s shoulder. 
 
    Bawa nodded in agreement. “He’s not wrong. While Elder Bahjee may be an unconventional leader, he has the backing of the Sundiyu Sect. Otherwise, they would likely have done something about him by now, especially with his proximity to the territories they oversee.” 
 
    “I’m sure they would come to like me, especially once the bribes started.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” said Kudzu. “You act like you’re so loyal to our cause and invested in rebuilding Sunyata, yet you’re constantly scheming something up. It’s confusing.” 
 
    “People are complicated.” 
 
    “You’re not a person.” 
 
    “Yokai are even more complicated. I mean, look at how many different types we have. There are ones that can talk, demonic types, and others that are stupider than a pair of inbred yamachichi. Then there are ones like our sworn enemy, Usagi.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go as far as to call him a sworn enemy, but he is definitely someone we need to keep an eye on.” 
 
    “One day, fox, you and I are going to eat that rabbit and it’s going to be amazing. Not only that, he’s bent his echo, so that could add to his flavor. I don’t know. Don’t hold me to that one.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should move faster,” said Galzo. “We want to reach the fog by night and the nue tomorrow.” 
 
    Because of the onset of fog, Galzo acted as their proverbial leader, the canine’s sense of smell arguably the best of the group. Bawa had joined them to be the runner, able to quickly return to the nunnery once they defeated the creature while Galzo headed south to Genshin Valley to summon his pack. It all made sense, especially when Jelmay would lead them from the northern passage to the marshlands alongside Nomin, who had used the area before as a quick means of travel. 
 
    Danzen wasn’t going into the upcoming fight against Ginza thinking that it would be easy, even with Nomin and Yato as backup. All of them had a very good chance of perishing, and that was without getting Soko involved. He also wasn’t the type to use someone as bait, even if he had a checkered past with the female assassin. 
 
    Perhaps the next morning, after he had worked more with the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, he would consult with Nomin and make a final decision as to what he should do with Soko. He knew that Kudzu would want a say, but there was a nuance here that she didn’t quite understand. Soko wasn’t a good person to have on one’s bad side. Allowing her to join in the fight may push out the inevitable for the time being, perhaps toward new Brotherhood contracts, keeping her away from Danzen and his companions. He didn’t know if a real truce would ever be possible between the two of them, but not having her constantly gunning for him would be a benefit for all. 
 
    There was always the chance that she could betray him at any time, including as he stood before Ginza, ready to kill the half-blooded monstrosity only to be blindsided by the female assassin. 
 
    It was truly a situation he didn’t want to put himself in. 
 
    Danzen was reluctant to discuss it much further, yet he knew that the guidance and thoughts of his companions would be paramount when it came to the sticky situation that was to come. 
 
    He just wanted everyone to make it through the eventual fight with Ginza. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Without Astra, Danzen wasn’t going to be able to hunt the way he used to. He was reminded of this once they’d made camp for the night, on the edge of the fog, the distance obscured. 
 
    While Jelmay worked on a fire, Danzen set out with Nomin, who would do much of the work in finding a meal. The two of them working together were a powerhouse unlike anything the others could imagine. Danzen didn’t give this notion much thought, but he once again sensed that telepathic link between the two of them when it came to doing what they did best. 
 
    Keeping low, now crouched behind a bush, Danzen waited with his eyes closed, chin tilted forward. Nomin was perched on a branch above him, so still that Danzen could barely register her presence even with the glow her echo was giving off. There was a small opening in the trees ahead, one with a stream passing, the perfect place to find something coming for water. 
 
    They waited, Danzen moving as the wind changed directions. They didn’t want to go too far from the campsite, but they needed to be far enough away for the others not to disturb two of them while they hunted. Kudzu had offered to help, and Danzen knew she was clearly capable of finding something, but they had a lot of mouths to feed, and they were hoping to bag something larger, like the elk that finally stepped out into the opening. 
 
    The elk’s ears twitched as it lifted its head, looking right at Danzen, who was still hidden behind the shrub. He remained motionless. The elk slowly returned to the stream as Nomin dropped from her tree, startling the creature, which caused it to charge in Danzen’s direction. 
 
    Danzen waited for it to pass before shouldering into its side, avoiding the antlers as he expertly slit the elk’s throat. 
 
    “Good catch.” 
 
    He offered Nomin a rare smirk when she approached him. “Hopefully, this is enough for Jelmay.” 
 
    After they’d drained most of the blood, Danzen hoisted the elk on his shoulders, the beast easily five hundred pounds. Returning to the campsite brought a series of nods from their companions, all impressed that Nomin and Danzen had killed such a large creature and had been able to bring it back with what looked like little effort. 
 
    “I knew it was better to send you out than to send the two foxes here to bring back some rabbits.” 
 
    “Rabbits are good food too,” Kudzu told Jelmay. 
 
    “I’m well aware of that. Remember, I was one who caught them for us in the Outer Regions. And if you’re referring to Usagi, then I agree with you.” 
 
    “Can you really turn into a rabbit?” 
 
    “It’s rude to ask a bakeneko what they can turn into.” 
 
    This caused Kudzu to laugh. “Since when?” 
 
    “Since now.” Jelmay rubbed his paws together and motioned to a place that he had cleared near the fire. “Look at those antlers. I don’t know how I’m going to cart those with us the entire way, but I’m going to try. Maybe I can make a hat out of them. What do you all think?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s best if you just leave them here,” Galzo told the bakeneko. “We don’t need things like that getting in our way right now.” 
 
    “Maybe…” Jelmay procured a knife from one of the bags and went to work. “I guess it isn’t legendary or anything, not like a hihi’s horns. I can probably lie and say that they are the horns of some yokai. Know of any yokai that look like this?” he asked anyone who would listen. 
 
    No one responded. 
 
    “Bah, if no one is willing to talk to me, I’ll just talk to myself. Speaking of which, Jelmay, I wonder what we will be able to get from the nue once we kill it. I’ve yet to really think about what we may really loot from it, what about you? I don’t know. What was it supposed to look like? Tail of a snake, body of a tiger? What am I missing?” 
 
    “Head of a baboon,” Galzo said as he watched Jelmay strip meat from the elk’s carcass. The bakeneko left the hide on the ground to prevent the meat from getting too dirty. While Nomin and Danzen had hunted, Yato had used a collapsible wooden bowl to bring water up from a different stream. She proceeded to clean the meat before preparing it for the fire. 
 
    “The yokai has to be worth something, some part of it, anyway. And don’t get me started on selling yokai parts. It’s the circle of life, it’s not like this nue is doing anyone any favors. Bird, I’m sure you know more than you’re letting on. It always seems to be the case, like your little tanuki buddy out there meditating in the mountains…” 
 
    “I honestly haven’t encountered this yokai we are set to face,” said Sansar, “but I suspect there may be something of value there. I don’t know. Perhaps we should focus on getting to it and killing it first, hmmm?” 
 
    “Again, and I don’t know why I keep having to say this, but I’m going to refer you, and everyone else, to the assassins that have joined us on this little expedition.” Jelmay pointed a bloodied claw at Nomin and Danzen. He then tilted his head toward Yato. “I knew that when we first started, when it was just the original team of Sunyata builders, that we were required to fight more. But now, we don’t. I would say this is the circle of life but I already said something about that.” 
 
    “Is that what you are calling us then? Sunyata builders?” asked Kudzu. “I don’t remember you ever using that term.” 
 
    “I don’t have a name for what we are, but you know what I’m saying, fox. We had the vision, well, mostly me, but you and Pilgrim have put the work in as well.” 
 
    Yato started to laugh, the young assassin now cooking up the first skewer of meat. “So you’re saying this was all your idea.” 
 
    “Whose idea would all of this be if not mine?” 
 
    Danzen knew better than to press this. Jelmay had asked this question with conviction in his voice, and he was fairly certain that the bakeneko had convinced himself that rebuilding Sunyata had all been his plan from the get-go. Rather than say anything, he helped Yato by preparing another skewer as Jelmay continued to claim that he had come up with the idea to rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re taking credit for this,” said Kudzu. “That’s just like you.” 
 
    “When the bards sing about us in the future…” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    “I can see it now, in the limited visions I’ve had I can definitely hear them mentioning a white fox, one with a crisp sparkle to her coat and a sour attitude. The rest of you, I don’t know. Well, of course they will sing about Pilgrim because he’s going to be the one that does it. I’ve made some bad bets in my life,” Jelmay said, “but this is the one I’m most sure about. We’re going to do this, the world will be better because of it, and somehow, I’m going to get even richer along the way.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    The night came coupled with a howling cold breeze, Kudzu and Yato sleeping back to back for warmth, Galzo and Bawa curled up near them. Jelmay had his demon bear hide draped over his body, just his head and whiskers peeking out as he snored. Nomin sat with her back against the tree, Sansar above her while Danzen rested. 
 
    As usual, the former assassin was up before the others, the sun not yet rising on the horizon, a chill still in the air. 
 
    “Nomin,” Danzen said as he sat down before her. 
 
    She lowered her chin to him. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Well enough. I wanted to speak to you about Soko.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve been thinking about that, and here’s what I have to say: Soko is already on our bad side, or, should I say, your bad side. And by allowing her to be part of this, there is a chance that she would stop pursuing you for the time being. I’m sure you have considered this.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly.” 
 
    “We don’t know how long that would last; she can be fairly volatile. But perhaps it would buy us some time.” 
 
    Danzen knew this was true as well, and that her mood swings had only changed with her abusive remnants. It was what he had already suspected, the true unknown in regards to the situation. If they let Soko join them, what would she do after? Would it be business as usual? 
 
    “And if she does die, my brother—or worse, my father—would just use her against me.” Danzen grimaced. 
 
    “Such a strange predicament. Maybe there is a way for us to gauge what facing Ginza may look like, and then later rope Soko in. She will be outnumbered if I am there,” said Nomin, confident in her ability as always. “I know you are worried about her betraying you, but she will be outnumbered. My presence may really throw her off guard; she must have heard that I was killed.” 
 
    “Likely. It’s such a risk.” 
 
    “These things generally are.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t go very far to start his practice. The fog was way too close to their campsite. He heard enough rustling in the woods surrounding them to know that they were being watched. Was it a good yokai? Or bad? He had a feeling they would find out soon enough. 
 
    He bent his echo, both hands on his new sword as he circulated the power. He had learned some tricks since picking up his morning ritual, yet was still classified as a Soul Wielder, not yet able to make it to the next tier. Even so, he had proven to both himself and his companions how much he was capable of in his fight with the stone golem. 
 
    With this in mind, he decided to float some stones, Danzen using even smaller rocks this time. An idea came to him as he continued to bend his echo. The rock he now floated spun around Danzen, the former assassin moving as if he were going to attack the stone. He never considered bending in this way before; with his eyes closed, he could physically see the energy moving between him and the rock, even as it twisted around him. 
 
    He let the stone drop and turned to a tree about ten feet away. Danzen loosed his sword, the blade stabbing into the trunk. 
 
    Thwack! 
 
    Danzen looked back over to Nomin just as she was getting to her feet. She approached and offered him a nod, letting him know that she was there to help if he cut himself. 
 
    He retrieved the sword manually and stepped away, going through those same motions he had just gone through and then sending it off. Nailing his target wasn’t going to be an issue, and he could have used it earlier to kill the elk. He was certain of that now. Each time he loosed his blade, he noticed that the power was getting stronger and stronger. The part that was going to be complicated was safely returning it to the palm of his hand. 
 
    Trying to cast this from his mind, he lowered his head, focused himself, and then tried to recall the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. It zipped right past Danzen, arcing toward the ground just a few feet behind them. 
 
    He tried again, his fingers grazing against the whitened grip of the sword. 
 
    “Keep trying,” Nomin said. 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    Again and again, he sent his sword into the tree ahead of him, unable to recall it to his hand. His precision continued to improve, Danzen to the point now that he felt as if the sword was at more or less the same level as Astra. He tried throwing it from a variety of angles as well, which would mirror how he may move in a fight. The blade hit its mark every time, but it never successfully returned to his hand. 
 
    “Your weapon is absurdly strong,” Nomin said once Danzen went to retrieve it. “I know you want to use it like Astra, and maybe there’s a time when you will be able to, but have you thought about simply relying on its sheer power?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I could feel it when we sparred yesterday. I’m surprised my sword held up; I suspect it was only because you were going light on me. I want you to try something.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Danzen asked once she didn’t elaborate. Nomin nodded to the tree that he had been throwing his sword at. It was easily two feet in diameter and about twenty feet tall. 
 
    “See if you can cut it down.” 
 
    Danzen looked at his sword. He had done some pretty wild things before, but that was with his Blade of Darkness, which was able to utilize the shadows around him. 
 
    Something told him he could do it, that the sword was strong and sharp enough to slice right through the tree trunk. To be sure, Danzen calmed his breath, his eyes coming shut, the energy coiling once again and spreading through him. He bolted toward the tree, his sword moving right through the trunk as if it were a paper wall. 
 
    Danzen immediately abandoned the sword and jumped over to one side of the tree, making sure it didn’t fall in the direction of his companions. 
 
    The wood cracked, the ground shaking as it finally collapsed. 
 
    “Amazing,” Nomin told him once he turned back to her. 
 
    “What was that?” Yato asked, the young assassin arriving rapidly. She took a step back once she saw the tree, her eyes jumping from the stump to Danzen, who was just returning his blade to his scabbard. “You did that?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. “We should probably leave soon. I may have drawn some unwanted attention.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The fog was now to the point that Danzen could barely see his companions. They were all tethered in some way by the golden thread that Abbot Monpo had provided them, something that would likely get in the way once the group finally encountered the nue. The tension was high, thick as the constant shroud that surrounded them. 
 
    A strategy to address the nue had been discussed over their morning meal, Danzen aware that it would take all three assassins working in concert to pull it off. The yokai was large enough—according to Abbot Monpo, able to wrap its tail around the fox shrine—that it was going to be an incredibly difficult fight, especially with their surroundings obscured. 
 
    Jelmay, Galzo, Kudzu, Bawa, and for that matter, Sansar, had an advantage with their added senses, which would surely come in handy. The one Danzen was most worried about ending up injured was Yato, but he didn’t tell her to stay back once the inevitable encounter presented itself. He knew she wouldn’t, for one, and he knew it was best not to shelter the young assassin any longer, especially with what they were up against, not only Ginza, but the other Seven Evils. 
 
    She would get in the crosshairs at some point, and while he would do his best to protect her, it would be her training and cunning that saved her in the end. 
 
    “Do you think it’s going to be able to smell all the frog leather that we are wearing?” Jelmay asked at some point, Danzen not able to see the bakeneko, yet certainly able to hear him. 
 
    “Let’s hope not, for your sake,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “I won’t be the first bakeneko to die fashionably,” Jelmay told the kitsune. Because Danzen and the other assassins were going to likely do most of the fighting, Jelmay had been tasked with carrying their bags, the bakeneko taking the form of a large man, which only made the group move even slower. 
 
    “The items you’ve had made are nice, I’ll give you that. You seem to have an eye. Don’t make me regret saying that.” 
 
    “Maybe I should start charging all of you. The various robes, the frog leather gear, the boots for Lady Pilgrim…” 
 
    “Quiet,” said Galzo, the wolf’s voice somewhere off to the left. Danzen saw a semblance of him in the thick fog. “We’re getting closer.” 
 
    A new sound met Danzen’s ears, a low, ominous gurgling. It seemed to be far away yet at the same time it was echoing all around him, the former assassin unable to locate its origin. They’d been traveling through the thick fog for over half a day by this point, Danzen not certain the direction they were going, only that it seemed as if they were moving further east. He was to the point that he needed to rely on his companions completely, the yokai discussing directions with Nomin, Jelmay serious for once whenever this topic came up. 
 
    It was clear that the ground they were covering had started to dip downward, the occasional rock coming loose as they traveled down a slope, or up an embankment. It became even more challenging once they reached the start of another forest, the gurgling sound growing louder, Danzen and his companions forced to keep even closer together than they had earlier on. 
 
    “That cursed nue…” Jelmay mumbled. 
 
    “If you can hear it, it can probably hear you,” Galzo told the bakeneko. 
 
    It was miraculous how much denser the fog could become, Danzen now unable to see more than one or two feet in front of him, something dreamlike to the way they continued onward. His eyes shut provided a better map of his surroundings, but his view was extremely limited, Danzen noticing at some point that he was more or less feeling his way forward, hyper cognizant of where his feet were landing. The purple outline of a tree took shape as he moved past it, Danzen always aware of the thread that kept him tied to Kudzu, careful not to get caught on something. 
 
    Yato was tied to Nomin, Jelmay to Bawa, the other kitsune with his tail glowing red, sometimes cutting through the fog. Because of his ability to fly, Galzo wasn’t tethered to anyone, nor was Sansar, Danzen getting yet another glimpse of both of them in the air around the group. The wolf flew with his legs tucked under him, his wingspan the perfect length to allow him to slip through the trees. He traveled gracefully, evidence of a being that had been alive for much longer than Danzen, Galzo’s movements not quite that of a bird, not quite as fluid, but equally impressive. 
 
    The forest let up and they came to a vast shoreline. Sansar and Galzo led them around the lake, the group keeping to the shore, Danzen not certain what time it was any longer. He’d use the lines on the inside of his fingers to keep track of the passage of time, doing his best to mark every hour. He didn’t know how precise he was, but he had done something similar before and was usually pretty close. 
 
    By Danzen’s estimate, it was now pushing toward the evening, the sun setting, the former assassin not certain if they were going to need to make a camp for the night or not. It seemed like a terrible place to do so, zero visibility, the constant noise, the fact that the nue could attack them at any moment. 
 
    “How much further do you think?” 
 
    This voice belonged to Kudzu, who was generally apprehensive in situations like this. In most scenarios, Jelmay would have teased her in some way, but the bakeneko was equally tense, his teeth chattering as he answered. “Hopefully soon.” 
 
    “Do not worry,” said Nomin, not quite the voice of reason, but at least coming with a sense of calm. They hadn’t spoken much about her return to the mortal world, if she could just simply die again. If this was the case, she would just go back to Diyu, Danzen quite certain that she wasn’t an immortal in that way. He also knew that his father could strip her life from her just as easily as his brother, which made him wonder sometimes why they had left her alive. What role would she ultimately play in this? If another of his companions died, would his father be so gracious as to bring them back? He hated the thought of the second question, knowing that it would allow Tengir Gantulga to yet again control him. Still, Danzen was glad for Nomin’s presence, and he knew once they reached Ginza, he would be glad for her skillset. 
 
    The gurgling sound grew louder as they passed the lake, Danzen and his companions now navigating through a graveyard of bones, not unlike where they had once fought the ogama. Once again, the bones were both small and large, some of the rib cages so massive that they had to be careful navigating their way through them. 
 
    The only reason Danzen didn’t have his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds at the ready was the power that it put off, the former assassin afraid the energy may draw instant attention to them, disrupting any surprise they may be able to enact. 
 
    “We’re there.” 
 
    Nomin’s words brought all of them to a sudden stop. Danzen produced his weapon just as an absolutely enormous tail careened in his direction, the roar of the nue unlike anything he had ever heard before. The other yokai squirmed away, golden threads breaking as the ground shook. 
 
    Danzen, Yato, and Nomin took off toward the demonic yokai. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Trees fell and roots unearthed enormous stones, the fog obscuring everything, dense as ever. Danzen’s sole focus was to stab the beast as many times as he could, the former assassin strained as ever as he narrowly avoided another attack from the yokai’s enormous tail. 
 
    He had never fought something so large before. 
 
    As he sent power into his legs, hoping to spring as high as he could into the air, Danzen settled on the only avenue of attack that made any sense. The plan was simple enough. He would come down on the creature’s back, and try to reach the back of its skull. From there, he would do anything he could to pierce through to its brain. They weren’t going to be able to hack it to death. They needed to either go for its brain or its heart, and the brain seemed more accessible. 
 
    Bounding into the air didn’t give him as much of an advantage as one may have thought, but that wasn’t why he was trying to get above the creature. 
 
    Swooping toward him, Sansar was now large enough to carry Danzen. He hooked his talons under Danzen’s arms, the raven turning back toward the head of the monster. The creature roared, the fog around hot and muggy, Danzen with his eyes closed now, his companions below doing their best to distract the yokai. 
 
    A set of claws came twisting his direction as they grew nearer to the yokai. 
 
    “Not to worry!” 
 
    Sansar changed his trajectory, Danzen batting the claws away with his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds. Just as he had suspected, his legendary weapon had cut through the nails, leaving the monstrous yokai screeching in pain. It reared up onto its two front legs and came smashing down, wind whipping some of the fog away, Danzen getting his first true glimpse of the gargantuan yokai. It was breathtakingly large, the creature’s red eyes immediately locking on to Danzen, the beast ugly and foul, no hint of grace for a creature that had lived so long. 
 
    “There!” he shouted toward Sansar. Danzen prepared to throw himself onto the head of the nue. It swatted at him yet again, Sansar able to avoid the yokai’s claws but not the gust of wind that followed. It was powerful enough to twist him off to the side, nearly causing the three-legged raven to drop Danzen. 
 
    The yokai reared up and came down again, craters shredding the soil and uprooting more trees. Danzen didn’t have time to look for the others; he could only hope that Jelmay, Kudzu, and Bawa had made it to safety. Galzo appeared on the scene, the wolf flying in front of the nue to distract it by barking and flapping his wings. The beast shot its neck forward and tried to eat Galzo, allowing Sansar and Danzen to move around the side, even higher into the air. 
 
    “I’m ready!” Danzen called up to Sansar, who immediately released him. 
 
    He fell through the air with his arms out wide, glaive on his back, remnant sword in one hand. Danzen landed on the nue’s head. 
 
    His aim was to drive the weapon down into its skull, but then the creature shifted, Danzen falling to the right. He grabbed onto the top of its ear with one hand and drove his sword into a portion of the ear canal; his weapon wasn’t long enough to pierce through. 
 
    He dropped just as the nue reared to the side, trying to smack itself in the side of the head. 
 
    Danzen held onto a wad of the creature’s hair as the huge yokai came crashing down, trees brushing against his back, Danzen surprised that he didn’t draw blood. He drove his blade into the yokai’s nape, the former assassin gripping the yokai’s hair tightly with one hand as the beast tried to shake him off, his muscles bulging. There was now a patch of its body matted with blood, the surface slick as Danzen pulled his sword out, and attempted to transition into another position. 
 
    The nue whipped itself back into a frenzy, screeching, more fog billowing from its mouth. Danzen was intent on making it to the crown of its skull. He saw a flash of black behind him, the fog coming in thick as the nue lashed up and down. 
 
    He threw himself forward, and as he did, Sansar plucked Danzen out of the air, once again lifting the former assassin higher and higher. The longer this took, the more destructive the yokai would be, which increased the likelihood that one of Danzen’s companions would get injured. With this in mind, he yelled for Sansar to take him even further up than he had before, Danzen ready to end the fight before someone got injured. 
 
    Sansar lifted him well over two hundred feet above the nue, pressing higher and higher, the night sky peaceful, stars glittering on the horizon. Danzen was now able to see the top of the fog, the horizon marked by the setting sun. It was otherworldly, the air thinning, the sounds from below reminding Danzen of what he needed to do next. 
 
    “Drop me!” 
 
    “Are you sure, Pilgrim?” Sansar asked him. 
 
    “Drop me!” 
 
    The three-legged raven hesitated, and when he did Danzen rocked his shoulders forward, indicating that he was ready. 
 
    Sansar released Danzen. 
 
    The wind rushed all around him, the former assassin closing his eyes as he quickly approached his target, which was outlined in purple, his sword held with both hands now, Danzen curling his knees up to his chest. 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    He struck his target so hard that it knocked the wind out of him, Danzen digging his sword in all the way up to the hilt, the nue lurching forward. The monstrous yokai tried once more to swat him away, but the wound Danzen had brought down onto the crown of its skull was too much for it to handle. 
 
    The creature fell, and as it did Danzen jumped backward, letting his sword go with the enormous yokai as its face collided with a sharp curve of uprooted bedrock, the sound of its final gasps sickening. 
 
    Danzen landed on the nue’s back and stumbled down from there. As soon as he reached solid ground, he fell to a single knee and unsheathed his Blade of Darkness just in case the monster was still alive. 
 
    It soon became apparent that this wasn’t going to be the case.

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Whew!” Jelmay stood before the nue with his hands on his waist, a surprised look on his face. “The bigger they are, the harder they fall, isn’t that right, fox? Speaking of which, where should we start? I don’t know about you all, but when I see this thing, all I can imagine is the inevitable kip I’m going to get for its parts.” 
 
    “We need to find somewhere else to stay for the night,” Kudzu told the bakeneko. “We’re not here to loot it.” 
 
    The fog had already started to clear as Jelmay approached the head of the nue and examined its teeth, acting as if he hadn’t heard her. “It’s going to be hard to get those things out of there.” 
 
    Galzo landed near the bakeneko, the winged wolf settling, his ears flitting back as he looked at the colossal yokai. “Kudzu is right. This creature has been keeping yokai out of this area for hundreds upon hundreds of years. As you know, there are always those looking to move into a territory once the ruler of the land has fallen. I would suspect that is the case here, and I would suspect that news will travel quickly. I need to bring the pack.” 
 
    “Bah. We have plenty of time,” Jelmay told the wolf. “There has to be something of value here, something I can unload at a dealer who specializes in yokai parts.” 
 
    “Why would you even consider doing that?” 
 
    “Why? To fund this operation,” he told Kudzu. “Who do you think is buying all those fancy robes and frog leather belts, not to mention paying for all of our lodging, food, and drink. If we’re going to save the world, we need to do so in style. You never hear me complaining. Why? Because I don’t mind making sacrifices for our little ragtag team of future champions. But the money has to come from somewhere.” 
 
    “You have money on you. I saw you counting it last night. If I recall, you were licking your lips and chuckling to yourself as you did so.” 
 
    “True, that’s the best way to count money. And it’s also true that I have some in various banks across Kishu Kingdom. The best way to maximize your investment is to spread it out, you should know that by now considering you are at least three hundred years old. Ugh. At least let me take its claws or something. There has to be something of value here. I would skin it, but…” Jelmay looked up at the massive creature. “That could take days. How about this? Give me your sword, Pilgrim, so I can cut away some of its claws. I’ll leave the teeth, as a compromise. How’s that? I’m sure that I can rope some hapless human into thinking they are an aphrodisiac, or perhaps a cure for erectile dysfunction. You know how humans are, especially men, always looking to overcompensate. Heh. I’ve made some of my best—” 
 
    “—Here. And hurry,” Danzen told the bakeneko as he handed him Nomin’s replica blade, which would be able to cut through the nails. 
 
    The bakeneko’s whiskers drooped. “I… I don’t get to use the new sword?” 
 
    “This one is just as sharp.” 
 
    Jelmay grumbled as he turned toward one of the yokai’s front paws. 
 
    “How far up did you go?” Yato asked as she approached Danzen. 
 
    Her hair was in disarray, and there were smudge marks across her face, but she didn’t look to be injured. Nor did Nomin, who stood nearby, still with her sword drawn, just in case the yokai somehow came alive again. 
 
    “Pretty high.” 
 
    “You dropped onto its head. It was like… like a stone falling from Sunyata.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you did that.” The white fox looked up at Danzen. “Sometimes you can be reckless.” 
 
    “It had to be done.” Danzen wasn’t the type to defend his actions, but if he were, he would have swept his hand at their surroundings, the stones now jutting out of the ground, all the trees that had been knocked over, their root systems vast and tangled. It could’ve been worse. 
 
    “I hope we never have to face one that large again.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t know what to tell Kudzu. The amount of chance involved in his line of work was unsettling, even if there was some bleed over with skill. The most practiced and trained combatant could be overwhelmed by the details of any given situation, and add to this the nature of his blood and what he was trying to do. 
 
    “The sheer size…” This voice belonged to Bawa, the globe at the tip of his tail with a light-purple hue to it now, not unlike the color Danzen associated with the remnants. “Its carcass will be here forever. It may be stripped of its parts by animals and yokai as time passes, but hundreds of years from now, this will still be here.” 
 
    “Which is yet another reason we need to collect what we can from it,” Jelmay called over to Bawa. The bakeneko had already sawed off two of the nue’s claws, and was working on a third. “These things are going to be heavy. Kudzu, we may need you to take your human form so you can help me carry them.” 
 
    “You know that’s not happening.” 
 
    “Lady Pilgrim?” 
 
    “I can help you, Jelmay.” 
 
    “And for that, I’m going to reward you. I don’t know what I will get you yet, but it will be something. I wish I had more of the ogama skin. But I could only carry so much last time. Maybe there is something I can have crafted from these claws. Time will tell, but you are getting spoiled courtesy of your favorite bakeneko.” 
 
    “Twenty minutes,” Galzo told Jelmay. “I need to return to Genshin Valley, Bawa to the nunnery, and the rest of you onward to Arsi. Get what you can, and then leave this creature be. Looting the bodies of our fellow brethren is a way to bring shame on all bakeneko.” 
 
    “Fellow brethren? I share nothing in common with this creature.” Jelmay started to laugh. “You aren’t going to shame any of us, Lord of the Dogs, not even the foxes. If anything, a real bakeneko would stay here overnight working to get every single part he could. He would also kidnap the bird and force him to tell him what he knew about this particular yokai, because I’m sure he knows something. Speaking of which, why didn’t anyone tell me that the bird could become so large?” 
 
    “It was mentioned,” Sansar said, who was now back to his normal size and perched on the nue, watching as Jelmay continued looting the corpse. “You likely weren’t listening.” 
 
    “If this is the case, then why have I been walking this entire time? You could have just carried me.” 
 
    Yato laughed under her breath. The younger assassin generally attempted to maintain the same composure as her peers, but Jelmay always had a way of cracking her up. To prevent herself from laughing even further, she moved to the other side of the mammoth yokai, Danzen turning to Nomin once she was gone. 
 
    “Do you sense it?” the blind assassin asked him. 
 
    At first, Danzen didn’t know what she was referring to; but once he closed his eyes, he saw energy radiating from the yokai. He realized now that the remnant that the nue had consumed had not only amplified its power, but it may have aided Danzen in hitting his target. The creature should have been obscured completely by its own fog, yet Danzen had been able to see a faint outline of its form, a glow during his plummet. It made sense now. 
 
    Keeping his eyes shut, Danzen approached the yokai, Nomin joining him as they walked next to its rib cage. He located the remnant’s illumination and plunged his sword into the body of the beast, Danzen having to cut away quite a bit of flesh and organ tissue before he finally was able to see the glowing remnants. 
 
    “Pilgrim gets it,” Jelmay said, the bakeneko so focused on his looting that he hadn’t realized why Danzen had started to gut the yokai. 
 
    “Let me,” Nomin said as Danzen stepped aside. The blind assassin sunk her hand into the opening he’d made and returned with a stone about the size of a book. “It’s one of the ancient ones…” 
 
    “It is,” said Danzen. Galzo approached, as did Bawa, the two yokai looking up at the remnant. 
 
    “It would be best for us to take that back to the nunnery…” 
 
    “I can accompany Bawa,” said Sansar. “I’ll carry it in the air so he won’t be disturbed. Once I reach the nunnery, I’ll leave it with Menya and Abbot Monpo and find the rest of you in the marshlands.” 
 
    “We won’t be too hard to find,” said Jelmay. “Just look for the white fox, a trio of assassins, and the handsomest bakeneko this side of Namdak.” 
 
    “I’ll… be sure to keep that in mind.” 
 
    Even with the blood smeared across it, the remnant was beautiful, its power causing Danzen’s stomach to knot up as he held it. Working with Yato, they used some of the nue’s fur to make a sack of sorts to hold the remnant, which they gave to Sansar. 
 
    Danzen approached the bakeneko. “Jelmay, we need to leave.” 
 
    “But I was just getting started…” 
 
    Kudzu picked up from here. “I’m sure there will be more to loot along the way. And… I’ll assist you if we run into anything else. How’s that? We can go now, I’ll help you if we encounter anything on our way to the marshlands. Deal?” 
 
    Jelmay looked up at her and smiled, his whiskers lifting. “You got it, fox.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Traveling all night was something they had done before the northern passage, the group falling into a spell of silence as midnight approached and passed, dark clouds overhead signaling a chance for rain. It never came, but there were points when lightning and thunder lit up the sky with flashes of electric blue, the landscape cast in shades of deep purple, gray, and black, Danzen and his crew never stopping. 
 
    The horizon was always present, always changing, moving from forest to rocky fields, to lakes, and eventually a marshland. It was here where they had to be careful, Jelmay warning them about the giant alligators that were said to live in the area. There were fishermen who were brave enough to come out this far, but most stayed away, keeping closer to Arsi, where they could unload their wares and use numerous boats traveling up the Sakai River. 
 
    After parting ways with Bawa, Galzo, and Sansar, the group stopped for about an hour in the marshlands. Jelmay simply plopped down onto a wet lump of grass and let everyone know that he was going to rest. “I’ve been carrying these claws for what feels like days…” 
 
    “That was totally your choice,” Kudzu told him. 
 
    “And you didn’t even give us time to see if there were any other jewels or whatever that I could potentially take out there. The northern passage is long, but not as wide it seems, meaning all the good things are behind us. What’s the point of liberating this place if we aren’t sharing the spoils of war?” 
 
    Danzen returned his focus to a place he would likely never reach in the distance. Ahead of them lay Ginza, and the future that had a potential to disrupt everything he was hoping to accomplish. Behind them was the northern passage, which they had successfully opened, allowing for remnant transport between Genshin Valley and eastern regions, avoiding where most of the humans lived. It was remarkable what they had done, it had the potential to change their world, especially once humankind figured out the passage was open. 
 
    But rather than celebrate, they were right back in the thick of it, Danzen seemingly returning to a former life that would never leave him as he prepared to kill or die trying. 
 
    “We can’t rest here,” Nomin said. “But I believe there will be a place for us soon.” 
 
    “You’ve been to the marshlands?” 
 
    “I have,” she reminded Jelmay. “It is one of the easier ways to avoid detection when leaving Arsi.” 
 
    “Fine, but someone’s going to help me with this bag, and by help me I mean help Lady Pilgrim, because she is the one carrying it.” 
 
    “I’ll help.” Danzen took the demon bear hide from Jelmay, which was now full of claws. They eventually came to a place that they would be able to rest for a spell, a stretch of land where the soggy ground seemed to be drier. There were even trees here with wonderful pink flowers that filled the air with a smell reminiscent of honey. 
 
    The wood wasn’t dry enough for them to make a campsite, most of the group finding a place to rest and doing so as the sun started to rise. As always, Nomin stood guard, Danzen only able to sleep an hour or two. 
 
    Once he was awake, he joined the blind assassin. 
 
    “Are you ready to practice?” 
 
    Danzen nodded. 
 
    “Time moves strangely.” 
 
    “Did you sleep any?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t sleep. Ever.” 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    “If we hurry, we can reach Arsi by tomorrow morning. I’m sure everyone will want to rest then.” 
 
    “I need to visit a blacksmith.” 
 
    “Kunta?” 
 
    “He’s the best I know.” 
 
    “There are better.” 
 
    “There always are.” 
 
    Danzen got into position and began bending his echo, thinking of his mother as he brought his new sword forward, energy rippling through it and around the legendary weapon. From his mother, his thoughts transitioned to Soko, some of the villagers back near his home, Khamdo and Enkhmaa, Dalan and Eva Yin. His history came to him in flashes, Danzen remembering White, the assassin who would drill him on infiltration. This led on a memory path of some of the more daring things he had done in his past, like hiding in rafters, or spending a day in a coffin just so he could take out a contract set to meet at a funeral home, endless stalking. 
 
    There were too many scenarios for him to recall, Danzen silencing them as he once again focused on his practice. He had to prepare, he had to be stronger and more cunning, and above all, he had to make sure no one died once they reached Ginza.

  

 
   
    Part Eight 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The marsh was behind them now, the city of Arsi spread before Danzen’s companions, split in half by the Sakai River. The outskirts of the city had grown to the point where they were forced to build up certain sections of the marsh, men loading in soil and erecting the homes on stilts, mosquitoes in the air even though it was pressing into fall, all of them avoiding Danzen. 
 
    His companions weren’t so lucky. 
 
    “Blasted things!” Jelmay slapped the back of his neck, the bakeneko now in his nondescript human form. “Take her blood,” he said, motioning towards Kudzu. “Not mine. Stupid yamachichis!” 
 
    “Yours is just too sweet for them. What can I say? It must be all that sugar in your diet.” 
 
    “If I have to tell you again that I am of average size for a bakeneko…” 
 
    “Enough.” Nomin rarely said anything to either yokai, but the two had been bickering for the last several hours, the blind assassin finally deciding to say something about it. 
 
    “Enough? Just because you’re back from the dead doesn’t mean you get to be rude all the time,” Jelmay shot back at her. 
 
    “I lived my entire life without meeting bakeneko.” 
 
    “And? What’s that supposed to mean? I lived my entire life without meeting a half-blooded assassin who goes by the name Pilgrim, and who has somehow managed to turn his life around and start inspiring others even with all the blood on his hands. I’ve also lived my entire life without meeting a blind assassin who has somehow returned from the dead, one that walks and acts like a ghost, not to mention the fact she wears all white and is eternally hard to get a read on. Need I go on? What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “Maybe it was my way of saying that bakeneko should be seen and not heard.” 
 
    Kudzu laughed at the statement. “I’ve always thought the same.” 
 
    “You’re no better, at least when the two of you are traveling together. You seem to enjoy tormenting each other.” 
 
    Kudzu’s ears instantly flitted back. 
 
    “Don’t you pick on her! You’re… you’re just jealous because you don’t have any friends.” Jelmay kicked at a stone. “Well, maybe that’s not true. I think Pilgrim is your friend. Right, Danzen?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond, nor did he pay any attention to Yato’s quiet chuckling. There was no point getting into this conversation. He kept his eyes on Sansar, who circled in the air above, the three-legged raven prepared to alert them if there was anything they should be cautious of. They were purposefully approaching the city as early as they could, the sun still rising, Danzen less worried about Soko’s scouts seeing him now that she knew he was coming. 
 
    It remained the ultimate question: should he seek out her help, or should he shun her completely? Everyone seemed to have an opinion on it, but one thing was clear to Danzen. Not bringing Soko into the fold would only provoke her, and at the same time, doing so would provoke those around him. 
 
    He still hadn’t decided what he should do. 
 
    Arsi was starting to wake up by the time they truly breached the city limits, fishermen carrying in their overnight catches, children helping their mothers with the morning chores, everything from sweeping front porches to bringing in things like eggs and milk from goats and cows. It was amazing how quickly the city transitioned from rural to cosmopolitan, the livestock and humble dwellings replaced by recently paved streets, public works, and a few small gathering spaces lined with manicured shrubs. Cafés with outdoor seating, hotels with maze-like gardens, banking. Many parts of the city were segregated by industry, like the pleasure house area, its road marked by a red arch that everyone entering was forced to pass under, or the government buildings, behind stone walls and iron gates. 
 
    They crossed the bridge over the Sakai River, Danzen and his companions finally parting ways. 
 
    “I’ll get us a room, and then I’m off to find the fence to get rid of these nue claws. Or the local yokai seller. Either will do. We need kip, and once we have it, I’ll find the swankiest hotel this side of Diyu,” said Jelmay, Kudzu and Nomin reluctantly joining him. Sansar, who now watched them from a rooftop, would follow the three and then report back to Danzen. 
 
    Meanwhile, Danzen and Yato would visit Kunta the blacksmith. 
 
    “He may be a little surprised to see me,” was all that Danzen told Yato as they approached the man’s home and business, that familiar smell of burning wood in the air, the neighbor’s goats running wild as they had been the last time he had visited. 
 
    Once again he found Kunta’s son in the main room, the young redheaded boy looking up at Danzen and simply nodding. He returned a minute or so later with his father. 
 
    “You’re… you’re back,” said Kunta, the man in a fresh apron with leather stitched around one of the straps. 
 
    “I would like you to do what you can with her blades,” Danzen told him. 
 
    “Your… apprentice?” 
 
    “Something like that.” Yato removed her gauntleted weapons, matching Danzen’s demeanor in the way she moved and spoke. 
 
    Kunta waited for her to place them on the counter before he spoke again. “Please, summon the blades as well. I am unable to do so.” 
 
    Yato did as instructed, Kunta’s son once again wide-eyed as he witnessed the unique mechanism. 
 
    “That’s not the only thing.” Danzen removed his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds from his belt, keeping it sheathed. 
 
    The blacksmith gasped, immediately recognizing something different about the weapon. Danzen respectfully handed Kunta the blade. “By Sunyata…” The burly man drew the sword from its sheath, the weapon radiating in a way that was unlike anything currently displayed at his shop. “It can’t be.” 
 
    “What is it, Pa?” 
 
    “It wasn’t forged… No, it wasn’t forged by a remnant. This is a remnant. Impossible!” 
 
    “You can tell that just by holding it?” Yato asked. 
 
    Kunta didn’t take his eyes off the sword. “I’ve been doing this since long before you were born. About the only thing I haven’t done is use a remnant to forge a weapon, but only because this is rarely practiced these days, much of the technique lost. I have worked on other remnant-based weapons, though. Speaking of which, where’s your other sword?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter now. I have this one.” 
 
    “And what would you like me to do with it?” Kunta finally shifted his gaze up to Danzen. “I don’t know if the tools I have could even sharpen something like this. I’ve never tried before.” 
 
    “I need a scabbard for it, a porous one.” Danzen had yet to get the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds to return to him, but he could feel he was close, and once he was able to do something like this, having a porous scabbard made things easier to clean up afterward. After all, one didn’t want to sheathe a bloodied blade. 
 
    “Yes, like your other one. I believe I could do that.” 
 
    “We are leaving in the morning.” 
 
    “It will take me longer than that, especially with her blades,” said the blacksmith. 
 
    “That’s fine. Take all the measurements you need for my weapon, and we will pick it up on our return two days from now.” Danzen reached into his new leather satchel and retrieved a thick wad of kip. “Let me know what I owe you.” 
 
    “And my blades will be ready tonight, right?” Yato asked. 
 
    “I can certainly make that happen, especially if I have a few more days to work on this.” Kunta offered the two of them a grim smile as he saw the wad of kip Danzen now held. “I don’t suppose you will be interested in telling me what it is that you are planning to do that will take a few days, would you?” 
 
    “Take your measurements now; we will leave the gauntleted blades with you and return tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, I see. Are… are you needing a room?” he asked Danzen. 
 
    “No, we have somewhere else to stay. But we appreciate the hospitality.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen could sense that he was being observed as he followed Sansar to the hotel they would be staying in for the night. It was useless to try to hide from the watchful eye of Soko’s spies, and he knew this. If she didn’t already know that he was in the city, she would soon enough, which was something he was fine with. 
 
    There was going to be no hiding from her, especially on her turf. 
 
    Something about Arsi had always drawn Soko in. The Diyu Brotherhood had taken her from an orphanage in the city, and when Danzen needed to find her, it would generally be the first place he looked. Because of the size of the city, she was able to get what she needed, Soko operating solely at night so people wouldn’t see the way she looked. This would have been harder in a place like Odval, which practically shut down at night aside from the taverns. 
 
    He only hoped that she hadn’t already had a change of heart, Danzen recalling what it had been like when she had ambushed him at the hotel last time he was in the city with Yato. 
 
    “The bakeneko has outdone himself.” Sansar swooped over Danzen and Yato and then lifted up to the high roof of a four-story building, one with a manicured entryway featuring everything from small ponds to quiet areas reached by miniature bridges. 
 
    The serene nature of the entrance caused Yato to pause for a moment, the female assassin admiring the landscaping. “You have all day to enjoy it,” Danzen said as he moved past her, and eventually up a flight of stairs into a grand entryway, where he was greeted by a man in black robes, a custom mask over the top half of his face. 
 
    Danzen had been to a place like this before, where they masked the attendants in an effort to make them seem less human, simply part of the furniture. “Right this way,” the masked man said as he led Danzen and Yato up the spiral staircase, one made of marble and decorated by a clean red rug covered with intricate stitching. “Your companions await you in the suite.” 
 
    “A suite?” asked Yato. 
 
    Danzen would have said something along the lines of she should be used to Jelmay wasting money by now, but he didn’t. It was clear that the change in environment from first the northern passage then to the nunnery was something that may be a little jarring. They truly had stepped from a remote region into sheer luxury. 
 
    What followed was a morning and afternoon of leisure, their room big enough for Danzen to bend his echo in one of the guest suites after furniture had been moved around. Jelmay had already arranged for Kudzu, Yato, and Nomin to visit a spa, the blind assassin declining. Yato and Kudzu enjoyed themselves, however, and once the day stretched into night, they all met over dinner. It was the most elaborate dinner they’d had in a while, their meal served over several courses, the food given out in small portions that added up to be quite the experience in the end. 
 
    Afterward, Danzen and Yato walked back to the blacksmith’s home. 
 
    “What a day,” she said, the lights in some of the windows now coming on, the street still slightly illuminated even though the sun had already set. Danzen didn’t want to remind her that things were going to take a turn for the worse sooner rather than later. He hoped that Nomin and him would be able to subdue Ginza, that Yato could stay on the periphery. Danzen would do whatever he could to prevent Ginza from hurting those he cared for. 
 
    He remembered the three-eye demon as he wound through the streets, hulking as Ginza was, his sickly pallor, the way he had so easily manhandled Danzen. Back in the marshlands, he had briefly discussed a strategy with Nomin, something that they would elaborate on soon. 
 
    There was no telling if it would work or not. 
 
    Danzen never relaxed his guard as he approached Kunta’s home that night, aware that it would be a perfect time to attack. Rather than go inside, he stood watch at the front of the door, his hand on the grip of the sword while Yato retrieved her weapons. He heard the sounds of her summoning her blades, his nerves jumping, Danzen instantly calming himself when he realized that she was simply testing them out. 
 
    “How are they?” he asked when she had joined him. 
 
    Yato admired the gauntleted blades once again. “Better than before.” 
 
    “Kunta is the best in the business, at least that I know of.” 
 
    Once they reached the hotel, they took a quick scout around the perimeter and the gardens, the two splitting up at one point, making sure that there weren’t any indications that they were being stalked. He already knew they were being watched, but as long as there wasn’t someone trying to infiltrate the hotel while they were there, he was fine with this minor detail. 
 
    He entered their room to find Jelmay already asleep, an empty jug of wine across his stomach. Sansar came in through an open balcony door, and as he did Danzen spotted Nomin standing on the balcony outside. After putting away most of his weapons aside from his new sword, he found Kudzu in one of the rooms, already asleep, the kitsune having consumed a little wine with Jelmay over dinner. She was in between forms, her human body still present, yet a pair of fox ears half lifting from her head. 
 
    Danzen tucked Kudzu in and stepped back out of the room. 
 
    He went straight to the balcony. Nomin acknowledged his presence with a nod, Danzen doing the same. He didn’t know if Yato would join them or not, and it soon became apparent that she was also planning to rest for the night, the young assassin never coming outside. 
 
    Wooden windchimes in the distance added a touch of sound to an otherwise quiet night. Danzen saw a bit of smoke coming out of one of the chimneys on a house outside the estate, and even though it wasn’t that cool of a night, it did feel as if the temperature was going to drop. He truly enjoyed the fall in Kishu Kingdom. It hadn’t officially come yet, but it was close, monsoon season over, the leaves starting to turn, a world in constant rebirth. 
 
    “Do you think she will come?” Nomin asked at some point, Danzen knowing exactly who she was referring to. 
 
    “That’s why I’m out here.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    “She will be surprised to see you.” 
 
    “I don’t know her very well. Not as well as I know you.” 
 
    “As I’ve said before, she…” Danzen thought of how Soko looked now. “You may not fully recognize her. I don’t know when the last time the two of you met was.” 
 
    “Before you retired.” 
 
    “She looks more like a ghoul now than she did then.” 
 
    Nomin turned to Danzen, her pearl-like eyes fixated on him. “Does it bother you to see her that way?” 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    “Have you thought more about what needs to happen next? If we should bring her into this or not?” 
 
    Danzen was slow to answer this. “We will make a camp tomorrow night, before we attempt to lure Ginza out. I will make my decision by then. But as you know, having Soko as an enemy is not ideal, whether it be in our world, or gunning for us from Diyu.” 
 
    “True. Have you ever considered how strange all this is, the way assassins operate around one another? There is a secretive nature of the profession, of course, but I’m speaking more about how quickly we can go from being at each other’s throats to fighting side-by-side. It is almost as if this is an inherited trait. The yokai, and other humans won’t understand it.” 
 
    “Still, something must be done.” 
 
    “And after we kill Ginza? The northern passage is open. Have you thought about what comes next?” 
 
    “We will head back to Suja Village, to my monastery. Or, I will and likely most of the others. I’m assuming you may want to head back to the nunnery.” 
 
    “Maybe. I find the company of your companions mildly interesting, even if they bicker too much.” She motioned toward the balcony doors. “But I like it there at the nunnery, where it is peaceful. That said, your brother has others for you to deal with once you address Ginza, and maybe it would be good for me to be around for that. But we can discuss that after we’ve dealt with Ginza. Try to get some sleep, Danzen. If Soko comes, I’ll wake you.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning was peaceful, a slight breeze coming into the window as Danzen bent his echo, the former assassin remembering everything he had learned to that point, what he was now able to do, the power of the sword, the companionship of his teammates. All would play their role in killing Ginza. All had equal weight. 
 
    Soko never came to visit him the previous night, the woman mysterious as always. 
 
    Danzen assumed that she knew he was around, especially with all her spies across the city of Arsi. This told him that she had either lost interest, which likely wasn’t the case, that she was waiting for him to come to her, or she was planning something else entirely. 
 
    He had made a decision on what he wanted to do regarding her role in this, but for now, they needed to leave Arsi, and find a place to lay low until later that night and the following morning, when they planned to spring their trap. 
 
    An elegant breakfast was delivered to them by several hotel attendants, Jelmay giving out orders, the bakeneko somewhat in his element as platters of pastries and eggs and various cured meats came. “It is a shame, really,” he said once they had all fashioned a plate, the bakeneko already with half a bread roll sticking out of his mouth, “we’re going to go from this to nearly getting killed in a matter of twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” said Kudzu, who was in her human form, seated on a plush chair with one leg crossed over the other. She had gotten better at doing this after watching Yato, and every time she sat as a human now, she did so with one leg crossed over the other, to the point that it sometimes looked unnatural. 
 
    “Notice I said ‘nearly,’” Jelmay told her as he shoveled an egg into his mouth. “None of us are dying, I’ll say that again. You know I get these visions sometimes, right? Well, we are going to succeed. We will overcome anything that Nomtoi throws at us—you hear that, you half-witted monobake?” Jelmay squinted as he looked around the room, as if Nomtoi was floating somewhere in the corner. “Anyway, notice I didn’t say that we won’t be injured, or that we won’t come close to dying, but none of us are dying. I can guarantee that.” 
 
    “You should be careful with prophecies,” said Sansar, who now picked at some meat that Nomin had placed on a plate for him. 
 
    “Bah, without prophecies, what is there to really live for? Ask yourself that, bird. You are from Suynata, after all.” 
 
    “The raven is right,” Nomin told the bakeneko. “The only way that we are going to do this is with precision and timing, prophecies be damned.” 
 
    “Prophecy covers both those things.” 
 
    “Just be ready to play your role when the time comes.” 
 
    Jelmay grumbled a response to Nomin, the conversation dipping into a lull as the group finished their fancy breakfast. 
 
    After their meal, the group set out, heading west in the direction of the Tudan outpost, with the goal of eventually shifting back to the south, toward the mountains far outside of Arsi, the desert sea beyond. 
 
    Danzen felt constantly on guard, aware that Soko or Ginza could spring out at any moment. 
 
    He traveled with his hand on the grip of his new sword, Nomin doing the same, Yato at the back, and also ready to summon her gauntleted blades. While it was tense for the three assassins, Jelmay didn’t seem to notice any of the anxiety that they were experiencing, the bakeneko garrulous as always, whistling at times, discussing how much kip he’d been able to obtain from a local seller who dealt in yokai parts. 
 
    “You should have seen him, Lady Pilgrim,” he said when nobody responded to his previous statement. “Not only does he think that these useless claws were an aphrodisiac, I had him utterly convinced that they would be a sleep aid as well, and that because they were from a demonic yokai, that they had a negative cancellation aspect to them that allowed their consumption to eliminate any bad luck that may be in someone’s future. What kind of moron believes that? You can’t stop bad luck with a yokai claw. Ha!” 
 
    “You are despicable.” 
 
    “No, I’m just me,” Jelmay told Kudzu. 
 
    Their group transitioned to a dirt road, a smattering of buildings to the left, the Sakai River now further and further behind them. The riverside city of Arsi was directly in the center of a fertile valley, lush green plants covering rolling hills as far as the eye could see. The farms here were well-managed, men and women working in the fields, oxen transporting farm equipment. It was the breadbasket of Kishu Kingdom in that regard. Now that it was approaching fall, Danzen noticed fields of pumpkin and squash, a variety of colors resembling the autumn leaves that were to come. 
 
    A few were already floating in the air, twirling around them as his party continued on, Sansar circling above. With the three-legged raven, they would know if Ginza suddenly appeared, that was, unless he could turn invisible, which Danzen didn’t think to be the case. 
 
    In terms of location, they were well over a mile away from the shrine, in the area where Ginza had ambushed him before the mountains. They would keep their distance before setting their trap. This would give the group plenty of time to rest, and go over their strategy once again, and to prepare for what was to come the following morning. 
 
    Danzen and his companions found a campsite later that afternoon, one that had been used by merchants before in a cove near a small stream. There were fish swimming down the stream, Kudzu instantly noticing this after she had morphed back to her kitsune form. 
 
    She looked up at Danzen. 
 
    “It’s still not returning to me,” he said, referring to his sword. 
 
    “But you can still throw it.” 
 
    Jelmay started laughing at this. “Listen to how hungry she is, the hungry little fox. Heh! We actually have food for once, yet she wants fresh fish? And you say the money isn’t going to her head? Spoiled!” 
 
    “Quiet, cat.” 
 
    “I can help you get a few fish,” Yato volunteered. 
 
    The group moved away from the stream, Kudzu and Jelmay bickering quietly, Nomin simply standing guard. Once Danzen and Yato returned to the water, he loosed his sword into the stream and struck a fish, his blade instantly tumbling to the north, in the direction of the Sakai River. Yato stopped the weapon and retrieved both the blade and the fish. 
 
    “Kind of funny, if you think about it,” she said as she approached Danzen, blade in one hand, slowly dying fish in the other. “Using a sword made from a remnant to catch fish.” 
 
    Danzen offered her a half-smile. 
 
    They continued this until they had caught eight large trout. By the time they rejoined their companions, Jelmay had already made a fire, which was crackling, a plume of smoke lifting into the air. 
 
    “We are going to have a nice meal tonight.” 
 
    And so it was. The group quieted into the night, sharing fish and other food that Jelmay had procured in Arsi. They generally kept two of the assassins on guard, Danzen and Yato alternating while Nomin remained on alert. Sansar rose into the air for a patrol every thirty minutes or so, no sign of Ginza as the sun went down. 
 
    They rehashed the plan that would take place the following day and then most of the group prepared to rest, aside from Danzen and Nomin, who were on guard duty. 
 
    “Are you going to leave?” Nomin asked Danzen after they had kept their posts for several hours, the moon at its apex in the sky, the others now asleep. Danzen was supposed to switch out with Yato, but he knew that there was something he needed to do first. 
 
    Rather than say anything, he simply turned to the west and brought his hood over his head. 
 
    Nomin knew him that well. 
 
    This wasn’t part of the plan that they discussed earlier, but it was something that needed to happen, and Danzen was keenly aware that Kudzu and Jelmay wouldn’t be happy about it. It also put him way closer to Ginza than he would have liked; there was no telling if it was worth the risk. 
 
    Danzen kept an incredibly low profile as he moved through the caliginous fields, yet again recalling some of the techniques that the instructor White had taught him. He tried to move as an extension of shadow, picking up his pace with the breeze, practically crawling at points as he continued on for well over a mile. Because of the pace, it took a lot longer than it would have normally had he been able to fully use his power, yet it was worth it once he arrived at the shrine, Danzen waiting a good ten or fifteen minutes to make sure that there was no other activity around him. 
 
    He was just moving out of the protection of a stupa when Sansar landed, the raven instantly scolding him. 
 
    “You should have known better than to leave.” 
 
    “I’ve made a decision,” Danzen said, his voice just above a whisper. “It needed to be done.” 
 
    “That’s fine, but…” Sansar sighed. “Just like your mother… you really are just like Shodren, you know that?” 
 
    Danzen didn’t how to respond to this. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll keep guard, if you hear me screeching bloody hell, prepare for Ginza, prepare to run.” 
 
    Danzen approached the shrine. If Soko was here, she would have seen him by now. Perhaps she was inside, in the room where he had once stored his items. 
 
    The door had been fixed since he’d last shouldered through, Danzen easily able to pop it open with his short sword. He entered the shrine, all but expecting Soko to lower in front of him, or perhaps behind him like the ghost she was. 
 
    There was no telling with the wraith of an assassin. 
 
    “Soko,” he whispered. He sensed movement; Danzen turned into a room on the left and found a bundle of cloth. He could have sworn he’d seen her just moments ago. “I’ve come. No games,” he said, his sword drawn. 
 
    After waiting for a few minutes, and calling her name a few times, Danzen was just turning away when he decided to leave her a message. He owed her that much. The former assassin stepped outside and collected a handful of small pebbles. He returned to the room he had once kept his items in, still on edge, half-expecting Soko to jump out at him. 
 
    But she never did. Danzen quickly made a small circle of stones followed by an arrow, pointing in the direction of where they planned to make their attack the following morning. Soko would know what it meant if she came. 
 
    With that, he slipped out of the shrine, keeping to the shadows yet again as he made his way back to the campsite. 
 
    At least he had tried to reach out to her. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Time had a way of speeding up as the encounter grew closer, Danzen tense as ever of this next morning as his team prepared for the inevitable. They had a quick meal well before dawn, Sansar never mentioning anything about Danzen slipping away the previous night to meet with Soko. 
 
    At least he had tried. 
 
    At least he had attempted to reach out to Soko in some way, to make her part of this so he could move the female assassin further away from the category of enemy. But he knew that this was wishful thinking. Even if she played nice, there was no way that Soko would actually join them in the long run. She didn’t care about their goal to rebuild Sunyata; she was only in it for the challenge, a way to make herself grow stronger. And this was another reason that he didn’t want her going to Diyu, not yet. There were numerous ways his father or his brother could exploit her. One of those ways was actually giving Soko more power, which would only make her that much deadlier to Danzen. 
 
    And that was the last thing he wanted. 
 
    Jelmay moved ahead as discussed, and once they were near the shrine, he morphed into Danzen’s form, the bakeneko continuing up the same road where Ginza had ambushed him. That was another thing that they had prepped for before setting off, Sansar flying ahead to the mountains and calling for Ginza to come out. They had debated this tactic, but they needed him out in the open, rather than his more familiar surroundings. It would also take Ginza away from some of the larger rocks, weapons in themselves, and deep falls that were possible in the mountain range. It was the best way they could come up with to level the playing field. 
 
    Jelmay pressed ahead, gripping the Blade of Darkness tightly while Danzen and his group kept back. As the brave bakeneko forged ahead, Nomin and Yato circled around the shrine, planning to come in from the other side once it started up. 
 
    For a moment, it didn’t seem like Ginza was going to appear. 
 
    The morning remained eerily peaceful, Sansar the only bird in the sky, a few blue-winged butterflies moving through the tall grass, flies buzzing around squashed pumpkins from an abandoned patch. 
 
    But then Danzen spotted the brute of a man coming down the road, brazenly, almost as if he were daring the assassin to strike first. Ginza was just as Danzen remembered him, palish-gray skin, shirtless, hulking in size. He was clearly ready for the challenge. 
 
    Ginza stopped in front of Jelmay as Danzen, the three-eyed monster lifting his head back and taking a sniff of the air. His muscles tensed and relaxed, Ginza clearly enjoying himself. 
 
    “You actually thought an ambush would work? I can smell your blood.” 
 
    “Yeah? And I can smell your feet,” Jelmay said in Danzen’s voice. “You’d think Nomtoi would keep his favorite pet clean. Ever heard of shoes?” 
 
    “Dammit,” said Kudzu, who was now in her fox form, crouched next to Danzen. 
 
    “What is this?” Ginza asked as he glared at Jelmay, the demonic being baring his teeth, most of which were misshapen and jutting out of his face. 
 
    “This is the day that someone sends your ass back to Diyu.” Jelmay moved in a position to attack. 
 
    Ginza spat. “You aren’t serious, yokai.” 
 
    “I’ve lived long enough, and I have great friends, people who really care about me, especially this one kitsune. I’m prepared to die. What about you? Are you ready to die? You overgrown yamachichi—” 
 
    “—Come out,” Ginza said, even louder now. “Come out!” he roared, once no one acted. 
 
    Danzen was camouflaged by the tall grass, yet he could now feel the monster staring at him, the hairs on the back of his neck bristling. It was time. 
 
    Danzen stood, and as he did, Jelmay slipped away with his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    “He’s all yours, Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Was that supposed to be some kind of ambush?” asked Ginza, not able to contain a burst of bitter laughter. “Had I known you were that stupid…” 
 
    Danzen brought his Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds to the ready. 
 
    Ginza laughed even harder, more spit flying out of his mouth. “You seriously thought that you would be able to trick me by having some half-witted yokai take your form?” 
 
    Rather than reply, Danzen lunged forward with his sword, Ginza immediately blocking his first attack with his claws. They truly were that strong. Danzen continued to strike at the demonic being, his attacks practically bouncing off Ginza’s forearms and never drawing blood. 
 
    He transitioned behind Ginza in a flash, the brute spinning as Danzen leaped into the air, going for an attempt to sever the demon’s arm. He only realized how quickly they were moving once he noticed that everything on the periphery had slowed, including the breeze blowing on the tall grass, Danzen and Ginza exchanging blows, his sword still not able to pierce the monster’s skin. 
 
    Danzen recalled how he had fought the oni outside of Verba. He would need to tire Ginza out, if it were even possible, and try to kill him in that way, perhaps sending his sword to the back of his throat… 
 
    Whoomph! 
 
    A solid kick from Ginza sent Danzen spiraling to the side. 
 
    He landed on his knees, and rolled out of the way just as Ginza tried to pounce on him. There was no signal for when Nomin would enter this fight, nor Yato, Danzen leaving it up to the blind assassin to interpret when he would need help or a distraction. 
 
    He just needed a breakthrough. 
 
    Danzen tried for a horizontal cross slash; Ginza took out his legs, slamming the former assassin onto the dirt road. He attempted to punch Danzen in the face, his knuckles coming mere inches away from caving in Danzen’s skull. Jerking to the left, Danzen managed to buck Ginza off him. 
 
    Nomin appeared; Ginza took off toward the blind assassin like a lion pursuing its prey. She held her ground, twisting and flourishing her blade as she blocked each of his rapid attacks, Nomin with absolutely no fear on her face, the woman’s eyes shut as she moved. 
 
    Her gauntleted blades drawn, Yato came in from behind and attempted to kick Ginza in the back of the knee. He spun, his three eyes narrowing on her, Yato standing her ground, distracting the beast of a man enough for Nomin to get her bearings. 
 
    Seeing an opening, Danzen burst between Yato and Ginza in a matter of seconds, where he was able to take the brunt of the demon’s next strike, protecting the younger assassin. 
 
    “Go!” he shouted at her, not able to contain his Demon Speak power. 
 
    Ginza managed to slash Danzen across his face, the former assassin all too familiar with the feeling that came next. His demons had been summoned. It was as if someone had turbocharged his animosity, portals appearing, Danzen’s hellspawns crawling their way out. 
 
    Yato saw to them immediately, the young assassin sinking her bladed fist in the back of one of the demon’s skulls, doing the same with another as it pulled itself up. Nomin quickly cut one down, black blood arcing into the air as she returned to the fight against Ginza. The two continued to deal with demon cleanup. 
 
    Danzen felt the urge yet again to jump back, regroup in a way, to send his sword forward as he would have with Astra to give him some distance. But there was no telling if it would return to his hand, and he definitely didn’t want Ginza to get hold of his weapon. 
 
    “Pilgrim!” Jelmay motioned like he was going to toss Danzen his Blade of Darkness. 
 
    He sheathed his legendary blade and grabbed the shadow-fueled weapon. It was worth a shot, but in the end, it didn’t pan out. His next strike did absolutely nothing to Ginza as it reached him, only infuriating the monster even further. That was another thing Danzen had noticed. As he grew angrier, Ginza seemed to be growing larger, the beast of a man a full head taller than he had been when the fight started. 
 
    Nomin tried for him again, and as she did, he slipped around her blade, grabbed her by the back of the neck, and hurled her into the field. The blind assassin flew a good thirty feet before landing in the remnants of an abandoned pumpkin patch. 
 
    Yato jumped at him, Danzen watching in horror as Ginza struck her in the stomach with an epic fist. The young assassin hit the ground, bounced once, and landed on the back of her neck. 
 
    “Jelmay…” Danzen said, barely able to point at Yato. “Jelmay!” 
 
    The bakeneko raced forward, fear in his eyes, Kudzu coming out of the field as well to check on Yato. 
 
    Sansar provided the next distraction, the three-legged raven now in his largest size as he collided with Ginza. The monster of a man grabbed Sansar by his legs and slammed him into the ground. 
 
    Breaking onto the scene again, Danzen engaged Ginza again with his new sword, his Blade of Darkness safely behind him so it wouldn’t get in the way. Time after time, he tried to hack at his brute of an opponent, Ginza blocking every strike, his flesh impenetrable. 
 
    Ginza finally struck Danzen so hard that he sent the former assassin to the ground, his sword flying out of his hand. 
 
    It was like he had collided with a stone wall, everything flashing along the periphery, Danzen blinking for a moment as he tried to gather his wits. He pressed himself up, aware that he needed to get back to the fight. His eyes shot over to Yato, who was alive, Jelmay helping her move away. 
 
    With a haggard breath out, he looked up as Ginza approached, the monster’s shadow looming over Danzen, a sinister grin forming on his face, saliva connecting his teeth. 
 
    “I told you that you were weak. I told you that you were nothing. I even gave you a chance to get stronger, and you come at me with this?” Ginza lifted Danzen’s sword off the ground, holding it upside down by the grip. “Yet another sword of yours I get to break before I send you to your father.” 
 
    Ginza brought the blade down onto his knee, attempting to shatter it as he had Astra, but the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds held strong. 
 
    “What…?” He attempted it again, Danzen now on his feet, ready to summon his gauntleted blades or go for his short sword, anything to engage the beast yet again. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Ginza dropped the blade to the side. He brought both his fists overhead, as if he were going to smash them down on Danzen. 
 
    A flash of black, a spray of some dusty green substance, the appearance of a new combatant startled both of them. 
 
    Soko now floated in front of Danzen, wearing the Witch of Diyu’s claws. She slashed at Ginza; the beastly demon stumbled away, his hands on his three eyes as he rubbed at them, trying desperately to get his bearings. 
 
    Danzen looked up at the woman, wide-eyed. “You… you came.” 
 
    “Get your sword,” Soko said, the female assassin with the same cracked mask he had left her with, Danzen unable to get a read on her expression. “Let’s end this.”

  

 
   
    .Chapter Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Soko unleashed a series of clawed attacks that had Ginza roaring with violence, the female assassin never able to cut his skin with her prosthetic attachments. Her poison, however, seemed to have some effect, Ginza stumbling and frothing at the mouth, spitting, gnashing his teeth as she continued to pummel him. 
 
    As Soko provided the distraction, Danzen slipped around her and retrieved the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds from the ground. Standing behind Ginza, he was just attempting to pierce him with the tip of his weapon when the monster swiveled, sideswiping Danzen’s attack. In the process of turning, Ginza also kicked Soko away, the man seething now. “You think a mere mortal…” 
 
    “I’ve heard just about enough out of you.” 
 
    Danzen feigned an attack, and swiftly pressed out of the way as Soko careened forward, disorienting Ginza yet again. The two continued this tactic, sweeping in like hummingbirds as they replaced each other’s attacks, which was something they had done before when combating a larger group. It was always an unexpected maneuver, one that opponents had a hard time defending against. 
 
    To break himself out of the pattern, Ginza leaped into the air, easily fifty or sixty feet up. He landed behind them and bulleted forward, driving his shoulder into the small of Danzen’s back. 
 
    He attempted to smash Danzen’s face yet again after clambering on top of the former assassin, Soko and Nomin able to beat him off. 
 
    “I’ll kill you all!” he shrieked, his three red eyes bulging. 
 
    Spinning with his claws wide, Ginza nearly cut Nomin down. The blind assassin skipped out of the way in the nick of time, allowing Soko to slip in yet again, ghoul-like in the way that she whisked toward Ginza’s feet, trying to level him. Her sword wasn’t strong enough to break flesh; Danzen knew if she struck any harder that she might actually ruin her weapon, Soko intuiting this as well as she swept backward. 
 
    Klank! Klank! Klank! 
 
    Danzen was up again, going for rapidfire attacks with his sword. Ginza blocked them with his forearms, sometimes his shoulders, the demon seemingly growing larger and larger with each strike. He was absolutely massive now, grizzled muscle and sheer rage. As Danzen came down again with his sword, Ginza grabbed him by the wrist and snapped his arm back as if it were a twig. 
 
    Still holding onto the broken arm, Ginza tossed Danzen to the side, the pain blooming within him. He held his sword with his other hand as he hit the ground, and rolled a few times before stopping in the weeds. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Danzen looked back to see Ginza engaged by Nomin and Soko once again, the two taking turns trying to strike and avoid the man’s demonic fury. Bellowing, teeth enlarging as he screamed at them, Ginza whipped himself up into a terrifying, demonic frenzy, the big man moving as if he were possessed. He was finally able to reach Nomin, the brute able to slam her down onto the ground, Soko slipping in for the save. 
 
    Kudzu quickly approached Danzen. “Your arm…” 
 
    “I’m fine. Is Yato…?” 
 
    “She’s alive; Jelmay is with her.” 
 
    Danzen stood and gritted his teeth, the former assassin now keeping his arm at his side to stabilize it. He had sustained injuries like this before, and could heal from it relatively quickly. 
 
    For now, he needed to get back in the action. 
 
    Danzen moved from haggard to energized in the steps it took for him to reach Ginza, knowing that now wasn’t the time to let an injury hold him back. 
 
    Now was the time to strike. 
 
    He put all of his weight into his next attack, swinging with what felt like his entire body, veins pulsing in his neck as Ginza yet again absorbed his strike. 
 
    “You will never stop me!” the beast of a man shouted. 
 
    Ginza shoved Danzen back and used his arms to propel him forward, coming at him like an enraged gorilla, the former assassin narrowly blocking each of his strikes. 
 
    He knew he could get cut again, that more demons could enter the fray, but that there were worse injuries that were possible. He had already glanced a few times in Nomin’s direction, making sure she was still moving, Danzen entirely aware of his surroundings, the activity on the periphery. This included Kudzu, who watched the fight as if she were going to save him at the last moment, Jelmay crouched next to Yato, who had her head back, sucking in deep breaths. It also included Soko, who floated, nodding, timing her next entry. 
 
    But how to end this? How to stop something like Ginza, a creature that seemed to take no damage? There had to be a way to pierce his flesh, and if not that… 
 
    Danzen thought he had done it. He thought he had finally left the mark as he moved with all of his weight into his next attack. But Ginza blocked it yet again and managed to send Danzen sprawling. 
 
    Soko jumped in between the two of them, the masked assassin launching into rapidfire strikes, once again trying to poison the monstrosity, a cloud of green mist spraying into Ginza’s face. 
 
    Ginza shot his fist through the mist and clamped his hand around her neck. 
 
    He lifted Soko into the air, screaming in her face as he did so, ire incarnate. She struggled, the female assassin trying desperately to cut at his arm. What happened next was entirely instinctual, Danzen back on his feet in a matter of seconds, his hand coming back as if he were holding Astra. 
 
    With all of his might, every ounce of power he could conjure into his good arm, Danzen sent his weapon flying toward Ginza. His Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds blazed forward, amplified by the ire of Sunyata. 
 
    Whack! 
 
    The sword stabbed deep into Ginza’s chest. The brute instantly dropped Soko as he tried to understand the sudden pain, the muscles in his neck twitching. He looked down at the grip of the weapon, and as he did, Danzen closed his eyes. 
 
    It wasn’t worth it to try to summon his weapon back to him, but there was something else that he was able to do, something that had worked in the past. Now that he felt as if he had a direct link to Ginza, Danzen was sure that it would work now. It was the only way to end this. 
 
    Ginza took a lumbering step toward Danzen, then another and another, closer, the monster now ignoring the sword sticking out of the side of his chest. 
 
    “I’ll… I’ll kill…” 
 
    Danzen lifted a single hand and curled his fingers. Ginza’s knees buckled, the demonic man suddenly quivering, his whole body shaking. The explosion that followed ripped Ginza’s body parts away, bone disintegrating. Danzen’s sword whipped out of the demonic being’s chest and landed somewhere in the field. 
 
    Danzen had shattered the stone. 
 
    What was left of Ginza consisted of a pile of cracked bone and viscera, a section of his skull, one of his red eyes, the other two missing. 
 
    The monster was officially slain. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t much dust in the air but it settled anyway, Ginza no more, Danzen gritting his teeth as Soko floated before him. 
 
    Schnickt! Schnickt! 
 
    The Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds was too far away for him to get, and while he could have tried to summon it back to him, he knew this likely wouldn’t work as well. He still had Nomin’s blade, another option as he prepared for the inevitable, even though one of his arms wasn’t fully healed up. 
 
    Silence spread between them, Soko looking Danzen over before finally speaking. “I’m not going to fight you.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t buy it. It was true that she had appeared out of nowhere to save him, but that didn’t mean that she wouldn’t betray him now. 
 
    “I told you that I would help you.” 
 
    “…Why?” 
 
    Soko lifted the hand that wasn’t hidden by a prosthetic to her face and removed her cracked mask. It was utterly bizarre to see her in the sunlight, a clearness to her skin, Danzen almost able to make out the bone beneath her blanched flesh. It startled him to no end, Danzen wanting to look away and stare at her at the same time. 
 
    “How many more of these demons are left?” she asked, strands of her dark hair falling into her face. He couldn’t help but see her differently in this light, Soko flashing into the young woman she used to be for just a brief moment, only to be devoured by her own demons, her addiction, black veins creeping up her neck and her cheeks. 
 
    “Five, at least I think there are five. The first two counted as one. And then Ginza.” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure to hunt these Evils alongside you. Stop right there,” she said suddenly, Soko sensing that Nomin directly behind her. “Back from the dead, are we?” 
 
    “His father is the ruler of Diyu. Things like this can happen.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard. Keep your distance.” Soko returned her focus to Danzen. “For now, I would like to continue our truce. And I would like to help you find and kill these demons that your brother has released from Diyu.” 
 
    “What’s in it for you?” Nomin asked. 
 
    “The challenge, and…” Soko bit her lip. “The challenge,” she finally said, quieter this time. 
 
    “Not happening.” Kudzu appeared alongside Jelmay, the bakeneko now in a human form big enough to hold Yato in his arms. 
 
    Soko looked back to Danzen, just as Sansar landed on his shoulder. “The fox dictates your life?” 
 
    “You can’t join us.” 
 
    “Again, the fox speaks without being spoken to. I don’t want to join you,” Soko told Danzen, “unless it is to hunt the demons your brother has unleashed. When you are ready to do this, come to Arsi. You know how to find me.” 
 
    “What about your other contracts? Or contracts you may take?” 
 
    She shrugged his question off, her black robes billowing in a soft breeze. “I’m not going to take any for the time being. I’m not foolish enough to tell them that I am retiring. I will simply do what Nomin used to do, disappear in my own way. But don’t leave me waiting for too long…” 
 
    Soko turned away from Danzen. She locked eyes with Kudzu and flinched at her, the white fox growling back, snapping her teeth. Once her cracked mask was secured, the wraith of an assassin moved toward the nearest field and vanished. 
 
    “By Sunyata! Was… was anyone else expecting that? Yet another thing that I should have placed a bet on. Crazy!” 
 
    “Jelmay, please… be careful…” 
 
    “Right, sorry.” Jelmay adjusted the way he was carrying Yato. “Well, what now? I would say we could scavenge what is left of Ginza here for rare parts, you know, something that a yokai dealer may purchase, but…” 
 
    “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    “For once I agree with the fox. But no one answered my question. What now, Pilgrim? Are we heading home for a spell or, I don’t know, continuing on our little adventure?” 
 
    Danzen’s gauntleted blades returned to their sheaths. “We will return to Genshin Valley. In a few days, we will take the northern passage back to the nunnery. This will give us time to explore the new region, and see what else we can uncover.” 
 
    “Looting, here we come…” 
 
    “I think I will head directly back to the nunnery.” 
 
    “You don’t want to stay with us?” Jelmay asked the blind assassin, whose white robes were now covered in dirt and grime. “What if Nomtoi sends another Ginza or three?” 
 
    “Actually…” Nomin smoothed her hand over her shaved head. “You aren’t wrong. Maybe I should stay. Yes, I’ll stay.” 
 
    “See? I knew you would, and I didn’t even have to beg. I do believe the best way to head back east is to return to Arsi and catch a ship from there. We aren’t going to be able to make any of the day ones, but if we get one of the night ships, we should arrive in Tudan the following evening. And don’t worry about travel costs, you know we will sail in luxury,” Jelmay told Kudzu. “Or just use Pilgrim’s power.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m worried about.” 
 
    Yato shot forward and started to cough, blood dribbling out of her lips. 
 
    “That… that doesn’t look good.” Jelmay looked down at Yato, his grin slowly fixing into a straight line. “Just relax, Lady Pilgrim, I’ve got you. We will find a doctor in Arsi as well, before we leave. I know a guy who works wonders.” 
 
    “I’ll… I’ll be fine. We… we can keep going.” 
 
    “It’s better to get checked out,” he told her, kindness in his eyes. “Especially before we catch a ship.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    .Chapter Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They reached the riverside city of Arsi, Jelmay taking the lead, the bakeneko now in his nondescript human form. Danzen carried Yato now, and they had removed her gauntleted blades, the younger assassin growing paler by the hour as she continued to cough up blood. 
 
    “I know where we can go,” said Jelmay, the bakeneko just about as serious as Danzen had ever seen him. Along their journey, Jelmay had explained exactly what they were going to do once they reached Arsi. He also had a backup plan, but first, they needed to see if ‘human medicine,’ as he called it, would be of some assistance. 
 
    The doctor’s practice was near the blacksmith, a place Danzen also needed to visit, yet he was entirely focused now on Yato, rather than picking up his porous scabbard. It was Nomin who mentioned this as they wound their way up a narrow lane, the blind assassin offering to retrieve the sheath for him. Nomin wasn’t quite heartless, but she’d seen so much death and had died herself that Yato’s condition didn’t seem to have a profound effect on her, not like the others, Kudzu constantly fretting, Jelmay the most worried of all of them as he moved faster than he ever had through the city. 
 
    Danzen was always on edge when he was in a city, well aware that another assassin could spring an attack, or for that matter, one of the Seven Evils. It was hard to focus on his surroundings as they finally reached the doctor’s home, tunnel visioned as they made their way up a flight of steps, Jelmay frantically knocking. 
 
    A woman answered. 
 
    “Take us to the doctor. We need her looked at now,” said Danzen, summoning his Demon Speak power. “Once we leave here, you won’t remember us ever visiting.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. Right this way.” The bewitched woman motioned for them to enter. She wore the robes of a nurse, and she had her hair tied back, the nurse with soft blue eyes that gave her an otherworldly allure. They were led to a room with a stained glass window that overlooked a portion of the city, where Danzen placed Yato on a small bed. As he was positioning a pillow under her head, the doctor entered. 
 
    “May I…?” 
 
    “Take a look at her. I believe she has internal injuries, but I don’t know. We need something to alleviate the pain.” 
 
    The doctor, a middle-aged man with a black mustache that matched his unibrow, came forward and immediately began examining Yato. He called directions out to the nurse, who brought in some supplies as well as a stone pitcher of warm water. They helped Yato swallow a pellet made of rolled-up medication, Danzen able to smell the herbs once the nurse opened the jar where they had been stored. 
 
    “I know something,” Jelmay said under his breath. “This isn’t… There…” 
 
    “Just spit it out,” said Kudzu. “If you know of something else that will help, then we should get it.” 
 
    “The only problem is…” Jelmay looked at the stained glass window, where there was a branch blocking the multihued view. “I should have thought of that earlier.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The bird, fox. He can get it. Of course! Why didn’t I think of that already? If this doesn’t work…” Jelmay hesitated again. “Yes, yes. He could deliver it to us while we’re on the boat heading toward Tudan. Lady Pilgrim needs to stick with us until then, but this will help. The herb I know of will help!” 
 
    Once Jelmay consulted with Sansar, the three-legged raven took flight, heading in the direction of the marshlands. There was a rare lily that bloomed at night, one that Jelmay claimed had restorative properties. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before,” he had told Danzen after detailing the plant and its properties. “It’s just been so long since I needed to think about something like that…” 
 
    Nomin arrived about thirty minutes later and took her place in the front room, standing guard. The new scabbard perfectly fit Danzen’s Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds, yet this remained the least of his concerns as he waited for Yato’s diagnosis. If only there were something he could do, if only he could somehow give her some of his own blood, which allowed him to heal so quickly. 
 
    He felt utterly helpless. 
 
    The doctor’s final prognosis came a little while later, the man with a deeply furrowed unibrow as he delivered the bad news: “As you may have surmised, she has internal injuries from whatever struck her. She’s young, and she may be able to heal from it. But…” He grimaced at this next statement. “I’ve seen much stronger men succumb to lesser wounds. For the time being, it is best to keep her awake, which I’ve been able to do for now using rindus roots.” 
 
    “So… all we can do is wait?” asked Kudzu, and even though she was in her human form, her ears seemed to flit back a little at this question. 
 
    “Yes, unfortunately so, yes.” 
 
    Later, as Danzen approached Yato’s bed, the young assassin blinked her eyes open and squinted at him, her pupils twitching. “What’s… what’s happening?” She swallowed, and licked her lips as if they were dry. “I keep trying… to rest… but my thoughts won’t let me.” 
 
    “You’re going to be fine,” Danzen told her, not able to stop his power from yet again taking over his normal speaking patterns. “We will get to my monastery, and head to the mountains from there. Dalan will know what to do.” 
 
    It wasn’t that Danzen didn’t trust the doctor, who seemed both skilled and empathetic, but Dalan had such a wide range of knowledge when it came to herbal healing, and he had been treating Eva Yin, his sister, for some time. If Jelmay’s medicine didn’t work, hopefully Dalan’s would. If that didn’t work, perhaps a remnant… 
 
    The only problem that remained was getting to Genshin Valley, and keeping Yato comfortable along the way. The doctor had requested that they continue to keep her upright once they decided to move her. The best way for them to do this was for Danzen to keep Yato on his back as they left the clinic, the female assassin with her arms wrapped around his neck. The group continued toward the docks, Kudzu appearing to wipe any blood on her lips, Nomin on guard as always. 
 
    Jelmay handled most of the gear, the bakeneko never complaining as they booked an overnight ship. As he had before, Danzen relied on his power to get them the best room on the boat. It was a spacious affair, with two nicely sized bedrooms and a large living area that had a dining table, a breakfast nook and stackable futons for sitting and resting. They dedicated one of the bedrooms to Yato, Danzen propping her up as the doctor had told him to do. He didn’t like the fact that she would rock every time the boat moved, but there really wasn’t another option. 
 
    It would have to do. 
 
    “I’m ordering food,” Jelmay announced, Danzen barely hearing him at this point. 
 
    He remained in the room with his student, the ship setting sail, the sun starting to sink on the horizon, reflecting off the waves of the Sakai River. Whatever it took, Yato had to make it through the night. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    It was well past midnight when Yato blinked her eyes, pale moonlight coming through a porthole adding a hint of color to her face. She now had a cold wet rag on her head, and every time she coughed, Danzen came to her to wipe her lips. 
 
    “I don’t want to die…” she whispered again, her lips starting to curl. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time Danzen had heard these words. He’d heard this phrase on countless occasions from his marks, their lives flashing before their eyes, Danzen standing over them as their will to live evaporated. People had begged him to spare them; they had offered him anything that he could imagine, from money to land, daughters to notoriety. He had never taken one of these offers, Danzen always finishing his contract. But now, as he heard a similar phrase on the lips of his student, a new understanding of some of his experiences in the past came to him. 
 
    He was an instrument of death. Being around those who were dying and being entirely responsible for taking their lives was something that was second nature to him, easily bottled. It rarely fazed him. But her words had a way of breaking through all that, Danzen feeling his heart pulse as he took her hand in his and squeezed it. 
 
    He couldn’t lose her. 
 
    “You aren’t going to die,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    “Pilgrim…” 
 
    Yato’s hand was balmy, even though she looked cold. Over the last few hours, she had gone through spells of both sweating and drifting off, Danzen forced to use his Demon Speak power to keep her awake. He couldn’t help but shake this feeling that if she closed her eyes, she would pass on to Diyu, and there was no telling what Nomtoi or his father would do with her. 
 
    “Jelmay is out on the deck waiting for Sansar,” Kudzu told Danzen as she came back into the room. She had spent much of her time at his side, alternating with the bakeneko to be on the lookout for Sansar. While he did this, Nomin kept guard as always, something that Danzen appreciated. 
 
    If his enemies wanted to attack, now would be the best time, while Danzen was down, barely recovered from the fight for his life he had just had against Ginza. There’d been little time to think about how things had gone down, or how he had been able to shatter the demon’s bones within his body. If things had gone differently, if Danzen hadn’t been able to lock on Ginza with his power… 
 
    He shook his head. He knew better than to fantasize, to play out situations in the variety of ways that they could have happened. What was done was done. Ginza was dead. 
 
    “Stay with me,” Danzen told Yato after she started to drift off again. She blinked her eyes open, still under his spell. 
 
    “Why… why do you care?” 
 
    While Danzen and Yato hadn’t been friendly in the beginning, they truly had grown a relationship since the time she had ambushed him. It was evident why he cared, at least to him it was. Yato had changed the path of her life by coming under Danzen’s wings and joining the others. He respected her for this, and he knew that it wasn’t exactly easy, especially with all the people she knew—Sonin, Tensei, and her teacher, Thane—dying because of their association with Danzen. 
 
    “We care because you are one of us,” said Kudzu, who was now seated on a stool next to Danzen. She was still in her human form so she could do things like wipe away the blood on Yato’s lips, or pat her skin down with a cool rag. 
 
    It took Danzen off guard a few minutes later when she rested her head onto his shoulder, the kitsune reaching her hand out to Yato and stroking her cheek. “You’re going to survive.” 
 
    A smile formed on Yato’s face. “You… you really think so?” 
 
    “I know so,” said Danzen. 
 
    He never put his arm around Kudzu, but it did feel comforting to know that she was there next to him, that she cared just as much as he did. She finally left when they heard the door to the main space open and shut, Jelmay announcing that Sansar had arrived. 
 
    “Stay here with her; I will deal with him,” she told Danzen. 
 
    He listened in as Jelmay gave instructions on how to use the flower that Sansar had retrieved from the marshlands. It was known as a Kijimo Lily, Jelmay bringing a lantern to the room once a concoction was prepared. Kudzu joined him with a wooden tray that had a few pink lilies on it, as well as a small saucer in which several of the lilies had been crushed and ground up with water. 
 
    “Make her drink this,” Jelmay told Danzen. 
 
    Danzen lifted the saucer to the young woman’s lips. “Yato…” 
 
    Her lips parted, Danzen able to get some of the liquid down. She began coughing immediately, and spit some of it up. 
 
    “You have to drink this.” 
 
    The young assassin did as instructed, Kudzu standing behind Jelmay now, Nomin in the doorway watching. Sansar hopped into the room and took his perch on a small, collapsible table, his feathers a bit ruffled. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy to find,” Sansar said, “but it should help, and I brought plenty of the lilies.” 
 
    “Dalan can use them as well,” said Kudzu. 
 
    “He can, yes.” 
 
    “What will they do exactly?” Danzen asked as he finished giving Yato the liquid. He’d heard an explanation earlier, but he’d been so focused on Yato that he couldn’t recall what Jelmay had told him. 
 
    “For one, it will help her sleep and heal while she does.” The bakeneko began rubbing the petals and pistils of the lilies Sansar had retrieved against Yato’s arms. 
 
    “I told her to stay awake.” 
 
    “Tell her she can rest.” 
 
    Danzen did so, once again calling on his power. 
 
    Yato yawned. “What…? Why is everything…?” She began to drift off, the muscles in her face contracting. 
 
    “Lady Pilgrim may have a few wild dreams tonight, so be prepared. Don’t be surprised if she wakes up screaming,” Jelmay said. 
 
    “That’s fine. I will be here with her.” 
 
    “I’ll stay in the room as well,” Kudzu said. 
 
    “There’s nothing more we can do now, so if anyone feels like resting, they should probably do so.” Jelmay stood, and dusted his paws on his vest, smearing some of the pollen from the flowers he had just handled. “Bah,” he mumbled once he noticed what he had done. 
 
    He left the room, as did Nomin. Sansar hopped out as well, leaving Danzen and Kudzu alone with Yato. 
 
    “Sleep,” Kudzu said as she once again came to his side, and placed her hand on Yato’s cheek, the young assassin still awake. “You should rest too,” she told Danzen. 
 
    He shook his head. “I need to be awake for her.” 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
      
 
    Danzen never slept. Throughout the entire night, the next day, and into the following evening as the ship sailed on toward Tudan, he remained awake at his student’s side. The Kijimo Lily seemed to work wonders, Yato no longer coughing up blood. Yet she remained listless, her energy levels low, unable to stand. 
 
    Danzen hated Ginza every time he saw what the beast had done to the young assassin. But Ginza was dead now, and he was also aware that he would soon be targeted by others. How long would he have until the next member of the Seven Evils made themselves known? How much worse could they be than Ginza? What did his wayward brother truly have in store? 
 
    The only time Danzen left Yato’s bed was to bend his echo, which he did in the room with her, the former assassin feeling a link to Yato at times as he went through his practice. If anything, Ginza had taught him that he needed to grow even stronger, and not only that, more cunning, prepared for whatever Nomtoi could throw at him. He had a feeling it would only get worse, that he would one day need to take Soko up on her offer. 
 
    Jelmay brought food just before the ship pulled into the Tudan docks, the bakeneko quiet, mumbling something about how Yato would get better, how he knew in his heart that none of them would die from the encounter with Ginza. 
 
    “Not yet,” he kept saying, ominous as ever. “None of us are going to die yet.” 
 
    Danzen ate some bread and had a bit of soup. He was able to feed Yato a slice of bread, but that was about it, the young assassin still not herself. They discussed staying in Tudan for the night, but Danzen thought it would be best to press on, to Chutham, then Suja Village, and finally, his monastery. Home at last. Sansar had offered to fly ahead, but after some discussion with the group, they thought it would be best for him to stay close by, just in case there was the potential for an ambush, Danzen and his companions needing to stay vigilant as ever. 
 
    Tudan was quiet as Danzen and his group wound through the outpost, Yato on Danzen’s back, her arms draped over his shoulders, legs squeezed around his waist. As he had before, Jelmay was now in his largest human form, carrying most of their items including his Blade of Darkness, a solemn expression on his face. Once they cleared the Tudan guards, they moved even faster, a cold wind occasionally picking up its pace, the stars above radiant. 
 
    The land between Tudan outpost and Chutham was defined by fertile fields and clusters of small wooded areas, covered in beautiful flowers in the spring. As fall approached, the temperature had dropped, the colorful flowers all gone, the trees starting to shed in the pale moonlight. 
 
    Yato started coughing again around the halfway point, a bit of blood reaching Danzen’s cheek. She turned her head away. “Sorry…” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he told her. She was light, but he noticed in carrying her that her skin didn’t seem to warm up, which was worrying to some degree. They stopped, Jelmay applying more of the concoction on her forehead while she rested in Kudzu’s lap and took deep breaths. 
 
    Danzen joined Nomin, stoic as ever, the blind assassin offering him a short nod as he approached. “She will get better.” 
 
    Danzen didn’t respond. Instead he kept his eyes on his periphery, movement above him reminding him that Sansar was keeping a watchful eye as well. Seeing that they had taken a quick break, the three-legged raven landed on a nearby branch. He settled, his head twitching left and right as he looked down at Danzen. 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    “Nothing of importance. Just some yokai making their nightly rounds. No demons, no humans.” 
 
    “Good,” Danzen told him. “Once we reach the monastery, you can fly ahead to alert Dalan.” 
 
    “Yes, the hermit. We should be there by early morning. Are you sure you don’t need rest, Pilgrim? It is not a sign of weakness to need sleep.” 
 
    It didn’t occur to Danzen how long he had gone without rest, and it didn’t matter to him at the moment. He could rely on his demon blood, his supernatural abilities. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    They set off again, Danzen carrying Yato, who seemed to be growing weaker and weaker, unable to hold onto him anymore. Because of this, he transitioned her into his arms. He never said anything to the young assassin, his sole focus now on reaching Suja Village, and moving through it as quickly as possible. 
 
    But first, they would have to go through Chutham, the city guards certainly about to question the sudden arrival of their group when Danzen took over. 
 
    “You will let us pass, and you won’t remember us after we have gone.” 
 
    It worked, the armed guards quickly stepping aside. Danzen and his companions wove through Genshin Valley’s largest city at a brisk pace. The smell of burning wood was heavy in the air, a bit of smoke hovering over the city from all the chimneys. There were a few people out, mostly heading home from the pubs, or making their way to Eva Yin’s pleasure house. Otherwise it was quiet, the night chill keeping most of the citizens indoors where it was warm and safe. 
 
    Or so they thought. 
 
    The group reached the end of Chutham, and before a guard could ask them what they were doing, Danzen once again used his power to tell him to ignore his group. 
 
    They pressed on, moving at a breakneck speed along the passageway between Chutham and Suja Village, the one he had traveled countless times now. He wasn’t able to do anything crazy like take a running leap into the air, but he certainly thought about it, Danzen desperately wanting to reach his monastery, the inevitable end of this part of his journey, as if simply arriving there would fix everything. At least they would be able to regroup. 
 
    Yato started to spasm just as they reached Suja Village’s First District. 
 
    She came awake in a fit of violence, forcing herself out of Danzen’s grip, startling the group as she did so. Her arms went tense, as if she were trying to summon her blades. She whipped around like a banshee, Nomin instinctively placing her hand on the grip of her sword. 
 
    Danzen called upon his power once again: “Stop.” 
 
    Yato fell to her knees, and hung her head. Danzen was beside her in a matter of seconds, lifting her back into his arms. 
 
    “What the hell was that all about?” asked Kudzu, the kitsune now at his side. 
 
    “I’ve seen something like that before,” Jelmay told her. “It looked to me like a last struggle to survive sort of thing. Maybe now…” His jaw set. “Maybe she’ll start getting better now.” 
 
    But this didn’t seem to be the case. 
 
    The young assassin kept shaking as Danzen carried her through the village, reaching the point that it was difficult to hold onto her without gripping her tightly. She began sweating, panting, her eyes fluttering as she spasmed, her breaths short and painful-sounding. 
 
    Miraculously, Yato settled once they reached the end of Third District, near Panchen’s home, Danzen noticing something different about her now. Yato’s skin wasn’t as cold any longer, her breaths were suddenly more natural. 
 
    “What’s happened?” Kudzu asked, the kitsune sensing the change. 
 
    “I…” Yato blinked her eyes open and sucked in a deep, satisfying breath. “I want to walk.” 
 
    “Would you look at that,” said Jelmay, a big grin forming on his face. “I was right all along! Heh! See that, fox? Your bakeneko never lies.” 
 
    “Not now, Jelmay…” 
 
    “She’s getting better by the second,” he said, motioning to Yato. Each new breath brought more life to her. 
 
    “I can still carry you,” Danzen told her, an attempt to also suppress the elation he was now experiencing. She seemed to be getting better by the second, but he didn’t want to get his hopes up, aware too that people could go through spells of clarity before ultimate death. 
 
    “Just let me try…” Yato insisted. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Just let me try.” 
 
    He obliged, and once she was on her feet, Kudzu came forward and offered her support. 
 
    They moved slower now, Sansar still circling overhead, Nomin quiet as always. Normally, Kudzu would have fretted about being this close to the Asura Forest late at night, but she kept quiet, the kitsune assisting Yato as best she could. 
 
    They would still need to get Dalan involved, but something had certainly changed. There seemed to have been a breakthrough. Danzen slowly started to feel better. It had been a wild couple of weeks, but he had succeeded in his endeavor. Yato appeared as if she was going to make it. 
 
    As he came to the bottom of the hill, Danzen lowered his gaze to the ground, appreciating the stability that he had been able to form since starting his journey to Genshin Valley. 
 
    And then he reached his monastery, the gasps from his companions coming to him all at once and waking Danzen from his reverie. 
 
    The monastery had been completely ravaged. What was left of the roof had caved in, most of it charred, some of the walls broken into pieces, debris scattered about. Not only that, his two stone lion dogs were destroyed, both on the ground and missing their heads, their pedestals knocked over. 
 
    Danzen drew his sword. 
 
    “What happened?” Jelmay asked, an edge to his voice now. “Who… who did this to Yama and Nama?” 
 
    Once she was sure Yato was stable, Kudzu came forward and began investigating, Nomin fanning out as well. Kudzu slipped around the back of the monastery and returned. “They killed your fire chicken too.” 
 
    “Basan?” Jelmay asked incredulously. “But… but her eggs were so good! Who did this? Yokai? Villagers? What sort of vile… Bah!” He looked around, bewildered. “Bah, I tell you! What are we supposed to do now?” 
 
    Nomin returned from her trip around the outer perimeter of the monastery, a nod from the blind assassin indicating to Danzen that this wasn’t an ambush. “No signs of a trap, no messages left behind…” 
 
    “Curses!” Jelmay shouted in the direction of the Asura Forest. “If this was you, Usagi, curse you to the depths of Diyu! I’ll kill you myself, rabbit!” 
 
    Sansar landed in front of Danzen, his black wings flapping as he looked up at the former assassin. “What now?” he asked. “If this is supposed to be a trap, it has either failed, or they haven’t sprung it yet.” 
 
    “For now…” Danzen turned east, to the Panchen Mountains, the black and red clouds of Diyu beyond. “For now, we continue on to Dalan’s hermitage. Please, fly ahead.” 
 
    “As you wish,” said Sansar as he rose back into the air. 
 
    “What about the monastery?” Jelmay asked Danzen, confusion tracing across his face. “This is your home, Pilgrim. You can’t just abandon it. We have to find who did this!” 
 
    Danzen closed his eyes for a moment, remembering all the times he’d had there, how he’d rebuilt the monastery, how comfortable he had become in the place. Whoever had done this must have known that it would affect him, and he wasn’t going to let them win. “We can deal with it later. For now, we need to make sure Yato gets better. Once we have done that, we will start our investigation.” 
 
    “Will you… will you rebuild it?” 
 
    Danzen never answered Jelmay. He returned the Heavenly Sword of Gathering Clouds to its porous scabbard, trying not to think about the intricate work his mother had done in the monastery, or the few things he’d kept inside, including the two rare yokai books. It was clear that all that was gone now, and if it wasn’t, he could scavenge it later. 
 
    “Will you, Pilgrim?” 
 
    Danzen took a step toward the east, his shoulder starting to dip, the former assassin truly feeling the shroud of exhaustion. He looked back to see Yato approaching him, limping to some degree, but stronger than she had been in days. 
 
    “We will find who did this,” she said. “This… this is my home too.” 
 
    “We will, once you are better. But for now…” He glanced back to the mountains. “Sometimes it is the only way for me to cope.” 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you for everything, for making sure I would survive. I won’t let you down next time.” 
 
    “You haven’t let me down once.” Danzen tried to smile at Yato, but he couldn’t. It just didn’t seem right that moment, especially with what lay ahead. The monastery could be rebuilt, and what they had done in opening the northern passage was the start of something grand, something never attempted. No matter who stood in his way, and no matter how they tried to thwart him, he would not stop in his endeavor. 
 
    Danzen would rebuild Sunyata. 
 
    But he couldn’t smile knowing the struggle to come. 
 
    So he did what he always did. Danzen looked away from Yato and continued on, his companions catching up to him as he pulled his hood over his head. 
 
    It was time to disappear. 
 
      
 
    The end.
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    Check out War Priest: Mask of the Fallen - it’s in a similar vein to Pilgrim, featuring yokai and samurai/shinobi inspired combat, a story of a healer who must fight for survival after everything he knows is taken from him.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The saga continues with Pilgrim 5, out in February 2022.  
 
    Pre-order now!

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    .Back of the book. 
 
      
 
    If you haven’t already taken a moment to do so, please review Pilgrim 4. 
 
    Also, if you’d made it this far and haven’t reviewed the entire series, please do that as well. It truly helps my book reach more readers, and it inspires me to push this story to its very limits. Originally, I planned for Pilgrim to be three books. As the story started to unfold, I saw that it had the potential to grow into something much bigger. You’re now on the fourth book, and the fifth will be out in a few months (unless you’re reading this after February 2022, then it’s already out). This series wouldn’t continue to expand and grow its readership without your support, and weirdly enough, the most important type of support we have right now as authors are reviews. 
 
    Thanks for reviewing it! And I hope this one felt a little different. I wanted to keep it a bit shorter, tighter, and more action oriented than the others. In the next book, I plan to continue this trend. 
 
    Finally, if you haven’t started War Priest yet, it is a sister-piece to Pilgrim. Different world, younger main character, but it has yokai and Pilgrim readers seem to really enjoy the story.  
 
      
 
    Pilgrim video game 
 
    I’m not insane. I promise. But I think Pilgrim would make an insane video game. Unfortunately, I am a one-man army so I have no idea how to get this done, but I do have a vision, a game that merges bestselling video games like Sekiro, Ghost of Tsushima, and Witcher III. 
 
    I’ve laid out what that would look like here. If you’ve played these games, you’ll instantly understand what I’m envisioning. Since I have no idea who reads my books unless you contact me, maybe I’ll get lucky and grab an exec of a video game company looking for some seriously cool IP. Or maybe that’s your best friend or favorite bakeneko who lives down the hill from your home. 
 
    Either way, here’s the Pilgrim video game concept on my Patreon page for all to see. Just putting this out there. Maybe we’ll all get lucky because this would be a truly fun game to play. It only takes a moment to imagine playing as troubled yet badass Danzen in an open world game in which you can’t get cut (at least at first), you have a boomerang sword, you can go after yokai/do quests, or hit the main storyline. Add crafting, add monastery (base building), and bending your echo and weapon upgrades. You get the picture. Anyways, I’ll stop dreaming. 
 
    By the grace of Sunyata, 
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
    Writer.harmoncooper@gmail.com 
 
    Here are some other ways to support my books: 
 
    
    	 Join the Proxima Galaxy on Facebook where I look for ARC (advanced Review Copy) readers and give away audiobooks  
 
    	 Join the Harmon Cooper mailing list. 
 
    	 Join my Patreon where you can read exclusive content (from cover design to future release ideas) AND all chapters before they are published.  
 
   
 
      
 
    If you feel like being social and getting other great book recommendations, check these pages out: 
 
    My Facebook Group 
 
    Cultivation Novels Facebook Group 
 
    Western Wuxia 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    GameLit Society

  

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

  

 
   
    Other Books by Harmon Cooper 
 
    I have written over fifty books. Here are some of the highlights!
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    Post-apocalyptic LitRPG western. If you liked the Pilgrim writing style, you’ll dig this one! 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/Cowboy_Necromancer 
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    Sacred Cat Island is a slice of life LitRPG with island cultivation.  
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/Sacred_Cat_Island 
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    A man becomes the grim reaper and introduces game mechanics to the role. Now an award-winning audiobook! 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/DeathsMantle 
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    My first cultivation novel about a monk, a bird, and a drifter from Massachusetts karmically fighting their way through a world based on Bhutanese, Mongolian, and Tibetan landscapes and literature.  
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/Way-of-the-Immortals 
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    What if Ready Player One was a multi-part epic? Gritty LitRPG action, gamer humor, fantastic fantasy worlds, and a killer main character. 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/TheLoop 
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    If you love dark fantasy, RPGs, Punisher, or Mad Max, you'll love this powerful LitRPG trilogy about a Player Killer and his wolf companion. 
 
    https://geni.us/LastWarrior 
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